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Abstract of Dissertation 
 
 

From Schoolmaster to CEO and More:  
How Independent School Heads Come To Understand Their Role 

 
The COVID-19 pandemic, political polarization, and racial reckoning are but a 

few of the challenges faced by U.S. independent schools and their heads today (Bassett, 

2010; Juhel, 2016; Rowe, 2021b).  This basic qualitative study sought to understand the 

challenges facing heads of U.S. independent schools and how these challenges inform 

heads’ perceptions of their roles. 22 independent school heads who led schools since 

2018 participated in semi-structured individual interviews. Participants described their 

initial perceptions of their role when they first assumed their positions, the leadership 

challenges they have faced during their tenure, and the ways in which tackling these 

challenges has informed their evolving understanding of their role. Because independent 

school heads today are leading their schools through unprecedented challenges as well as 

more common challenges like enrollment management or fundraising, this study utilized 

Heifetz’s adaptive leadership theory (1994) as a lens to examine how independent school 

heads perceive their role.  

Three findings emerged from this study. First, regardless of background or 

experience, participants did not know the full scope of the role of a head of school before 

they assumed the headship themselves.  Second, independent school heads face many 

challenges in their roles; some can be solved with existing expertise, many require 

leaders to mobilize people to change their hearts, minds, and behaviors, and some are 

internal and require heads to alter their own mindsets to solve. Nearly all of the 

challenges heads face in their jobs, however, involve navigating relationships among 
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constituents.  Last, the study found that heads gain a fuller understanding of their role 

over time and while they are doing the job.  This study includes recommendations for 

current and aspiring heads, independent school boards who hire and support heads, and 

independent school leadership preparation programs, as well as recommendations for 

future research. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 

Independent schools, or “non-profit private schools” (National Association of 

Independent Schools [NAIS], 2021a) have existed in the United States for over 200 

years, pre-dating public education. Over that time, the role of a head of a United States 

independent school has evolved from its British roots in autocratic, moral leadership to a 

position with complex responsibilities and functions. The British “headmaster tradition” 

that initially informed leadership models for many U.S. independent schools conferred 

absolute power on the head of school to achieve his school’s mission and direct the 

academic and character education of his students (Baron, 1956; Nostrand, 1973). In 

several U.S. independent schools in the mid-to-late twentieth century, headmasters who 

epitomized absolute and moral leadership and also brought charisma to their roles 

became famous for their ability to create successful, sustainable programs. These 

headmasters are the subjects of the few profiles of independent school heads that exist 

today (McCabe, 2011; McPhee, 1992; Sizer, 1982). 

Today, approximately 10% of all K-12 students are enrolled in private schools, 

and while enrollment in private schools, including independent as well as religious 

schools, has declined since 2001 as a percentage of overall U.S. K-12 enrollment 

(National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2019), the role of an independent 

school head has significantly expanded in its scope and responsibilities. As independent 

schools proliferated in the United States as rigorous, religious, potentially smaller, or 

segregated alternatives to compulsory public schools, the age of the “one man school” 

evolved into a more “democratic” model of independent school leadership with teams of 
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business managers, fundraisers, marketers, and instructional leaders helmed by the head 

(NAIS, 2010; Nostrand, 1973, p. 28). The head’s traditional role as a moral and 

instructional leader began to incorporate more administrative and management 

responsibilities similar to, though not inclusive of, those belonging to a school district 

superintendent (Jorgensen, 2006), college president (Frankel & Schechtman, 2010), or 

business executive (DeKuyper, 2007).   

According to the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS), a 

nonprofit membership association of more than 1,900 schools including more than 1,600 

independent private K-12 schools in the U.S. (NAIS, 2021a), a head of school is the 

"professional, institutional, and educational leader of the school…authorized to oversee 

all administration” (DeKuyper, 2007, p. 128). Descriptions of the role of a head today 

focus on the “many hats” a head must wear (Durnan, 2010) and the “broad skill set that 

looks more like that of a CEO than a teacher.” (Rowe, 2020, p. 20).  Not only must the 

head ensure program quality and steward the school’s mission and legacy, but the head 

must also be responsible for fundraising, marketing, admissions, public relations, crisis 

management, and customer service, and ultimately be held accountable to its trustees 

(Durnan, 2010; Nostrand, 1973; Strauss, 2007; Wickenden, 2011).   

Increased competition, the lingering effects of the 2009 economic recession, the 

COVID-19 pandemic, political polarization in the wake of the 2016 and 2020 presidential 

elections, and racial reckoning are but a few of the current challenges faced by 

independent schools and their leaders today (Bassett, 2010; Juhel, 2016; Rowe, 2021b; 

Wickenden, 2011).  These challenges have created a new landscape, and independent 

schools, particularly those in markets more vulnerable to dynamic economic or 
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demographic conditions, are adapting to survive, let alone thrive.  No longer able to rely 

on their schools’ brands, historic success, or traditional leadership models, heads of 

school must also adapt to this new environment (Bassett, 2010). Many independent 

school heads have had to focus more on their schools’ overall health and sustainability 

(NAIS, 2010), and according to the NAIS research, the head’s role has expanded to 

include increased crisis and risk management, ensuring community health and safety 

during a global pandemic, navigating political polarization, and racial reckoning (Rowe, 

2021b). According to NAIS researchers, these factors have “permanently altered how the 

world does school. The independent school of now should not look like the independent 

school of 2009” (Rowe, 2021b, p. 5). 

  Because the role of a head of school is multi-faceted and evolves to meet the 

changing needs of an independent school, research has yet to explore the impact of 

current challenges (Bassett, 2010; Juhel, 2016) on the role of an independent school head. 

This qualitative study explored how heads of school perceive their roles within the 

dynamic independent school landscape in which they work.  Specifically, this study 

aimed to uncover heads’ initial perceptions of their role when they first assumed the 

position of head, the challenges they have faced as heads of school, and how those 

challenges inform their understanding of their roles.   

Statement of the Problem 

U.S. independent schools today face unprecedented challenges, and research has 

yet to address how these challenges inform independent school leaders’ perceptions of 

their roles.  More than 4.6 million K-12 students in the United States are currently 

enrolled in more than 30,000 private schools, including non-profit independent schools 
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(Broughman et al., 2021), and 27 states as well as the District of Columbia now offer 

school choice programs and initiatives to make private schooling an option for families 

(Olneck-Brown, 2019). According to a 2017 study of U.S. private school enrollment, the 

most recent study of its kind, 10% of all U.S. K-12 students were enrolled in a private 

school, down from 11.7% in 2001 (NCES, 2019). While research has yet to identify 

private school enrollment trends resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic, U.S. public 

school enrollment declined by 3% from 2019 to 2020 (NCES, 2021), and research from 

the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS), a nonprofit membership 

association of 1900 private schools, including 1600 U.S. independent schools (NAIS, 

2021a), total enrollment declined slightly from 2019-2020 to 2020-2021 (Corbett & 

Torres, 2021), and approximately 760,000 students are currently enrolled in their member 

schools (NAIS, 2022a). 

While some qualitative studies of independent school headship describe the role 

and responsibilities of this position (Casper, 2016; Wickenden, 1991; Griffin, 1999; 

Jorgensen, 2006; Juhel, 2016), and some heads have shared their perspectives on the 

evolving landscape of independent schools in America (Bassett, 2010; Durnan, 2010), 

research has yet to examine the role and function of the independent school head within 

the dynamic environment of independent schools today. Current research about 

independent schools has focused on the evolution of teaching and learning (Gillespie, et 

al., 2021) and mitigation of coronavirus transmission during the pandemic (Ramirez, et 

al., 2021). Recent research about independent school leadership has focused on 

leadership turnover (Rowe, 2020; Rowe, 2021a) or the demographics and pipeline of 

independent school heads (Rowe, 2021b). Research has yet to describe other challenges 
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that independent schools face today or how independent school heads navigated the 

COVID-19 pandemic and other challenges.  A search for research on the effect of another 

historic event, the Great Depression, on U.S. independent schools and their leadership 

yielded no results, perhaps in part because enrollment in private schools as a percentage 

of overall K-12 enrollment remained steady through the Great Depression (Snyder, 

1993). No other research exists about the impact of global or national events like the 

World Wars on independent schools and their leaders. 

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this basic qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) was to 

describe how the role of the independent school head has evolved in response to 

leadership challenges facing independent schools today. Specifically, this study explored 

the perceptions of the roles of independent school heads who led schools since 2018.  

This study described participants’ initial perceptions of their role when they first assumed 

their positions, the leadership challenges they have faced during their tenure, and the 

ways in which tackling these challenges has informed their evolving understanding of 

their role (Bassett, 2010; Juhel, 2016; Wickenden, 2011). This study addressed one 

research question, with three sub-questions: 

1. How do independent school leaders perceive their role(s) over their tenures as 

heads? 

1.a. What were independent school heads’ initial perceptions of their roles 

when they first assumed their positions? 

1.b. What challenges have their schools faced during their tenure as head? 

1.c. How have these challenges informed their understanding of their role? 
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Statement of Potential Significance 

The challenges faced by independent schools today impact certain U.S. 

independent school markets more than others. While some schools have been resilient to 

these changes (Anderson & Ohm, 2012; Juhel, 2016), other schools have had to grapple 

with unprecedented challenges to their long-term sustainability (NAIS, 2017) and 

reevaluate their value propositions and business models to survive. Stent prophesied in 

1976 that some form of “Darwinism” may eventually discern the fate of U.S. independent 

schools (Stent, 1976). However, the internal and external factors that determine which 

schools are the fittest to survive, and the type of headship required to navigate this 

“Darwinian” struggle, have yet to be explored.  

The population of independent school heads has also changed, as a generation of 

long-term heads has retired and been replaced by heads with shorter tenures. A 2009 

survey of independent school heads found that 69% of heads intended to leave their jobs 

within a decade, and by 2020, 80% of independent schools had a head who had been in 

their position for less than ten years (NAIS, 2010; Rowe, 2021b).  According to a 2019 

NAIS survey of head turnover at independent schools (Rowe, 2020), 21.6% of new and 

interim school heads followed a head who held the position for three years or fewer, and 

one third of schools surveyed had three or more heads of school in the last decade.  

Fortunately, the pipeline of aspiring independent school heads has increased, as a 2021 

survey of NAIS found that 31% of school administrators mentioned an interest in 

pursuing a headship (Rowe, 2021b), up from 21% in 2010 (NAIS, 2010).  

The demographics of the headship are also shifting, as more young people, 

women and people of color are pursuing the headship.  Heads of NAIS schools remain 



 

 
 
 

 
 

7 

predominantly White males in their fifties, and women and people of color are still 

underrepresented in the headship.  However, in 2020-2021, more heads were in their 

fifties than sixties than in 2009-10 (Rowe, 2021b). Research from the 2021-2022 school 

year showed that 43% of heads of NAIS schools identified as women, up from 33% in 

2017-2018, and 12% of heads in 2021- 2022 identified as heads of color, nearly double 

the percentage from 2017-2018 (Blackwell & Torres, 2022). Moreover, the pipeline of 

aspiring heads is increasingly diverse; 23% of aspiring heads in 2021 were people of 

color, more than twice the percentage in 2009.  55% of aspiring heads in 2021 identified 

as female, up from 34% in 2009 (Blackwell & Torres, 2022). NAIS researchers also 

found that 13% of aspiring heads identified as LGBTQ+ (Blackwell & Torres, 2022). 

Given the dynamic landscape of independent schools today and the shorter 

tenures of current heads, independent schools need qualified candidates for headship 

more than ever before, and candidates for headship can no longer rely on historic models 

of headship to understand and navigate the complex demands of the role or the dynamic 

landscape of independent schools today.  A greater understanding of how heads perceive 

their role can provide models of leadership for current and aspiring heads and help 

independent school leaders ensure their schools’ sustainability and legacies.  

Theoretical Foundation and Conceptual Framework  

Because independent school heads today are leading their schools through 

challenges including a pandemic, increased political and cultural polarization, racial 

reckoning, and a reckoning with their own pasts, in addition to more common challenges 

like enrollment management or fundraising, this study utilized the adaptive leadership 
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theory formulated by Heifetz (1994) as a lens to examine how independent school heads 

perceive their role over the course of their tenure.  

According to Heifetz, Grashow, and Linsky (2009), adaptive leadership is “the 

practice of mobilizing people to tackle tough challenges and thrive” (p.14).  Heifetz and 

his colleagues theorized that all challenges could be categorized primarily as either 

“technical problems” or “adaptive challenges;” “technical problems” have known 

solutions that can be implemented with current knowledge, while “adaptive challenges" 

require changes in people’s “priorities, beliefs, habits, and loyalties” (Heifetz et al., 2009, 

p. 19). Adaptive leaders diagnose their organization’s challenges as either technical or 

adaptive, and once an adaptive challenge is identified, adaptive leaders marshal their 

people and resources to build on existing expertise to design and implement new 

solutions. In contrast to authoritative leadership, which relies on clear expectations, 

adaptive leadership requires an openness to discovery, the ability to rethink current ways 

of operating, the toleration of setbacks or losses, and a willingness to redefine, and 

ultimately realize, thriving (Heifetz et al., 2009). The conceptual framework for this study 

was modeled on Heifetz’s (1994) descriptions of technical problems and adaptive 

challenges, because this study aimed to describe the challenges faced by independent 

school heads today and examine how those challenges inform participants’ evolving 

understanding of their roles as heads of their schools. By applying this framework, I was 

able to understand how participants’ perceptions of their role as head evolved in response 

to the challenges they have faced, and I was able to understand the limits of adaptive 

leadership theory to describe how independent school heads understand their role. 
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Summary of Methodology  

This study used a basic interview-based qualitative study design (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016) in order to explore how independent school heads perceive their roles.  The 

study consisted of semi-structured video-conference interviews with current independent 

school heads determined by snowball and purposive sampling from across the United 

States, who have been heads for five years or more, not necessarily at the same school.  

Each interview was recorded, transcribed, and coded considering the research questions.  

I began my analysis with open coding (Saldana, 2021) within each transcript.  

Following an initial round of coding within each transcript, I then applied pattern coding 

(Saldana, 2021) to identify key themes and codes across transcripts.  I also examined the 

data for patterns and differences based on the types of schools, geographic locations, and 

demographics of the participants. Through this second round of coding, key themes and 

ideas emerged that helped to address the research questions.  

I have presented my findings with thick, rich description and code themes and 

categories that identify patterns of meaning and align with the theoretical framework for 

this study, adaptive leadership (Heifetz et al, 2009). Heads of schools’ self-reported 

experiences allowed me to describe and understand how they construct their realities and 

helped uncover how independent school leaders view themselves and their roles, the 

internal and external factors that influence those perceptions, and the effect, if any, of the 

challenges they face on their current understanding of their roles.  

 To increase the trustworthiness and validity of this study, I explained that my 

interpretations of my findings are inevitably shaped by my own position as a White 

woman, a current head of a private school whose career has been spent primarily in 
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independent education. I included thick and rich descriptions from each of my 

participants, and I utilized member checking to ensure that I reported my participants’ 

perspectives accurately.  Lastly, during the data analysis phase of the study, I engaged 

with a data analyst who is not affiliated with independent schools to help code my data.   

Delimitations  

The National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) includes among its 

members schools from across the United States, and NAIS also maintains the largest, 

most current database of information about U.S. independent schools, as well as contact 

information for heads of U.S. independent schools.  As an administrator at an NAIS 

member school, I have access to this database. Additionally, the Southern Association of 

Independent Schools (SAIS) maintains a public, searchable Head of School Database 

(HSDB) that includes demographics and information about the tenures of current and 

former NAIS heads of school (SAIS, 2021).  To cull a broad range of experiences and 

perceptions of independent school heads, I selected my initial participants for my study 

from NAIS schools using the NAIS and SAIS databases, and I used a combination of 

snowball and purposive sampling for the study.  Early participants were more willing to 

participate in the study when they were referred by a colleague who understands the time 

constraints and demands of their role, and many of these participants were female leaders 

of girls’ schools in the northeast and midwest United States. To ensure my study reflected 

a diversity of leaders from across the United States, I then purposefully recruited 

additional participants who led coeducational K-8, K-12, boarding, and day schools, as 

well as boys’ school heads. I also recruited heads of color and male heads to diversify the 

demographic composition of the sample.  
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To understand how current heads of school have come to perceive their roles, 

participants in this study were individuals who have served as heads of school for five 

years or more.  Heads whose first headship began after 2019 were not included in the 

study, because they lack the experience of a head prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, a 

significant challenge that all schools have faced.  This delimitation may impact the ability 

of this study to offer a full picture of how a U.S. independent school head understands 

their role, but the findings of this study will be incorporated within the larger body of 

literature about independent school leadership. 

Limitations 

By selecting heads of NAIS member schools as the population for this study, I 

potentially excluded leaders of other private or faith-based schools because they are not 

included in NAIS. I recognize that snowball sampling from among NAIS member 

schools may have influenced my findings, as some participants recommended other 

participants who lead similar schools, may share similar perceptions about the role of an 

independent school head or have experienced similar challenges and opportunities in 

their role.  However, the benefit of access to data about the diverse schools led by 

participants in my study, as well as the opportunity to recruit participants from across the 

country in a variety of school settings, outweighed the potential limitations of a study 

conducted among NAIS member schools.  

Definitions of Key Terms  

Head of school - A head of school is “the professional, institutional, and 

educational leader” of an independent school (Booth, 2022). A head of school can refer to 

either a male or female leader of an independent school.  In this study, I will use the 
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shortened term “head” interchangeably with “head of school.”  A head of school may 

also be referred to as a “headmaster,” “headmistress,” or “headteacher,” especially in 

scholarship about schools in Great Britain or U.S. independent schools in the twentieth 

century. 

Independent School - NAIS defines independent schools as “non-profit private 

schools that are independent in philosophy: each is driven by a unique mission. They are 

also independent in the way they are managed and financed: each is governed by an 

independent board of trustees, and each is primarily supported through tuition payments 

and charitable contributions. They are accountable to their communities and are 

accredited by state-approved accrediting bodies” (NAIS, 2021a). In the literature review 

for this study, research prior to the second half of the twentieth century does not 

distinguish the term “private school” from “independent school.” 

National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) - NAIS is a “nonprofit 

membership association that provides services to more than 2,000 schools and 

associations of schools in the United States and abroad, including more than 1,600 

nonprofit private K-12 schools in the U.S. that are self-determining in mission and 

program and are governed by independent boards” (NAIS, 2021a).  Among many 

services NAIS provides for its member schools, NAIS offers “research and trend 

analysis, leadership and governance guidance, and professional development 

opportunities for school and board leaders” (NAIS, 2021a). 

Adaptive Challenge - Heifetz et al (2009) define an adaptive challenge as one that 

“can only be addressed through changes in people’s priorities, beliefs, habits, and 
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loyalties” (p. 19).  An adaptive challenge requires the mobilization of stakeholders and 

requires learning to solve.  

Technical problem - Heifetz et al (2009) define a technical problem as one that 

has a “known solution that can be implemented by current knowledge. [Technical 

problems] can be resolved through the application of authoritative expertise and through 

the organization’s current structures, procedures, and ways of doing things” (p. 19).  This 

study distinguishes the various challenges faced by independent school heads as either 

technical problems, adaptive challenges, or some combination of the two. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  
 

Literature focused on U.S. independent school leadership is limited to largely 

qualitative studies of the lived experiences of independent school heads, research on 

succession planning, and some research about preparation for headship.  Profiles of 

several headmasters connect the U.S. independent school head to its roots in autocratic, 

moral leadership (McPhee, 1992; McCabe, 2011), but most knowledge about 

independent school leadership comes from the National Association of Independent 

Schools (NAIS), a nonprofit association that serves more than 1,900 private schools in 

the U.S. and abroad (NAIS, 2021a). NAIS publishes reports of surveys conducted among 

independent school leaders (NAIS, 2010; Rowe, 2021a; Rowe, 2021b), a quarterly 

magazine written by and for independent school leaders, and annual “trendbooks” about 

the overall landscape of U.S. independent schools (NAIS, 2021b, NAIS, 2022b).  NAIS 

also occasionally reports demographic information about heads of schools (Torres, 2011; 

Torres, 2013;). Additionally, resources generated by consulting firms who aid schools in 

head searches are available, as well as editorials and podcasts from current and former 

heads about their perspectives on leadership, abound in journals, magazines, and websites 

about education and independent schools (Conway, 1992;  NAIS, 2021a; Sizer, 1982; 

Withers, 2019). 

Methodology 

This literature review resulted from database searches in Education Source, ERIC 

(EBSCO), ProQuest, and JSTOR, searches for reports from the National Center for 

Education Statistics, as well as database searches of publications by the National 

Association of Independent Schools (NAIS), to retrieve articles and research reports 
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related to U.S. independent school leadership and the evolving role of an independent 

school head. Initial search terms included “leadership” and “headship” and both 

“independent school” and “private school,” as Education Source, ERIC, ProQuest, and 

JSTOR utilize the subject heading “private school” rather than “independent school.” 

Other search terms included “headmaster,” and “headteacher,” as these terms are used 

interchangeably in literature about the British education system. 

Initial searches yielded articles and studies about the British headmaster tradition 

and the role of the British headmaster in comparison to that of a U.S. public school 

principal, as well as several studies of independent schools in countries other than Great 

Britain or the United States. Studies that compare the British headmaster tradition and 

U.S. principalship were included in this review, because even though independent school 

leadership does incorporate elements of both the British and U.S. public school traditions, 

a U.S. independent school’s self-managing structure and emphases on character as well 

as academic education, align more closely with its British ancestors than with public 

school leadership models. However, to date no empirical studies directly compare the 

British headmaster tradition to the role of a U.S. independent school head, despite their 

historical connection, and this study does not examine the voluminous research on the 

role of a public school principal. 

The literature review examined the research about the roles of leaders in 

analogous public and private sector organizations, including higher education, charter 

schools, nonprofits, and for-profit enterprises.  These organizations and the leadership 

roles within them share similar characteristics to independent schools, including self-

governance, self-finance, and the need to respond to market and economic conditions to 
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sustain the organization.  However, empirical research has yet to directly compare the 

role of the independent school head to that of leaders in these complementary 

organizations. 

The literature review also examined research about the various challenges faced 

by heads, including the effects of the 2008 recession, the COVID-19 pandemic, racial 

reckoning and community polarization, and the rise in unexpected turnover in the 

headship. 

As Heifetz’s (1994) theory of adaptive leadership forms the theoretical lens for 

this study, the literature review also reflects an examination of how adaptive leadership 

has been applied to school leadership. Search terms included “adaptive leadership in 

schools,” “adaptive leadership in independent schools” and “adaptive leadership in 

education.” 

The British Headmaster 

An examination of the role of the U.S. independent school leader’s forefather, the 

British headmaster, creates a foundation for understanding the evolution of the headship 

in U.S. history. In his study of British secondary schools, Stevenson (1985) posed several 

key questions about the historic role of the headmaster: “Is the English headmaster a 

dictator? Is he aloof from reality? Is he an intellectual in an ivory tower? Is he an 

aristocrat? Is he an educator?”  (p. 92) Stevenson’s (1985) questions, particularly his last 

question about the headmaster’s pedagogical qualifications, reflect trends in the literature 

about the British headmaster tradition that emphasize autocracy as well as moral and 

cultural dominance.  
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In the absence of quantitative or qualitative research about perceptions of 

headmasters in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Dalrymple (1969) and 

Protherough (1984) offered their own perceptions of the role of the British headmaster.  

Dalrymple (1969) chronicled the history of the British headmaster and noted that during 

the Victorian age, “the authority of the person in charge was undisputed, and there was 

virtually no one, even at the highest level, who would dare to question his decisions” (p. 

67). Protherough (1984) examined the evolving literary representations of headmasters 

and found that the roles of the headmaster in literature of the Victorian era and late 

nineteenth century were primarily those of “judge, executioner, priest, and monarch. The 

disciplinary function is frequently the dominant one” (p. 245).  Headmasters were not 

described in these novels as educators as much as figureheads; as Protherough (1984) 

concluded, “the office swallows up the man” (p. 249). 

Though Dalrymple (1969) and Protherough (1984) examined perceptions of 

British headship and offered an authoritarian perception of the role of headmaster, Grace 

(1993), Calder and Shibles (1974), and Stevenson (1985) conducted studies among 

headmasters to trace their roles through history, identify their actual, and not perceived, 

responsibilities, and distinguish them from their American principal counterparts.  They 

found that the role of the headmaster has evolved over time to include instructional 

leadership as well as moral leadership and culturally dominant autocracy. In his overview 

of the history of the headteacher in England, Grace (1993) found that in contrast to 

Dalrymple’s (1969) and Protherough’s (1984) findings about literature of the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries, institutional leadership, defined as “setting the goals, ethos, 

and values of the school; establishing its ‘mission’; allocating the resources available; and 
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determining the mode of organization necessary to achieve this mission,” (p. 355) was 

not the responsibility of the head, but rather the purview of a managing or governing 

body similar to a board of trustees that governs an independent school today.  

Headteachers, as Grace (1993) labeled headmasters of this time, were not figureheads as 

much as they were expected to model effective teaching and “[monitor] the effective 

delivery of a prescribed cultural (and moral) code” (p. 360) across the school. 

Over time, and particularly between the 1940s and 1970s, the headteacher’s role 

grew to also include “operational institutional leadership” (Grace, 1993, p. 356) that 

moved beyond the exemplification of expected values and pedagogy and was instead 

“strongly constituted in hierarchical, patriarchal, and professionally dominant ways” 

(Grace, 1993, p. 362). Participants in Grace’s (1993) study of twenty experienced 

headteachers noted that they enjoyed cultural autonomy in their schools by the 1970s and 

benefited from an increased social emphasis on professionalism, which “proclaimed the 

powerful conjunction of knowledge and skills, demonstrable meritocratic excellence, 

expertness and specialized understanding with dedication and social and moral 

commitment to individual and public good” (p. 358). Ironically, Grace (1993) found that 

by the latter half of the twentieth century, the British headmaster’s role had evolved to 

become more like the moral, autocratic leader of the Victorian literature studied by 

Protherough (1984). 

Stevenson (1985) and Calder and Shibles (1974) drew similar conclusions as 

Grace (1993) about the increased responsibilities and authority of the headmaster in the 

1970s and found a renewed priority of instructional leadership in the head’s role.  

Stevenson (1985) asserted the headmaster’s dominance in his study of English secondary 
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schools, noting that “it is almost impossible to fire a headmaster” (p. 93), but also found 

that the headmaster is both “an educator and practitioner” (p. 94). Calder and Shibles 

(1974), in their mixed methods study of twenty British headmasters of primary schools, 

found that in contrast to his U.S. counterpart, who may not spend much time in 

classrooms or who ies instructional leadership, the British head’s authority emerges from 

his knowledge of pedagogy and child development.  “The British headmaster…has 

expertise in administrative process, but a considerable measure of his technical expertise 

depends on his knowledge of children and their interaction with their environment and on 

demonstrated competence as an elementary-school classroom teacher” (Calder & Shibles, 

1974, p. 395). The head’s primary responsibility for the moral education of his students 

as described by Protherough (1984) in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries seems 

to have come full circle and evolved into the belief that the headmaster’s “most important 

role is to know each child and how he interacts with others in a learning environment” 

(Calder & Shibles, 1974, p. 397). 

The U.S. Independent School Headmaster 

In 1923, the Trustees of Boston University argued for the necessity of 

independent schools in the United States education system:   

The public school has never had as universal a mission as it has today and it 

 never came as near fulfilling its mission as it does now, but it was never as 

 impossible for it to meet the needs of all the children of America as it is 

 today (Trustees of Boston University, 1923, p. 257).  

While some research does connect U.S. school leadership to its British counterpart 

(Calder & Shibles, 1974), little empirical research exists about the historic role of the 
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head of an independent school in the United States and how it attempts to meet the needs 

of American children. Weinberg (1968) identified methodological challenges to 

researching independent schools that might explain this dearth of literature.  Noting that 

the majority of students enrolled in independent schools were from affluent families, 

Weinberg pointed to the difficulty of studying “the elite” because of their unwillingness 

to be subjects of research; the “omnipotence” of the headmaster and his potential 

influence on the objectivity of research; and the challenge of studying children in an 

institutional setting.  In 1944, Fortune magazine surveyed 129 headmasters to understand 

more about independent schools and their leaders, and an assessment of this study 

suggested that headmasters relied upon traditional and authoritarian world views to shape 

their leadership (Rogers, 1944). These findings align with Powell’s (1996) assertion that 

until the 1960s, a head of school was the “eccentric legend, the magnanimous despot, the 

educational visionary, the matriarchal or patriarchal head of the family” (p. 67).  

In 1968, Lloyd conducted a survey among 121 members of the Headmasters’ 

Association, a group of leaders of U.S. public and private secondary schools, and found 

that in contrast to their more autocratic British counterparts, headmasters (for at the time 

all participants in the study were male) perceived their primary roles to be “leading, 

supervising, and educating the faculty” (p. 90) and forging meaningful relationships with 

students.  In fact, one participant asserted that the “special” role of a headmaster is to be 

“the democratic presiding officer of a talented faculty” (Lloyd, 1968, p. 90).  Another 

noted the complexity of the headmaster’s role: 

Within a relatively small scope [the headmaster] is handling a complete world. 

He is (or should be) educator, teacher, diplomat, hotel manager (in a boarding 
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school, like ours), father confessor, fundraiser, public speaker, local civic leader, 

psychologist (for boys, and-much more subtly-for faculty), businessman, 

inspirational leader, active in professional groups, well-read, a model family man, 

No. 1 rooter for all school activities, a pincushion, and (vital if he's not to go 

insane) possessed of a good sense of humor. (Lloyd, 1968, p. 92) 

While these small, semi-qualitative studies and explorations of headship do offer some 

historical context for the role of the U.S. independent school leader, most of our current 

understandings about the responsibilities of independent school headship have emerged 

from profiles of exceptional, charismatic headmasters of the twentieth century whose 

moral and autocratic leadership transformed their schools. 

Three Examples 

In the absence of empirical research on U.S. independent schools and the role of a 

head of school, several published biographies and autobiographical profiles of long-term 

heads offer key insights into how heads of school during the twentieth century perceived 

themselves and how their communities perceived their leadership.  As Powell (1996) 

noted, “the very identity of many prep schools…was virtually indistinguishable from the 

personalities of one or more heads of long tenure” (p. 67). 

Frank Boyden, Deerfield Academy 

Perhaps the most well-known study of a U.S. independent school leader is The 

Headmaster, the 1992 book-length version of John McPhee’s 1966 New Yorker profile 

of Frank Boyden, long-time headmaster of Deerfield Academy in Massachusetts. McPhee 

(1992) distinguished Deerfield from other independent schools of its time by noting that 

it was not trying to replicate an English model but create something new and uniquely 
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American under Boyden’s leadership. From 1902 to 1968, Boyden single-handedly saved 

Deerfield from closing, and through an autocratic approach and clear mission of “the 

development of character, to help each pupil to do that for which he is best suited” 

(Boyden, 1906, in McPhee, 1992, p. 109), Boyden transformed Deerfield into a well-

resourced and highly-regarded boarding school. 

Framing the head’s role in terms of the authoritarian, dominant leadership style of 

his time, McPhee (1992) located Boyden “at the near end of a skein of magnanimous 

despots who—no matter whether they had actually founded the places or not—created 

enduring schools through their own individual energies, maintained them under their own 

absolute rule, and left them forever imprinted with their own personalities” (p. 7). 

McPhee’s (1992) profile also emphasized the culture of moral responsibility that 

distinguished Boyden’s leadership: 

[Boyden’s] own mark was made in moral education, rather than in the academic 

disciplines. His first-hand relationship with his boys has always been 

extraordinary… and this is the area within which his greatness lies. From the start, 

he assumed responsibility not only for their academic development but also for 

their social lives, their recreation, and their religious obligations. (McPhee, 1992, 

p. 17)  

Father Edwin Leahy, St. Benedict’s Preparatory School 

Another profile of independent school leadership is that of Father Edwin Leahy of 

St. Benedict’s Preparatory School in Newark, New Jersey.  Like Boyden, who came to 

Deerfield at the age of twenty-two with virtually no teaching experience when he 

assumed his headship (McPhee, 1992), Father Leahy was a young priest when he became 
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headmaster of St. Benedict’s, a once-prestigious boys’ Catholic prep school that had 

closed following the racial unrest in Newark of the late 1960s. Inspired by Boyden’s 

leadership of Deerfield, and “honoring the Benedictine virtues of stability and 

adaptability and meshing them with core values of the African American experience, 

particularly faith and family” (McCabe, 2011, p. 224), Father Leahy re-opened St. 

Benedict’s, and in his tenure has created a “miracle on High Street” (McCabe, 2011, p. 

227) that to this day connects the school to its rich history. 

Like Boyden of Deerfield, Father Leahy is a “hands-on headmaster” (McCabe, 

2011, p. 228) whose “benevolent dictatorship” (McCabe, 2011, p. 231) has focused on 

creating strong relationships with students and ensuring their moral education.  In the 

absence of formal education about how to structure a school, Father Leahy created an 

environment that was truly “all about the kids” (McCabe, 2011, p. 233). However, in 

contrast to Boyden, who believed that the best way to educate young boys was in the 

country, away from external influences (McPhee, 1992), Father Edwin commands 

absolute authority over a school he has rebuilt to reflect the diversity of inner-city 

Newark. St. Benedict’s now thrives as an exemplar of school improvement in urban 

settings, a “school that alumni return to not because of what the school was, but for what 

it has become” (McCabe, 2011, p. 224). 

Ted Sizer, Phillips Academy 

Ted Sizer offered his own first-person account of his headship at Phillips 

Academy in Andover, Massachusetts, in an article for the National Association of 

Secondary School Principals (NASSP) Bulletin (Sizer, 1982).  In contrast to Boyden and 

Father Edwin, who were charged with saving their respective schools from closure, Sizer 
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was instead approached by one of the country’s first and most elite prep schools, Phillips 

Academy, known as “Andover,” to leave his position as Harvard’s dean of the education 

faculty and help the school define a “fresh ‘public interest’ for the ‘70s” as its next head 

(Sizer, 1982, p. 93). 

Sizer (1982) explained that he took the job after asking if he could be a “teaching 

principal” (p. 93) and noted that even though he was expected to fulfill administrative 

responsibilities and raise money for the school, “functioning as an educator was 

considered the number one priority” (p. 94) by him and the board of trustees who hired 

him. To that end, Sizer also insisted that Andover finally merge with the local girls’ 

boarding school, Abbot Academy, to form a new, coeducational institution to serve more 

students. 

Like Boyden and Father Edwin, whose dedicated, hands-on leadership and focus 

on moral education transformed Deerfield and St. Benedict’s, Sizer transformed Andover 

from an already successful school into a leader in independent coeducation (Price, 2009). 

Enrollment of boarding and day students ballooned, increased philanthropy helped more 

students attend Andover with financial assistance, and more women were represented not 

just in the student body but also in the faculty.  Ultimately, Sizer (1982) wrote that his 

experience as Andover’s head reinforced for him that “as long as management, rather 

than education, is king, the school (public or private) suffers” (p. 95). 

These three profiles of independent school headship offer a twentieth-century 

view of the U.S. headmaster as a charismatic, moral educator not unlike his British 

ancestor. However, by the beginning of the twenty-first century, many independent 
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school heads focused more on team and school management than on moral or 

instructional leadership. 

Independent School Leadership and its Analogues 

Although Sizer (1982) points out the primacy of instructional leadership, the role 

of the independent school head today resembles less of Boyden or Leahy’s charismatic 

autocrat and more like an executive leading a team of diverse professionals.  NAIS 

defines independent schools as 

non-profit private schools that are independent in philosophy…[and] driven by a 

unique mission. They are also independent in the way they are managed and 

financed: each is governed by an independent board of trustees and each is 

primarily supported through tuition payments and charitable contributions. They 

are accountable to their communities and are accredited by state-approved 

accrediting bodies. (NAIS, 2021a) 

Additionally, their success or failure may be measured by key performance metrics that 

include not only student achievement but also a culture of giving, admissions demand, 

financial health, and enrollment health (Baker et al., 2016).  

Independent school leaders share many of the same responsibilities as their public 

or charter school counterparts. They are accountable to governing bodies, provide 

curriculum leadership, manage personnel, and cultivate school culture. Like principals, 

charter school leaders, and superintendents, independent school heads function as chief 

executives in their schools, as well as moral and curricular leaders, because they focus on 

outcomes other than profit, a value of process and outcome, a moral purpose, and a 

professional workforce (Oates, 1981; Fidler, 1997). Sipple (1992) described an 
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independent school head as ‘expected to profess knowledge and share experience over a 

wide range of fields” and enumerates a list of roles and responsibilities that resemble 

those of public school leaders: a father figure; teacher and teacher of teachers; 

businessman; financial manager; pastor; coach; policeman (and sometimes detective); 

custodian; and transportation supervisor. Sipple (1992) only adds “landlord” as an 

additional role unique to heads of boarding schools.  

However, as independent schools are also self-managing, self-financed 

organizations, their leaders shoulder additional responsibilities and face many of the same 

challenges as higher-education administrators or nonprofit leaders (Durnan, 2010). Key 

qualifications of heads of school, according to the National Association of Independent 

Schools (1971), include not only “evidence of leadership capacity, academic background, 

and teaching experience” (p. 11), but also “administrative experience, public relations 

success, and fund-raising experience” (p. 11), important responsibilities of both college 

presidents and other nonprofit executives.  Durnan (2010) identified up to ten different 

“hats” a head of school must wear that also align with higher education and nonprofit 

leadership roles: chief financial officer, chief operating officer, school emblem, 

cheerleader, pastor, historian/storyteller, teacher, community partner, fundraiser, and 

board member.  Additional literature also shows that like their higher-education or 

nonprofit counterparts, independent school heads must nurture relationships with, and 

facilitate communication among, multiple stakeholders, including trustees, alumni, and 

parents, articulate their value propositions in light of evolving market conditions, recruit 

both teachers and students, navigate complex politics within their communities, manage 

media and community relations, and ensure their school’s long-term sustainability. 
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(Baker et al, 2016; Batiste & Riven, 2011; DeKuyper, 2007; Durnan, 2010; Griffin et al., 

2021; Nostrand, 1973; Rowe, 2021b; Sipple, 1992; Wickenden, 2011). 

The Independent School Head vs. Public School Principal 

 Hess and Kelly (2007), in their study of principal preparation programs, describe 

a school leader’s role today as that of a “front-line manager, the small business executive, 

the team leader charged with leading their faculty to new levels of effectiveness” (p. 

244).  Literature about the evolution of the principalship in the U.S. describes the 

principal as more of a middle manager who supervises teaching and learning while 

answering to a district superintendent or school board who manages multiple schools. 

Histories of the principalship, including those by Beck and Murphy (1993), Kafka 

(2009), and Rousmaniere (2013), show that the primary role of a principal has been, and 

continues to be, instructional leadership. As scientific management principles were 

adopted by public education systems, and schools evolved from one-teacher institutions 

to bureaucratic, professionalized organizations, the role of principal emerged to meet the 

need for an in-house administrator.  As schools and school districts grew, principals who 

supervised larger collections of teachers were also charged with ensuring the 

implementation of district and state policies. Fullan (2014) noted that initiatives like the 

2001 No Child Left Behind Act, Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015, adoption of 

Common Core State Standards, and significant investment in digital learning tools have 

required principals to focus more on their responsibilities to district or state boards of 

education (Fullan, 2014). However, these reforms and innovations are anchored in the 

principal’s traditional role as an instructional leader. As Rousmaniere (2013) noted, while 

the principal was “authorized to be employer, supervisor, professional figure-head, and 
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inspirational leader, the principal’s core training and identity is as a classroom teacher” 

(p. 3).   

 Recent literature suggests that the role of a twenty-first century principal may be 

different from the actual day-to-day work of a principal. Kafka (2009) found that a 

principal’s primary roles as instructional leader, administrator, supervisor, and manager 

have not changed over time, largely because a principal’s position within a school 

district, and the consequent constraints on the principal’s authority, has not 

fundamentally changed. Yet Kafka (2009) also acknowledged that “what is new is the 

degree to which schools are expected to resolve society’s social and educational 

inequities in a market-based environment” (Kafka, 2009, p. 328).   Similarly, 

Rousmaniere (2013) pointed to a difference between the image of a principal as an 

“office” and “the great variety, mobility, human interactions, and community relations of 

principals’ work” (Rousmaniere, 2013, p. 6).  

Studies conducted by the MetLife Foundation (2012) and Wise (2015) echoed 

Kafka’s (2009) and Rousmaniere’s (2013) historical findings and showed that while a 

principal’s primary job remains improving teaching and learning for all students, the 

challenges of balancing the administrative and community-facing responsibilities of the 

position with instructional leadership have made the role of principal much more 

complex, and even overwhelming for some. A MetLife Foundation survey (2012) of 500 

public school principals uncovered that 75% of participants, regardless of their schools’ 

individual contexts, felt that their jobs had become more, if not too, complex than they 

were five years earlier.  In fact, participants said that addressing students’ individual 

needs, managing shrinking budgets, and engaging parents and the larger community were 
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more significant challenges than the implementation of Common Core Standards, 

nurturing a rigorous learning environment, and evaluating teachers–all essential 

responsibilities of instructional leadership.  In a study of more than 1,000 elementary and 

secondary school principals, Wise (2015) asked subjects about the biggest challenges 

they face in their jobs, and the management of scarce financial resource, and the 

navigation of community issues, two aspects of the job not directly related to teaching 

and learning, were rated as more pressing and time-consuming than improving test 

scores, instruction, and assessment.  

While an independent school leader also supervises teaching and learning and 

reports to a board, and while independent school heads may face similar leadership 

challenges as their principal counterparts, an independent school head shoulders 

additional responsibilities unlike that of a principal, including marketing, fundraising, and 

admissions.  Moreover, according to Shakeel and DeAngelis (2017) and their study of 

9200 public and private school principals, private school leaders are more autonomous 

and exert more influence over school-based decisions than their public school 

counterparts.  Additionally, Torres (2013) compared the findings of the MetLife survey to 

those of several surveys about independent school governance (NAIS, 2013) and 

independent school leadership (NAIS, 2010) and found that like public school principals, 

heads also found their roles to be increasingly complex, but in different ways. 

Independent school heads, Torres (2013) found, were more focused on marketing, 

financial stability, and fundraising, or the business management aspects of their role, than 

on the management and development of teachers.  While research has yet to compare the 

leadership challenges facing independent school heads with the findings from Wise’s 



 

 
 
 

 
 

30 

(2015) study, a 2019 NAIS survey about headship turnover (Rowe, 2021a) found that 

heads described their perceptions of their role as increasingly complex and requiring a 

balance between “operational tactics” and “big-picture strategy” (p. 14). In fact, one 

participant in the NAIS study (Rowe, 2021a) noted that at the turn of the twenty-first 

century, “a head of school could ‘just be an instructional leader,’ but ‘more and more, 

you need a variety of skills” (Rowe, 2021a, p. 15).  Today, those skills include political 

savvy, strong relationship-building skills among diverse constituencies, the ability to 

raise funds, knowledge of school finance, and the ability to lead organizational change, in 

addition to ensuring learning outcomes (Rowe, 2021a). 

The Independent School Head vs. Public School Superintendent  

In contrast to principals, who serve in a middle-management capacity and manage 

only one school, independent school heads can function more like superintendents of 

small or one-school districts. In fact, in large K-12 independent schools with primary, 

elementary, and secondary divisions or multiple campuses, a head may operate more like 

a superintendent of a district with several schools.  

While the superintendent role originated in the nineteenth century as a school 

board’s clerk (Kowalski & Bjork, 2005), the role has evolved to incorporate a wide 

variety of roles and expectations. Callahan (1966) traced the history of the 

superintendency and identified four key roles of a superintendent: an educational leader 

and expert on curriculum and instruction; a manager of budgets, materials, and human 

resources; a democratic political leader tasked with community relations and 

collaborative decision making; and an applied social scientist knowledgeable about the 

influence of external legal, political, social, and economic conditions on schools. 
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Kowalski (2001) added to Callahan’s (1966) historical analysis by identifying a fifth role 

for a superintendent, as the United States shifted to an information society:  a 

communicator who must master public speaking and media relations.  Kowalski and 

Bjork (2005) layered additional expectations to the role of a superintendent: the ability to 

motivate others; an understanding of organizational theory, change and development; 

ethical and moral administration; expertise in technology and its applications; knowledge 

about diversity and multiculturalism; and more broadly, human relations. As Kowalski 

and Brunner (2011) noted in their analysis of the state of the superintendency, 

superintendents must balance all these roles and expectations simultaneously: 

“superintendents not only are expected to assume at least five distinct roles, they must 

know when to shift emphasis from one role to another.” (Kowalski & Brunner, 2011, p. 

160).  

Kowalski and Brunner (2011) acknowledged that research has yet to explore the 

mechanisms that inform how and when superintendents make those shifts in roles, but 

recent research has validated, and expanded on, the work of Callahan (1966), Kowalski 

(2001), Kowalski and Bjork (2005) and Kowalski and Brunner (2011) to describe the 

complex role of a superintendent. This literature also connects the role of a 

superintendent more closely to descriptions of an independent school head’s role.  Like 

Rowe (2020), who described the skill set of an independent school head as resembling 

more of a “CEO than a teacher” (p. 20), Bjork, Browne-Ferrigno, and Kowalski (2018) 

described superintendents as “chief executive officers,” (p. 183) rather than instructional 

leaders, whose primary responsibility is to manage the day-to-day affairs of the district.  

Bjork et al. (2018) also noted that as CEOs of public school districts, superintendents are 
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“expected to engage a broad spectrum of stakeholders in decision-making processes.” (p. 

194)  

The complexity of the superintendent role has been validated by the findings of 

The American Superintendent 2020 Decennial Study (Tienken, 2021), which surveyed 

more than 1200 principals from 45 states. Data from this survey found that fiscal 

stewardship, personnel management, conflict management, and school board relations, all 

responsibilities of a chief executive officer, were the most pressing and time-consuming 

issues facing superintendents today. However, this study also described the role of a 

superintendent as a “communicator, a facilitator of adult and student learning, a 

collaborator, and a change agent” (Tienken, 2021, p. 39) and found that the 

superintendency requires adaptive leadership approaches (Heifetz et al, 2009) in order to 

navigate increasingly complex issues and meet the diverse needs of their students.   

The Independent School Head vs. Charter School Leader   

Although the role of an independent school head includes responsibilities that 

include those of a public school principal and a superintendent, perhaps the closest 

analogue to an independent school head in the public sector is a charter school leader.  

The National Charter School Resource Center defines a charter school as a  

public school that operates as a school of choice…Charter schools are exempt 

from significant state or local regulations related to operation and management 

but otherwise adhere to regulations of public schools…Charter schools are also 

autonomous - they have more flexibility in the operations and management of the 

school than traditional public schools. (National Charter School Resource Center, 

2022) 
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Like independent schools, charter schools are mission-driven, usually nonprofit 

organizations, that are self-managing.  They do not rely on a central or district office to 

recruit students and teachers, manage facilities, or raise money and manage budgets. 

However, unlike independent schools, charter schools do not charge tuition and receive 

funding from the government because they are public schools.  They are also accountable 

to their school districts for student performance and often serve a targeted population of 

students, particularly students who may struggle in traditional public school settings. 

(Campbell, et al., 2008; Carpenter & Peak, 2013; Perry, 2008)  

Charter school leaders shoulder the responsibilities of a public school principal 

but are more autonomous like their independent school counterparts. Like public school 

principals, charter school leaders are responsible for instructional leadership, personnel 

and resource management, and balancing the interests of multiple stakeholders (Campbell 

et al, 2008; Perry, 2008). However, as Carpenter and Peak found in their study of 78 

Colorado charter school leaders (2013), many charter school leaders view their roles as 

more like those of small school district superintendents (Perry, 2008), because they work 

directly with school boards and state agencies, interact with more of the public than just 

their school’s parents, and manage media and community relations. Yet unlike 

superintendents, charter school leaders may also be directly responsible for recruiting and 

retaining students, finding and maintaining facilities, and leading fundraising efforts. In 

these ways, the multi-faceted role of a charter school leader resonates with that of an 

independent school head (Baker et al, 2016; Batiste & Riven, 2011; DeKuyper, 2007; 

Durnan, 2010; Nostrand, 1973; Rowe, 2021b; Wickenden, 2011). 
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While many similarities exist between the role of charter school leader and 

independent school head, some key differences distinguish independent school heads 

from their charter school counterparts.  Independent school heads are typically chosen by 

their boards to lead already-existing schools, but given the explosive growth of charter 

schools and charter school enrollment since 2000 (Egalite, 2020), charter school leaders 

may be founders of their schools and function as education entrepreneurs tasked with 

creating and sustaining their schools.  They may even teach in addition to their 

responsibilities as a school leader (Perry, 2008).  A charter school leader might also be an 

on-site administrator who reports to a larger charter management organization that 

operates multiple schools, while an independent school head typically serves only one 

school community. Additionally, charter school leaders are accountable to their districts 

regarding student achievement and school improvement, while independent school heads 

are accountable to their boards. These differences suggest that research explicitly focused 

on independent school leadership is critical to understanding the unique and multi-faceted 

role of an independent school head. 

Independent K-12 vs. Higher Education Leadership 

Because an independent school leader carries financial and enrollment 

responsibility for their institution in addition to program leadership, the headship role 

also shares much in common with that of a college president or other senior administrator 

in higher education. Drew (2010) examined the increasing complexity of the higher 

education administrator’s role, and the findings of her qualitative study of the most 

important threats and opportunities to the roles of mid to senior level leaders at an 

Australian university mirror many of the challenges faced by independent school leaders. 
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Drew (2010) found that the most significant challenges focused on “fiscal and people 

resources; flexibility, creativity, and change-capability; responding to competing tensions 

and remaining relevant; maintaining academic quality; and effective strategic leadership” 

(p. 61-2.) Kelderman (2022) interviewed nine departing college presidents to understand 

the challenges they faced in their roles, and his findings echoed the results of Drew’s 

(2010) study.  Interviewees for this article mentioned similar financial challenges and the 

difficulty of responding to competing priorities.  They additionally described the 

challenge of being a public voice in a highly politicized world and the responsibility of 

serving as a “symbol for the institution,” while ironically possessing limited authority 

over faculty internally within their institutions (Kelderman, 2022). For independent 

school leaders, these challenges ring all too familiar, as independent schools must fund 

themselves, compete with public and other private options, deliver on their missions, and 

adjust to changing circumstances while maintaining the integrity of their brands and the 

effectiveness of their programs (Durnan, 2010). Independent school leaders must also 

simultaneously serve as figureheads and symbols of the missions of their schools while 

also managing polarization and political divisions within their communities (Rowe, 

2021b). 

Drew’s (2010) conclusions about the importance of building the capacity to 

embrace change to higher education leadership are especially relevant to independent 

schools who must marshal the energies and expertise of diverse constituencies, balance 

tradition with innovation, respond to evolving market and economic conditions, and 

proffer a vision for the future while delivering an effective day-to-day experience for 

students. Kelderman’s (2022) interviews with departing college presidents also resonate 
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with the challenges facing independent school heads as they navigate their public and 

internal leadership responsibilities. However, Frankel and Schechtman (2010) argued that 

independent school heads differ from their higher education counterparts in two key 

ways. First, they showed that leadership structures in higher education typically separate 

academic leadership and executive administration into the two roles of president and 

provost, while heads of independent schools tend to serve as both chief executive and 

chief academic officers. Second, they posited that higher education tends to offer clearer 

leadership preparation paths than independent schools, who often select their heads from 

among faculty, who may lack experience in finance, fundraising or marketing, or from 

other administrative positions who may not be as well versed in instructional leadership. 

Their findings underscore the complexity of the role of an independent school head and 

the importance of preparation of future heads for the many diverse demands of the job. 

The Independent School Head vs. Nonprofit Leader  

Independent schools are not just educational institutions; they are nonprofit 

organizations with lofty visions for the future and large budgets that require both 

immediate and strategic planning. As such, the need for independent school leaders to 

maintain focus on both the short-term and ultimate mission is a key driver for success in 

nonprofit leadership. In a comparison of nonprofit leadership to business or government 

leadership, Rowe (2014) contrasted more prevalent managerial leadership, which 

emphasizes the short term, with visionary leadership, and posited that ideally, visionary 

and managerial leadership should coexist as strategic leadership that “heighten[s] the 

probability of organization survival, growth, and long-term viability” (p. 89). Effective 

strategic leadership in nonprofit organizations – as in most independent schools - as 
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Rowe (2014) defined it, requires collaborative, positive relationships among all 

stakeholders as well as a clear sense of the organization’s values and “soul” (p. 90). 

Ultimately, some research that addresses independent school leadership 

specifically reinforces the conclusions found in research on public school, higher 

education, and nonprofit leadership. Acknowledging the lack of literature that directly 

addresses the effectiveness of independent school leaders, Holdaway and Decoux (1999) 

conducted a qualitative study of eight independent school principals in Alberta, Canada 

to identify the influence of external and internal organizational factors on their 

leadership, and the characteristics of effective performance as an independent school 

leader.  The subjects in Holdaway and Decoux’s (1999) study noted three important 

factors that influenced their experiences: the political “legislation and the regional offices 

of education”, the “unique structures'' and human resource “roles of their governance, 

administrative, and constituent organizations,” and the symbolic “cultures characterized 

by trust and respect” (p. 72).  Holdaway and Decoux (1999) noted the importance of 

flexibility and situational leadership similarly observed in Drew’s (2010) study, and 

Rowe’s (2014) distinctions among managerial, visionary, and strategic leadership emerge 

in the subjects’ descriptions of their roles and responsibilities.  However, Holdaway and 

Decoux’s (1999) conclusion distinguishes independent schools from their public, higher 

education, and fellow nonprofit counterparts; “philosophical congruence, respect, and 

trust among school constituents and the influence of culture and tradition” (p. 82) are 

uniquely relevant to the success of an independent school leader. 

While practitioners and researchers can learn much from the literature on public 

school principal and superintendent leadership, charter leadership, higher education 
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administration, and nonprofit leadership, the lack of scholarship on independent school 

leadership illuminates the need for dedicated research on the role and responsibilities of 

independent school leaders today. 

Independent School Leadership Today and its Challenges 

In addition to profiles of successful heads and analogous models in the worlds of 

public education, higher education and nonprofit organizations, the majority of current 

knowledge about the role and responsibilities of independent school heads has emerged 

from research and publications from the National Association of Independent Schools 

(NAIS), studies and surveys of sitting heads, often conducted by consulting firms tasked 

with recruiting heads for future positions, interviews with current heads, and articles by 

independent school leaders about the current demands of headship. This literature 

suggests that the demographics of the headship are changing, and the role of an 

independent school has become as complex, if not more complex, than its historical 

precedents and analogues.  Despite Sizer’s (1982) warning that schools would suffer if 

management became more important than education, there has been a shift in the role of 

the head away from moral and instructional leadership to executive management.  

The Current Role of a Head  

According to the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS), the 

primary responsibility of a head of school is to “carry out the school’s stated mission” 

(NAIS, 2017). NAIS (2017) also outlines principles of good practice to guide heads in 

executing their role: 

1. The head works in partnership with the board of trustees to establish and 

refine the school’s mission; articulates the mission to all constituencies — 
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students, faculty and staff, parents, alumni/ae, and the community; and 

supports the mission in working with all constituencies.  

2. The head oversees the shaping of the school’s program and the quality of 

life in the school community. 

3. The head establishes an effective manner of leadership and appropriately 

involves members of the administration and faculty in decision making.  

4. The head is responsible for attracting, retaining, developing, and 

evaluating qualified faculty and staff.  

5. The head is accessible, within reason, and communicates effectively with 

all constituencies.  

6. The head is responsible for financial management, maintenance of the 

physical plant, strategic planning, and fundraising.  

7. The head ensures that every element of school life reflects the principles 

of equity, justice, and the dignity of each individual.  

8. The head is alert to his or her role within the broader networks of schools, 

school leaders, and the community.  

9. The head works to ensure that the principles of good practice of all school 

operations, especially those of admission, marketing, faculty recruitment, 

and fundraising, demonstrate integrity at all levels of the school. 

These principles establish the role of a head as one that is complex and oversees every 

facet of the school. 

The limited literature that currently exists about the role of the head shows that 

the execution of this role has also become increasingly complex.  Griffin (1999) 
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described the role of headmaster as “very challenging” and that the role and 

responsibilities continually change in response to the needs of the school. However, he 

concluded through his mixed methods study that the changes in the role of head were 

more related to increasing complexity and concerns about existing parts of the job, such 

as fund raising and board relations, rather than new issues.  Gross (2002) described the 

job of leading a private school as having  

become extraordinarily complex, with some arguing that its mix of curriculum 

development, public relations, fundraising, conflict resolution, urban construction 

and interpersonal relationships with the board, the faculty, the alumni, parents and 

students is more suited to a chief executive than an educator.” (para. 4) 

Casper (2016) also described a head as a chief executive of a school, and in her 

study of the complexities of the role and noted that time management, communication, 

relationship, the management of school culture, fundraising and financial stewardship are 

areas where the job has become especially more challenging.  Casper (2016) did not note 

any new challenges facing heads in their roles but found that the increased demands of 

the role had widened the gap between the perception of the job and the reality.    

Wickenden Associates, a head search consultancy, conducted several surveys of 

independent leadership that pointed to a greater need for additional skills in the head 

position than moral, cultural or instructional leadership. In 2003, Wickenden Associates 

conducted a study of 420 heads from the National Association of Independent Schools 

(NAIS) and found that heads felt most confident about their ability to provide moral 

leadership and claimed their greatest accomplishments in their first three years of 

headship often connected to strengthening school culture (Wickenden, 2003).  However, 
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just a decade earlier, Wickenden Associates’s 1991 survey of 190 independent school 

heads (Wickenden, 1991) identified “Fourteen Essential Skills” that participants thought 

were critical to their success. In order of frequency of mention, these skills included: 

head-board chair relations; hiring, recruitment; head-trustee relations; public speaking; 

effective writing; fund raising; long-range planning; faculty/staff evaluation; faculty/staff 

development; personnel supervision; community relations; time management; budgeting; 

and teaching. Administrative skills and relationship skills ranked well ahead of teaching, 

which ranked last. In fact, fewer than forty percent of the heads surveyed indicated that 

teaching was a skill “essential to successful headship” (Wickenden, 1991). The same 

survey asked heads which three or four essential skills or experiences they would look for 

to hire the next head at their schools. Of the top ten responses listed in order of frequency 

of mention, interpersonal, communication, and leadership skills ranked highest, with 

teaching ability ranked sixth and the “ability to create change” ranked tenth (Wickenden, 

1991).       

Nearly thirty years later, in 2018, the National Association of Independent 

Schools (NAIS) conducted a study to understand the aspects of the head search process 

that contribute to or hinder the hiring of people of color and White women. Like the 

surveys conducted by Wickenden (1991) and Wickenden (2003), part of this study 

explored perceptions of the headship held by aspiring independent school leaders, as well 

as perceptions held by the chairs of head search committees. This study uncovered 

differences between what aspiring candidates who were White women, women of color, 

and men of color believe to be the most important qualifications of the head, and what 

search committees and firms believe them to be. Potential candidates for the headship 
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said that they believed that management of faculty and staff, academic leadership 

experience, financial management and budget experience, and general management 

experience were the top five most important qualifications for a head. Meanwhile, search 

committees and firms who lead head searches said that academic leadership experience, 

management experience, a master’s degree, experience at similar schools, and experience 

working with parents and faculty were the top five required qualifications of candidates 

for the headship.  This study also found that candidates, search committees, and search 

firms agreed that schools are more likely to consider candidates who have come up 

through the ranks of education for headship than candidates who have held nonacademic 

roles (NAIS, 2018).   

To shed more light on the skills and qualifications required for independent 

school headship, Jorgenson (2006) conducted interviews with eight heads who entered 

independent school leadership from public school superintendency. By comparing 

headship with public school leadership, Jorgenson’s findings resonated with those of 

Wickenden Associates (Wickenden, 1991; Wickenden, 2003); while many of the same 

administrative tasks and skills were required of public and independent school leaders, 

heads were expected to be more visible, “hands-on,” and savvy about managing 

relationships with multiple influential constituencies than principals or superintendents. 

Jorgenson (2006) also found, as did Shakeel and DeAngelis (2008), that in contrast to 

their public school counterparts, independent school heads exert tremendous influence 

over the culture and futures of their schools. One head noted that “the head’s values and 

priorities inevitably become deeply woven into the school and shape it to a much greater 

extent than it is true in a public school setting” (Colb, in Jorgenson, 2006, p. 268). 
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Moreover, independent schools’ emphases on tradition and history are critical to a head’s 

understanding of his or her role; another head noted that “when you’re the head of an 

independent school, you are the major writer in your chapter of that school’s history” 

(Lyons, in Jorgenson, 2006, p. 268). 

The Impacts of 2008  

The election of Barack Obama and the aftermath of the economic recession 

represented fundamental shifts, sociologically and economically, across American 

society.  Naive and unrealized expectations of a post-racial society and the impacts of the 

economic downturn are analogous to the challenges faced by independent school heads 

today. In examining the research on the realities of 2008 and its impact on independent 

schools, one can greater understand the impacts of the events of 2020, including the 

COVID-19 pandemic, economic uncertainties, and racial reckoning. 

 Love and Tosolt (2010) conducted a qualitative study to understand whether the 

idea of a post-racial America was a reality or simply rhetoric.  They found that while 

Obama’s election was a symbol of progress toward anti-racism, racism is embedded 

within the fabric of American society, and they uncovered a dichotomy that exists in 

America between “the promise of a post-racial narrative as well as the permanence of 

racism” (Love & Tosolt, 2010, p. 33)  Similarly, Byrd and Mirken (2011) found in their 

comparison of perceptions of race with the realities of American society that America is 

not a post-racial society, and noted signficant differences between perceptions of a post-

racial society and myriad examples of economic discrimination and bias in policy.  While 

research before 2020 explored whether the election of Obama heralded a post-racial 
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America, research has yet to examine the impact of a post-racial narrative on independent 

school leadership between 2008 and 2020.  

The recession of 2008 created unprecedented challenges for independent schools 

such that Pat Bassett, former president of NAIS, called a “new normal” for higher 

education, nonprofit institutions, and independent schools (2010).  Much has been written 

about that “new normal” in higher education (i.e. Bass, 2009; Bruininks et al, 2010; 

Budd, 2011; Doyle & Delaney, 2009), and hallmarks of that period included “a lingering 

climate of uncertainty” (Bassett, 2010, p. 10), declining philanthropy, fewer applicants 

who can pay increasing tuition, increased competition from compelling and innovative 

low-cost or free education options, and increasing costs (Juhel, 2016).  

While Casper (2016) mentions the impact of the recession on independent school 

enrollment and fundraising, only one study alludes to the economic downturn of 2008 as 

a potential impact on the role of the independent school head. Juhel (2016) conducted a 

qualitative study of sixteen experienced heads of independent schools accredited by the 

New York State Association of Independent Schools (NYSAIS) to identify the skills and 

practices essential to independent school leadership.  All of the participants in the study 

had been heads for at least ten years at their current schools, and all had weathered the 

recession of 2008.  Juhel (2016) found five key areas of responsibility common to the 

participants in the study:  administrative team management, relationship building, 

managing up, brand management, and vision.  Additionally, Juhel (2016) identified four 

core skill sets that were essential to the heads’ efficacy in their positions:  team 

management skills, relational skills, board management skills, and communication skills.  

None of the participants in the study noted that instructional leadership was an essential 
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qualification for their role; most of the heads delegated curriculum design and 

implementation, as well as professional development and teacher evaluation, to their 

administrative teams. Moreover, with respect to the “new normal” (Bassett, 2010), Juhel 

(2016) found that only three of the sixteen heads reported that the recession had caused 

them to “readjust their priorities and focus more on the financial sustainability of their 

schools,” but their fundamental skill sets as leaders had not changed as a result of the 

economic downturn (p. 601). 

     Juhel’s (2016) study suggested that perhaps the core skills and practices of heads 

of school did not change significantly as a result of the recession, and that ultimately, 

leadership, rather than management skills, remain most important for a head to be 

successful. However, this study was conducted in New York, one of the most affluent 

communities in the country with a high concentration of independent schools and 

consistent, high demand for independent education.  Applications to New York 

independent schools rose 32% from 2002-2012, despite the recession, and despite the fact 

that tuitions rose 27% during the same time period and percentages of students receiving 

financial assistance remained the same (Anderson & Ohm, 2012). New York independent 

schools may have been more resilient to the changes brought about by the recession, and 

Juhel (2016) acknowledged this limitation in the study, noting that more data would be 

“necessary to determine whether the recent economic downturn and the ‘new normal’ had 

an impact on the leadership skills and management practices of heads of school in other 

parts of the country more susceptible to the volatility of the economy” (p. 603). 
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Other Leadership Challenges  

In conjunction with these market, environmental, and societal changes, 

Wickenden (2011), Nichols (2018), The National Association of Independent Schools 

(2010), Griffin, Smith, and Stockdale (2021), and Rowe (2020, 2021b) noted additional 

unprecedented challenges facing heads of independent schools.  These challenges now 

include: an increased emphasis on risk management; a greater need to maintain the 

school’s financial well-being; the importance of transparent, responsive communication 

to all constituencies; the navigation of a consumer mentality among parents who choose 

independent schools for their children; trustee turnover; and the effect of digital 

citizenship on school culture (Wickenden, 2011). Prior to 2008, Nichols (2018) observed, 

the head was “the ‘face’ of the school, [tasked with] hiring the right people, and 

sustaining institutional memory. In the years immediately following the recession, 

however…hiring freezes, salary stagnation, and staff cuts brought the business aspect of 

independent schools to the forefront” (para. 13).  In their study of 311 NAIS heads of 

school and their leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic, Griffin et al (2021)  cited 

“increased time with the Board of trustees; continuous fundraising activities, meeting the 

evolving expectations of ‘consumer parents;’ the necessity for greater external promotion 

and marketing activities; managing facilities; safety and security; and addressing near-

constant legal concerns” as areas that focus heads of school more on “institutional health 

and fiscal responsibility than educational matte” (p. 11).  

Additionally, head turnover became a new challenge facing schools and their 

leaders.  According to the National Association of Independent Schools’ 2009 report on 

leadership, “68 percent of sitting U.S. independent school heads plan to retire or change 
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jobs by 2019” (NAIS, 2010, p. 14). In 2019, a record 13.1% of schools welcomed new 

heads, up from an average of 10% over the preceding year, but while the percentage of 

schools with new heads decreased to 11.5% in 2021-2022 (Rowe & Schuermann, 2022), 

80% of schools in 2021 were led by heads who have been in their positions for ten years 

or less (Rowe, 2021b). In fact, 21.6% of new and interim heads in the 2019-2020 school 

year followed a head who held the position for three or fewer years, and nearly one in 

three schools has been helmed by three or more heads in the past decade (Rowe, 2020). 

Moreover, unexpected turnover, which NAIS defines as a head leaving a position after 

three or fewer years in the role, as a percentage of all annual head turnover, jumped from 

19.1% in 2020-2021 to an unprecedented 28.4% during the 2021-2022 school year (Rowe 

& Schuermann, 2022).   

The COVID-19 Pandemic.  

The COVID-19 pandemic presented another unprecedented challenge for all 

education leaders, including independent school heads.  Schools shifted quickly to remote 

learning for all schools in the spring of 2020, and the next two years were a whirlwind of 

ever-evolving protocols to: mitigate the spread of the virus; navigate scrutiny for 

receiving federal aid (Miller, et al., 2020); continue to provide a quality education 

experience; and return to in-person learning. The pandemic’s effect on enrollment in 

independent schools has been inconsistent and not yet clearly documented:  although 

more than one million students left public schools between the 2019-2020 and 2020-2021 

school years (Hess, 2021), some independent schools were forced to close due to the 

economic impact of the pandemic (Leubke, 2020; Squire, 2020; West, 2020) while other 

schools increased their enrollments as they returned to in-person learning faster than their 
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public school counterparts (Corbett & Torres, 2021). According to NAIS, who tracks 

enrollment in its member schools annually, despite an increase in applications and 

interest from prospective families, total enrollment in independent schools in 2020-2021 

was slightly lower than in the 2019-2020 school year, and median enrollment per school 

declined as well during the pandemic (Corbett & Torres, 2021).  

While some literature exists to examine the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 

independent schools, research is only beginning to address the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic on independent school leadership.  Current literature about COVID-19 and 

independent schools has been limited to a study about the pandemic’s impact on Islamic 

schools (Brifkani & Khan, 2021), studies of coronavirus transmission during in-person 

learning (Gillespie et al, 2021; Ramirez et al, 2021) and a qualitative study of six heads of 

school to uncover how a head’s leadership style changes, if at all, during times of crisis 

(Flaxman et al. 2020).  While Flaxmen et al (2020) did not directly examine how the role 

of a head changed in response to the pandemic or other crises, participants noted that they 

needed to become “active listeners,” “Community focusers”, and “pastors” (Flaxman et 

al, 2020, p. 2).  Flaxman et al (2020) also found that the core component of their 

participants’ crisis leadership was communication, as “it was the physical manifestation 

of their adaptation to what the current pandemic required” (p. 3). Griffin et al (2021) 

found that the role of the head “changed and expanded” (p. 19) during the pandemic but 

did not cite specific ways in which the role had grown other than to note that 

communication and decision making with the board and other constituencies increased 

significantly. One participant described, “‘normal day to day operations [were] often 

sidelined” by decision making related to the pandemic (Griffin et al, 2021, p. 21), and 
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some participants felt that for the first time they were making life or death decisions for 

their communities.  

Race, Gender, Racism, and Sexism in Independent School Leadership.  

Independent schools have historically served White communities and have been 

helmed by White men (Ostos, 2012). As more women and people of color assume 

leadership roles in independent schools, including the headship (Rowe, 2021b), sexism 

and racism have become challenges for independent school leaders to overcome.  Ostos 

(2012) examined leadership styles of female heads of school and found that female heads 

exhibit more transformational leadership styles than men, and that male leaders ascend to 

headship faster than women. Profit (2007) explored the hiring processes of African 

American heads at predominantly White schools and identified attitudes about hiring 

practices that create perceived barriers to the headship. Glasgow (2018) explored how 

African American male leaders in predominantly White K-12 independent schools 

navigate their social identity. His qualitative study of 16 leaders found that their 

“nonprototypicality” (Hogg, 2001) positively and negatively affects their experience of 

leadership in their schools. McManus (2020) conducted a study of twelve female heads of 

color and found that microaggressions, discrimination, and racial and gender bias are all 

too common experiences, especially at primarily White institutions. 

Racial Reckoning and Community Polarization.  

NAIS’s Principles of Good Practice for the head of school role state that “the head 

ensures that every element of school life reflects the principles of equity, justice, and the 

dignity of each individual” (NAIS, 2017). Many independent schools also publicize that 

they prioritize diversity, equity, inclusion and justice as core values. The February 2020 
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murder of Ahmaud Arbery, the March 2020 murder of Breonna Taylor, the May 2020 

murder of George Floyd by a Minneapolis police officer, and subsequent protests drew 

worldwide attention to systemic racism, and calls for a racial reckoning led schools to 

create or strengthen policies and programs to address racism in their communities 

(Blackwell & Torres, 2021). The Black@social media campaign turned a media spotlight 

on independent schools in the summer of 2020 and uncovered numerous reports of 

historic and current racism against students, parents, and employees. Efforts to address 

systemic racism in schools also generated significant backlash in some communities, and 

lawmakers in at least 25 states introduced legislation to restrict how K-12 teachers 

discuss racism (Blackwell & Torres, 2021).   

The call for a racial reckoning and its subsequent backlash have divided some 

independent school communities, and heads of school have had to manage polarizations 

that may not have existed, or been as clear, before.  Additionally, the contentious 

presidential elections of 2016 and 2020 and their aftermaths have created an environment 

where, according to NAIS’s study of the state of independent school leadership (Rowe, 

2021b), “addressing/managing community polarization” is an important task of a head of 

school, though only 23% of the 605 heads surveyed felt “very prepared” for that task.  

John Lewis and Ned Parsons (2019), two heads of school, asserted that the head plays an 

“essential” role in DEI leadership in independent schools, as heads can guide their boards 

to navigate DEI issues, create space for DEI work, and hire and nurture faculty and staff 

who can respond to DEI challenges and opportunities. To that end, NAIS includes DEI 

work as part of the curriculum for their annual Aspiring Heads Fellowship and Institute 

for New Heads, and NAIS has created a Diversity Leadership Institute for educators and 
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leaders.  However, research has yet to examine the role of the head of school in diversity, 

equity, and inclusion work, and research has not yet explored how heads of school have 

navigated racial reckoning or managed polarization within their communities.  

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 

Fidler’s study of school leadership (1997) acknowledges that no single leadership 

theory or framework can thoroughly encompass the unique complexities of the position 

of a school leader in a public or independent setting. In contrast to management, which 

can be impersonal and tends to focus on consistency and task completion, Fidler (1997) 

argued that a school leader functions as both a chief executive and a leading professional 

in a school, as well as a moral and curricular leader.  When applied to independent 

schools, Fidler’s study is particularly useful, as key qualifications of heads, according to 

the National Association of Independent Schools, include not only “evidence of 

leadership capacity, academic background, and teaching experience,” but also 

“administrative experience, public relations success, and fund-raising experience” (NAIS, 

1971, p. 3). Ultimately, Fidler (1997) concluded that multiple leadership frameworks are 

useful when studying school leadership, given the diverse constituencies and dynamic 

environment of a school. 

Independent schools today face many challenges without existing solutions, and 

in response to those challenges, an independent school leader’s roles and responsibilities 

have evolved, and continue to evolve. In light of this dynamic landscape and changing 

role of the independent school head, this study utilized adaptive leadership as a 

theoretical lens to examine how independent school heads perceive their role over the 

course of their tenure. Heifetz et al (2009) define adaptive leadership as “the practice of 
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mobilizing people to tackle tough challenges and thrive” (p.14).  Heifetz (1994) theorized 

that all challenges could be categorized primarily as either “technical” or “adaptive;” 

“technical” problems have known solutions that can be implemented with current 

knowledge, while “adaptive” challenges require changes in people’s “priorities, beliefs, 

habits, and loyalties” (Heifetz et al., 2009, p. 19). Adaptive leaders utilize a cyclical 

process of observation, interpretation, and intervention to diagnose their organization’s 

challenges as either technical or adaptive, and when an adaptive challenge is identified, 

leaders marshal their expertise, people and resources to build on existing knowledge and 

implement new solutions. Adaptive leadership requires self-awareness, an openness to 

discovery, the ability to rethink current ways of operating and iterate new methods, the 

toleration of setbacks or losses, and a willingness to redefine, and ultimately realize, 

thriving (Heifetz et al., 2009).  

While Heifetz initially developed adaptive leadership to apply to business, 

research has shown that adaptive leadership can be a useful model for understanding 

education leadership.  Heifetz and Linsky (2004) noted that “leadership in education 

means mobilizing schools, families, and communities, to deal with some difficult issues–

issues that people often prefer to sweep under the rug” (p. 33).  They pointed out that 

while challenges may be categorized as either technical or adaptive, most challenges 

facing education organizations are more complex and a combination of technical and 

adaptive elements.  Therefore, effective leadership requires the skill of distinguishing the 

technical from the adaptive, the ability to make relationships and collaboration central to 

the problem-solving process, and the willingness to be held accountable for the solutions 

implemented and their implications (Heifetz & Linsky, 2004). 
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 Nelson and Squires (2017) found that adaptive leadership is an effective 

framework that education leaders can apply to navigate their leadership challenges. Their 

review of leadership theories found that theories that focus on traits or behaviors, as well 

as leader-centric theories of leadership, are insufficient to understand the many 

complexities and contexts of school leadership. Through their examination of leadership 

theories, they found that leadership is better understood by focusing on actions instead of 

personal qualities, and in education, the pace of change, as well as the complexity and 

diversity of challenges that face schools, requires a collaborative effort.   To that end, 

they concluded that adaptive leadership provides an approach that “focuses on diagnosing 

the complex issues and collaboratively exploring the technical and adaptive elements 

embedded in the problems in order to construct an appropriate response” (Nelson & 

Squires, 2017, p. 10) 

Adaptive leadership has been applied as a theoretical lens in educational research, 

including research about current challenges facing school leaders. Adaptive leadership 

has been applied to addressing racism in schools, as “adaptive leadership focuses on 

helping leaders act in a way that encourages others to adapt and embrace change” 

(Davenport, 2022).  Darmanin also found that adaptive leadership can be an effective tool 

for school leaders because it requires leaders to “focus on hearing from diverse voices 

and backgrounds in order to achieve equity” (2021).  Hemmer and Elliff (2020) used 

Heifetz’s (1994) adaptive leadership framework to describe the experiences of Texas 

superintendents before, during, and after Hurricane Harvey and found that the ability to 

diagnose challenges as technical or adaptive, as well as innovation and unconventional 

approaches to problem solving were essential to participants’ experience leading their 
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districts through the effects of the hurricane.  James (2020) applied adaptive leadership to 

describe Catholic school leaders’ evolving responses to the COVID-19 pandemic and 

found that iterative leadership informed by faith helped schools weather the challenges 

presented by the coronavirus. Additionally, Heatherton and Trespalacios (2021) found 

that an adaptive leadership approach can help educators effectively integrate technology 

through professional development.  However, research has yet to apply adaptive 

leadership to independent school leadership or the role of the independent school head. 

The conceptual framework for this study was initially modeled on Heifetz’s 

description of adaptive leadership as an iterative process of diagnosing technical 

problems from adaptive challenges, and then solving adaptive challenges through a 

process of observation, interpretation and iterative intervention (Heifetz et al., 2009).  

Adaptive leaders observe all facets of their organization and community, as well as the 

environment in which their organization sits, to diagnose the challenge before them. 

Then, once they have determined whether the challenge is technical or adaptive, or some 

combination of the two, they interpret the challenge from a variety of perspectives, 

generate multiple possible solutions and prioritize their response.  Finally, they design 

and implement interventions that require them to select from one of the many “hats” they 

wear to lead the implementation (Durnan, 2010), mobilize people and available 

resources, and generate desired outcomes. For independent school leaders, this process of 

diagnosing challenges and solving them using existing or new knowledge yields an 

evolution of understanding of the role of a head, as heads learn from the challenges they 

have faced over their tenure and grow as leaders. By applying this framework, I hoped to 
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understand how participants’ perceptions of their role as head evolves in response to the 

challenges they face. 

Figure 1 

Initial Conceptual Framework 

 

 
 

Conclusion  

“Many independent schools—private, nonpublic schools that are governed by 

independent boards of trustees—were founded hundreds of years ago, yet their futures 

are in no way certain or set in stone” (Schuermann & McGovern, 2016, p. 569). 

Deerfield, St. Benedict’s, Andover, and many of the schools in Juhel’s study (2016) may 

be effective models of independent education and leadership, given the longevity and 

successes of Boyden, Fr. Leahy, and Sizer, but research has yet to determine whether 

their stories are the rule or the exceptions, or if they continue to succeed because of their 

leadership or because they are more insulated from challenges facing other schools. 
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Future research needs to uncover whether heads of school operate with an 

accurate understanding of their role and are intentionally developing the skills they and 

their institutions need to survive and thrive given the dynamic landscape of independent 

schools today, or if their perceptions of their role may be aligned with an outdated or 

increasingly less relevant model of headship. Ultimately, greater understanding about the 

evolution of the independent school head’s role and the leadership that can steer a school 

through challenges, can provide models for current and aspiring heads, as well as schools 

looking to ensure their sustainability and legacies.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 

The role of a head of an independent school in the United States is increasingly 

complex and encompasses both instructional as well as administrative and executive 

leadership. A head must steward the school’s mission and legacy, be responsible 

for fundraising, marketing, admissions, public relations, and customer service, and 

ultimately be held accountable to its trustees (Baker et al, 2016; Batiste & Riven, 2011; 

DeKuyper, 2007; Durnan, 2010; Wickenden, 2011). The lasting effects of a period of 

recession and economic uncertainty in 2008-09 (Bassett, 2010; Juhel, 2016; Wickenden, 

2011), as well as the COVID-19 pandemic, political polarization, and racial reckoning 

have presented unprecedented leadership challenges in independent schools, and the role 

of the head must evolve in response to these challenges for their schools to survive, let 

alone thrive (Juhel, 2016; Rowe, 2021b; Schuermann & McGovern, 2016).    

The following chapter describes the methodology used to answer this study’s 

research questions, including epistemology, research design, theoretical constructs, site 

and participant selection, and procedures for data collection and data analysis. The 

chapter also includes a subjectivity statement and a description of the study’s 

trustworthiness techniques and ethical considerations. 

Purpose Statement and Research Questions 

 The purpose of this basic qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) was to 

describe how perceptions of the role of the independent school head have evolved in 

response to leadership challenges facing independent schools today. Specifically, this 

study explored the perceptions of the roles of independent school heads who led schools 

since 2018.  This study described the heads’ initial perceptions of their role when they 
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first assumed their positions, the leadership challenges they have faced during their 

tenures, and the ways in which tackling these challenges has informed their evolving 

understanding of their role (Bassett, 2010; Juhel, 2016; Wickenden, 2011). This study 

addressed one research question, with three sub-questions: 

1. How do independent school heads perceive their role(s) over their tenures as 

heads? 

1.a. What were independent school heads’ initial perceptions of their roles 

when they first assumed their positions? 

1.b. What challenges have their schools faced during their tenure as head? 

1.c. How have these challenges informed their understanding of their role? 

Epistemology 

This study of the perceptions of the role of an independent school head is 

grounded in constructivist epistemology, as constructivism holds there is no objective 

reality, and that “meaning is not discovered, but constructed” (Crotty, 1998, p. 9). 

Constructivist epistemology assumes that “humans engage with their world and make 

sense of it based on their historical and social perspectives” (Creswell, 2014, p. 9).  

Moreover, in a constructivist approach to seeking knowledge, “different people may 

construct meaning in different ways, even in relation to the same phenomenon” (Crotty, 

1998, p. 9). Research has yet to examine the impact of phenomena like the COVID-19 

pandemic and other leadership challenges on independent school leaders’ perceptions of 

their role.  This study consisted of interviewing heads of independent schools from across 

the United States and documenting their perspectives of leading schools through 
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challenges in order to induce a “theory or pattern of meaning” (Creswell, 2014, p. 8) as 

the participants make sense of their roles in this unique context.   

Constructivist researchers acknowledge their own perspectives and experiences 

inevitably shape their interpretation of the information they gather (Creswell, 2014).  As 

an independent school graduate, educator and head of school, my background and 

experiences inevitably influenced my interpretation of the data I gathered. By gathering 

information myself from school leaders immersed in this context, and by recognizing my 

own interpretive biases, I made meaning of the subjects’ perspectives in light of my own 

experiences.  

Research Design & Theoretical Constructs 

 Ravitch and Carl (2016) asserted that “qualitative research attempts to understand 

individuals, groups, and phenomena in their natural settings in ways that are 

conceptualized and reflect the meaning that people make out of their own experiences” 

(p. 2). This study used a basic interview-based qualitative study design in order to explore 

how independent school heads perceive their roles.  In a basic qualitative study, “the 

researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and analysis” (Merriam, 2009, p. 

15), and the researcher is interested in “how people interpret their experiences, how they 

construct their worlds, [and] what meaning they attribute to their experience. The overall 

purpose is to understand how people make sense of their lives and their experiences” 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.24). This basic qualitative study consisted of 

videoconference interviews with a snowball and purposive sample of independent school 

heads, and findings were presented with thick, rich description and coded as themes and 

categories that identify patterns of meaning. This design was beneficial to this study 
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because heads of schools’ self-reported experiences allowed me to describe and 

understand how they construct their realities.  Specifically, participants’ self-reported 

experiences helped uncover how independent school leaders view themselves and their 

roles, the factors that influence those perceptions, and the effect, if any, of the challenges 

they have faced as leaders on their current perceptions of their roles.  

 Because independent school heads today are leading their schools through a 

pandemic, racial reckoning, political polarization and other challenges, this study utilized 

Heifetz et al’s (2009) theory of adaptive leadership as a lens to examine how independent 

school heads perceive their role over the course of their tenure. According to Heifetz et 

al, adaptive leadership is “the practice of mobilizing people to tackle tough challenges 

and thrive” (Heifetz et al., 2009, p.14). Adaptive leaders diagnose challenges as either 

technical problems with existing solutions, or adaptive challenges that do not have ready 

or easy solutions.  Once an adaptive leader identifies an adaptive challenge, the leader 

marshals the people and resources required to build on existing expertise to design and 

implement new solutions. This study described the challenges faced by independent 

school heads today and examined how those challenges inform participants’ evolving 

understanding of their roles as heads of their schools.   

The conceptual framework for this study was modeled on Heifetz’s description of 

adaptive leadership (Heifetz et al., 2009).  Adaptive leaders observe all facets of their 

organization and the current situation, listen to the perspectives of the people they lead, 

and diagnose the challenges before them as primarily technical or adaptive. Then, they 

interpret the organization’s response to the challenge to hypothesize multiple possible 

solutions and prioritize their response.  Finally, they design and implement interventions 
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that take into account available resources, identify and secure new or additional resources 

as needed, and generate desired outcomes. For independent school heads, this practice of 

adaptive leadership is evolutionary in nature, and as heads tackle the various challenges 

their schools face, their role evolves to meet new challenges. By applying this 

framework, I learned how participants’ understanding of their role as head evolved in 

response to the challenges they face. 

Site and Participant Selection 

Sampling Strategy 

Purposeful sampling is the primary approach used in qualitative studies because it 

allows researchers to identify participants uniquely qualified to help answer the research 

questions (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). Purposeful sampling allows researchers to obtain 

information-rich cases, or detailed accounts of participants’ experiences with the 

phenomenon central to the study (Patton, 2015).  In this study, the unit of analysis was an 

individual head of an independent school, and purposeful, snowball sampling (Creswell, 

2007) was used to identify participants with direct knowledge and experience leading an 

independent school since 2018.  

Site Selection  

As I interviewed participants from across the United States, I conducted 

interviews by Zoom in my home office where I could ensure their confidentiality. As part 

of my interview protocol, I asked participants to make sure they were meeting with me in 

a location where they felt they could openly discuss their perceptions of their roles as 

heads of school. 
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Participant Selection  

The purpose of this study was to describe how the role of the independent school 

head has evolved in response to challenges faced during their tenures as head. 

Specifically, this study explored the perceptions of the roles of independent school heads 

who are leading or have led schools through the COVID-19 pandemic and challenges. To 

identify an information-rich case (Patton, 2015), the criteria for selecting a participant for 

this study were based on the following: 

● current or former heads of independent schools who assumed their first headship 

no later than 2018. 

● heads of K-8, K-12, 9-12, boarding, day, single-sex, or all-gender schools in the 

United States. 

Ideally, I sought to interview heads who were at the same schools they led before the 

COVID-19 pandemic in 2020.  Heads whose first headship began after 2019 were not 

included in the study, because they lack the experience of a head prior to the COVID-19 

pandemic. Potential participants were found primarily through snowball sampling, which 

allowed participants to refer me to other participants who met the criteria of the study 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Snowball sampling led me to interview multiple White, 

female heads of girls’ schools in the Mid-Atlantic, so I sought to increase the diversity of 

my sample. I identified potential participants who led all-gender schools, boys’ schools, 

religious schools, schools in the South, Midwest, and West, heads of color, and male 

heads of school. I used the National Association of Independent Schools’ database of 

independent school heads, as well as the Southern Association of Independent Schools’ 

(SAIS) searchable Head of School Database (HSDB) that includes demographics and 
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information about the tenures of current and former NAIS heads of school (SAIS, 2021) 

to find potential participants that fit those criteria. I did not consider age when 

determining potential participants as that information was not available to me through 

these databases.  

I contacted each potential participant via email to explain the purpose of the study 

and gauge interest in participating in the study.  A follow-up email addressed any 

concerns they may have about the informed consent and scheduled interviews.  I reached 

out to a total of 44 potential participants, I interviewed 22 participants between July and 

September 2022, and I met data saturation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Data Collection 

I selected an interview design for this study to learn the perceptions of 

experienced independent school heads. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) noted that it is 

“necessary to interview when we are interested in past events that are impossible to 

replicate.” (p. 108). As such, an interview design was most appropriate for this study 

because I sought to understand not only the participants’ current perceptions of their role 

but their initial perceptions of the role of head, the challenges they have faced over their 

tenures as head, and the impact of those challenges on their perceptions.    

I collected data through recorded person-to-person semi-structured interviews 

with current heads of independent schools. In contrast to a focus group, person-to-person 

interviews provided confidentiality to the participants, who are leaders in their 

communities and representatives of their schools and may not be able to speak freely in a 

group setting.  Semi-structured interviews “assume that individual respondents define the 

world in unique ways” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 110) and require more open-ended 
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questions that elicit rich descriptions of the participants’ perceptions of their roles as 

school leaders.  These interviews allowed me to respond to new ideas about the role of an 

independent school head.  One 45–60-minute, in-depth interview was conducted with 

each participant between July and September, 2022.  Participants had more time to meet 

at this time as it was during the summer, when heads have the opportunity to reflect on 

the previous year and plan for the following year.  

Data Analysis 

 Qualitative data analysis is “primarily inductive and comparative” (Merriam and 

Tisdell, (2016, p. 201), “iterative, recursive, and ongoing” (Ravitch & Carl, 2016, p. 

218), and ultimately “the process of making meaning” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 202).  

Specifically, “meaning making” may be defined as “data organization and management, 

immersive engagement with data, and writing and representation” (Ravitch & Carl, 2016, 

p. 216). To organize and manage the data from this study, and to engage immersively 

with that data, each interview was recorded, de-identified, transcribed, and coded in light 

of the research questions and in light of any themes that emerged. Participants were also 

assigned a pseudonym to protect their confidentiality during the data analysis process.  

 I began my analysis with open coding (Saldana, 2021) using the Dedoose 

qualitative analysis software program, because open coding breaks down qualitative data 

into smaller parts for close examination and allows the researcher to remain open to all 

possible codes.   I also utilized in vivo coding (Saldana, 2021) within each transcript, so 

that I could pay close attention to each of my subjects’ unique language and perspectives 

and more accurately capture their meaning from their own words. Initially, I coded each 
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transcript separately, looking for patterns within each transcript and categories aligned 

with the study’s research questions, as well as emerging themes and questions.  

Following an initial round of coding within each transcript, I then applied pattern 

coding (Saldana, 2021) to identify key themes and codes across transcripts, and I also 

coded transcripts in light of my research questions.  Through this second round of coding, 

key themes and ideas emerged that helped to address the research questions. 

Positionality and Reflexivity Statement 

As “the researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and analysis in 

qualitative research” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 16), qualitative researchers, especially 

constructivist researchers, must acknowledge that their own perspectives, biases, and 

experiences inevitably shape their interpretation of the information they gather (Creswell, 

2014).  I am an alumna of a girls’ Catholic independent school that I attended from 

grades 6-12, and most of my career has been spent working in independent schools.  I 

have worked in K-12, K-8, high school, and boarding independent school settings in New 

England, the Midwest, the West Coast, and the Mid-Atlantic, and I served as a classroom 

teacher, dean of academic technology, instructional coach, director of advancement, and 

division director.  From 2016-2021, while I was pursuing my doctorate degree, I served 

as the Middle School Director and Director of Advancement at a preschool-eighth grade 

independent school located in Loudoun County, Virginia, thirty miles outside of 

Washington, DC. Over my tenure at this school, I witnessed firsthand the lasting effects 

of the recession of 2008-09, and as a member of the leadership team, I worked with the 

head of school to navigate the COVID-19 pandemic, polarization within the school 

community, and racial reckoning, among other leadership challenges.  I worked closely 
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with a head of school who had been in his position since 1993, and I observed how he 

lived, and led, through these challenges as a long-term head.  

I have been intrigued by the headship ever since I was an independent school 

student.  Sr. Cynthia Vives, the headmistress of my alma mater, was a mysterious 

figurehead to me as a child, and I did not know what she did as a head of school.  Over 

my career, I have been fortunate to work with heads of school who have been mentors, 

exposed me to different responsibilities of the role of a head, and inspired me to pursue 

the headship for myself. In 2020-2021 I was selected for the NAIS Fellowship for 

Aspiring Heads, where I learned about the headship from a group of exceptional current 

heads of school and was mentored by a female head of a girls’ school.  I have also been 

involved in multiple head searches since 2018, so I am familiar with the head search 

process.  

In late 2022, I began my tenure as the head of school and chief academic officer 

of an online private school. My path to the headship is not unlike that of some of the 

participants in this study, and I acknowledge that I shared many of the initial perceptions 

of the role of head that were described by the heads I interviewed.  

In addition to my experience as a graduate, educator, administrator, and now new 

head of an independent school, I am a married, middle-aged White woman with two 

daughters who attend an independent school. I acknowledge that my connection to this 

research begins from a position of privilege and bias towards the benefits of an 

independent school education, as well as empathy for heads of school who do a difficult 

job. In light of this close connection to the subject of my research, it was important that I 

take steps to ensure the trustworthiness and validity of my study. 
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Trustworthiness and Validity  

Creswell (2014) defines qualitative validity as the steps taken to “check for the 

accuracy and credibility of...findings” (p. 201).  To increase the trustworthiness and 

validity of this study, I employed several key strategies outlined by Creswell (2014). First 

of these steps is to acknowledge my own subjectivity in this study.  While researcher 

subjectivity is a central characteristic of qualitative research, I explained in my analysis 

that my interpretations of my findings are inevitably shaped by my career in independent 

education. Secondly, I included thick and rich descriptions from each of my participants 

to “transport the readers to the setting and give the discussion an element of shared 

experiences” (Creswell, 2014, p. 202).  Next, I utilized analytic memos to record my 

perceptions, reflections, and thinking processes about the data I collected (Miles et al., 

2018). These memos helped me identify findings across interviews and explore how my 

interpretations were informed by my experience as an independent school leader. I also 

used member checking to ensure that I reported my participants’ perspectives accurately. 

Following each interview, I had the recordings transcribed, I de-identified the transcript, 

and I emailed a copy of the de-identified transcript to each participant to review.  Lastly, 

during the data analysis phase of the study, I engaged an interpretive community of peers 

who is not intimately involved in independent schools, to help interpret my data.   

Confidentiality and Human Subjects 

Confidentiality is a critical component of the data collection process and refers to 

the manner in which a conducted study protects the identities of its participants.  While 

confidential data are analyzed at the group level so as not to identify specific participants, 
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confidential data are collected by a researcher who knows the participants and does not 

disclose key identifiers while reporting the data.   

Because I interviewed heads of school who are also public figures in their 

communities, it was vital that I protect the confidentiality of my participants during the 

analysis and representation phases of my study.  To that end, I required verbal consent of 

willing participants before recording our interviews, and all participants were reminded 

throughout the study that they could withdraw from participating at any time.  

To minimize the potential of learning information that could put participants at 

any risk, I focused my interview protocol only on questions related to my research 

question. As I analyzed and reported the data, I was careful not to reveal their identities 

or any potentially identifying information. I used pseudonyms, rather than the actual 

names of my participants, and I abstracted the locations of my participants’ schools. For 

example, rather than describe the head of a girls’ boarding school in Alabama, I described 

the head of a single-sex boarding school in the South.  

To protect the data of my interviews, I secured the recordings and transcripts in a 

password-protected digital folder to which only I had access. I will destroy the key that 

links actual names with my participants’ pseudonyms at the conclusion of my study, and 

all printed transcripts will be kept in a locked file cabinet that can only be accessed by the 

researcher and will be destroyed at the conclusion of the study. All raw data will be 

destroyed within five years of the study’s completion. I also included language in my 

informed consent form that explained the measures I took to maintain confidentiality and 

protect the data.  
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This study was approved by the George Washington University Institutional 

Review Board.  

Summary 

This study used a basic qualitative design to understand how independent school 

heads perceive their role(s) over their tenures as heads. Data collection included semi-

structured videoconference interviews with 22 heads of U.S. independent schools who 

assumed their first headships no later than 2018. Data analysis included the use of open 

coding and pattern coding.  The following chapter will discuss the findings from the data. 
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Chapter 4: Results 
 

This basic qualitative study examined how the role of the independent school 

head has evolved in response to leadership challenges facing independent schools today. 

Specifically, this study explored the perceptions of the roles of independent school heads 

who led schools since 2018.  This research contributes to the body of literature about 

independent school leadership by identifying the initial perceptions of heads before 

assuming their positions, describing some of the challenges they face in their jobs, and 

examining how their navigation of these challenges informed their evolving 

understanding of their role. Through this research, we may understand better the complex 

role and many responsibilities of an independent school head, and we may also build the 

capacity of aspiring, new, and even experienced heads as they navigate the various 

challenges they face in their jobs. 

This study utilized a basic qualitative design with semi-structured interviews with 

22 experienced heads of school to understand their perceptions of their role as leaders of 

their school communities.  A qualitative research design was most appropriate because it 

allowed participants to describe their evolving understanding of their role in their own 

words and allowed participants to choose which challenges they wished to discuss in 

their interviews. Each interview was recorded and transcribed, and I analyzed transcribed 

data using an iterative approach to coding to identify emergent themes and patterns 

(Saldana, 2021). 

 The following research question, with three sub-questions, guided this study: 

1. How do independent school heads perceive their role(s) over their tenures as 

heads? 
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1.a. What were independent school heads’ initial perceptions of their roles 

when they first assumed their positions? 

1.b. What challenges have their schools faced during their tenure as head? 

1.c. How have these challenges informed their understanding of their role? 

 The theoretical framework for this study comes from Heifetz’s (1994) theory of 

adaptive leadership. According to Heifetz et al, adaptive leadership is “the practice of 

mobilizing people to tackle tough challenges and thrive” (Heifetz et al., 2009, p.14). 

Adaptive leaders diagnose challenges as either technical problems, meaning they have 

existing solutions, or adaptive challenges that do not have ready or easy solutions.  Once 

an adaptive leader identifies an adaptive challenge, the leader marshals the people and 

resources required to build on existing expertise to design and implement new solutions. 

This study described the challenges faced by independent school heads today and 

examined how those challenges inform participants’ evolving perceptions of their roles as 

heads of their schools.   

The conceptual framework for this study was modeled on Heifetz’s description of 

adaptive leadership (Heifetz et al., 2009).  For independent school heads, this practice of 

adaptive leadership is evolutionary in nature, and as heads tackle the various challenges 

their schools face, their role evolves to meet new challenges. By applying this 

framework, I learned how participants’ understanding of their role as head evolved in 

response to the challenges they face. 

This chapter begins with an introduction of the participants in this study, and the 

results of this study are then organized by the research questions. Within each of the 
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research questions, findings were organized by themes and subthemes. This chapter 

concludes with a summary of findings as they apply to each research question.  

Description of Participants 

 Through a combination of snowball sampling and direct recruitment of 

participants to represent a diversity of U.S. independent schools, I interviewed 22 heads 

of NAIS schools, all of whom assumed their first headships in or earlier than 2018. Initial 

recruitment of participants occurred after I identified eligible participants through the 

NAIS database of schools and the SAIS Head of School Database. I initially recruited 

heads of school who assumed their first headship no later than 2018, and I identified 

potential participants who represented K-8, K-12, 9-12, single-sex, all-gender, religious, 

boarding, and day schools in New England, the Mid-Atlantic, South, Midwest, and West. 

Demographic data collected included gender, age, and race/ethnicity in which 

participants identify. I also collected information about the participants’ schools, 

including geographic location, type of school, and approximate enrollment. 

Demographics 

Of the twenty-two participants, thirteen identified as women, and nine participants 

identified as men. Participants’ ages ranged between 43 and 63, with a mean and median 

age of 53.  Sixteen participants identified as White/Caucasian, three identified as 

Black/African American, one identified as White and Asian, one identified as Mixed 

Race, and one identified as Mexican-American.  

School Information 

The twenty-two participants in this study lead, and have led, a variety of 

independent schools across the United States. Eleven participants lead all-girls’ schools, 
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nine participants lead all-gender schools, one participant leads an all-boys’ school, and 

one participant leads a school that is all-gender in early grades and all-girls in upper 

grades. Eleven of the schools led by participants include early years/elementary, middle, 

and high school grades, six of the schools include early years, elementary, and middle 

schools, two of the schools include middle and high schools, and three are boarding high 

schools.  Three of the schools identify as religious.  Four of the schools have enrollments 

ranging between 100 and 300 students, five schools enroll between 300 and 500 students, 

seven schools enroll between 500 and 700 students, and six schools enroll more than 700 

students. All of the schools have been in operation for at least 25 years. Participants in 

this study also have been heads of school for an average of 9 years, with a range of 

tenures from 4 to 24 years.   

Table 1 provides a visual snapshot of the participants, their demographics, and 

information about the schools they lead.  Given the sample size, I did not draw 

interpretive connections between the research questions and any demographics or school 

categories.  
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Table 1 

Demographics and School Summary of Participants 

Pseudonym Gender Race/Ethnicity Tenure Location Population Type Enrollment 

Abigail Female White 23 yrs Mid-Atlantic Girls 3-12 500-700 
Alice Female White 11 yrs Mid-Atlantic Girls K-12 700-1000 
Anna Female White 4 yrs New England Girls 5-12 300-500 
Carl Male White 12 yrs Mid-Atlantic All-Gender PK-12 1000+ 
Carlos Male Black American 14 yrs West All-Gender K-12 700-1000 
Charlotte Female White 5 yrs Mid-Atlantic Girls K-12 500-700 
Christopher Male African American 7 yrs West All-Gender PS-6 500-700 
David Male White 17 yrs Mid-Atlantic All-Gender PS-6 100-300 
Elizabeth Female White 8 yrs Mid-Atlantic Girls PK-12 500-700 
Grace Female White 9 yrs Mid-Atlantic Girls 4-12 R 500-700 
James Male White 8 yrs Mid-Atlantic All-Gender PS-8 100-300 
Jess Female White 6 yrs Mid-Atlantic Girls PK-12 500-700 
Laura Female White 4 yrs South All-Gender PK-12 300-500 
Lisa Female White 24 yrs New England Girls 9-12 B 300-500 
Mary Female White 15 yrs Midwest Girls PK-12 700-1000 
Matthew Male White 9 yrs South Boys 1-12 700-1000 
Michael Male White 6 yrs South All-Gender K-8 R 500-700 
Natalie Female Asian 8 yrs New England Girls 9-12 B 100-300 
Nicole Female Mixed Race 10 yrs New England All-Gender PS-8 100-300 
Rachel Female Mexican-American 5 yrs Mid-Atlantic Girls 9-12 B 300-500 
Steven Male White 7 yrs Midwest All-Gender PS-8 300-500 
Zach Male African American 6 yrs South All-Gender 6-12 R 700-1000 
Note. R = Religiously affiliated school. B = Boarding school 

Between July and September 2022, I conducted one 45–60-minute interview with 

each participant through Zoom. I used pseudonyms to protect participants’ identities and 

to report interview data, and interview transcripts were redacted by me and the 

participants to eliminate any information that could potentially identify them or any 

schools with which they have been affiliated.  

Initial Perceptions of the Head of School Role 

Wow, look at how influential and charismatic and amazing that hero leader is, 
that celebrity leader is. That is the rockstar of the school. - James 

  
This study’s first research question sought to understand participants’ perceptions 

of the head of school role before they became heads themselves. Most participants were 
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aware of the role of a head of school as students or early in their careers, but some had 

very little idea of what a head of school is or does prior to working in an independent 

school or becoming heads themselves. Participants who were familiar with the head of 

school role described their earliest impressions of it in a variety of concrete and abstract 

ways, as well as in comparison with other types of leaders. Some described their first 

impression of a head of school more concretely as a male figure with a long tenure at his 

school, and some specifically mentioned Frank Boyden, the long-term head of Deerfield 

Academy, as a model. Others said they thought a head was a figurehead or celebrity with 

an almost mythic quality.  Some participants described a head of school as a master 

teacher and invoked the image of a British headmaster, while others described a head as 

more of a chief executive officer or business leader.  Several participants also described 

their impressions of a head of school in comparison to a principal, superintendent or 

president of a college or university.   

The Bow-Tied Gentleman, Dead Poets, and Frank Boyden 

 Several participants recalled some of their earliest impressions of the head of 

school role with descriptions of powerful men who held their positions for a long time.  

Looking back on her earliest impressions of a head of school, Laura, a head of an all-

gender K-12 school in the South, said, “it was still kind of the bow-tied, horn-rimmed 

gentleman with the tweed jacket.”  David, a head of a K-6 school in the Mid-Atlantic, 

recalled a similar image from a 1989 film about an all-boys’ New England boarding 

school in the 1950s led by an authoritarian male: “I guess looking up at those…Dead 

Poets Society stereotypes of heads of schools is probably where I was coming from.” 

Similarly, Charlotte, head of a girls’ K-12 school in the Mid-Atlantic, recalled that the 
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head of the school she attended had led her school for 38 years, and she remembered “he 

always wore a suit and he just always looked very, very purposeful.”  Charlotte 

additionally noted that her first “impression was actually that generally heads of school 

are male, and middle-aged, and authoritarian.” Zach, who leads a 6-12 school in the 

South, recalled his headmaster from when he was an independent school student, a “well-

known anchor in the world of independent school leadership.” Zach said, “For me, it was 

the picture of consistency, values-based leadership…The values of the institution were on 

his forehead every day.”  James, now in his second headship at a Mid-Atlantic K-8 

school, echoed Charlotte’s perception of a male authority figure: 

My perception of the head was that he was, and it was a he, the leader of the 

community. And he was a 17-year tenured head at the time. Highly experienced, 

highly respected within the school community. I viewed him as an authoritative 

figure who ruled by virtue of position and charisma, and his word was law. I did 

not witness democratic processes of decision making. I witnessed a strong 

authoritative leader who was deeply committed to ensuring the mission of the 

institution was executed.  

While these participants described their impressions of heads of school as 

powerful, consistent, and typically male, only one participant of the 22 interviewed 

described an initial perception of a head of school in terms of race.  Christopher, a head 

of a PS-6 school in the West, noted at the schools both he and his wife worked at, “the 

folks who were in positions of power were all White.” 

 Two participants explicitly mentioned Frank Boyden, the former head of 

Deerfield Academy who led his school for 66 years and was the subject of John 
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McPhee’s 1966 New Yorker profile and book, The Headmaster (McPhee, 2016), as part 

of their initial impressions of the headship. Lisa, a head of a girls’ school in New 

England, said that the head at the school she attended had led her school for 34 years, and 

when he retired, she remarked he was “one of the longest standing, other than…Frank 

Boyden.” James also mentioned that over the course of his career, his perspective on the 

role  

deepened through understanding Frank Boyden’s headship at Deerfield Academy. 

In this industry, we trace our lineages….Where did your head work and where did 

his heads work? And my lineage traced back to Frank Boyden. And I could see 

Frank's fingerprints on the work that we were doing. A really strong commitment 

to the brand, to its reputation, to consistency of experience while also honoring 

the needs of individual children.  

Headmaster or Master Teacher 

 Several participants framed their initial perceptions of the headship in terms of a 

headmaster, master teacher, or academic leader.  Michael, now in his second headship at 

a K-8 in the South, initially taught in the United Kingdom, where he noted “the typical 

title there is a headmaster…they are the head teacher.  And the role of the head teacher 

was to basically supervise other teachers and to oversee the academic program.” Carl, the 

head of a Mid-Atlantic K-12 school, shared a similar impression and described working 

for a head who was “the academic voice and moral voice for the community.” Laura also 

described that her “first inclinations on headship were really the role of master 

teacher…being involved with students, being involved in curricular decisions, character 

education, those types of things.” Christopher described a conversation with a head early 
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in his career, who told him, “When you think about the history of the role, they were the 

head educator. These were the folks who were supposed to understand and folks who 

were supposed to be capable of doing the work of teaching.” 

Head as CEO 

 While several participants initially understood the role of the head of an 

independent school to be rooted in academic leadership, others understood, or came to 

understand, the role of a head to be more of a chief executive officer of a school, before 

assuming the role themselves. These participants described the role in terms of business 

leadership. Carlos, a head of a K-12 school in the West, said that when he first began 

teaching in an independent school, “I had no idea initially what [the head] did, other than 

ran the school as the role of CEO.”  Carl, who first thought the role was that of an 

academic leader, noted that as he transitioned to a job at a PK-12 school, he worked for a 

head who was more business-minded, “almost ‘head-as-CEO-model.”  Similarly, Laura 

described that as her career in independent schools evolved, she  

started to see headship evolve into something that was more multifaceted. I 

started to see the role of a head being a person who could coalesce a team, the role 

of a head still being that kind of face and voice to the community, but I saw less 

master teacher and more CEO as time went by. 

Michael, who came to U.S. independent schools from the British tradition, noted a 

similar evolution in his thinking and described how he came to think of the head of 

school as more of a CEO than a master teacher: 

It wasn't really until I started to work in this country and started to work with 

heads of school, headmasters in this country, that that perception started to 
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evolve. And it really was a sense that the head of school is the chief operating 

officer of a nonprofit business and is responsible for overseeing and 

understanding and executing on all aspects of that…the perception has evolved 

mostly…from one that I thought was overwhelmingly academically centric to one 

that is in many ways business-centric.  

Comparison with Other Education Leaders 

 Some participants who either did not attend independent schools, had not worked 

in independent schools, or worked in other academic fields before becoming heads of 

school, described their initial perceptions of the headship in comparison to other 

academic leadership roles. Nicole, the head of a New England K-8 school, compared the 

role of an independent school head to that of a public school principal and noted that only 

when she became a head of school did she understand the differences between these two 

leadership positions: 

I was a public school student, and…I did grow up with two parents who had been 

teachers, and my mother had worked in the public school system. So I had some 

sense of, the principal sort of makes the rules, holds the rules, and that's who you 

listen to…And so, I entered independent schools with the perception that the head 

of school must be the principal, and then I began to get a little glimmer into what 

the nuances were, where the similarities were, and where there were some 

differences. But I think probably it wasn't until I sat in the seat, that I had a better 

understanding of all of the different nuances of what was involved in the head of 

school role. 
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Mary, now in her second headship at a Midwestern girls’ school, contrasted her 

impressions of the headship with higher education leadership. She said that unlike a 

college president, who interacts with adults and focuses on research, an independent K-12 

school leader is charged with nurturing children as much as leading the organization: 

The college presidency…was a very different perception than an independent 

school. I mean, in many ways [they’re] similar, that there's academics, there's 

social-emotional learning, there's rituals, there's community building, there's DEI 

work….It always felt to me in a K-12…that there was an “in loco parentis” kind 

of piece of this, a supervised independence or that there was a little bit more, I 

guess, guiding in a way. And I think that at the collegiate level, you don't have 

that piece. You are in dialogue with adults. You are in a research mode with a 

community invested in research or invested in theories or ideas, versus the other 

side of it, [where it] felt a little bit more like you're helping to raise a child. You're 

in the inner circle of a child's experience and team. 

Primary Responsibilities: On The Ground vs. Visionary Leadership 

Participants also shared conflicting impressions of where they thought a head of 

school’s primary responsibilities lie.  While some participants said they thought a head of 

school primarily managed the daily life of the school and school operations, others said 

they thought a head was primarily focused on strategic and visionary leadership of the 

school.  

Christopher observed the head of school meet with multiple administrators and 

“make sure that all the systems are in place and that the administrators who are 

responsible for overseeing operations are attending to the everyday business of running 
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the school.”  David also described the head’s role in the day-to-day life of the school in 

his initial perceptions: “I was picturing making speeches and standing in front of parents’ 

association gatherings. I was picturing running faculty meetings.” 

In contrast to those who understood the head of school to be actively involved in 

the life of the school, other participants initially viewed the role as more removed from 

daily operations, operating instead as a visionary with an elevated perspective and 

mission-centered, strategic leadership. Mary perceived “pomp and circumstance” in the 

headship, with “more of the rituals having a higher intellectual, higher thought process.”  

Abigail, a head of a Mid-Atlantic girls’ school, described the head of the school she 

attended as “pretty hands off from a student perspective, or at least that's the way it felt to 

me. I thought he was doing what he was supposed to do, but I guess my understanding of 

his role was very much as the person setting vision, very high-level and visionary.” 

Similarly, Grace, another head of a Mid-Atlantic girls’ school, described the experience 

of working for a head of school as her “first exposure to the notion that a head's job is as 

much to be a visionary as it is to build capacity, high-functioning leadership teams that 

can distribute the strategic work throughout the school.”  Zach also observed visionary 

leadership at work when he worked for a head of school who was committed not just to 

advancing the mission of the school but also to advocate for boys’ education: 

Globally boys and men were in trouble; more likely to be incarcerated, more 

likely to commit suicide, more likely to successfully die from attempting suicide, 

less likely to graduate from college, more likely to go back into prison. In a boys’ 

school, we knew this stuff inside out. I had a picture of a head of school who was 

using the power of the school not just to serve his students, but the world…. And 
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he thought the best that he could do as a leader…was serve schools who serve 

boys.   

Of all the participants in this study, Nicole observed that a head of school is 

engaged simultaneously in the daily life of the school as well as at a strategic level. She 

also noted that an independent school head must manage more types of relationships than 

its public school counterpart. She explained,  

as I headed into the independent school world, I realized that the head of school  

is expected to be everywhere–they're the host at the events, they are making the 

rules, holding the rules, but they're also being the host that greets everyone as they 

come in the door, and they're off campus, raising money, and they're greeting 

alumni. So, I learned that there's a larger constituent group or a larger group of 

constituent groups than I had had a window into in the public school setting. 

What Not to Do 

In addition to describing initial perceptions of what a head is, does, or should do, 

several participants who were familiar with the role described early negative experiences 

that taught them what a head of school is not or should not do.  Without sharing specific 

details, Mary described working for a head after earning her doctorate in education and 

said, “it felt to me like, oh my gosh, this is not how to run a school. And I could witness, 

after having all the theory of leadership, a person in action that was not doing anything 

that I had just learned.”  Anna, a head of a New England girls’ school, described a similar 

experience working for an interim head who, after becoming the permanent head, 

“stopped being a particularly good leader….It was definitely not a job I was in the least 

interested in.”  Michael shared a cautionary tale of a predecessor “who wanted to tell 
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everybody what they wanted to hear. And that head's way to try to secure their position 

was to say yes to everybody. And it lasted a few years, but then people saw through it. 

And you can only be an empty suit for so long and people will figure that out.”  

Manager of All Relationships 

 Despite the variety of first impressions of the head of school role held by 

participants, most sensed before taking the job that a head is the manager of relationships 

with all of a school’s constituencies, including students, parents, faculty, alumni, and the 

board, as well as with the external community. Carl observed how each of the heads he 

worked for “set a cultural tone for their community,” and he saw “how important 

relationship was in each of their roles. And initially that image of the culture builder of 

the person who could sort of model through relationships, what healthy community could 

look like, was appealing to me.”  Matthew also recalled observing his predecessor as 

having an “orientation towards relationships and people, students, colleagues, families, 

community, and a sense of genuine authentic connection…[It] was something that had a 

big impact on me.”  

Participants also spoke about the types of relationships the heads they observed 

developed with different constituencies. James observed “while there was a high level of 

top-down authoritative leadership, there was also a profound warmth and care for 

students at the school and their growth and wellbeing.” Christopher observed a head with 

an even more direct relationship with students: 

All the independent schools that I've worked at have been progressive institutions. 

And in these institutions, they have all centered the agency, the voice, the needs, 

the interest of students. And in working for this particular head, he took that very 
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seriously. And so, meeting with students was not a thing he kind of did every 

once in a while. It was a part of his system, was a part of his routine. So, watching 

him pause to hear from students and then watching him act upon the things that he 

heard was a really important experience for me to have. 

In contrast, Michael noted that one of the heads he worked for was “spending more and 

more time with adults and adult-related issues and less time and direct contact with 

students.”  Carlos saw a head who “managed the senior leadership team [and] was 

working with the board,” and Christopher observed a head manage his relationship with 

“the Parents Association, which is a very important constituent group to court because 

these folks, they're going to be your cheering section.” Christopher summarized his 

observations of the relationships nurtured by the head by saying, “I was watching how he 

was managing all these conversations and really serving as a bridge between all of them.”  

Lack of Knowledge 

 While most participants had some inkling or initial impressions of what a head of 

school is and does, others said that prior to becoming a head, they did not know much, if 

anything, about what the job entailed. Some participants who attended independent 

schools said they had limited knowledge of what a head of school does. Jess, who worked 

outside of education before becoming a head of a Mid-Atlantic girls’ school, said that as 

an independent school student, she “had a vague understanding that there was someone at 

the top of the food chain who you would see and who did assemblies and all of that stuff, 

but besides [that], did not have any understanding of what the role entailed until I myself 

was a candidate in a head search.” Jess also said she did not think anyone at a school 

really knew what a head of school does: 
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I don't even think that people working here fully grasp it. Parents certainly don't 

and students most definitely don't, and alumni are the furthest beyond not 

understanding, and even a board of trustees I do not think really understand what 

happens at the school and what a head's job is.   

Lisa, another independent school alumna, said, “I saw [the head of my school] in very 

public roles. I mean, he was the face of the school, and we knew that he made the 

decisions about the school around that…but I don't think that we really knew the big 

picture, except that he would make maybe announcements about what was happening at 

school.” 

 Participants who worked in independent schools before becoming a head shared 

similar uncertainty about the role and noted that as teachers, they had little contact with 

the head of school. Alice, the head of a Mid-Atlantic girls’ school, said, “I didn't really 

think much about the head of school when I first started as a teacher.” Similarly, Rachel, 

the head of a New England girls’ school, said, “My first realization that there was a head 

of school was the second school I worked for. The first school I worked for…was an all-

boys school. I worked in the middle school. I don't even remember who the head was.”  

As a teacher in an independent school early in her career, Anna said, “I never had a 

particularly clear sense of what I thought a head should be, I don't think. It's sort of all 

over the map.” Anna’s perception aligns with that of Elizabeth, who leads a Mid-Atlantic 

girls’ school: “I guess my perception was that they had to deal with a lot of challenging 

stuff and not a lot of the fun, face-to-face interaction with kids kind of work that I was 

doing at the time, but I really didn't have too much of a perception of what they did day 
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to day.” Alice and Elizabeth also noted that they did not have much interaction with the 

heads of their schools except for socially or when their “jobs intersected with them.” 

“I Don’t Want to Be a Head Because…” 

 Participants also framed their initial understandings of the role of head of school 

in terms of their own desire or lack of desire to pursue the position. Some who did not 

initially want to become a head of school perceived the role to be unappealing.  Elizabeth 

recalled a conversation with a colleague early in her career who prophesied that she 

would eventually become a head of school: “I'm like, ‘Oh no, I'm not.’ I'm like, ‘Who 

wants to do that job?’ I would say in my late 20s, early 30s, my perception of the head of 

school role was not a particularly positive one and not because they weren't great people. 

I just didn't think what they had to do was great work.” Abigail imagined herself in the 

role early in her teaching career and remembered,  

there was a day when a pipe burst. I'm pretty sure that's what happened. And … 

the head of school … was having to deal with this burst pipe, obviously, major 

issue. And we must have closed school for the day. I don't remember that part, but 

I remember thinking, "God, the last thing in the world I want to ever have to deal 

with is burst pipes.” 

Abigail further elaborated on her answer and said, “it just didn't appeal to me at all to 

have that responsibility. And I loved history, and I loved teaching and I loved the kids. 

And just being in that administrative role meant you weren't doing a lot of that kind of 

thing. I just couldn't imagine myself doing it.”  

Other participants shared they did not aspire to the headship initially because they 

could not see themselves in the role they understood it to be.  Grace compared her career 
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aspirations to those of her friends and colleagues: “I've known people who sort of always, 

maybe knew once they got into education for some length of time that they wanted to be 

a head of school. I don't tick that box.” Matthew did not imagine himself as a head 

because he believed there was a traditional path to headship from the classroom, and his 

career had been in administration. He said the headship was “never something I viewed 

for myself probably for many of the same reasons, because most often you think of 

somebody that's been a teacher, a coach then grows as an administrator.”  Charlotte also 

did not initially consider the headship for herself and reinforced the image of the head as 

predominantly male: “I certainly didn't think that I would be an educator or ever be a 

head of a school, but I had very positive thoughts about him and who he was.”  Zach, 

who identifies as a Black man, did not initially “think of [himself] as head of school 

material” because he thought, “in all honesty, it’s so hard to become a Black school 

leader in independent schools.” He said, “if I become a head of upper school, that’s about 

as much as I can hope for.” 

“I Want to Be a Head Because…” 

 Participants who shared that they did have aspirations to the headship framed their 

reasons in terms of their initial perceptions of the role.  Rachel offered two reasons for 

her aspirations to the headship that were shared by other participants: her observation of a 

head who defied the stereotype of an authoritarian male, and her desire to have a larger 

impact on a school: 

I would point to two things that inspired me to pursue headship. One, interestingly 

enough, was that there was a change in head. After 10 years with a male head, our 

head…, who continues to be a mentor, retired, and they hired a female head who 
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was younger. And suddenly, seeing a female made me think, "That maybe could 

be me." It just was more relatable than the prior figureheads that I had had as 

head. The second thing that motivated me to pursue headship was I had been 

sitting in those senior team meetings for many years. I was becoming less 

interested in only thinking about my piece of the pie, which first was I was head 

of the middle school, and then I was head of the entire academic program. And I 

just found it unsatisfying and incomplete to only think about academics when 

you're thinking of the whole school. 

Charlotte also acknowledged the image of a head of school as predominantly male when 

describing her aspirations to the headship.  “I think from my early to mid 20s, when I 

started working in a school, I thought I would want to be a head of school. But that was 

more born out of competitiveness than actually an understanding of the job. I looked 

around and I always saw men. And so why wouldn't I have that job?”  Grace worked for 

female heads of school earlier in her career and noted that “all of [her] perceptions of 

headship have been shaped by the women that [she] saw in the role and with whom [she] 

had the privilege to work.”   

Christopher, who identifies as an African American man, described a key reason 

for his aspiration to the headship in terms of overcoming a history of schools excluding 

Black students and initial perceptions that “folks who were in positions of power were all 

White”: 

Both of my kids were in independent school, and I needed them to know that 

someone like me could do the job…What does it mean for you to send your kids 

to such a place when the history of these places did not welcome your forebearers. 
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So, my in-laws could not have gone to these schools. Their parents could not have 

gone to these schools. And so, to be in those places and then to look at the 

leadership and then to contend with the history and then to think about, like, my 

kids are never going to see a person in a position of power in a place like this with 

the exception of their father at this station. I can only get here. And I think that 

that is detrimental to the development of young folks, particularly when we tell 

them they can be and do anything. That's always the message, you can do 

anything you want... Well, that's not true unless we're able to demonstrate that. 

And my kids were getting to an age where I needed to demonstrate it. I needed it 

not to be rhetoric.  

Like Christopher, who described his aspiration to the headship as a personal 

obligation to his children, other participants described seeking the headship because they 

thought it was a meaningful pursuit with significant impact. David said, “I needed to do 

something that made me feel like I was contributing to making the world a better place.” 

Similarly, Matthew said the headship “wasn't transactional. It wasn't vocational. It was 

avocational, right? It was something that had a sense of deeper meaning; it was not a job 

as much as it was a life pursuit and something that we've done as a family too, not just 

me as an individual and as a professional.”   

In addition to the positive personal impact of leading a school, participants also 

described their perception of the headship as making a positive, tangible impact on a 

community.  Carl said, “the draw was, I wanted to see what it felt like to provide, to be 

the person who inhabits the role, who sets the tone.”  Natalie, who leads a New England 

girls’ boarding school, liked “having an impact beyond the level of classroom or grade to 
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maybe some larger impact on the institution or the school community,” and Steven, who 

leads an all-gender PS-8 school in the Midwest, “wanted to be in a position of having a 

deeper level of involvement and strategic planning of the school and the governance of 

the school.” 

Others said that, in contrast to other roles in a school, their sense of a head’s 

power to effect positive change at scale inspired them to pursue the job.  Charlotte 

shared, “I felt relatively isolated in a classroom, but I loved the idea of creating a 

framework for providing education.”  James said he wanted to extrapolate what was 

working in his classroom to the institution at large: 

There wasn't just one way to be good in my class. There were lots of ways to be 

good in my class. There wasn't just one way to feel valued as a student. There 

were lots of ways to feel valued as a student. And I felt like scaling that up to the 

school as a whole for children and teachers would have value for that particular 

institution.  As I inched forward in my career and became a candidate for a 

headship, I had a different desire, and that different desire was to have influence 

over the broader operation in ways that I influenced my classroom. 

In a similar vein, Elizabeth noted that as a director of admission prior to her first 

headship, she was frustrated by her lack of influence over a school’s program or a 

student’s experience. She said, “what really pushed me in this direction [of headship] was 

being in a top leadership position and seeing what needed to change in an institution, but 

not [having] the power to do so. Power is not the best word, but you know what I mean. 

The influence, the decision-making access to make those changes.”  Carlos perceived that 
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a head had the ability to reimagine education for children, and that ability inspired him to 

pursue a headship:  

…I wanted to understand a way that we could do and think about educating kids 

differently. Do things differently–you can do that as a head…. [you can] 

understand the true motivation and curiosity of kids and be able to exploit and 

leverage that in the curriculum in terms of relationships. And I don't know that it 

always was what we were working toward at my prior schools, and I wanted to be 

able to see whether or not that was possible. 

Leadership Challenges 

It was fascinating. I mean, I would come home and my eyes would be really big. I 
would be like, "Oh my God, where do I start? -Alice 
 
This study’s second research question sought to understand the types of 

leadership challenges heads of school face in their jobs. The 22 participants in this study 

enumerated a wide variety of challenges they and their schools have faced during their 

tenures as heads, including the COVID-19 pandemic.  Through the coding process, and 

using the theoretical lens of this study, the theory of adaptive leadership created by 

Heifetz et al (2009), I identified many of the challenges described by participants as 

technical or adaptive. Heifetz et al (2009) define a technical challenge as one with a 

“known solution that can be implemented by current knowledge. [Technical challenges] 

can be resolved through the application of authoritative expertise and through the 

organization’s current structures, procedures, and ways of doing things” (p. 19).  In 

contrast, Heifetz et al (2009) define an adaptive challenge as one that requires iterative 

thinking and the mobilization of existing resources to design and implement new 

solutions. While some of the challenges described by participants incorporate both 
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technical and adaptive elements, I organized the results of the study into challenges that 

were primarily technical or primarily adaptive.  

Table 2 

Technical and Adaptive Challenges Described By Participants 

Primarily Technical Challenges Primarily Adaptive Challenges 
Enrollment Management Board And Governance Challenges 

Budget Management Building A Strong Leadership Team 
Fundraising Reckoning With The Past 

HR and Labor Issues Racial Reckoning 
Legal Issues Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Belonging 

Program and Curriculum Management The Head’s Identity 
Operations Management Gender Identity Issues 

The COVID-19 Pandemic Polarization and Politics 
 Loss of a Community Member 
 The COVID-19 Pandemic 

     

Technical Challenges 

I categorized one group of challenges described by participants in this study as 

primarily “technical,” because they are challenges with known solutions or playbooks, 

and resources already exist to solve them.  According to Heifetz and Linsky (2017), they 

are challenges for which leaders and their teams “do, in fact, have the necessary know-

how and procedures” (p. 13) and those with authority and expertise primarily do the 

work. In this study, primarily technical problems described by participants included: 

enrollment management, budget management, fundraising, human resources and labor 

issues, legal issues, program and curriculum management, and operations management.  

While these types of challenges may require stakeholders to alter some of their behaviors 

or thinking to solve, they can be primarily resolved by expertise already held by the head, 

a dedicated administrator or administrative team responsible for these areas of the school, 

or readily-available resources.  Additionally, unlike adaptive challenges (Heifetz et al, 
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2009) addressing these challenges may not necessarily require innovation, discovery, or 

the mobilization of a group of people to think or behave differently. 

Enrollment Management.  Some participants described the challenges of 

maintaining or growing enrollment within their schools. Steven noted that as a result of 

the recession of 2008, “a lot of independent schools took a hit…with enrollment. They’re 

still climbing out of that.”  Christopher shared a similar insight about enrollment 

challenges for independent schools by saying, “schools are always, unless you are on the 

top of the top, always contending with enrollment matters, because that’s how we keep 

the lights on.” 

Several participants specifically described increased competition as an enrollment 

challenge. Steven noted a trend that he said impacts enrollment for many independent 

schools: “I think we’re all competing for a fewer number of kids, right?” Abigail echoed 

Steven’s insight about competition by saying that “it’s all about communicating and 

getting people to understand the value because [an independent school education] is 

expensive, and we’re in an environment with very good public schools…and lots of 

competition.”  Jess also described the “tight market” in where her school is located and 

said her team created processes to stabilize enrollment.  She said, “it’s no longer as front 

and center for me because there’s now systems in place that mean we’ve had the best 

admissions years for a number of years…I don’t have to focus on it as much, but I think a 

lot of attention and time can go to that depending on the school.”   

Some participants described how enrollment management and its impact on the 

school’s financial situation was one of their first priorities when they assumed the 

headship.  Natalie said that when she first became head, the board at her school had 
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“established a plan around enrollment growth, and since she had formerly been a director 

of admissions, she was “pretty involved” in enrollment strategy early on.  Laura shared 

that during the summer of her first year as head, “enrollment was not solidified until 

August 15” and she needed to fill slots before school opened.  She also noted that “the 

board had been working off of, as my board chair calls it the “butts in seats” model. They 

were so focused on that number; they weren't looking at the amount of financial aid they 

were giving away and what we were leaving on the table.” Similarly, Abigail described 

that when she first became a head, “the school was really, really struggling” and “first 

and foremost, we needed to think about enrollment.” She leveraged a tuition revenue 

approach to admissions that many schools have adopted and said, “that really helped…. 

Over time, [we] increased the enrollment by something like 40%.”  

Budget Management. Along with enrollment management challenges, some 

participants also described budgetary challenges at their schools. Alice said that when she 

first became head of her school, she had to leverage her expertise at her prior school to 

“remake the budget…There were so many things that I was like, “Oh, my goodness. But 

in the end, it helped me because I knew how things ran.” Laura said that as soon as she 

became head of an under-enrolled school, “attack number one was looking at our 

finances and where we were overspending and how we needed to use our resources. 

There was no money to invest in program because we had all these human resources that 

were underutilized.”  Laura then described in detail how she needed to make difficult 

decisions about cutting positions and consolidating enrollment in some grades. Elizabeth 

also noted that the first year of her headship was especially difficult, in part because “of 

the financial position that the school was in. I felt fairly equipped at one level to lead the 
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school in that way, because of my role in admission and the fact that I had spent so much 

time on finance, but it's incredibly stressful to work at a school that is so tight 

financially.” 

Fundraising. In addition to enrollment and budget challenges, another economic 

challenge described by participants focused on fundraising, a key revenue source for 

independent schools that are nonprofit ventures.  Jess shared that prior to the COVID 

pandemic, “in normal circumstances, fundraising is close to 40% of what a head does, 

donor management, fundraising.” Lisa recalled that in 2008, “we had this massive crash, 

and our endowment went from $109 million to $76 million…so I became the face of 

that.” Abigail said that one school where she was head, “the school had never had a 

multimillion-dollar gift, which when you think about it in terms of its history and its, for 

lack of a better word, prestige, all of that, it’s shocking.” Abigail added that part of the 

reason she was hired for her second headship was her development experience. 

Human Resources and Labor Issues. Many participants shared that managing 

human resources, personnel, and labor issues were significant challenges during their 

tenures as heads.  Christopher said that “as of late, we’ve been contending with labor 

issues, human resource tensions. There just aren’t a whole lot of people looking to be 

teachers anymore.”  Similarly, Natalie noted that “managing HR and employee issues, I 

find it a challenge. It’s not something I had to do before (becoming a head.) I managed a 

team, but really getting into the thick of more serious HR and personnel issues, I find 

those challenging and very time consuming.”  Jess also said that in the past year, more of 

her time has been taken up by  
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ER, employee relations, everything from unhappy employees who become 

squeaky and want things we can't offer, we can't give them or don't intend to give 

them or had never given before or whatnot, to ones that have legal ramifications. I 

think it's a reflection of return to work. We mandated everyone come back in-

person, faculty and staff (after the pandemic) ....So I think employee management 

is more and more one of the ... takes a lot more time and energy from heads than 

it ever did. 

Some employee and HR issues revolved around organizational structures and 

staffing.  Charlotte described the challenge of flattening her organization over her tenure 

as head: “the big shift then came two years ago when I shifted the organization chart. I 

needed to do the shift to more distributed leadership first. And then I was able to see who 

really can operate well in that system and who can't.”  Christopher applied his experience 

at a previous school to restructure the administrative layers of his organization when he 

began his current headship, and he acknowledged the challenge of staff turnover in 2020-

2021: 

I said, "I don't need seven layers (of administration). I need three. Three. Which 

means there are four things, major things we're just not doing." "Well." I said, 

"No." I said, "Listen, I've been working in independent schools almost 30 years, 

you don't have to explain that to me." I said, "It will be there, it will always be 

there. What won't be there in the next year or two are the people that you are 

tasking with carrying out the role because the exodus from schools, independent 

schools in particular, is head spinning, head spinning." I had a colleague, several 

colleagues last year who had record numbers of faculty departures. One had 24 
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teachers leave before the end of the year, another one had 18 because the teachers 

felt like we're just grist for the mill, you're going to grind us down and you're 

going to keep grinding us. 

Interestingly, Anna described how today, in a landscape informed by the 

pandemic, managing human resources may not be a technical problem but a future 

adaptive challenge for schools, as leaders may need to devise new staffing models to 

attract and retain talent:   

there's a real shift in what employees want and who they are. And I think heads 

have got to wrestle with what that means for an organization. I don't think 

teachers are going to have the tenure they used to have. I don't think they're going 

to be willing to do everything they used to be willing to do and heads are going to 

have to figure out what does that mean and how's that work? And do I need a new 

approach to things, or do I need to just keep looking for the people that will work 

the way that people used to, or is there going to be a shift in the way workers 

approach at all? All the remote people might not want to stay so remote forever, 

all that kind of stuff. 

Legal Issues. Christopher, Anna, and David explained that they have had to 

navigate many legal issues as heads.  Christopher emphasized that schools today “need 

people who are capable of considering the potential legal risks, because society’s become 

so much more litigious. And the number of legal issues that independent schools face has 

ballooned within the last 10 years.”  As most heads of schools typically come from the 

field of education and are not lawyers themselves, participants noted that they rely on 

external expertise to tackle legal issues. Anna echoed Christopher’s observation by 
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saying, “I think one of the things that is very surprising to heads is how much they have 

to talk to lawyers.”  She went on to describe how her school retains several sets of 

lawyers to deal with education issues, real estate, facilities, and other claims.  David’s 

experience reflected Anna’s observation about the frequency with which heads engage 

with lawyers. He noted that over his tenure as head of two different schools, he spends 

much more time navigating issues like liability, risk management, and employment law: 

At the school before this, the school had a lawyer and I talked to that lawyer three 

or four times a year. I can talk to our present lawyer three to four times a week. 

It's just the shift has been really, really amazing in terms of just having to cross 

the Ts and dot the Is a lot more. It's no longer the days of the head of school who 

says, "Middle schoolers chop down those trees, kindergarteners make shingles, 

we're building a building." It's all about crosschecking liability and making sure 

that there's an emergency lockdown plan in place that will pass muster if you get 

sued because something happens…And then over the past 17 years it's morphed 

all the more…  I meet up with the lawyer and have lunch with her once in a while. 

We're on a first name basis. She's in my contacts. It's not like before, [when] I had 

to go look up the guy's email or contact. 

Program and Curriculum Management. In addition to enrollment, financial, 

and legal issues, several participants in the study described program and curriculum 

challenges they have faced as heads.  Both Abigail and David described inheriting weak 

elementary programs when they became head, and since they had been leaders before 

becoming heads, they were able to move quickly to improve them. For Abigail, parents 

“were saying things like, ‘We're just going to live through lower school so we can get to 
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middle school.’ There were a lot of issues, and it was very clear to me right away that we 

needed to fix that.” David said, “Parents were really unhappy with the program. So, my 

first year was patching that together. And then the second year was making it better. And 

right now, it's fantastic.” David was also tasked with adding a middle school program to 

his school when he assumed his first headship. 

Other participants described navigating challenges related to their school’s 

curriculum.  Zach described one of the “mountains” he must climb is his role is the fact 

that he has “faculty who haven’t innovated their curriculum or their pedagogy in 15 

years.” Abigail described the challenges of fielding athletic teams in a league that was far 

too competitive for her students and joining another more appropriate league, as well as 

responding to backlash from parents regarding choices of texts in classrooms by giving 

students more options of books to read.  Jess described the difficult decision to cut an 

innovative yet under-enrolled program and explained, “I got some angry emails and some 

mad parents, but we had data behind it. We understood it is what it is.” Carlos spoke 

more generally about the challenge of ensuring his school’s program reflected current 

research about how children learn best and met the needs of a variety of learners. He 

explained how his team implemented initiatives that exist at other schools, but were new 

to his community: 

That was how I spent a lot of my time. And I think understanding what the 

school's aspirations were in those first few years, "Hey, we want to make sure that 

we are supporting neuro-diverse learners. Hey, we want to make sure that we are 

innovative in ways that our peer schools aren't being.”  Developing programs that 

in that instance were innovative and supported kids. We brought in a mindfulness 
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program to the school, which hadn't existed there before. We brought in a maker's 

space for the kids that wasn't there before. And this was at a school that was, I 

wouldn't say under-resourced, but not nearly as well resourced as my previous 

schools. 

Operations Management.  Participants also enumerated technical challenges 

related to school operations and described how they tackled those challenges with their 

own skills or with reliable expertise on staff.  James explained that when he assumed his 

current headship:  

there were a lot of things that I did really directly in a hands-on way. Not because 

I necessarily wanted to, but because this school wasn't built and didn't have the 

capacity to do some of those things. For example, in my first year I was on point 

coordinating the weekly newsletter. I was on point coordinating its content and 

ensuring that it was on brand and that it laid out in a way that was visually 

compelling for families. I was on point on disciplinary issues. I was on point 

leading some evolution in our admissions practices. That was a more direct 

practitioner headship experience.  

Carlos and Alice both spoke of professionalizing existing systems and processes 

to be more operationally effective and efficient. Carlos spoke about how, during his first 

headship, he leveraged his experience as an educator to build in faculty evaluations to 

help teachers “understand their role better at the school, not relying on just the 

relationships to be part of their value but really quality teaching, excellence in the 

classroom.” Alice described how, when she first became head at her school, there were 

many operational issues:  
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I mean, the faculty handbook read like a novel. It was beautiful, beautifully 

written, but I couldn't figure out where the rules were. I mean, there was no 

discipline committee. There was no hiring manual. There were no locks on the 

doors or shades on the windows for a lockdown drill. It was like going into 

another era. 

Alice later described how she wrote policies and procedures with her team, and 

she wrote the emergency protocols herself.  She noted, 

I think the criticism of me would be that maybe it’s too professional. It used to be 

you could just go into the head's office and get a deal, or something would be ... 

And I'm like, ‘Well, okay, we've got a policy for that. We want to be equitable.’ 

Some people like that and other people don't necessarily like that, but it's really 

important for the school to have done that.”   

While Carlos and Anna tackled many of the operational challenges at their 

schools themselves, Anna described how important it is to trust expertise on her staff to 

solve operational challenges like technology problems. She said:  

your tech director says," Oh, we can do this," or "we can't do this." You have no 

choice but to believe them, right? Luckily, I really do trust my person and what he 

says lines up with people's level of frustration or happiness. I feel like, "Oh, okay. 

He knows what you're talking about." But he'll come and he'll say we have to 

spend $300,000 buying Apple computers now because the lease program is not a 

good idea anymore. And I'm like, "All right. Sure."  



 

 
 
 

 
 

102 

Adaptive Challenges 

 I categorized another group of challenges described by participants in this study 

as primarily “adaptive,” because they are challenges without clear, existing solutions or 

playbooks, and they demand generative, iterative thinking to solve. According to Heifetz 

and Linsky (2017) they are problems “not amenable to authoritative expertise or standard 

operating procedures. They cannot be solved by someone who provides answers from on 

high.” (p. 13) Instead, these types of challenges require changing “attitudes, values, and 

behaviors” (Heifetz and Linsky, 2017, p. 13) and the mobilization of groups of people.  

These challenges include board and governance challenges, building a strong leadership 

team, change management, reckoning with a school’s past, racial reckoning, the head’s 

identity, gender identity issues, polarization and politics, and navigating the loss of a 

community member.  

Board and Governance Challenges. Most participants shared that learning to 

work with and manage their boards of trustees has been a challenge over their tenures as 

heads. Grace said that “a successful head has to develop a really strong board of trustees 

that understands its role and continues to grow in its professional capacity, to be in a 

governance posture and to be stewarding the school appropriately.” The process of 

building and working with the board, however, was a challenge for many participants. In 

fact, Grace added, “I underestimated how much time that would take and why that was so 

important.”   

Several participants said that learning to work with the board was one of the most 

significant challenges of their transition to the headship because it required mobilizing 

board members to work with them, learning what effective governance looks like, and 
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adapting to a new role themselves in the governance of their schools. Rachel said that 

when she became a head, she realized that working with a board was “an entire new 

landscape” and required more political savvy than she had expected:  

I entered thinking, "Okay, instead of one boss, I have 22, but it likely will be the 

same as having a boss before." But it's not... There's a lot of reporting to my 

board, which has been helpful in the exercise that I do with my senior team and 

putting reports together and trying to think of things from the 30,000-foot level. 

But here are the parts that I didn't know about a board-- that a board has a political 

line to it, that when you're going to present a decision or an idea, you don't do it 

the way you do it with your administrative team. I'm very used to doing 

something fully transparent. "I'm brainstorming about this. Let's flesh this out." 

With a board, that doesn't work. You need to have cultivated a few folks ahead of 

time that might be interested or that might give you a sense of where there will be 

pushback. And then you have to cultivate that pushback ahead of time. So, there's 

so much political work it feels like that you do before you enter a boardroom, 

which is a very different way of working than we work with a faculty or with a 

senior team. 

Abigail described a difficult transition to working with a board as a new head:  

It was a real struggle. The board was challenging, and whether the board was 

challenging because I wasn't doing a good job of managing the board or it was the 

challenges that the school was facing or a combination of all of them, who 

knows? It was tough. It was really, really hard.  

As an internal candidate following a long-term head, Nicole said that she thought the 
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power dynamic between the head and board at her school shifted when she became head, 

and she and the board needed to learn how to work together in new ways:  

I think the perception… going from a long-standing, successful head to a new, 

first-time, younger head coming into that role resulted in shifting from head-

guiding board to board-guiding head. Part of that was my deference to the 

previous head, in that transition time. I hadn't been a head before, and I was 

unsure how to manage that space. 

While some participants described the challenge of learning how to work for a 

board, others described the challenge of building and enrolling a board that would 

support their leadership.  Alice said that when she became head,  

Well, the first thing we did was remake the board. That was the first 

priority…You can't 

bring about a lot of change unless you have a board that's very supportive… The 

board chair was stepping down after my first year. Then the board made [another 

trustee] the president of the board. Then she and I went to work on really building 

a really strong board of people who understood or were willing to learn about 

education and how to move a school community forward. So that was the first 

priority. 

Laura described her relationship with her board as a challenge where both parties had to 

learn how to work effectively together. She said she leveraged the fact that she was a new 

head to mobilize the support she needed to succeed:   

I kind of get here and I'm learning lots of things on the fly, and I'm realizing it's a 

far more critical situation than I thought…I had been very honest with the board 
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about the things that I knew I could do well, and the things that I knew I would 

need support, and gratefully, I was really honest with them.  Finance? I can 

manage a budget all day long. I will make sure that we are on budget with what 

you tell me I can spend, but developing that budget? Tuition setting strategies, 

those types of things, how to manage our meager endowment? All of those are 

going to be areas where I'm going to need support. 

Laura also said that while she was learning some aspects of her job from the board, she 

had to help her board refocus on governance rather than operations. “The previous head 

had gotten sideways with the board of trustees, and the board was involved because they 

had to be in weird ways. So even untangling that there was a lot of governance work that 

I had to do.” 

 Zach also described the importance of managing the board’s expectations.  He 

said that while he works well with his board and feels supported by his trustees, they 

want   

change to happen faster. My board wants successes to be shared louder. My board 

wants anything that gums up the gears to leave sooner, and they want students to 

be happier…More, more, more, more, more….Growing the board has been heavy 

lifting, but the level of alignment is unreal, and, admittedly, that’s why I work 

here. 

Building a Strong Leadership Team.  In addition to the challenge of building 

and nurturing a strong relationship with the board of trustees, participants also described 

the challenge of building and sustaining an effective leadership team.  Grace articulated 

the critical importance of a strong leadership team by saying: 
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the job of the head, I think, has just gotten so big. The fundraising expectations, 

the crisis management…We saw that over the last two years, you're sort of 

expected to be all things to all people and on all the time. And if you don't 

develop a very strong administrative team with whom you can delegate the work 

and be shoulder-to-shoulder in the work and helping move the school forward, 

you're going to burn out really quickly.  

Carl echoed Grace’s sentiment about the value of a strong administrative team and added 

that it has been difficult to build that team during his tenure as head:  

I will share that this is, I'm starting year 13, the hardest part of the job for me, or 

one of the hardest parts remains that sort of building, sustaining, aligning a really 

high performing effective leadership team, that when that's working well, it can 

liberate the head of school to do the two things which I like the most, one, is to 

sort of at the 500 feet, be in relationship, connect and sort of be of the daily life of 

the school. And then it's [at] 30,000 feet, [to] be really generative about here's 

where we are and here's where we're going next. 

Anna explained why building and sustaining a strong leadership team is so difficult: 

“you're told to get your team in place as fast as possible, but you don't have the capital to 

get rid of people.”  Anna went on to describe her experience building a team as a new 

head: 

You show up and you have whatever style you have and people like it, or they 

don't like it. And so, some people you'll clash with and you'll realize you have to 

figure out how to move them out. Some people you'll clash with, and they'll figure 

out that they should just leave. And then some people will be psyched and stay 
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and it's great. But I think the biggest challenge is you want your team in place as 

fast as you can get them in place, but you don't always know what you need. And 

you really, you can't just come in and fire three people. I mean, you can, and 

maybe you inherit a school that needs that kind of thing, but it's complicated.  

Carl described a similar experience when he became head:   

I suddenly had a team of a dozen direct reports and figuring out who these people 

were, their relationship to each other, the different sort of ghosts that I was living 

with from tensions that were already there and present in the institution and the 

stories behind those and figuring out how to sort of align those folks around a 

common purpose and whether those were the right people and whether they were 

in the right roles.  

Alice, David, Charlotte, and Laura all described how, early in their headships, 

they organized or restructured their leadership teams to be more effective. Alice 

described that she simply “had to remake the administration,” and David explained how 

he had to hire a division director as soon as he assumed his headship because “that first 

year [hew] knew the elementary program was a mess.” Laura spoke about the challenge 

of hiring a lower school director before she even began her headship, and Charlotte 

explained how she flattened a long-term, multi-leveled organizational structure to create 

more distributed leadership at her school.   

Reckoning With The Past. While many of the challenges described by 

participants focused on the present state of the school or efforts to secure its future, Alice 

and Steven described how, during their headships, their schools confronted difficult 

events in their histories, including accounts of sexual abuse, racism, and even the reason 
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for their school’s founding. When Alice received word that a former student may have 

been abused while enrolled at her school, she not only investigated this student’s claim 

but also conducted a full investigation of all past issues of sexual misconduct. She 

discovered evidence of abuse that had occurred “30, 40, 50 years ago” and reported it to 

the community.  She said she hired lawyers and personally interviewed many people 

involved in these incidents, and she said members of the school community “were 

aghast” and questioned her decision to uncover information that could tarnish the 

school’s reputation. She said she was asked, “Why would you ever do that if you didn’t 

have to?” Fortunately, Alice said that her board chair supported her decision to 

investigate all allegations and incidences of abuse, and she “felt a lot of freedom to do the 

right thing…there was a lot of emotional cost, but I wasn’t worried about getting fired.” 

Steven’s experience with confronting a school’s history was different from that of 

Alice due to the circumstances that led to the school’s founding.  Steven shared that the 

first school that he led, like many independent schools today, was created as a reaction to 

the Brown vs. Board of Education decision in 1954 that desegregated schools, and that 

the school had not yet reckoned with its origins when he became head in the 2010s. 

Steven said that a top priority for his headship, as well as a significant challenge, was to 

take responsibility for its past and reconcile its relationship with the external community.  

He described how he 

acknowledge[d] that the history of the school was one of racism and exclusion. 

And that was challenging because that didn't sit well with a lot of the alums, 

right? It's hard to tell somebody that the high school that they graduated from or 

the school…they went to since they were five was inherently flawed in some way. 
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That's tough.  

Steven described his efforts to repair relationships with the local public school system 

and institutions of higher education, as well as partner with the community in a variety of 

ways, to demonstrate that “we can no longer be that school, we have to authentically try 

and shed, and it's not going to happen overnight, that perception of us, and we need to do 

it not in just words but in actions.”  He described the difficulties in leading this change in 

the midst of “turmoil it was causing in the community,” and he ultimately opted to pursue 

another headship elsewhere.  

Racial Reckoning.  The February 2020 murder of Ahmaud Arbery, the March 

2020 murder of Breonna Taylor, the May 2020 murder of George Floyd by a 

Minneapolis police officer, and subsequent protests, including the Black Lives Matter 

movement, drew worldwide attention to systemic racism, and calls for a racial reckoning 

led schools to acknowledge and address racism in their communities (Blackwell & 

Torres, 2021). Most participants in the study described this period of time as among the 

most difficult in their tenures as headship.  Abigail said racial reckoning “has been harder 

in a lot of ways than COVID,” Alice described it as a “very painful experience,” and Jess 

described reckoning as “awful on so many levels, awful on a human level, awful on an 

organizational level, and awful on a leadership level.”    

During the summer of 2020, many independent schools dealt with a Black@social 

media campaign that uncovered numerous reports of historic and current discrimination 

against students, alumni, parents, and employees.  Mary, Lisa, Anna, Elizabeth, Alice, 

Carl, Rachel, and Abigail specifically mentioned their schools’ Black@ account and the 

impact of racial reckoning as a significant leadership challenge.  Lisa, who described the 
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biggest challenge facing heads as “keeping everybody healthy and safe,” said, “when it 

came to the racial reckoning, and we were reading all the Black@ Instagram posts…we 

realized that we have kids in our school that are in harm’s way…What we saw was our 

Black kids in harm’s way.” Elizabeth shared that not only did her school have its own 

Black@ account, but it was included within an anonymous account about a larger 

collection of schools, and users were comparing how many posts her school had relative 

to others. She said her school had the most posts of any of the others in that group of 

schools, and it was possible that some alumni from her school created the multi-school 

account. She also said she “understood why it was anonymous. Those people hadn’t felt 

safe and felt like nobody had listened to them, so they needed an anonymous space to 

share that.” Similarly, Abigail said, “it was really terrible to hear and read these 

experiences that students had had, that we had no idea that that’s what their experiences 

were and how to address that.”   

Carl said that racial reckoning and Instagram posts about his school created a 

“very heavy live conversation” in his community, especially since the school was 

founded to be the first integrated school in its market, and racial justice is “very much a 

part of [its] mission.”  He described how Black parents of lower school students reached 

out to him with concerns that “something is going to happen when [their] kid moves 

through school,” and “we send them to [this school] because we thought that this was the 

place where things would be okay. And we're reading these testimonials suggesting that 

maybe they won't be okay.” Carl continued: 

I remember a mother saying to me on one of these Zoom calls, "[Carl], fix this." 

And I said to her, "I can't." And I said, "And the reason I can't is not because I 
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will not do everything in my power to try to create an inclusive, warm, nurturing 

community for your child and all children. It is because we are in the world and 

[our school] is not immune from racism or sexism. We are in the world, and we 

cannot wall ourselves off from those things. What I can tell you is that when those 

things happen, we will meet that with as much intentionality, and with our 

mission in mind, we will be responsive. We will put in place systems to try to 

educate people. And we do all of those things, and we invest tremendous 

resources and those things and things will still happen because we are in the 

world. And because we live in a world where racism has been prevalent in our 

country for hundreds of years, [our school] is not going to solve that. All we can 

do is try to be really intentional about moving forward." 

Some participants’ efforts to address systemic racism in their schools generated 

backlash in their communities.  Anna described how, even though DEI work has “been in 

the DNA” of her school for a long time, the school has employed a DEI director for at 

least 25 years, and the school created an equity committee to identify strategic priorities 

in the wake of racial reckoning, the community could not agree about how to move 

forward:   

I had [two members] of the equity committee who resigned publicly with a public 

letter saying that they couldn't trust the administration of the school, [a] three-

page letter about how awful we were. And they convinced two faculty members 

to also write a public letter and resign as well. And then I had two classes of 

alums basically start writing demand letters to me about what had to change in the 

school and all sorts of stuff. So, I don't think it's unusual, but it's exhausting 
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because there is something to fix in all of that and something to address. But for 

whatever reason, we're not in a place where we can agree about what the thing is. 

Anna concluded her description of this difficult time by saying that racial reckoning 

ultimately uncovered additional community problems that need to be solved, including 

mental health.  She said: 

…the kids [are] feeling like they're inheriting a world that is on fire in every 

possible direction. They're exhausted by that. And no one seems to be able to help 

them figure out a better way around it all. And so, I think there's a lot that bubbled 

up and tried to identify race as the predominant issue. That was the problem. And 

at least for this school [given the school’s long-standing commitment to DEI and 

anti-racism work], I don't think that's true. I think there are other issues that are 

larger that we need to try and address, but it definitely left a huge mess. 

Jess said this period was difficult for her because she could not propose answers 

or solutions that the community would accept: 

people came after the leader at the top for any perceived or actual mistakes being 

made by the school in terms of both what we were doing and how we 

communicated what we were doing or how we communicated our response to 

what was going on in the world. That one I didn’t navigate probably well in the 

first couple weeks, and it was hard. 

Alice described how her school created a list of initiatives and planned to address racism 

in response to racial reckoning, and she communicated the plan to the school community.  

She noted that she and her team had forged good relationships and strong support from 

faculty and staff, and most of the parents were supportive. “But then there was this 20% 
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of parents, some of whom were very supportive of anti-racism…[wanted] us to do even 

more. Then some…were completely opposed to anti-racism. But it as a small percentage 

vis-a-vis the whole.”  Similarly, Elizabeth said that there are conservative parents at her 

school who, in her opinion, think, ‘Don't do the DEI stuff. That's not what I'm paying you 

for. I'm paying you for the math out of the textbook,’ and their children are entering a 

multicultural world that is different than the sheltered world they're in at school.”  

Carlos shared that over time, parents in his community began pushing back on the 

school’s focus on anti-racism.  He observed that the degree to which the board advocated 

for greater diversity, equity, and inclusion was not always matched by that of families, 

and he said he thought the board was “certainly chastened when there were 

disagreements among families about the pace at which we were making pretty great 

changes.” Carlos added that parents would ask questions like, “why are we still talking 

about this? Isn’t it time to focus again on education?” and said, “I think that’s the space 

we’re in now. I think people…are willing to recognize injustice and do not necessarily 

want their children’s teachers or their children to focus inordinately on the amount of 

justice in the world. But one man’s ‘inordinate’ is another man’s ‘not enough.’”  

 Looking back on racial reckoning, participants said that despite the pain and 

emotional toll it took on their communities and themselves as leaders, they described how 

these events catalyzed their schools into action towards becoming anti-racist, inclusive 

communities. Natalie summarized her perception of the challenge for many independent 

schools and their heads in during this time: 

I think for a lot of schools, 2020 was the sounding call for, if you don't have a 

mission, D&I connection, you need to figure this out. And there was a call, I 
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think, to school leaders and boards to make statements, whether or not they held 

to those statements, but I would say to draw, to make the through line between 

what is our mission and how does that connect to the D&I goals that we have, or 

that are being asked about? I think it, yeah, it's become much more important. 

And I think heads are being sort of adjudicated on how well they do that, or how 

quickly they try to advance or not advance. I don't know that's fair, but I think it's 

really become front and center for a lot of schools. 

Several participants like Rachel conducted listening sessions to hear the stories of alumni 

and their experiences with racism when they were students at their schools. Rachel 

described how 

It was going to be a one-hour call, and it ended up being three and a half hours…I 

listened to every single woman…I made sure that I didn't end the call until every 

single person spoke. Those stories were gut-wrenching to hear of how [the 

school] had not served them and how it made them feel. I remember, the next 

morning we had a faculty and staff meeting on Zoom, because everything was 

happening on Zoom. The meeting was about COVID, and so I started, and it was 

so embarrassing, I started sobbing on Zoom. I could not contain myself, for 30, 40 

seconds. I just couldn't stop. I think it was the weight of what I had heard. Just to 

think about it makes me emotional. Anyway, after that call, we just thought, "We 

have to do better." And so began our journey. 

Rachel, Abigail, Carlos, Elizabeth, and Alice all noted that in the wake of George Floyd’s 

murder, Black Lives Matter, and the Black@ Instagram campaign, students, faculty, the 

board, and alumni became more active in ways that they hadn’t been before, according to 
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Alice, “to get the institution[s] to be the [places] they want them to be.” Rachel said that 

prior to 2020,  

the school didn’t even have a DEI senior role. We had already started talking 

about DEI, but [after 2020] …DEI became integral to our strategic plan. And now 

we have a senior role, our DEI director, a DEI department…We doubled the 

amount of people of color that we hire at [the school]. We have affinity groups, 

interest groups, all kinds of things. And some of them are great, and some of them 

have been difficult, but here's what I can say for sure, we're not doing any of it to 

check off boxes. We are doing it to do the work well. We're in it, and some of it is 

going well, and some of it is not, and we're fixing it as we go. 

Abigail described how the diversity committee of the board rewrote the school’s diversity 

mission statement, she partnered with her “unbelievable” director of diversity, well-

being, and global education to examine every aspect of school life, and alumni had 

become much more active in the school’s Black alumni affinity group. Carlos said that 

for 

a number of families or students for whom this idea that Black folks in 2020 and 

2021 were still being discriminated against, targeted, [racism] really hadn’t been 

part of their radar screen.  And with George Floyd and others, seeing it so 

pronounced really left an impact on them. And they began to support causes like 

Black Lives Matter, where before, they had not. We were very vocal as a school. I 

did a lot of writing on this; I personalized it to some extent in that I was sharing 

with my community how it was impacting me and my family. I think people 

appreciated that, rather than having it be a soapbox on police brutality, 
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understanding how I as leader of the school, was being impacted by what I saw 

around me. 

Elizabeth said even though her school was already involved in DEI work, the events of 

2020 inspired her school to hire a consultant to conduct a climate survey and make 

recommendations about socioeconomics, gender identity, and race and ethnicity. Alice 

described the anti-racism work at her school “as important as a new building. They’re 

both structural.” She said, 

Now I can look back on it and…I mean, we’re still in it, for sure. But…the school 

will never be the same again, and that’s a good thing. I would say to the board and 

to the faculty and staff, like, this is our moment. This is really painful…but this is 

what makes a school. There’s no turning back on what we’ve decided to do.  

There’s no way to go but through. But as we went through, this community was 

fractured but cemented together going through this. I feel like now we’re in such a 

different place than we were before.” 

Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Belonging.  In addition to the challenge of 

navigating racial reckoning from 2020, participants described a larger challenge of 

advancing diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging at their schools.  Natalie shared that 

when she began working at the school where she is currently head,  

there was not a strong, certainly not a strategic focus on equity and inclusion. I 

think there were pockets of good work happening in the school, but it wasn't 

elevated to that strategic leadership lens, and it's something really important to me 

and something that I think is essential for good schools. So, I articulated that as a 

goal from the start. 
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Alice suggested that one of the reasons for a school’s inability to engage fully in DEI 

work is the culture of the community, especially parents: “They want to be in a school 

that is diverse, but they don't want to do the work to make sure that every member of the 

community feels a sense of belonging.”  Charlotte noted a similar challenge in enrolling 

the community to support the creation of a senior leadership role focused on equity and 

inclusion: “I knew I was going to be hiring a new director of diversity…. It's now called 

chief equity and inclusion officer. And so, I knew that role was no longer going to be on 

the outer rung. And I knew that that role was going to report to the head. And so, I knew 

that there was going to have to be some change …and how was I going to get buy in.”  

 Steven and Carl described how they communicated with their communities to 

establish equity and inclusion work as institutional priorities. While working to evolve a 

school that struggled with a history of racism, Steven framed DEI work as core to the 

mission. He said, “an element of [his] message was, ‘This is who we are as a school 

now.’ You kind of had to put your stake in the ground…So the way I communicated it 

was about access, equity and things are not equal for every person. So how as a school 

community do we engage with that and lean into it in a way where we're truly living our 

mission?’  Similarly, Carl shared how he has built a team that values diversity, equity and 

inclusion and sets clear expectations with that team about their ongoing work: 

We have a dozen people on the leadership team. Half of them are people of color; 

five are Black.  We have eight lower, middle and high school divisional leaders; 

seven are people of color. So I am not alone in this work. And I think that 

representation really matters. And I think that because of our founding story and 

our mission, the expectations are extraordinarily high. On Monday morning, when 
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I talk to the new faculty, one of the things I've learned, I tell the story of our 

school every year, the new faculty and sort of how we came to be and why we 

came to be, one of the things I added to that talk was to say, "And because you are 

at [this school], I want to be crystal clear, you have not arrived. You will 

encounter racism and sexism. We are in the world. We commit to doing these 

things [to eliminate racism and sexism], but do not think because if you think now 

that I'm here, it's all going to be perfect, you're going to be disappointed."  

While James did not explicitly describe the impact of racial reckoning on his 

leadership or school community, he did describe at length how advancing diversity, 

equity, inclusion and belonging has been “the central challenge at both schools [he has 

led] in very different ways.  In describing his first headship, James said  

the nature of the diversity problem…was really fundamental. It was at the floor of 

diversity work…Assimilation cannot be the objective when we're talking about 

culture, race, and identity. There's no assimilation. There is a responsibility to 

elevate and value the unique racial identities that matter as part of a child's 

experience. And so, when we have colleagues saying, ‘I don't see black students, I 

don't see Asian students, I just see fill-in-the-name-of-the-blank-school students,” 

that's harmful. That's not inclusion, that's harmful because you are telling them 

this thing that's important to you, I don't see. And my sense of responsibility in 

that school community was to move people off color blindness. So it was, as I 

said, very foundational DEI work. We're simply going to see people for who they 

are as they are. 

James described that this work required significant effort and was even more challenging 
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because he replaced a long-term head who did not necessarily share the same 

understanding of what diversity and inclusion meant for the community.   

 James then described his second and current headship as requiring a different 

approach to diversity, equity, and inclusion work. Because the school is already diverse, 

his challenge now is to foster authentic belonging.  

This is a school that happens to be a dozen or so students away from non-White 

majority student population. It is a very racially diverse, independent school. … 

And the work at my school today was not about seeing differences. This was a 

school that saw differences. This was about moving from feelings of inclusion 

and being welcome to deep feelings of belonging, which meant systems and 

structures where number one, we were intentionally elevating an appreciation of 

differences among people at all times in all ways. 

And so that meant number one, if there was ever any behavior that 

diminished a person's worth, value or sense of belonging within the community 

because of race, culture, ethnicity, religion, gender, age, et cetera, that we had an 

anti-bias protocol that went into effect immediately. We implemented a system of 

intense accountability. Never would there be any sense that difficult things were 

swept under the rug or not talked about. We leaned in and we talked about them at 

the highest level of the institution to hold all of us accountable to the things that 

we say we believed in. 

…And we are at a place now where we, I believe, are as healthy a diverse 

community as I've seen in independent schools. There is a deep sense of 

belonging. And I say that with full awareness that I'm a White guy head of school 
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saying that.  

The Head’s Identity. While some participants described the challenge of 

advancing diversity, equity, and inclusion within their school communities so that all 

students, families, faculty, and alumni feel a sense of belonging, others described 

struggles to be respected as a leader because of their identity. Natalie spoke generally 

about the “factors” and “expectations” that may be different for female heads and heads 

of color:  

You've seen the statistics… a third of independent school heads are women, but 

we represent constituencies that are not a third female. And the statistics around 

heads of color and women of color, all of that… I think there are certainly things 

that play into the role… I think there are different factors at play, different factors 

at play around what leadership looks like, what the expectations are, and that 

starts at the search and goes all the way through. 

Lisa also distinguished identity from attributes and said that female leaders and leaders of 

color are judged based on attributes more than on quantifiable measures of success: 

There are certain things that you have control over with respect to your identity, 

there are other things you don't. People, leaders from the majority identities are 

actually, they're judged based on their results and women, people of color are 

judged on their attributes. And attributes are things that are ascribed to you based 

on how people perceive and receive you and results are pretty straightforward. So, 

I've been here 15 years, I've delivered incredible results quantitatively. 

Qualitatively people have a lot to say about that. But if you think about male 

leaders, a whole range of White male leaders, personalities, personality types, 
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there's a wide range. For women, people of color, there's a very narrow band of 

what's acceptable. 

Several of the participants in this study described how they have faced gender 

discrimination and bias as a female head of school, and several others who identify as 

Black or African-American described their experiences as heads of predominantly White 

independent schools. 

The Head’s Gender. Jess shared her perception of the difference between male 

and female heads of school:  

I think, frankly, people relate to a female leader differently than they do to a male 

leader. So, I think the role of a female head is different or a head who's a woman 

is different than a head who's a man, and most girls schools are run by women and 

most boys schools are run by men, and frankly, still most co-ed schools are run by 

men too.  

Jess’s perception aligned with the experiences of several participants, who described 

examples of how overcoming gender bias and their own perceptions of their gender have 

been challenges to their leadership.  

 Lisa, Jess, Natalie, and Mary described specific experiences where they were 

underestimated or felt they were treated differently because of their gender.  Lisa 

described her experience as she was searching for a headship: 

I wanted to hide the fact that I had a young family, because I knew that people 

would make assumptions about me that I couldn't do the job. When I was going 

through the process, when I would be looking for a job, I didn't share that. I didn't 

do that because of all those sorts of things around that. People know that that's 
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how they're going to be received and perceived, and then people feel like, well, it 

wouldn't be that way if it wasn't you or I wouldn't get what I need. There's not that 

sense of, for underrepresented leaders, that they are capable. There's a lot of, it 

just wouldn't have happened that way, or I know. So that sense of doubt, I think 

shadows all. 

Jess described how she was perceived when she first became head of her school: “when I 

first came, there was reluctance to use my doctor… I was like, ‘No, no, no. I earned my 

Ph.D. just like the male head down the street,’.. I just think it's the reality of the job.”  

Natalie referred to criticism she received from someone in her community about her 

decision to reopen her school during the pandemic to describe her perception of gender 

bias. She described how a person said to her,  

"You're going to have blood on your hands. You don't care." I just don't imagine 

they would've said that if I was a man. And that's maybe not fair, because I'm not 

a man, so they didn't have a chance to do that. But it felt gendered, and I don't 

know. And that's one tiny example. I don't even know if it's a good example. But 

yeah, there's a lot wrapped up in it, because the role is so visible and there are so 

many projected things that people sort of put there or not. 

Jess similarly shared a perceived difference between how she is treated by constituents 

and how her male counterparts are treated by their communities: “I don't have the same 

conversations or hear the same stuff that they're getting that I'm getting, and I'm like, "No 

one came at you on this. Why aren't they?" Whatever.”  Grace said that her gender affects 

how she prioritizes her time, as well as how she communicates the reasons behind her 

choices. She said, 
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 “it’s why…[I’m] figuring out the high leverage moves of when I am going to be 

fully present and give of myself and then when I am not able to do that, to explain 

the why. So the other thing that I think about a lot as a school leader, especially in 

a women's institution… I have to do that as a leader because the hardest thing 

about being a woman in the modern world is all the things that we're expected to 

do.” 

Mary said she has had to be direct and explicitly correct those who do not recognize 

when they are treating her differently as a woman: “There are some times that people 

need to hear no. ‘Nope. Nope. You cannot say that. That is sexist. And I need to let you 

know that that's sexist.’” 

 Lisa spoke at length about bias and sexism, as well as ageism, that she 

experienced over her career leading two different schools. She described “[hitting]hit all 

the barriers around stereotype…[and] the real structures of oppression that happen with 

women” as an ongoing challenge since she first assumed the role of head. She said,  

I don't know that it was imposter syndrome, but it was just exhausting to be 

constantly explaining myself, constantly putting up with that. And it happened 

during the next time, it happened during the interview process when I interviewed 

to be the head at [this school] and people were saying things like, "I couldn't do it. 

You're just so lucky that your husband is so supportive. I couldn't do it with my 

husband."  

Lisa described how, even though she led a K-8 school and now leads a girls’ boarding 

school, her experience with sexism and bias has been similar at both institutions:  
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people were dismissive obviously, because I was so young and…even if I 

introduced myself [as] the head…, people would say things like, “So what do you 

do at the school?” …I would be doing the carpool duty and welcoming the kids. 

And people would say, “I can't wait to meet the new Head of School.” And that 

persisted, when I got to [this] school, just that the CFO is a man here. The two of 

us would be... at a soccer game. And people would say to me, even though I'm on 

the cover of the [alumni] magazine, “…and which one is your daughter?” Well, 

wow. I don't have a child playing. They're all my girls. 

In addition to describing examples where their leadership had been challenged by 

external factors, participants described an additional internal challenge of developing the 

confidence they needed to be a female head of school.  Laura said that prior to becoming 

a head, she had not worked with many female leaders, and that lack of role model 

impacted her ability to find the confidence she needed to lead:  

I didn't really know what it was to be a strong woman leader. I knew how to 

support other people around me, but finding my own voice and leadership was 

something that I realized I lacked. I could do it with my direct reports, but in a 

peer environment, I realized that I hadn't found my voice yet and that was going 

to be really important. 

Rachel also spoke about developing her confidence not just as a leader, but as a female 

leader charged with making decisions for her school community: 

[It] may come from being a woman, that I think we are conditioned to question 

our work more and to triple check it a lot more. It's that triple and quadruple 

checking that, to a point, I think makes our work stronger, but there comes a point 
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where there are diminishing returns, and it's depleting as a leader to be 

questioning and just turning it around in your head so much. And eventually, I got 

to the point where I told myself, "This is not an emergency room. Nobody's going 

to die from this decision." But I churn things over, and I know I'm not alone as a 

female leader doing this. The emotional toll I think comes from the same vein. 

But in addition to that, it could be part of my personality, but I'm deeply 

empathetic. I absorb like a sponge emotions, and it weighs on me when I sense 

that someone or some group is not doing well. 

Elizabeth said that once she became a head, she also struggled with her confidence, and 

she also described that conflict through the lens of her gender:  

I mean my first year was a ton of “fake it till you make it,” but even in this ... I 

mean, I do know a lot about education. I've done this work for 30 years and I don't 

know if as women we question ourselves and downplay that a little bit and you 

get in a room of men and they're pounding their hand on the table. I think you 

need to learn how to stay calm and keep perspective when that's happening and 

really listen to your gut about what you know and make sure that it's data 

informed and all of that. 

Additionally, Charlotte talked about how she navigated the challenge of developing 

confidence as a woman in a leadership role predominantly held by men. Charlotte also 

echoed Lisa’s experience with “imposter syndrome” and Elizabeth’s experience with 

“faking it till you make it:” 

I think this is a place where women can struggle, is that we are pre-programmed 

with a high degree of imposter syndrome. "Why me? Why would anyone care 
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about me? How did I get here? Why me?" And the sooner we can get over that 

and recognize it's really important for a community to have figureheads and that 

we matter. And it's not actually our personality or anything like that. It is the role. 

And if we can lean into that and embrace that, I think that that is particularly 

important for women. I think we can diminish ourselves otherwise. 

Grace also said that as a leader of a girls’ school, she is challenged by the responsibility 

to model what a female leader should be and do:   

One of the things we run up against here…is like, we're big on telling women 

they can go do anything. We're empowering women to change the world. And a 

lot of our graduates do. And it would be dishonest to say that if you don't figure 

out ways to take care of yourself, you will burn out as a... If you choose to be a 

mother, if you choose to be in a partnership, if you choose to have a vibrant 

career, if you have aging parents and you want to be in their... I mean, I have to 

do that, not just because I have a big, fancy job, but I have to do that as a person 

who wants to be a good daughter. I'm not married. I don't have kids of my own. 

So I have it much easier in some ways, but then there are also different parts of 

that that are hard. 

Rachel shared a similar sentiment and described a challenge of establishing oneself as a 

reliable leader as a woman in the head of school role, particularly at a school whose 

mission it is to empower young women:  

Part of it is trying to learn how I can be both an employee to the board but also a 

thinking partner. And those are two different hats that I think become harder to 

interchange as a young woman in a head's role. I think we are still victims. If 
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you're younger and if you're a woman, it's harder to be given the stage, to be given 

the confidence, even in a girl school where this is exactly what they're built to 

produce. I see the world still having a hard time with that. For me, it's been an 

interesting journey to understand how I can help make that change, how I can take 

the stage, how I can instill confidence in the way that is right to instill confidence 

without having to have 6,000 other people say that that's a good idea, that the 

head telling you it's a good idea means it is, that we've done the hard work and the 

research to state that. 

The Head’s Race. Three participants, Zach, Christopher and Carlos, spoke about 

the influence of race and racism as challenges before and during their headships.  When 

asked why he decided to pursue the headship, Zach said, “Oh, it was anger.  It was anger 

at not getting interviews for head of upper school jobs.” Zach described how, despite 

having a “fantastic career” as the first Black academic chair at a school and having 

gained fundraising experience and developing other skills required of the headship, he 

struggled for years to be seen by schools as a viable candidate for a division director role. 

He was so frustrated, he said, that he initially did not even consider himself eligible for a 

headship and did not apply for any jobs for two years. It was only when a head search 

consultant suggested that he enter head searches instead of lower-level searches that he 

found success. 

Christopher, who identifies as a Black man, decided to pursue the headship to 

show his children that “someone like [him] could do the job. It was that simple.”  He 

described the challenge of struggling with the history of independent schools as 

predominantly White institutions before pursuing the headship:   
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…my wife and I are grappling with this, but the extended family's really 

grappling with this. What does it mean for you to send your kids to such a place 

when the history of these places did not welcome your forebears?” So my in-laws 

could not have gone to these schools. Their parents could not have gone to these 

schools. And so to be in those places and then to look at the leadership and then to 

contend with the history and then to think about, like, my kids are never going to 

see a person in a position of power in a place like this with the exception of their 

father at this station. I can only get here. And I think that that is detrimental to the 

development of young folks, particularly when we tell them they can be and do 

anything. That's always the message, you can do anything you want, is try... Well, 

that's not true unless we're able to demonstrate that. And my kids were getting to 

an age where I needed to demonstrate it. I needed it not to be rhetoric.  

Christopher went on to say that pursuing the headship “had to be done. Otherwise, the 

only other alternative was to leave, was just to leave independent schools all together 

because [his] kids were raising questions, and [he] needed to give them answers that they 

could rub up against in their lived experience.” 

Carlos, who identifies as a Black American man, shared several experiences 

during his headship at his current school that illustrate the leadership challenge of being a 

Black male head at a predominantly White institution.  Carlos recalled an experience 

when he was either interviewing or had just accepted the position as head of his school: 

I remember visiting a class,and sitting down. It was a class on social justice and a 

White student asked me specifically if I thought I got the job because I was Black. 

I said, "Well, no. I'll take my resume and put it up against the resume of any other 
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head of school in the area, but I will tell you ...In the area [there are] other heads 

of school. I said, "But I will tell you one of the things that I do know to be true is 

that my White peers aren't asked whether or not they got the job because they 

were White." Those are the pains of working in a new environment and getting to 

know the head, who they are. 

Carlos also shared that his headship was unique within the larger context of independent 

schools within his “progressive” market: 

…When I came into the school, as I said, there had never been a Black head of 

[this school]. There was at the time, two other Black heads in the 

association…And when we were at a…heads of school meeting, I remember 

commenting as we were sitting at a table of large schools in the association, that 

the name Matt was better represented than Black heads for large schools in the 

association. There were more Matts than there were Black heads in the 

association. And we're in an environment… that values progressive thinking and 

inclusivity.  

Carlos described how, as head, his leadership has been called into question: 

I would say my role as a Black man leading a predominantly White institution 

that never had a Black head of school made a difference. And I would always talk 

to colleagues and say, "If I'm saying the same thing my White peers are saying, 

they're lauded for their stance in these areas." And I'm not pilloried, but I'm 

certainly second guessed about why this priority ... "Is it a personal agenda? Is it 

wanted by the board?" 
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Carlos then described a specific example of when his leadership, and more specifically, 

his selection as head of school, was questioned by his community but ultimately endorsed 

enthusiastically by his board: 

When I began to make statements around diversity, I did not select, but I inherited 

a Black head of the families’ association. People saw this leadership as somewhat 

threatening. There was an initial anonymous email that went around questioning 

my bona fides and whether or not I'd received this position because I was Black. 

And I think they stated quite clearly that [this school] is not a school that is about 

multiculturalism. And I think the reaction to that was steadfast and quick by my 

board and stood up at my first state of the school and said, "We're so proud, 

honored and lucky to have [Carlos] as the head of school. And we've extended his 

contract by two years, so he will be here for the next five years." And very clearly 

stated, "And if there are parts of the mission that we've asked him to act upon that 

don't agree with you, then you should really find a different school to attend." 

Gender Identity and Expression. When asked what one of her greatest 

leadership challenges is as a head of school, Abigail said,” I think the big issue now is 

gender. And this is especially complicated in a girls' school.” Some participants who are 

heads of girls’ schools described navigating issues related to gender identity.  Grace, who 

came to the headship with some background in gender studies, said, “I could no way have 

predicted that I'm leading a girl school now that has to figure out what we do with fluid 

gender, non-binary, and trans kids as a women's institution.”  

Both Abigail and Rachel described issues around gender identity in terms of the 

perspectives of different constituencies and even generations.  According to Abigail, 
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“Kids are in one place and the adults are really in another place…in just understanding 

and how people think about gender.”  Similarly, Rachel shared that “I think girls' schools 

have some of the most mature conversations in gender because we're gendered 

schools…But the board, which is typical to, I think, most schools, is older, often more 

conservative, and we're having a harder time wrestling with the idea that there could be a 

student who arrives with a “she” pronoun and exits with a “he” pronoun.” 

Like Abigail and Rachel, Anna also described that at her school, faculty and 

students are comfortable with conversations about gender identity and said that as an 

advocate for her students, she has had to navigate challenges with parents:  

We get in the middle, which we shouldn't, but it just happens naturally in a lot of 

transgender situations. The parents are not always on board with where their kids 

are and sometimes are in full denial about it or hostile about it. But the kid is 

where they are and so we're trying to protect the child and be transparent with 

family because a school should never be in between a child and their family. 

Instead of describing interactions with specific constituents, Rachel explained that 

she and her board had tackled the issue of how to support non-gender-conforming or 

transgender students: 

The board passed gender guidelines that, in essence, allow anyone who feels 

served by a girl's mission to attend [our school] ...The charge from the board to 

me was, "let's do the work that we need to do to take care of all of the students 

that are here now. And let's propel the work of gender guidelines forward." Did 

that work, and the guidelines got passed. You could sense apprehension in the 

board when the guidelines got passed, but they got passed unanimously. ...I 
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focused my leadership in terms of gender guidelines on how are we going to do 

the work of, when a student requests a different pronoun, what's the process? How 

are they going to get mental [health support] ... So, everything to support our non-

binary students, that's the work we did. 

Rachel then explained that while she and the board had solved the tactical challenges 

involved in supporting these students, she had not addressed the larger question of how to 

affirm her school’s mission while also affirming her students’ individual identities. She 

also mentioned that she, like Abigail, believes that navigating gender identities is one of 

the most important challenges for gendered schools today: 

Where there was a leadership vacuum that I really didn't even think to give 

leadership to is on how are we going to talk about [our school] now that we have 

gender guidelines....This is the point where I realized I needed to lead, which is, 

how as a school do we become affirming of individual identities while also 

affirming our mission?...And then we will have, soon, I would imagine, a 

transgender girl at [the school], which means assigned male at birth but now 

identifies as a girl. Our guidelines accept that, but to get our boards to feel 

comfortable with that, to get our mission and not feel jeopardized by it, I mean, I 

think that's one of the biggest challenges for any gendered school right now.  

Polarization and Politics. Managing community responses to racial reckoning as 

well as conflicts between different constituencies over issues like gender identity, are two 

examples of a larger challenge faced by many participants in this study:  navigating a 

polarized political climate and defining the role that external politics plays within a 

school community. Michael articulated this challenge when he said, “I didn’t anticipate 
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having to run a school in such a polarized political society.” Similarly, Abigail said that 

“this is a democracy. We can’t live in an environment where you can’t hear different 

perspectives. That’s not right. And yes, that polarization, we absolutely are dealing with 

it.”  James echoed Michael and Abigail’s perceptions of the political landscape today and 

said that independent education is “not an industry where we can thrive and survive by 

stifling dissent. And that was a kind of older school mindset. You stifled dissent to keep 

everybody on the same page to keep moving forward and that just doesn't work.” When 

Mary reflected on her career, she said, “if I gave you my list of challenges back then, they 

would be like teeny, tiny, bitty ones relative to the K-12 in [the Midwest] post-Trump. 

I’m just going to say that it’s a very different world, and I’m not in Kansas anymore, so 

to speak. A very different world.”  Lisa echoed Mary’s assessment of the political 

landscape and said that the election of Trump to the U.S. presidency in 2016 changed the 

role that politics plays in independent schools:   

And then we had Trump, where we lost all sense of decorum.  So there’s no 

reason why you wouldn’t put on Twitter, your own personal Twitter and tag [the 

school] about something that happened at school that you didn’t like. And it could 

be true or it could not be true. It doesn’t matter. It could be incomplete. There 

could be an error of omission. And then it becomes a whole thing, and you have 

no control.  

Grace, who leads a successful and stable school, suggested that navigating the political 

landscape today as a head can have serious consequences:  

We’re lucky. We’ve been around for [more than 100] years. We have a robust 

wait list. But if you’re a school on the margin where you don’t have long wait 
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lists and you’re in a crowded marketplace, you make the wrong decision around 

some of those things and you’re not making budget. And so, it’s just a really 

complicated web because [independent schools today are] so much more than the 

sort of core academic experience and extracurriculars. There’s this third rail of 

how do we live in a world that has so much that’s on fire and we want our school 

to be tending to that, too? 

Grace’s observation that school leaders need to be wary of “making the wrong 

decision” was echoed by several other participants, who said that independent schools, 

and especially believe heads of school, are increasingly expected to weigh in on political 

issues in ways they had not before.  Michael said that he has intentionally kept politics 

out of his K–8 school nor allowed his school to become a “battleground,” and he 

asserted, “it’s not my job to impart my personal agenda, my personal beliefs on the 

school community simply because I’m in a position to do so.”  However, Natalie 

observed that it may not be easy to avoid communicating a position on a current event 

outside of school, when she “[sees] people looking to heads or heads sort of trying to 

figure out when and how to voice a school position on a world issue.” Natalie continued:  

I think [diversity and inclusion] relates to this, but I’ll say most recently with the 

Dobbs decision. Does the head comment? Does the head speak for the school? 

Does the head not comment? And what does that say? And with any given…a 

school shooting…a war, the head being sort of expected, I think, to make a 

statement and take a stand, I guess. That feels different from when I think of my 

early days in teaching. I don’t remember the head coming out with a position 

about something that was happening in the world.  
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To illustrate her point, Natalie described her experience listening to fellow heads at a 

conference following the 2016 presidential election. She overheard her colleagues talking 

about how they planned to respond to the results of the election to their communities, and 

she heard everything from, “‘I will not comment on the results of an election; that’s 

completely outside of my purview,’ to ‘I’m calling a school meeting because we have to 

talk about [it].’”  Natalie observed that “everyone was talking about ‘how will we 

respond to the results of this election?”...Not if we will, but how we will.  Anyway, so it 

seems that there is some expectation that schools will have comment and therefore the 

head will have a comment on that.”  

In a similar vein, Grace described how the pressure to respond to the political 

climate in their communities is a losing game, and that no matter what a head says, they 

will meet with pushback and criticism. She said,  

the person that wants you to write every time there's a hate crime also doesn't 

understand that there is someone that doesn't want you to, or whatever you say 

isn't going to be the right thing. So it's this notion of being responsive to those 

needs and that environment. But recognizing that no matter what, some people are 

going to love what you do, some people are going to be neutral and some people 

are going to hate it. And so, there's this sort of notion of never getting it quite 

right and living with that. Right? 'Cause we're used to wanting... I'll speak for 

myself. I like to get it right. And I like to feel like I've done my... I want to get an 

A. And you really have to let go of that and recognize and be willing to let some 

things go, and that's hard. 

Participants described the ways in which they have responded to political events 
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in their communities, and they described how their responses were met with resistance 

and backlash. Abigail described her role leading a girls’ school in the wake of the Dobbs 

decision that overturned Roe v. Wade: 

I think that polarization is huge…And I think where we see it more probably is 

among alumnae. But then again, so then you deal with Roe v. Wade, right? or the 

overturning of Roe v. Wade, and were we going to say something about that or 

not? And my first instinct was no, because to me, it’s a different situation. So the 

way I see this is that, racism is bad. Period. Done. There’s no basis anywhere that 

one can have that makes any argument that could in any moral or ethical way 

support racism. While I am deeply pro-choice and always have been, there is a 

whole body of thought out there that doesn’t agree with that on a moral basis…I 

think that there is a reasonable position in opposition to abortion. I don’t agree 

with it, but I think it’s reasonable. And I think those are two very different things.  

Abigail explained that several of her fellow heads of girls’ schools collaborated to send a 

letter to their communities that acknowledged the decision, but there was significant 

backlash from alumnae who wanted her to take a stronger stand. Abigail wondered why 

the alumnae opted to complain to the school about its response rather than “go out and do 

something about it.”  Similarly, Steven described that his decision to acknowledge the 

Black Lives Matter movement and communicate about it to his community was not 

popular: 

there were some pretty strong opinions on [Black Lives Matter], and this is 

throughout the Trump presidency as well, so that’s another important element and 

very influential element of what was happening in our region as well. I mean, 
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there were…pieces that I wrote about the Black Lives Matter movement that 

weren’t always well received. And if it wasn’t well received, it was the portion of 

it that had to do with “we all have an accountability here and we all have a role in 

developing solutions [moving] forward, right? And it’s important for us to 

acknowledge areas where we may have fallen short, and we need to recommit 

ourselves and be open to learning new things and hearing different perspectives 

and kind of reevaluating our current mindset.” 

Loss of a Community Member. Several participants described that leading their 

communities through grieving the losses of community members have been the most 

significant challenges they have experienced as a head of school.  Nicole recalled that 

during the first week of school in her first year as a head, she was unprepared when she 

received word that a well-regarded trustee at her school had died. She narrated how she 

was feeling good about launching her first year as head until she returned to her office 

one day after a school assembly: 

I remember going to the New Heads Institute, and I refer to it as “rookie camp.”  

And I was a good student. I was doing my homework, and I was getting ready to 

go. And then I remember the first week of school…My remarks at the opening 

assembly with students went well. And I thought, "Check! We're feeling good! 

We just launched the school day. Here we go! The year has begun!" 

I got back to my office, and my assistant said, "So [Nicole], I need to tell 

you that so-and-so died." The man had been a cherished trustee from the time 

before I started. He needed to be honored, and I didn’t know anything about him 

or his legacy. But it was all of a sudden, the emotional rollercoaster shifted from 
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the peak of excitement with “we've launched the year,” to deep emotional 

concern, and I remember thinking, "Well, they didn’t cover this in rookie 

camp…That you go from that incredible celebratory high to these incredibly 

emotional lows, and people count on the head to carry the school through. 

Mary described the challenges of losing faculty members and students and said 

that “losing a faculty member this June was one of the most difficult challenges [she has] 

had to face.”  This faculty member had tragically committed suicide, and she noted how 

difficult it was to share the news with faculty and students. She said, “that was really 

hard, and to really be thoughtful about communication.”   

Christopher articulated his most difficult leadership challenge simply when he 

said, “What is most challenging is when you lose kids.” He shared what he meant by that 

statement when he described how he led his first school through three losses over the 

course of his tenure as head: 

So, in my first year, we had one student, a 12th grade student die from cancer that 

just, it popped up and then she was gone and that was kind of it. And it all 

happened in like two months. We found out in September and then the child was 

gone in October. And so that was hard, that was very hard. This was a kid who'd 

been at the school from the very beginning. The family only had this one child, so 

that's all that they wanted, she was like their gift and then she was gone. So that 

was a devastating blow.  

And then a few months after that, an alum who had been at the school 

from the very beginning, was murdered. It was a brutal murder. And this alum 
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was only maybe two years out. So, I didn't know the child, but there were faculty 

and staff members whose kids were this child's peers, that was hard.  

And then in my last year, there was really a devastating shooting at my 

institution.  

So those things are hard, just to give context. Like financial matters, we 

could figure out the money. Human resource issues, some of it is we can't find 

people who have the right credentials and the numbers of years of experience. 

And so, we will plug a person in, we'll get them up to speed. We'll get them 

settled. Even parents who file lawsuits against the school, if you got a lawyer who 

knows what they're doing, there are ways to manage those things. All these things 

have systems, all these things have ways to manage them.  

But when you're dealing with loss, or when you're dealing with violence 

that visits your entire school community, kids, adults, parents, that takes a toll on 

a community. And it can send kids and adults spiraling. And it's hard to pull 

people out of that because you need to respect that they're experiencing a thing. 

You need to give them the space to work through those things. But then you also 

got to get them back to work or back to school. And that part is hard. 

Mary shared a similar experience when describing the devastating loss of several 

students in 2020, early in the pandemic.  “I was like, ‘Okay, so now where's the rule book 

on this one? Where's the handbook on this one?’” Mary shared.  Mary also noted that not 

only was grieving the loss of the children difficult, but convening the community to 

grieve together during a pandemic was also a challenge:   



 

 
 
 

 
 

140 

We had 400 people together in the middle of a pandemic, and that's when 

everybody was still so nervous. We had masks. We had hand sanitizers. …and we 

had an hour-long vigil. We said, "It's going to be an hour." We had songs. I read 

something. The dad said something. People cried and hugged in their masks and 

everything, and then people went home. But it was important to come together.  

The COVID-19 Pandemic: Technical and Adaptive Challenges 

Since the spring of 2020, The COVID-19 pandemic has presented an 

unprecedented leadership challenge for all of the participants in this study. Schools 

closed in March and shifted to remote learning, and after either cancelling or 

reconfiguring events like graduation, and over the summer of 2020, heads of school, their 

boards, and their teams created task forces to determine whether, and how, to reopen for 

the 2020-2021 school year.  As schools began to return to in-person learning during the 

2020-2021 school year, before vaccines were widely available, participants dealt with a 

variety of new challenges.  Grace described the experience for independent school heads, 

and likely all school leaders: 

We were dealing with a completely novel health crisis in a way, and it really 

intersected with schools having to reinvent themselves in the moment, and it took 

a lot of time. There was a lot of emotion and fear. Stakeholders were in wildly 

different places. And the leader had to take the reins with authority and 

confidence and steer through very turbulent waters and there was no break from 

it. 

Working with incomplete and frequently-changing information from health departments 

and the Center for Disease Control, participants had to collaborate with their boards and 
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teams to design, implement, and communicate iterative solutions to the many logistical 

and programmatic problems created by the pandemic, including how to mitigate the risk 

of spreading the coronavirus within their communities and protect vulnerable 

constituencies. For many participants in this study, mitigation strategies, increased health 

and safety measures, program changes and the operational concerns of reopening took 

precedence over strategic or visionary planning unforeseen costs.  In ways that they had 

not had to before, participants needed to figure out how to preserve their school’s culture, 

traditions, and community, as well as advance their mission.  Moreover, participants had 

to contend with already polarized communities with strong opinions among their 

constituencies about how they should, or did, manage the pandemic.  

 The interview protocol for this study asked each participant in this study to 

describe how they have navigated the pandemic at their schools from the spring of 2020 

through the time of their interview.  Participants described a wide variety of pandemic-

related challenges, and using adaptive leadership theory (Heifetz et al, 2009), I have 

organized the results into primarily technical and adaptive leadership challenges.   

Technical Problems. Several participants described in detail the logistical 

challenges of the first weeks of the pandemic.  Laura said,  

We were on spring break the week COVID hit. So, the final announcement came 

on that Friday that schools were going to have to close. Monday was supposed to 

be a professional development day. Tuesday, we turned into “Pick Up Your 

Materials Day,” and Wednesday was our first virtual day. So that spring break, I 

remember our director of admissions was in Costa Rica and in the Zoom calls we 

were all having, there were monkeys literally jumping behind her. It's one of those 
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surreal experiences that you [look] back on it, where we created a virtual school 

in less than a week and off we all went.  

Other participants shared similar experiences of making swift, significant logistical 

decisions to shift to remote learning to finish out the school year.  Jess said,  

We had a task force meeting midweek of March 12th, and we had one that 

morning and it was like, "All right. If we need to transition ..." We thought we 

were going to have another 24 hours, and we thought we were going to get to 

Friday to be able to send people home, and the next week was spring break, or it 

was the week before spring break. Of course, the governor…shut everyone down 

at 2:00 that day was when the press conference was. Pick up starts at 2:30. As 

soon as the words were out of his mouth, I had a text train going. I said, 

"Everyone, go. Get everything out, everything out of the lockers, send it home." 

We just scooped up lockers and sent the girls home with everything they could 

carry.  

Jess went on to share how once her school closed, she and her team were focused on 

remote learning and making operational decisions order to finish out the year: 

Spring break was, to excuse the language, a total shit show. My team put a lot, a 

lot of time. I mean, it was all of them, all the educators in the system figuring out 

how you teach remotely because we'd already been told we were going to be two 

weeks, and then it extended two weeks, and extended two weeks. 

Similarly, Laura and Steven described how they realized that they needed to shift from 

operating as if the pandemic was a temporary problem to acknowledging a larger 

problem of how to complete the school year. Laura said,  
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I think that in the early days of COVID it was the constant response. It felt like 

everything was changing every six hours. Every six hours it felt like we moved 

from “you've got about two weeks,” to “you've got a week,” to “schools are shut 

down and we don't know, you're going to be out for two weeks” to “you're going 

to be out the rest of the school year.” I mean, it just kept changing and changing 

and changing and having to constantly respond to that, manage people's fears, 

both faculty, staff, parents, families, and then for us, that was year two for me and 

managing enrollment and those types of things. 

Steven described a similar experience and described how his community underestimated 

the severity of the pandemic:  

I was fielding a lot of dialogue in our own school community about, "This is not a 

big deal, why are we overreacting?" This is before we closed and after we closed. 

But then things got started to get really bad in the country, people were getting 

sick, and people were dying and the news was communicating all of this. So, I 

mean, it wasn't a hard decision to close because everybody was closing, it was 

sort of a mandate, right? But about, I would say, three weeks into the closure 

when it became clear that it wasn't going to just be a couple week thing, people 

accepted, like this is how we're going to need to finish the year more or less. 

Nicole summarized how many participants described the challenge of the early months of 

the pandemic, as she recounted how she shifted her focus as a head from strategic 

leadership back to her pre-headship roots in operational leadership: 

Prior to the pandemic, a huge part of growth in my leadership was to be really 

focused on move from my previous experience, which had focused on program 
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strategy and operations to a head role that required more visionary focus.... In that 

shift I was focused on how do you move from being a COO to a CEO? How do 

you move from operations to vision? I was focused on moving from knowing how 

to “get stuff done,” in operations, to learning how to inspire vision and strategy in 

executive leadership. And then, with the pandemic, we said, "Hello, operations!" I 

needed to dust off my previous skill sets, knowing that "You just need to wrap 

some solutions around this problem." I described it as a three-legged stool. It drew 

me back to my grounding in operations, which I was so grateful for. I know how 

to solve problems and figure out how to put decals on the floor and figure out 

testing or whatever. We can do that. 

Technical Problems and Coalitions of Heads. As the pandemic gained 

momentum and all independent schools were forced to close and finish out the year 

remotely, heads began to collaborate with each other both within and across markets, and 

participants described leveraging lessons learned from other heads to their leadership.  

Natalie said, “this is where the heads group became super important, we gelled at this 

moment because everyone was facing a version of this, whatever decision they were 

making.”  Anna described that when she became head of her school, she “inherited a 

breakfast club, which is really lucky. There are seven [New England] area schools that 

whose heads meet once a month for breakfast. And then during COVID, we literally met 

every week on Zoom.” Steven echoed Natalie and Anna’s experiences, saying,  

the network of heads that I was talking to, which was mostly within NAIS, grew 

exponentially and I was much more involved and mostly listening to what heads 

of school across the country were talking about, especially heads on the West 
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Coast....It was like a war zone. They were like, "It's coming, we're experiencing it 

right now. Don't make the same mistakes we did." So, in that regard, we were 

fortunate if we were listening, right? So, we were able to take some steps in the 

direction of preparation that served us well, that heads on the West Coast just 

didn't have a chance to, it was we learned from their mistakes. So, I feel for them. 

Carl shared that the experience of collaborating with other heads during the pandemic 

revealed not only how operationally focused some heads were, but also that he wanted to 

delegate operational leadership to his team so that he could focus on strengthening his 

community: 

 our local association of independent schools has had weekly Zoom calls for the 

past two and a half years where 30 or 40 heads get on and talk about how, among 

other things, are they managing through the pandemic. And you can see the heads 

who love or just sort of thrive being in the, well, the CDCs latest report. And 

here's what the department of health is saying. And here's the new testing regime 

that we are trying here. I find that painfully boring and not what has drawn me to 

this work. I know I want to delegate this to people who are both happy and good 

at living in that level of detail, so that I can be in relationship with individuals and 

be thinking about big picture framing. 

Transitioning From Technical to Adaptive Leadership: “Hell On Earth.” 

Multiple participants shared that while finishing 2019-2020 school year remotely was 

challenging logistically, the summer of 2020 was a much more difficult time, as they 

were now tasked with deciding whether, and how, to re-open for in-person learning in the 

fall.  Elizabeth said, “that first summer was hell on earth and we worked seven days a 
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week,” David said that time was “hellacious, just horrible,” and Mary said, “that was a 

really hard, hard summer, just a lot of heavy.”  Lisa described the fundamental questions 

she and other heads faced during that challenging summer about reopening in the fall:   

Is it safe? Is it not safe? Is it safe? Is it not safe? How do we change our structure, 

our delivery of our core business proposition, to deliver that in education and 

make sure people were safe? We didn't know what that was, and all around us 

were horrible things. The problems that we were forced to grapple with and solve 

for were things that, I don't think as educators, many of us were prepared for 

emotionally or quantitatively around that. That was intense. 

Participants described assembling task forces of medical experts, trustees, and 

faculty and working throughout the summer to determine whether reopening was possible 

for the fall.  Carl described the “the trauma of school leaders spending [that summer] 

every day on four hours of Zoom meetings, feeling like you were trying to make 

decisions on quicksand because every day it was something new.”  Natalie described the 

process of her decision to reopen in Fall 2020:   

we came to summer 2020, and would we reopen, when would we be... All schools 

dealing with this question. I felt strongly that we should be back in session for lots 

of reasons, health, safety, and otherwise. And this is one where everyone had a 

different opinion on that decision. And at the end of the day, the decision was 

mine, with the board, with the support of the board, informed by many good 

advisors. But it really felt like at this point, this is a leadership moment where 

we're going to have to make a decision that will disappoint or anger or whatever... 

It will not please anyone. Actually, I sort of went in knowing it will not please 
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anyone, but we have to make the best decision for the school with really limited 

information, changing information. 

Elizabeth shared a similar experience of deciding whether to reopen in the fall of 2020, 

with the added challenge of transitioning into a new headship on July 1: 

I was trying to re-culture of the school from a head who was very cautious…about 

COVID to, "we're going to have to learn to live with this, because we're going to 

bring children back." The first decision I had to make was, are we going to try to 

figure out a way to have every girl in school every day? …We also have to figure 

out, "How am I going to get all these teachers to show up on the first day when 

they're afraid they're going to die?" Families were clamoring to get back and 

faculty weren't. So, the fact that I had some trust built in because I had worked at 

the school for seven years before helped, but it definitely started my leadership 

journey in a very unfortunate way. I think I've been working to rebuild from that 

since then.  

Adaptive Challenges - “How Do We Figure This Out?” Once participants 

decided to reopen their schools in the fall, they then had to determine how to reopen 

within evolving or contradictory health department and CDC guidelines, communicate 

the plan to their communities, and respond to concerns from constituencies.   Jess 

recalled, “at the leadership level, it was a lot of emergency management, crisis 

management, quick thinking, flexing, and then massive amounts of communication.”  

Natalie explained her decision-making process simply: “Given limited information, but 

the best judgment you can bring to this, what is right for the school...And then you’ve got 

to proceed. And you cannot go back on it. If we’re opening, we’re opening.”  Mary 
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described this decisionmaking process by saying, “every head of school in the country 

[is] saying, ‘There's no playbook for this pandemic.’ So you had an immediate 

community that is talking about the same thing, and you need to use your resources in all 

these moments.”  Nicole described how she used her resources by saying, “we focused on 

how we could take the data that we know, make sense of it, and try to come up with some 

informed strategic decisions about how we move forward with [reopening].” Zach was 

even more clinical in his description of his decisionmaking process:  

 We pay attention to data a lot. We just don’t ever forget that school is just 

people…You turn the data into people’s actions and preferences, and then you make the 

decision and that way you never lose sight of what you’re supposed to do.” 

Participants described how they leveraged their boards and teams to make critical 

decisions about reopening and staying open.  Charlotte described her role in assembling 

her COVID response team: “our director of operations, who became our COVID czar, 

took on a role that was much more powerful than his normal day to day role in the 

school. And so my job was doing the high level orchestration of finding, through our 

board, great medical advisors.” Laura explained how she marshalled forces to make 

decisions that summer and into the fall: “I had a COVID task force with the board that 

was less about mitigation, and I ended up with a mitigation task force for later. But that 

first task force was, how do we preserve the school? How do we figure this out? Are we 

applying for PPP or not? Are we going to go public about the fact that we applied for the 

PPP loan or not?”  Similarly, Carlos described how he utilized his team to design and 

implement their reopening plan.   
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I had as part of my senior leadership team and a few key people in particular, a 

brain trust, a think tank that really helped me make decisions on an operational 

level and then worked with a health panel set of families who were also 

physicians or in the medical field, to help me weigh in and understand the 

medical, epidemiological, public health data. I worked with both of them and used 

those as ways to make decisions. 

Christopher explained how he also consulted experts in his community and said,  

I'm pulling all these different parts together and at the end of the day, not 

everyone was pleased with the decision to be made. But the thing I stood on then, 

and the thing I stand on now is I'm not running for political office and I'm not an 

expert in any of these areas. And my guidance is informed by people who I 

believe are doing their due diligence in understanding the issue and providing the 

best recommendation at this time, because recommendations shift, and they 

change…all I got is the good guidance that we can gain access to from experts in 

the field.”  

Matthew reflected on his collaboration with his team and described that collaboration as 

similar to a wartime military operation:  

when COVID hit…All of a sudden, your world's ripped upside down, and the 

school's closed…I mean, every day, you're kind of running through how do you 

go forward? 

But that's where, I think, you rely on your team. You work together, and you set a 

clear sense of what your focus is, where the priorities are. And then you rely on 

good people, and you work together. It's kind of the foxhole mentality of it's got 
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to be done, and it can be done. And even if it seems like it can't be done, you do it 

together, and you find a way.  

There are lots of great war stories from that experience that we'll never forget, 

seeing people that shined, that did things that seemed impossible.  

Participants also described the high stakes of the decisions they were making, and 

their lack of experience in making potentially life-or-death decisions for their community.  

Lisa said, “I was not used to making decisions that were life threatening. Health and 

safety are always important, but we were potentially putting people in harm's way. We 

were both unprepared and called to do that, but there was no getting around that, that that 

could be central to the decision making.”  Elizabeth described the difficulty involved in 

making decisions when the public disagreed with the health department.  She said, “I 

have all these parents petitioning me, ‘Please don't do what the county health department 

is saying," and I'm like, "Am I going to go against county health? I don't know what I'm 

doing. I'm not an epidemiologist." Carl shared a similar challenge and framed it in terms 

of his extensive experience as an educator and lack of experience as a viral expert:   

If you are asking me about a fifth grader's social adjustment to the institution and 

peer relationships and whatever, I have a wealth of experience and context around 

that. That feels like something that I can step into, no problem. Suddenly, I am 

playing amateur epidemiologist, right, where I am looking at terms of quarantine 

and different kinds of tests and PCR tests and antigen tests and all of these things 

where I don't have a depth of knowledge, where I'm educating myself as quickly 

as I can, where other community members are also educating themselves.”  
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Michael described how his team ultimately decided to depart from the CDC guidelines, 

when he determined that those guidelines were not aligned with what he felt was in his 

community’s best interest: 

We made a commitment early on that we were going to stay open as long as we 

could. We made a commitment that we were going to be flexible in our approach. 

We weren't going to take a one- position approach to it. We navigated as much as 

possible for as long as I felt confident in the CDC, but it became clear to me after 

a while that the CDC was floundering. And so, we separated our approach to 

attendance at school and masking away from that and did what we felt was in the 

best interest in the community, and lots of communication. And I think people, 

again, based on all of those things, felt that the school was acting with 

transparency. It was acting with trust. It was acting with honesty. 

Adaptive Challenges - “You’re Putting My Life At Risk.” Elizabeth said that 

“one of the hardest pieces for me that summer [when she was planning to reopen her 

school] was it felt like what was right for children was not right for faculty.” As vaccines 

were not widely available until early 2021, participants described how they had to 

navigate the unprecedented challenge of reopening their schools and serving their 

students when they were putting teachers at risk.  Carlos described why he did not 

include faculty when making decisions about reopening his school:  

decisions were for the most part, made at that level without much consultation 

with the faculty, which again, promoted efficiency, clarity and direction, and left 

some faculty feeling as if they should be part of this decision-making process. 

And there were many reasons why I didn't include them, one of which, as I said 
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before, is they didn't have access to the same data that I had. And so, in making 

these decisions, they were oftentimes using either national media or local media 

to help make these decisions. And their interests were aligned with their personal 

public health needs, not the school or the students.   

James regularly sought feedback from his faculty as he formulated his school’s reopening 

plan, but like Carlos, faculty were not necessarily included in the decision-making 

process:  

We are still even today surveying our faculty to say, "Here's the research we're 

reading. Here's the plan we have. Tell us how you feel about it…And then based 

on what we learn, we may or may not hold a forum in which people can talk more 

about how they feel….And then once we learn how people feel, then we tailor and 

customize future conversations and meetings to tend to those feelings of concern. 

And then we find ways to help those colleagues feel better that are unique to those 

colleagues. 

Participants also shared that they received backlash from teachers who were afraid to 

return to the classroom or felt that their leadership did not prioritize their health and 

safety. James described how he “had some behavior among…colleagues that got kind of 

aggressive, that [he] really reminded [himself] every day, but also reminded [his] team, 

[they] need to have unprecedented patience right now.”  Carl described how teachers with 

whom he had worked for years would “call emergency meetings.  They were meeting on 

their own and saying, ‘we don’t want to come back….’ The tension and the conflict were 

really hard.”  Elizabeth said she tried to take her faculty’s feelings into account when 

making decisions:   
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I did say to the team, “We have to think about faculty more than we normally 

would because if they don't show up, we don't have an education.” Yet there's a 

way to do this safely. I had a faculty member write to me when I said we're going 

to come back and we're going to be in person, they said, "Are you prepared to pay 

for the funeral of a teacher who gets COVID because of being at school?" I was 

like, "Wow, that's pretty harsh." I said, "Of course I would support somebody just 

as I would as if they got in an accident on the way to school." You got to be 

kidding me. But it shows how charged the times were and just how scared people 

were about coming back.” 

Natalie described how some teachers directed fear and anger at her: 

I had conversations with faculty at that point where they called me a liar, where 

they said I would have blood on my hands. Where they, yeah, questioned my 

integrity, questioned my care, questioned things that are really core to who I am. 

I'm going to get emotional about this, but sort of how I see myself. And I 

remember having to do some real deep, am I this horrible, cold, heartless person 

that people are telling me that I am? 

Charlotte and Jess shared similar experiences when they reflected on the faculty’s 

response to their reopening decisions.  Charlotte said, “it almost killed our faculty. And 

that was hard. because it wasn’t normal, right? It was hard for them. I mean, for it to run 

"normally," right at a time when things still didn't feel normal.”  Jess summarized her 

experience by saying, “long story short, total craziness… I mean, it was stressful and the 

teachers were stressed out beyond belief, and I commend them for the work they did.” 
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Adaptive Challenges - “It Was Never Good Enough.” In addition to facing 

criticism from faculty, participants also described how they also faced criticism from 

parents who were unsatisfied with their schools’ approach to reopening.  Jess described 

how she navigated criticism from her parent community: 

We opened and everyone was happy we opened and happy we offered a fully 

hybrid program so half our kids were online and half our kids were in-person, 

depending on the age and the year. Then it was never good enough because no 

matter what it was, it wasn't good enough. It was horrible….I got yelled at 

constantly, and I'm like, "I'm sorry." For me, it was always about the masses. It's 

the whole idea of 5% on either end are always going to yell at you, which is part 

of the politics, which is also was going on at the time, all the racial politics or the 

racial crisis too, I should say, not the politics. So it was about managing to the 

center to keep enough people willing and able to be part of what we were doing. 

Matthew shared a similar experience and described the role that parent feedback played, 

or did not play, in his decision making: 

parents criticized us for not asking their opinion, because they're getting surveys 

from every other school, "Well they asked us, should we have remote learning or 

not remote? Should we do this? Should we do that? And you haven't asked us, 

you don't care what we think." I'm like, "Well, no, we're here every day or we're 

here every day, we're seeing what's happening on campus. And so, what you 

might hear at home at night over the dinner table is not necessarily going to 

inform how we make decisions about where we go in the future." 
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David also recalled how “the gloves came off, right? So, if you had parents with high 

expectations before, or parents who are feeling entitled or privileged before it just 

someone said that COVID is an accelerant, right? If your parents are unhappy, then that's 

going to get accelerated.” 

When reflecting on leading his school through the pandemic, Carl noted that the 

challenges of closing and reopening his school have created a new challenge: repairing 

relationships within the community. He said,  

The sort of 10,000 feet work of managing the team daily and getting everybody 

aligned has been the most challenging work. And the past few years have made it 

particularly challenging because a global pandemic has really strained 

relationships…It has sort of pushed on dynamics between leadership and faculty. 

It has sort of cut off some of the relationships between school and home that 

function normally. So, I have noticed that the job over the past few years has felt 

harder.”  

While Carl focused on the pandemic’s erosion of the sense of community at his school, 

Nicole explained for her and her school community, the pandemic challenged her 

community to rally together, trust her leadership and discover 

that we can navigate difficult times, that we can wade into complete unknown and 

uncertainty and fear and have the conviction to build the trust, to say, "We're 

going to link arms. We're going to do this together. We don't have the proof that 

it's going to work, but we have some practice of what we've done before, and we 

know that we can count on each other. I needed my team to know that I was going 

to research this up one side and down the other, to try to come up with the best 
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possible protocols to allow us to move forward with reasonable confidence. And I 

have to trust you to trust me when I promise that if we are wading in too deep, I 

will change course and pull us out. 

Personal Challenges 

While the second research question and interview protocol for this study asked 

about challenges their schools have faced, some participants opted also to describe 

personal challenges that have influenced their ability to lead their schools.  Because these 

challenges do not have easy solutions, nor do they require groups of people to solve, they 

cannot be categorized as technical or adaptive challenges. Moreover, because these 

challenges involve a head’s relationship to the role itself, I have organized these 

challenges separately. These challenges include: differentiating one’s leadership from 

that of the preceding head; shifting one’s perspective from that of a leader to that of “the” 

leader; and managing expectations, pressures, and priorities as a head of school. 

Differentiating Leadership.  Nicole described the challenge of transitioning 

from one head to the next at an independent school: “A head of school transition is 

disruptive. Restructuring is disruptive. The overlap of the two can just make people feel 

unsteady.”  Participants described the transitions into their headships as leadership 

challenges, as they sought to differentiate themselves and their leadership styles from 

their predecessors. Charlotte described the culture she inherited from her predecessor 

when she assumed her headship:  

The first challenge that I navigated was, I did not know until I got here, that I was 

following a micromanager and someone who had been here for 18 years. She was 

very matriarchal, and I am much more of a distributive leader... Slowly but surely, 
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I just came to realize there was low accountability, low responsibility, and very 

high checkpoints from the head's office to other offices. And some people love 

that, but everybody had gotten used to it. 

Anna followed a head with a very different leadership style and was expected to lead in a 

different way from her predecessor. She described her approach by saying:  

the word on street was that my predecessor had been very removed from the life 

of the school, from my perspective, understandably, because she was raising $80 

million, but there wasn't a lot of sympathy for that in the place and so there was 

this sense of like, "You need to show up," because nobody's shown up for a long 

time….And so, I just tried to have an open door kind of a thing. And I had a 

couple of routines with kids…so that I would see them on a regular basis and just 

get to know them and stuff like that. Just all sorts of various "get to know you" 

kinds of activities in the school. 

 Several participants who were successful internal candidates said that their 

transition from administration to the headship was uniquely challenging, because they 

had to work with their predecessors during the transition, to navigate new relationship 

dynamics with colleagues and other constituencies, and shift their own mindset to a 

greater form of leadership.   Nicole observed: 

I do think that there are differences for an internal candidate versus an external 

candidate. You hear people talk about “the honeymoon.” For an internal 

candidate, there is no honeymoon. Constituents know who you are, where you 

came from, and expect you to get things done immediately. There are people who 

are desperately wanting change and wanting to bring you into change things, and 



 

 
 
 

 
 

158 

other people who are desperately worried that you're going to destroy all tradition 

if you make any changes. It is important to find the balance in that. 

Nicole shared her experience following, and being mentored by, a successful head and 

said that “there can be blurry lines in transition when you're an internal candidate. You 

want to be respectful to the outgoing head and be sure to honor and celebrate them. They 

deserve it. There's no question. And at the same time, head transition is an inflection 

point for schools.” Nicole also shared that since she was so closely aligned with her 

predecessor, she struggled to differentiate herself as a leader during her transition into the 

headship.  She said,  

I think the perception being, going from a long-standing, successful head to a 

new, first-time, younger head coming into that role resulted in shifting from head-

guiding board to board-guiding head. Part of that was my deference to the 

previous head, in that transition time. I hadn't been a head before, and I was 

unsure how to manage that space. 

Matthew, who was also a successful internal candidate, described why he differentiated 

his leadership by saying, “my predecessor had a style that was very different than mine. 

But I respected... He was very effective, and I respected what he had done. I was a part of 

that. But I knew it was going to need to shift because my style is different.”  Matthew 

then explained how he leaned on his and his predecessor’s shared value of the school’s 

mission to enroll their team in embracing change:  

I had to get comfortable and confident in my own skin to go, "Okay, it's not my 

job to replace that person and try to be what that person..." I would've failed 

immensely. I couldn't do what he did because I'm not him. I don't have the same 
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skill set or perspective, but…we had the same goal, but the way you'd go about it 

was going to clearly be different. So, I knew we were going to have to change our 

organizational structure, including among our leadership team and our 

departments. Even that process we did in a very deliberate kind of way, to let 

people kind of naturally drift until people were like, "Hey, maybe we ought to... 

Yeah. Oh well, that's a good idea." 

James’s experience was unique in that in his first headship, he was not only a 

successful internship, but the long-tenured head he replaced stayed on as a member of the 

leadership team.  James described that shifting relationship dynamic as a challenge in the 

beginning of his headship: 

I was conceptually prepared for what was to come, but in no way was I 

emotionally prepared for what would follow, particularly when that outgoing head 

was named president for external affairs and having their cake and eating it too 

meant he maintained all those external relationships with donors and still reported 

to the board. And so, the board then effectively took on two employees. Took on a 

president and took on a new head of school. I did that work for five years under 

that structure. It was very, very complicated. 

James then described what he meant by the emotional toll of replacing a 30-year head 

who was staying on campus: 

It was an emotionally complicated experience because I had deep affection and 

admiration for the outgoing head…. anyone who's been internally groomed and 

followed a legend is going to have a very unique experience. And mine was very 

much about early survival. How do I take the reins and keep my head? 
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“Taking the reins” proved to be challenging for James, not just because his predecessor 

remained a part of the community when he became head, and not just because he was an 

internal candidate. He explained, 

The biggest challenge was there's inertia that builds out of 30 years, where ways 

of doing things just feel like the way of doing things. It doesn't feel like a choice. 

It feels like the way it is. It feels like reality rather than a strategic decision. So, 

any changes were met with consternation. Confusion at times. There were simple 

changes, like the decision to trim the rhododendrons at the head of school's house. 

That was viewed with criticism. "How could you do that? Those beautiful 

rhododendrons were tended so carefully by the past head and his wife. That's very 

disrespectful." I mean, I heard that kind of observation about simple things, never 

mind big things.   

Embracing the Leader’s Mindset. Participants shared that not only did they 

need to establish themselves as leaders in their communities following their predecessors, 

but they also had to shift their own mindsets as they stepped into the headship. For 

Michael, who came from the classroom,  

the biggest transition was moving from being a teacher and having…the heart of a 

teacher to having to develop the head of a, in a sense, a business leader, right? 

Because you are…. Heads really are CFOs, whatever you want to call them, CEO, 

COOs. They're running nonprofit businesses…[It’s] the business of educating 

children. 

Anna shared a similar experience as she described her transition from academic 

leadership to the headship. She described how she also came from the classroom, and as a 
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head she needed to master finance and development:  

the biggest learning curve for heads that come [from] my path is just really 

understanding the finance of the school and really understanding development 

work. And those are the two things that took the longest for me to realize, what 

wasn't working and to start getting it fixed.  

Anna went on to describe how she acquired this expertise in order to round out her skill 

set as a head: 

this is a school that has enough connections to be able to raise money without 

being expert at it. And so, which is a hugely privileged thing. But the reason I say 

that is just that I didn't know what my job should be in fundraising. I didn't know 

how exactly the structure of an annual fund, volunteers trying to get the annual 

fund going, should work. I didn't understand the difference between stewardship, 

engagement, and fundraising, and those are significant things to understand…the 

differences…and so I didn't realize that we should, at all times have a top prospect 

list of 100 people and that I should have my own portfolio of people I was staying 

in touch with on the regular, just none of that. 

I didn't know any of it. And I wasn't told any of it. And finally, when I thought 

this isn't really working, I called another head and said, "Is there somebody I can 

talk to about how this should go?" And then I started talking to other people who 

said, "Well, you should do this, this, this, this, and this," and that helped, but I just 

didn't, I didn't know. 

Nicole described a different mindset shift from focusing on operations to more visionary 

leadership. She said that “a huge part of growth in [her] leadership was to be really 
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focused on the move from [her] previous experience, which had focused on program 

strategy and operations to a head role that required more visionary focus.”    She then 

explained that “move” in terms of a change in role:   

in that shift I was focused on how do you move from being a COO to a CEO? 

How do you move from operations to vision? I was focused on moving from 

knowing how to “get stuff done,” in operations, to learning how to inspire vision 

and strategy in executive leadership. 

Carl described his mindset shift through the lens of scaling his leadership to serve nearly 

seven times more students when he transitioned from division leadership to the headship. 

He said,  

I'm pretty organized in terms of the detail work. And yet suddenly the scale I went 

from being a middle school head at a school with 165 students in the middle 

school to head of a school with 250 adults and 1100 kids. So, all of a sudden the 

scale was much bigger. I can't be the person who says, "Somebody's got to replace 

that light bulb." I need to have systems and people in place who are going to be 

able to make those things happen…surrounding myself with people who are 

really capable operations people, who are going to move those things forward 

with a light touch to check on those.  

Charlotte explained the difference she felt between her more anonymous role as an 

assistant head and her much more visible role as head:   

when you're the assistant head, nobody cares whether you like what is served for 

lunch. And nobody really cares about what you wear every day. And nobody 

really cares about what word you use in a speech, right? But when you become a 
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head of school, they actually notice if you come to lunch, and they notice what 

language you use. And whether you use girl in your speech or whether you don't 

or things like that in a school for girls.  And so that was really new for me. And 

it's not about Charlotte Smith, it's about the figurehead of being a head of school. 

While Michael, Anna, Nicole, Carl, and Charlotte all transitioned to the headship from 

within schools and school organizational structures, Jess came to the headship without 

having worked in a school before. Like Charlotte, Jess described shifting her mindset 

from that of a private person to that of a public face of the school: 

Someone gave me this advice where you have to pick what in your public persona 

is going to be you as head so that people can relate to you and get to know you, 

but still maintain, if you are a private person, some sense of like, "This is where 

the barrier is." So that was a very different role for me because it is a different 

leadership role in terms of a big public-facing leader.  

Managing Expectations, Pressures and Priorities.  In addition to shifting 

mindsets to that of the leader of their school communities, participants also described the 

challenge of managing expectations, pressures and priorities as significant in their roles 

as heads. Grace described a common theme in her leadership challenges: “I think what's 

hard about all of the moments of my leadership that have been the most challenging is 

how to find that sense of how much can we take on and do, how do we restore when we 

need to rest and recover? And how do you pace the work in a way that doesn't burn 

people out?” Natalie said, “I felt this for me, very strong expectations of what the head 

should do or must do or how the head should respond and not a lot of understanding of 

what the head's job actually is. So, I think [there’s a] push/pull of these different priorities 
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and needs.” When asked how she navigates that “push and pull”, she joked and said,  

I don't know. Glass of wine. No, I shouldn't joke about that actually, because I 

think actually a lot of heads struggle with coping mechanisms that may not be that 

healthy. So, I said that fliply and I don't mean it that way. I think therapy. I think 

people outside of school. I have an amazing partner, amazing friends, family who 

are supportive. And I also have a really trusted circle of other heads who really 

get it. And I think we coach each other to say, at the end of the day, it's still a job. 

You’ve got to take care of yourself right now.  

Matthew, Carlos, Natalie, and Grace specified some of the pressures they contend 

with as leaders.  Matthew said that while he anchors his decision making on his school’s 

mission, inevitably pressures try to influence decisions, and  

if pressure is coming to drive a decision, you have to be able to assess, is that 

pressure something that needs to be addressed? And if so, how? Is it a matter of 

just mitigating that pressure, or is it a pressure that's substantive that you have to 

address in a way and consider as you think about planning and strategy and 

management? 

Carlos described one pressure as “toggling back and forth between this external and 

internal.’ He said that as he looks ahead to leading his school post-pandemic,  

I do feel that while I needed to be more externally focused, while I needed to 

focus on logistics plans, mask mandates during COVID, the things that I like 

about the job and miss about the job are the people. And so, I will be spending 

more time with adults in classrooms, talking with kids, in ways that I didn't 

before. And that's just something I'll just have to prioritize.   
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Natalie shared a similar challenge with prioritizing internal and external-facing 

responsibilities, as well as balancing strategic leadership with involvement in the daily 

life of the school: 

I want to be involved and knowledgeable of everything happening at my 

school…and the reason I do this work is because I love schools and I love 

students. I don't love governance. I don't love financial planning, but I love 

schools and the environment and the students. So, one challenge is that I want to 

be really involved on the day to day, in the thick of the life of the school. And I 

also need to be giving enough attention and time to the governance level, strategic 

long ranging, not the here and now, but the future. And so, a challenge is to 

navigate sort of distributing my time, my attention, my focus across all those 

areas.  

Grace shared a story that illustrated her challenge to prioritize her time and energy and 

try to meet the expectations of the community.  

I had my board review, or my first evaluation for my work from last year…The 

board said lots of nice things. "You did some amazing work…. There's this sense 

in the community that you're not visible enough, that the kids don't have enough 

time with you, parents... And this is all because you're such a warm, wonderful 

relational leader. Everybody wants more of you. And so, we want you to make it a 

goal to spend more time in the community. And I said, "Okay, what do you want 

me to stop doing to do that? … Because I don't have enough... So, something has 

to give.” And so, what I said to my board chair is I will figure out a way to do 

better at maybe some high leverage, high moments with kids and with families. 
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And I will figure out a better way to communicate that and make that visible. But 

if you actually want me to spend more time doing that, I'm going to do much less 

on fundraising, vision setting, problem solving, crisis management. And I don't 

think that at my hourly rate, you want me there. I need to do some of it. 

Rachel summarized the sentiments of many of the participants who described 

navigating personal challenges by describing how “mastering the self” in the face of so 

many external and internal pressures is arguably the greatest leadership challenge of all: 

I've only come to see this after COVID and a few years of headship, and this is 

probably no huge insight, but as a head, you need to be a master of your own self. 

I think leadership pushes you to your limits in ways that other things don't. I 

mean, aside from parenthood and all those other aspects of our life, but 

professionally, this is as tested as one will get, at least in educational institutions. 

You need to really be a master of your internal dialogue, be able to detect when 

you're off balance and what you need to do to get yourself back to balance, 

understand really well what your blind spots are so that you can have people 

around you who are going to fill them for you, understand that when your 

weaknesses are coming up, it's probably because something is out of balance and 

what do you do to set it. The reason I think we really need to master ourselves is 

because we have a really big influence. And so, if we're off-kilter, we throw the 

whole thing off-kilter. And if we're strong, we have the ability to give strength 

and light in a really magnificent way.   
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How Challenges Inform Understanding of the Headship 

So now I do know what the job is like to a certain degree, right? It's always 
evolving, and I'm a little bit better about anticipating and understanding and 
especially school culture. - Steven 

 
The third research question in this study sought to understand how the leadership 

challenges faced by heads of school inform their understanding of their role. The 22 

participants in this study described what they know about their role as head of school 

after having led their school through various challenges, and after coding participants’ 

responses, I identified several themes that answer the research question. First, participants 

shared that there were many aspects of the role of head of school that they were unaware 

of until they assumed that position, and several said that the only way to understand the 

role fully is to inhabit it.  Then, I identified four responsibilities that emerged from 

participants’ descriptions of how leading through challenges has informed their 

understanding of the role. These responsibilities were different from any of the initial 

impressions of the role that they had shared in response to the first research question.   

Participants described that as over their tenures as heads, they have learned that they must 

lead their boards to be effective partners in governance, they are business leaders tasked 

with managing multi-million-dollar enterprises, they must build and spend capital 

carefully and intentionally, and they also serve a pastoral role as leaders of multi-

generational, highly-relational, mission-focused communities.  Additionally, participants 

described that over their tenures as heads, they have learned that leadership of an 

independent school takes a significant emotional and psychological toll.   
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The Only Way To Understand The Job Is To Do The Job 

 Many participants said that they learned about the role of a head of school while 

doing the job of head of school. Despite having worked in independent schools for most 

of her career, Alice said, “I never studied about being a head of school,” and had to learn 

on the job, and Michael said, “even as studious as I tried to be and trying to soak up from 

the two heads who I felt were really effective, good mentors…you can't prepare for a lot 

of the job because there's a lot of on-the-job training.” Nicole said, “I think probably it 

wasn't until I sat in the seat, that I had a better understanding of all of the different 

nuances of what was involved in the head of school role.” Rachel echoed Nicole’s 

experience of gaining understanding while doing the job when she said, “this job is 

exhausting intellectually and emotionally in a way that I did not anticipate. And I don't 

think you can't until you hold this mantle.”  Christopher’s insight reflected the 

perspective of many of the participants in this study:  

my perception of the job and my experience of it, very different. The distance 

wasn't so far and wide, because I understood the operational aspects of the work. 

But what you can never fully appreciate until you're in the position is that 

everything either starts or stops with you, everything. And so, there's no one to 

defer to. There's no one to go to and say, "So what are you going to do about it?" 

It's you. And so just the weight of that, the significance of the decisions that you 

make.  

“I Did Not Realize” 

Nicole shared that until she became a head herself, she was not fully aware of the 

full scope of responsibilities of a head of school. She said,  
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I realized there were many things I did not realize were quietly happening in the 

background. I don't even know if I can put my finger on exactly what was 

different. I think probably what was different was realizing just how many plates 

are spinning at a time.  

Other participants described the specific parts of the job they had to learn once they 

assumed the role of head and led their schools through various challenges.  Rachel said 

that “board work was an entire new landscape, and [she] had lots of blind spots that 

[she’s] been learning to shed light on.” Grace similarly described how she 

“underappreciated how much of what [she] needed to do was to build a high-functioning 

board and pay very, very careful attention to the governance practices of the school, and 

really develop the capacity of the board, and similarly with the senior administrative 

teams.”  Grace, Charlotte, and Anna also shared that finance and development work were 

parts of the role that they needed to learn once they confronted challenges in their jobs. 

Grace shared that development work was an area that she hadn’t known would take up so 

much of her time: “the fundraising piece, you never really understand until you are the 

head, because most heads do a lot of the fundraising.” Charlotte said she “had no idea of 

the stress behind it and all the numbers, part of it and all of that and making it all work,” 

and Anna said,  

the biggest learning curve for, I think for heads that come my path is just really 

understanding the finance of the school and really understanding development 

work. And those are the two things that took the longest for me to realize, what 

wasn't working and to start getting it fixed. 
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Christopher, who came to independent school leadership from nonprofit leadership, was 

surprised that he was in charge of the academic program: 

What I thought about a head of school was that this person was really responsible 

for just thinking about the financial health of the institution and that this person 

was really responsible for thinking about human resource, vulnerabilities and 

working with board members to only think about the long-term future of the 

school. That we were not pedagogues. We were not people who were really 

getting into the weeds of curricula.  

Matthew and Jess looked back on their tenures as head and described how they 

were not fully prepared for what it would mean to be a public figure in their school 

communities.  Matthew said that before becoming a head he did not fully appreciate “the 

degree to which your mindset and attitude and availability and sense of energy is an 

example and an indicator for others on campus.”  Similarly, Jess explained, 

I did not realize how …much the [community] emotionally looks to the head for 

... support, connection, validation, all of it. So, it's everything from, if I'm not 

walking down the hall smiling, everyone thinks they're getting fired, which I'm 

like, "You guys are crazy. I'm just having a day." When I first arrived, my office 

was really centrally located and I had my door replaced with glass so that people 

could see me when they walk by and know that I was there…I did not realize that 

if I was head down typing, and…if I'm not literally smiling as I'm doing my email 

and people walk by and look in, they're like, "...the school's about to go," and I'm 

like, "Jesus Christ, guys. I'm doing email. I'm literally doing email.” 
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Board Leadership 

Most participants said that over their tenures as heads, and as they have led their 

schools through challenges, they have come to understand that a critical part of their role 

is to build and nurture strong relationships with their boards and board chairs.  Whether 

they faced technical challenges like enrollment management, budget management or 

fundraising, or whether they tackled adaptive challenges like the racial reckoning, 

polarization in their communities, or advancing diversity, equity, inclusion, and 

belonging, participants shared that nurturing a strong relationship with the board is one of 

the most important responsibilities of the headship.  Grace looked back on her first 

headship and said,  

I think in my first headship, I realized that the mark that I could leave more than 

any other on the school... Yes, I did a lot of important visioning work. We 

repositioned the school. We did some incredible branding work and all that, but 

mostly I developed a very high-functioning board…And I helped the board 

understand how vital it was that they support their head of school. 

Charlotte echoed Grace’s priority of the relationship between the head and board 

when she said, “my job is to forge an excellent relationship with my board of trustees, 

because I need them to be the financial stewards for this institution.” Alice also noted the 

board’s role in helping a head evolve the school: “you can’t bring about a lot of change 

unless you have a board that’s very supportive.”  Matthew explained his perspective of 

the relationship between the head and board by saying, “it's the charge of the leadership 

team of the school to implement the mission of the school. It's not the board's job to get 

involved in administration, and it's also not the administration's job to make governance 
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decisions either. It needs to be done in full partnership mode.”  James described his 

perspective of the partnership between the head and the board first by defining the head’s 

role:  

a head of school [is] in the unique position of both being a policy shaper and 

influencer and also the one that is really singularly responsible as the sole 

employee of the board to ensure effective delivery on that mission and strategy. In 

other words, we have to live with whatever we come up with. There is no finger 

pointing. There is radical accountability. 

He then explained that the board’s role is “owning strategy. I'm influencing [them] by 

telling them what life is like here on the ground.”  Carl said that even though his board 

understands its role in governance, the board looks to him for direction. He said there is  

the interesting balance, sort of psychological balance, with a board between how 

much I let my guard down and say, ‘Things are really hard,’ and how much do I 

need to project, ‘we're going to be fine. And it's all good.’ Because they're 

watching me to know that we're going to be okay. 

Carlos shared a similar perspective about how the board at his school views its role: 

“This is a school where the board knows, understands, appreciates and acts upon what 

their role is. They really view their role as 20,000 feet up. I and my senior leadership 

team report out on what's happening in terms of the academic program, school culture, 

but they do not meddle in that.”  Matthew also shared that delineating those boundaries 

between the board and the head/administrative team is vital, ongoing work. He said, 

“keeping those lines clear and reinforcing trust among the people that are involved, both 

on the administrative leadership side and on the governance side, is fundamentally 
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critical, and something that I devote, we devote, a ton of time to.”   

Participants described how their understanding of their relationship with the board 

has evolved over their tenures as head. Elizabeth, who had worked with board members 

as a school administrator before assuming the headship, described her transition in terms 

of understanding the power dynamics of the board: 

The role of the head and the board is so different than how I had managed board 

members as an administrator. You think, "I'm good at managing up. I've managed 

every head I've worked for. I can manage the board," and it's such a different 

relationship. There's a different power dynamic. There's so many of them and they 

often, even I think unconsciously, have an agenda of why they're on the board. 

Often it's to do good and to make a difference, but you really have to spend time 

getting to know each board member and understand and that relationship that you 

have with each board member I think is critical to your success. 

Anna recalled her experience working with her board as a new head and offered advice 

for other new heads to develop a strong working relationship with their boards: “if you're 

lucky, the board will say, "Here's what we want your first year to look like." And I think 

if the board doesn't say it, the head should say, "What do you want my first year to look 

like?"  Mary also offered some advice for future heads in light of her relationship with 

her board, “your board needs to be needed…so all of a sudden, they’re on the team.” 

Natalie and Carl also explained how important it has been to forge close relationships 

with individual board members over their tenures as heads.  Natalie said,  

I have built individual connections and collegiality with all of the trustees, and 

then there are particular trustees who lead committees, trustees who've been 
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involved in different projects, et cetera, and actually emeritus trustees. We have a 

group of longstanding emeritus trustees who I also have really closer relationships 

with. But it's been important to get to know them as people.  

Carl shared that during his headship, he has “drawn on their different strengths and used 

them as confidants.”   

Abigail noted that she has learned over her tenure that the most important 

relationship a head must have with the board is with the board chair: “so much of your 

relationship (with the board) depends on your relationship with the chair of the board.” 

Matthew described how he has “a fully transparent relationship with the board president 

at all times, so they don’t get surprises…I assure them that that will always be true and 

expect the same in return.” Michael also talked about how important it is that there are 

“no surprises” for the board chair: 

The relationship with the board, I would say has been ... I think I've been very 

fortunate. I've heard lots of horror stories. If anything, my challenge is at times to 

get the board more involved and more engaged, but they let me run the school. 

Obviously, I keep them involved and the relationship with the board chair is key 

and making sure that there are no surprises.  

Natalie described how her relationships with her board chairs have evolved over time: 
 
So, from the beginning I had a very strong, and I would say, completely candid 

relationship with the board chair. That was something we both said we wanted, 

and because of a couple things that happened early in my tenure, we were sort of 

in the thick of it, and the only way we knew how to do that was to be really 

candid with each other and honest. So, I'm very grateful for that, and I now have a 
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different board chair and the same is true. That “no surprises” is a ground rule, 

and being honest about who we are in all the ways, personal and professional. 

And I've been very grateful for that, it's been essential. 

Carl described the evolution of his relationship with his board chair in terms of a 

marriage, because of the close interaction and partnership required to lead a school 

effectively:   

So I am now working with my sixth board chair…Each one of those relationships 

is like a marriage…. My sixth marriage is a lot….I have these hour long meetings 

with new trustees and each year there are between four and six new board 

members that I then have to forge new relationships with. So there is an 

investment of energy into these incredibly smart, interesting, committed people. 

And that is a blessing.  

One of the things that shifts over a head's tenure is I can... the energy and 

excitement around the conversation about, "Well, what are we going to do about 

connecting families?" Or, "What are we going to do about tuition versus salary 

increases?" In years two and three, when those were newer conversations for me, 

it felt different than I now am having some of the same conversations for the 

seventh time. How do I sort of find fresh and generative ways to engage the 

board? 

Matthew described his current relationship with his board chair as one that is positive and 

grounded in mutual trust and collaboration:   

You would never have a board chair come in and go, "I think this year we need to 

do X, Y." That would never happen….I know it happens some places, and 
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thankfully, it does not happen here, because I know the board chair would always 

call me in advance and say... Or we'd sit down and talk together and say, "Okay, 

this is something..." They might say, "This is something that's on my mind. Let's 

talk about it together. What are you seeing on campus? Am I off base? Am I on 

base? How can we think about this together?" 

Ultimately, Abigail summarized the sentiments of many participants in the study about 

the vital importance of the head’s role in partnering with the board:   

the work with the board is critically, critically important, because if you don't 

have a good relationship with the board, you don't have a job. And without a job, 

you're certainly not going to be able to move the school from one place to 

another, but without the board behind you, even if you still have your job, the 

school isn't going to be what the school should be. 

Business Leadership 

In addition to leading the board, participants also shared that over their tenures as 

heads, they have come to understand that, more than they are academic leaders, they are 

nonprofit business leaders.  When asked what the most important functions and 

responsibilities are of a head of school today, Charlotte said, “I am a business leader. And 

I say that unabashedly.”  Charlotte then described what she meant within the context of 

how the head of school role has evolved over time, and she mentioned that the head 

search process, as well as graduate programs in independent school leadership like that at 

Columbia University, do not emphasize how much of the role is business management:  

The role of head of school... It's funny, I'm going to actually start by saying what I 

don't think it is anymore. I don't think it's the head teacher role anymore. I run a 
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$33 million business. And the thing that graduate school did not prepare me 

enough for is the business side of running a school. And actually, being an 

admission director, tremendously prepared me for that. People ding folks who 

come up through the advancement or the admissions pipeline for headship, and 

those days have got to be over. …It's funny. I just had this conversation with my 

father, and he was asking me, "What advice would you give Teachers College at 

Columbia?" And I said, "I took one business course, and I run a $33 million 

operation and I'm invested in a $75 million capital campaign. 

Lisa echoed Charlotte’s insight about the importance of business leadership, and the lack 

of importance of academic leadership, to the role of head. She said, “you're really focused 

on running a business, not the lead teacher, because you're trying to make sure that you 

have the right people and you're meeting all of these things around that.” Mary also spoke 

about the importance of business leadership to the headship and mentioned how 

important business acumen is in the head search process. She said,   

Every search committee is looking for somebody to make sure that the financial 

sustainability of a school will... That the eye is on the bottom line. Yeah, no shit. 

Everybody is looking at that. That makes sense, right? You can't just kind of 

spend money and just spend money. You've really got to figure out how to run a 

business. This is a business. 

Mary also shared that while she thought that “stewarding the values, stewarding the 

community, being positive” and DEI work are important responsibilities of the head,  

I actually think business acumen is more important, and it's because you're paying 

people. This is a business. And I cannot imagine making a promise to somebody 
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who has a family and not being able to fulfill that contract because I did not do 

something right in the business. And I think that that is more important because it 

ultimately [out of respect for] DEI to be able to make sure that I have the business 

acumen to run a business, right? My business is a $25 million business. I better 

know where every dime is spent, and it better be in alignment with my mission. 

Zach shared a similar sentiment about the importance of business leadership skills and 

said that “anybody can go to school and be a head. If you’re not financially savvy, it’ll 

eat you alive…I run a $26 million company. You want to know who I was trained to be? 

I was trained to be a professor at the junior college level.” Zach also added that 

“Consistency and effectiveness at business management [are] critical just to do the other 

stuff. So, my business is learning, and so far I’ve been good at business.”  Michael also 

suggested that the breadth of responsibility required to lead a school as a business might 

account for what he perceives to be a decline in the number of candidates for the 

headship: “I think it’s probably why fewer and fewer people want to do the job. I think 

it's probably why the burnout is higher, because it has evolved from being this job where 

really we're overseeing the academic program to having to run a business and everything 

that involves.” 

Building And Spending Capital 

In addition to board and business management, participants described how in 

times of challenge, they have learned that part of the role of a head of school is to build 

and spend capital, both physical and social, wisely.  Anna said that one of the biggest 

challenges she has faced as a head, and one that she has observed with colleagues, “is that 

you're told to get your team in place as fast as possible, but you don't have the capital to 
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get rid of people.” Mary described capital as “chips” and described how over her tenure, 

she has learned that she needs to earn and spend “chips” in order to navigate the complex 

political dynamics of her school and accomplish goals.  She said, 

So, there's a stewardship of community, and there are chips, right? So, you have 

to earn your chips, and you can spend your chips…Something like displacing 

faculty for a construction, that's taking chips. People need their room. They need 

their space. They want something a certain way…. But I will have earned those 

chips because I did something nice or created a moment for this person, honored 

them in a way, mentioned them to... wrote them a note or did something.  

 
Mary went on to describe an example of how she has earned and spent “chips” as a head. 

After the challenges of the pandemic, she asked her board to approve the allocation of 

bonuses for all employees as a show of gratitude for all of their efforts over the last 

several years. She said,  

 I went to the board and said, "This is the year. We need this. This is what we 

need to do." And I wrote a handwritten note to every single employee with a 

bonus, an equitable bonus check in everybody's mail. And I think they were like, 

"Oh my God." And it took me a week to write everybody a very thoughtful 

handwritten note. That earned me chips, and I was able to turn those chips around 

to another construction scenario. "Hey, this is what I need. People, what are you 

going to say? No?" So, they don't. 

Michael described earning trust not in terms of “chips” but as “currency.” He said 

that one of the most important lessons he has learned over his tenure as a head of school 

has been to  
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figure out how to build currency. One of the things that one of my mentors said 

that was very important that I've remembered, he said, "You need to build 

currency, and then you need to know what to spend it on and how much it's going 

to cost, because when you run out of currency, you're done." Right? And so, 

heads need to know how to build currency and they need to be smart in what they 

spend it on. 

Michael continued his discussion of “currency” by describing how its mismanagement 

can be catastrophic for a head of school, and by reflecting on how critical effective 

“currency” management was for him during the pandemic: 

You have to understand the currency building and currency expense ratio. And I 

would hypothesize that a lot of heads have lost their jobs because they've spent 

currency before they've built it, and they haven't spent it on the right things, or 

they've expended too much. And the pandemic was a big one, right? We had to 

spend some currency during the pandemic. And if you didn't spend it carefully 

and you didn't have good reserves built up, then those are the heads where the 

board maybe got involved in ways that it shouldn't. 

Natalie also spoke about the importance of spending capital wisely during the pandemic 

when she described when she felt comfortable sharing decision-making responsibilities. 

She said,  

it does not speak to my delegation skills at all, quite the opposite, but I guess I felt 

like if it's about the health and safety of my students, I need to know it's being 

done right, and I would expend more of my energy and kind of political capital, 
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whatever, towards this to ensure that it's done as well as possible than to pass it on 

to someone else. 

Christopher, now in his second headship, described how he earns and spends “chips” by 

investing time with his constituents and building trust when challenges arise: 

So, it's about gathering that information, making that investment of time. And it's 

a lot of time, it's a ton of time. But bearing in mind that it will bear fruit when it's 

time for me to do a difficult thing or to engage in a challenging conversation, 

because I can say, "Yeah, when I met with you, I remember how you seated that. 

Or when I met with folks, I remember how this was the thing that they were most 

concerned about. So let me tell you how I moved through this process of sorting 

this out, bearing those considerations in mind." That kind of validation takes one 

far.  

Pastoral Leadership 

As they led their school communities through challenges like the pandemic, racial 

reckoning, or the loss of one of their members, many participants described that they 

came to understand their role as spiritual or pastoral leaders.  Christopher said,  

So, the role of a head of school, and you've probably heard this often expressed, is 

pastoral. And so you are in many respects, like a faith leader. You're trying to 

inspire confidence in the things that can't be seen. You're trying to inspire 

confidence in hope. You are trying to inspire confidence in the faith and the 

strength of the community. You are trying to inspire confidence in the fact that 

the next day will be better and that we will find meaning in the things that we 

struggle with.  



 

 
 
 

 
 

182 

Nicole also described a large part of her role as “the sort of spiritual piece of the role, of 

supporting communities in times of challenge, and recognizing that these shifts happen 

many, many times in a day. That you go from that incredible celebratory high to these 

incredibly emotional lows, and people count on the head to carry the school through.” 

Lisa and Anna noted that over their careers, they have observed an increasing 

importance of the pastoral role of the head as school communities have come to take the 

place of religious or other civic organizations, especially for parents.  Lisa said,  

School has become, and the head of school has become the focus of community. 

People don't go to church. People move a lot. They really are looking, in 

wonderful ways, for parenting advice, or where they're going to meet friends or 

where they're going to be together…There's been enormous pressure put on us to 

be all things to all people, particularly for parents who want to get to know other 

people and be involved and all of that.  

Similarly, Anna has watched the pastoral leadership become an increasingly large part of 

the role of head “because we used to just say to parents, ‘Drop your kids off. We'll see 

you in four years at graduation.’ And now I think we've all given into the fact that parents 

are in the community completely all the way through high school, and we have to support 

them too. And they really need it. They're terrified and anxious and they need so much 

support.” Anna further explained that for school communities, the head is   

the priest for people that don't go to church anymore and…the civic leader that 

helps remind people of their values and all of that…People are looking for wise 

words and somebody to stand up there and talk about what matters and there's just 

not enough of it. And so, a lot of it's falling on the heads and the heads of heads, 
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and if they don't want that or they're not up for it, or the school doesn't make time 

for it, it's almost impossible. 

Nicole, Carlos and Abigail echoed Christopher’s, Anna’s, and Lisa’s descriptions 

of the pastoral role of a head and said they had not known the full extent of its importance 

until they had been heads themselves and served their communities in that role.  Nicole 

said, “there were moments when I thought, "But I know teacher recruitment and 

onboarding. I know the budget spreadsheets!I did my homework for rookie camp!" The 

pastoral and relational pieces of the role were the pieces I was more surprised by, and I 

was surprised that I was surprised.” Carlos said,  

I don't know [the pastoral role of the head] was ever clear, and you can go and 

look at new heads, you can have a mentor, you can talk to an executive coach. I 

don't think that can be emphasized enough in what the role of the head is, right? 

Who is sending flowers when there's a faculty member whose partner dies, right? 

Who is reaching out to families when there has been a loss, right? Who is 

bringing this community together and letting them know that you care as a lead 

person, as a pastor so to speak, and letting them know that there's a congregation 

for lack of a better term, of folks that are there to support them as well? 

Abigail described the “pastoral element” of her work by saying,  

I think that was probably my biggest surprise in [the headship], is how much time 

you spend just taking care of people and supporting people in the challenges thatt 

life presents. Sometimes crises, sometimes just challenges, but you have a 

responsibility for a lot of people, and whether it’s families or kids or your 

employees, you spend a lot of time around that one way or another. 
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Several participants described how the pastoral component of the role of head was 

critical during the pandemic. James explained that unlike other times in his tenure, where 

he had to lead his community through an emotional crisis or challenge, the pandemic was 

an exceptionally difficult time to be a pastoral leader,  

…what I mean by that [pastoral role] is a compassionate, empathetic, attentive 

listener who spent a lot of time with people around health and wellness. That was 

unprecedented…There were people who had deep, deep fear for their wellbeing, 

the wellbeing of their children, the wellbeing of their families. And frequently 

saw the head of school as the very thing that was compromising their life and 

death. That was an intense, emotional experience. So that took an incredible 

amount of time. I can't overstate how much time that took. 

Nicole described how, in the face of uncertainty about whether her school could reopen 

in the fall of 2020, much less maintain it sense of community or advance any strategic 

initiatives,” the community, relational, pastoral pieces… were essential. We had to 

inspire and convince people that we can actually do this.”  Mary shared a similar 

sentiment when describing how tackling the challenges of the pandemic compared with 

caring for her school community when they lost three students and a faculty member 

during that time, and not to COVID-19. She said that because every head of school was 

managing the pandemic at the same time, that challenge paled in comparison with 

helping a community grieve the loss of some of its members. According to Mary, the 

coronavirus pandemic “was easy. All you needed to do was communicate, clarify, lift 

people up, tell people how hard it is and what we're doing. And I actually think... It 
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obviously was difficult. It's a difficult circumstance, right? It is. But relative to those 

other situations, very easy to handle, not difficult.” 

Like Mary, who came to understand how important her pastoral role was when 

her school lost students and a teacher, Christopher described how the pastoral aspect of 

his role became the most important part of his job as head when he had to lead his 

community through loss and grief:   

When I lost the first student…I pulled the entire school community into an 

assembly. And I said, "Grief hits us all very differently." It does, some people 

move through grief in ways that may give the impression that they're not grieving 

because some folks will laugh through it, some folks will sigh through it, some 

folks will cry through it. And some folks are so bedridden as a result of it, that 

they cannot come into school. All those ways of experiencing it are legitimate. 

And so, we need to help one another see the complexity of the moment, and we 

need to move through this together, not pointing the finger at one another, not 

mining or trying to pump people for their grief, but allowing them to come to it 

when they want to come to it, as opposed to, "How do you feel about this kid's 

loss?" 

Christopher explained how he created space for his community to grieve, shifting daily 

schedule and modifying teaching and learning schedules so that students, faculty, parents, 

and the entire school could come together.  Then he described how he interacted with the 

family of the child that had died, much like a pastor would with a grieving parishioner: 

I had to sit with the parents of this child and to ask them what can we do? 

Knowing that that question was meaningless, because what they wanted is for 
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their kid not to die. But it needed to be done and learning how to sit and to allow 

whatever washes up on your shores to come and being unafraid of it. I think we 

are so afraid of emotions, in kids especially. We're afraid of seeing them angry, 

we're afraid of seeing them sad, we're afraid of seeing them frustrated. And yet we 

know that these are natural human emotions because we experience them every 

day. And so being able to sit with that, to welcome it, being able to help people 

understand it and allowing themselves to be at peace with it is what I had to do... 

So that's what it was for a period until folks felt like we're able to live with this.  

Ultimately, Christopher shared that he believed his role as head in that moment, and in 

every situation where his school had to cope with tragedy, was to help his school 

community make sense of, as well as navigate, a world with violence and loss: 

We’re able to understand, particularly as you’re dealing with young folks, that 

this is a part of the complexity of life, that loss, that devastating loss, that 

unfortunately, the violence that has become all a part of the landscape and the life 

experience of people in this country. It is.  And I always hold these two things. I 

always say to folks, “Yes, I want to do everything in my power to give shape to a 

world that is more peaceful. That is a thing I am earnestly committed to and yet 

violence exists.”  Kids have access to so many information pathways. They see 

violence on a scale that we have never seen before, in all my years of education, 

never. So, we have to help them to understand, yes, this is a facet of your lived 

experience. And it’s important for you to understand what this is. And we have to 

do everything that we can to end this, but it’s going to be with us.  
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Leadership Takes a Toll 

 As participants described how they came to understand their role as head by 

navigating the various challenges, many also shared that part of that understanding is the 

realization that leading an independent school community takes a significant emotional 

and psychological toll.  

Several participants described the loneliness of the job as something they came to 

understand only after they had inhabited the role.  Charlotte said the headship can be 

“very, very lonely,” and Elizabeth said that because so much of her work is focused on 

ensuring the long-term future of her school, she does not have the time or bandwidth to 

do the work she loves the most: interacting with students and their families. She said, “I 

work hard to be a presence at events because I think parents need to see me, but I don't 

know kids well, they don't know me, and that's where some of that lonely comes from, 

because if you're doing the job well, you're not doing that kind of fun stuff.”  Anna 

explained that for her, loneliness can be a result of having no one to confide in when the 

job becomes challenging. She said,  

The thing I think that makes people say it's lonely is actually when you have a 

problem with somebody that you thought was a reliable partner…. When you 

realize that your number two isn't going to work out for instance, or something 

happens and things have to shift, and there's nobody you can tell. And no one's 

going to understand. And you can talk to other heads, but what you're really 

facing is the likelihood in your own organization that people are going to be 

really, really mad at you and misunderstand what's going on and all of that. And 

you have no recourse. I think that's what makes it hard. 
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Elizabeth also said that part of the loneliness of the headship comes from the pastoral role 

of taking care of everyone else and not having anyone who takes care of the head: 

Nobody checks on the head of school. The head of school is responsible for 

checking in on the administrative team and making sure that they're okay and the 

head of school needs to make sure the board is operating correctly, but nobody is 

doing the reverse back and saying, "How are you doing? How are your kids 

doing? Are you getting any sleep or exercise?" or things like that…I feel guilty 

when I'm not working, so I need to be told it's okay to go do X, Y, Z, or take a day 

off or things like that, which is a flaw of mine.  

Elizabeth’s “guilt” when she is not working was felt by other participants as well, 

who described the role of head as more of a 24-7 life than a job.  Steven described the 

role as “all-consuming” and that it has “the capacity to creep into every aspect of your 

life.” He also said that “because generally heads care so much about their community, it’s 

hard not to think about it.” Charlotte said that while being a head is “an amazing job”, it 

is not easy. She said, “It rents a tremendous amount of space in your head, and it has very 

long hours. And you feel a tremendous sense of responsibility.”  Matthew described the 

relentless pace and heavy weight of the job and said,  

And so, it's just one thing after another, it just never, it doesn't stop. And that was 

the biggest transition for me, going from the role I had to becoming head of 

school…it never turns off, ever. In my prior roles, it was like, I could go at home 

at night or on the weekend and not think about work as much. Now it's like, it 

becomes a part of who you are when you lead a school. You have to be 
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comfortable with that and able to manage it. And so, some days I do that okay. 

Some days not so well. Probably like a lot of other people. 

Lisa shared a similar perception of the all-consuming nature of the job, especially since 

the pandemic, when she said, “there’s no end of the business day. And that’s been fast-

forwarded because of all that we practiced and learned, it was there with email and social 

media and those sorts of things. And then it just became amplified when we learned how 

to Zoom.”  Elizabeth also said that over her tenure as head, she has had to learn how to 

distinguish the role from her life outside of school: 

I'm going into my ninth year of headship this coming school year and I definitely 

have grown some perspective, and this is supposed to be a job, it's not supposed to 

be your life. I do think schools benefit from heads where they make it their life, 

but I don't think they benefit from heads who don't have a happy family at home 

and resentment on that side. 

Lisa and Alice shared that because the role of head bleeds into their personal 

lives, they have had to contend with personal challenges, and even attacks, while tackling 

leadership challenges in their jobs.  Lisa described a time when she was named in a 

lawsuit through her school, and she could not buy a house. “None of it was true,” she said 

of the suit, “but because I was being sued, I couldn’t get a mortgage around that. Alice 

said that during the pandemic, and when she was leading anti-racism initiatives at her 

school, “I would get these out-of-the-blue calls. The alt-right was sending into our email 

system absolutely horrific anti-Semitic, misogynistic, racist messages on a daily basis. I 

was getting letters at home. They got my cell phone number.” 
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Carl shared that one of the most difficult responsibilities he shoulders as head is 

being the bearer of sadness and pain, and he said he struggles when he is unable to relieve 

that pain and sadness for his community.   Carl described the emotional toll of this 

responsibility by saying,  

the metaphor for me over the past few years, and it's sort of peaked during the 

2021 school year was, I would wake up every morning with a hundred buckets of 

unhappy. And I had to decide who to give them to. And I would give 30 to the 

teachers and 25 to the parents and 20 to the kids, etc. And I would pass all these 

buckets of unhappy out and then I would go home, and I would wake up and I 

would have a hundred new buckets to pass out the next day because the 

circumstances were different again. My job was to be figuring out to whom I was 

delivering this pain, sadness, et cetera. 

Carlos also shared his perspective of the emotional toll the headship has taken on 

him, and he suggested that his, as well as other heads’, feelings of burnout might account 

for greater turnover in the headship: 

For the past couple of years, it has been like, "How can I do this for another 

week?" It really, candidly has been just ridiculously hard because, again, the 

things that bring me joy have felt harder and harder to access and the weight and 

the burden of carrying a community that I invest so much of myself in and feeling 

from different constituencies. Everybody's pissed off all the time. It is faculty 

feeling like, "You don't care about me and you're not caring for my safety." It's 

parents feeling like, "You are making these ridiculous decisions and we're paying 
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all this money. And we don't even know what's happening in the schools." It's 

significant more turnover because people are burned out. 

Rachel shared a similar sentiment about the enormous responsibility she feels to 

provide a “transformative” educational experience for her community, and the 

disappointment and frustration she feels when she cannot deliver that. 

I think we all get into these seats because we are type A and controlling, but we 

cannot control everybody's emotions. And as much as we have these delusions of 

grandiosity, it is not within our grasp to make everyone happy and whole. There's 

a point to where that is within other folks' domain. But being so profoundly 

committed to this optimistic pursuit of education and believing so profoundly that 

it can make such an impact in people's lives and in our future, I think we come to 

it thinking that this work can be transformative. And it can, but there's times when 

it can't, and that weighs on me.  

Summary 

This chapter presented the findings of a basic qualitative study that explored the 

evolving perceptions of experienced U.S. independent school heads of their role as 

leaders of their schools. The perspectives of 22 heads of school from across the United 

States were included in this study. Findings were organized by research questions and 

described participants’ initial perceptions of the role of head of school before assuming 

the headship, the challenges they and their schools have faced while they have been 

heads of school, and the ways in which leading through those challenges has informed 

their current understanding of their role.  
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First, the chapter described participants’ initial perceptions of the role of head of 

school.  Some participants who had some prior knowledge about the role of a head 

described their initial perceptions in terms of an authoritarian male, a head teacher, or a 

CEO, while others described their first understandings about the role in comparison with 

other education leaders like a principal, superintendent, or college president.   Some 

participants described their initial perceptions in terms of where they thought a head’s 

primary responsibilities lay:  either in the day-to-day running of a school, in a more 

visionary capacity, or toggling between on-the-ground management and strategic 

leadership.  In addition to describing initial perceptions of what a head is, does, or should 

do, several participants who were familiar with the role described early negative 

experiences that taught them what a head of school is not or should not do. While several 

participants said they had little, if any, understanding of what a head is or does prior to 

assuming their first headships, most participants who had initial impressions of the role 

said that they thought a head of school was a manager of all of the relationships among 

constituencies in a school community. Participants also framed their initial 

understandings of the role of head of school in terms of their own desire or lack of desire 

to pursue the position. Participants who did not initially want to become a head of school 

perceived the role to be unappealing, while others said there were parts of the job that 

made the role attractive and worth pursuing. 

Next, the chapter summarized the many types of leadership challenges faced by 

independent school heads in their jobs.  Using this study’s theoretical lens of adaptive 

leadership (Heifetz et al, 2009), the challenges described by participants were categorized 

as primarily technical or adaptive. Technical challenges, or those with existing expertise 
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to solve, included enrollment and budget management, fundraising, human resources and 

labor issues, legal issues, program and curriculum management, and operations.  

Adaptive challenges, or those that require innovative thinking or inspiring people to think 

and behave differently, included building a strong and supportive board, building a strong 

leadership team, reckoning with a school’s past, racial reckoning, making diversity, 

equity, inclusion, and belonging institutional priorities, responding to racism and sexism, 

navigating gender identity issues, managing community polarization and the political 

landscape, and grieving the loss of a community member.  

The COVID-19 pandemic was described by participants as a combination of 

technical and adaptive challenges.  Participants detailed the technical challenges of 

pivoting into remote learning in the spring of 2020 and explained how they leveraged the 

experiences of fellow heads of school to solve pandemic-related challenges.  Participants 

then described how the summer of 2020 was a time where they shifted from more 

technical leadership to finish out the 2019-2020 school to addressing adaptive challenges 

as they decided if, how, and when to reopen for in-person learning in the fall of 2020. 

These adaptive challenges included redesigning the education experience to 

accommodate in-person learning safely, managing pushback from faculty who did not 

want to return to work, and responding to stakeholders who were unsatisfied with, or 

disagreed with, the school’s response to the pandemic. 

In addition to technical and adaptive challenges, participants also described 

personal challenges that they have navigated during their tenures as heads. These 

challenges cannot be easily categorized as technical or adaptive as Heifetz et al would 

describe them. Rather, they are challenges that heads themselves had to tackle during 
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their careers as leaders. These challenges included differentiating their leadership from 

that of their predecessors, shifting their perspective from that of an employee or follower 

to that of a leader, and managing ever-growing expectations, pressures, and competing 

priorities.  

Finally, this chapter detailed participants’ perspectives of how the challenges they 

have as head of school inform their understanding of the headship.  Most participants said 

that the only way to truly understand the job of a head of school is to do the job, and that 

there are responsibilities and parts of the role that fully revealed themselves only once 

they had become heads. Participants shared that they did not know how much of the job 

involved building and leading their boards, and they had learned what it means for a head 

to be a nonprofit business leader.  Participants said that over their tenures as heads they 

had come to appreciate the importance of building social capital and spending it wisely.  

Additionally, they said that a significant part of their job is the pastoral leadership of their 

school communities.  Finally, participants shared that, especially through the pandemic, 

the role of head of an independent school takes an emotional toll that they may not have 

anticipated before assuming the headship. 

A thorough analysis of these findings through the lens of adaptive leadership 

(Heifetz et al, 2009), as well as conclusions and recommendations for practice and further 

research, will be discussed in the next chapter of this study.  
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Chapter 5: Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations 
 

The purpose of this basic qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) was to 

describe how the role of the independent school head has evolved in response to 

leadership challenges facing independent schools today. Specifically, this study explored 

the perceptions of 22 U.S. independent school heads who have led schools since 2018.  

This study described participants’ initial perceptions of their role when they first assumed 

their positions, the leadership challenges they have faced during their tenure, and the 

ways in which tackling these challenges has informed their evolving understanding of 

their role (Bassett, 2010; Juhel, 2016; Wickenden, 2011).  

This study addressed one research question, with three sub-questions: 

How do independent school heads perceive their role(s) over their tenures as 

heads? 

1.a. What were independent school heads’ initial perceptions of their roles 

when they first assumed their positions? 

1.b. What challenges have their schools faced during their tenure as head? 

1.c. How have these challenges informed their understanding of their role? 

Themes related to each research question emerged from participants’ responses in this 

study.  First, regardless of background or experience, participants did not know the full 

scope of the role of a head of school before they assumed the headship themselves.  

Second, independent school heads face many challenges in their roles that are technical, 

adaptive, personal, or some combination of all three.  Some of these challenges can be 

solved with existing expertise, many require leaders to mobilize people to change their 

hearts, minds, and behaviors, and some challenges are internal and require heads to alter 
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their own mindsets to solve. Nearly all of the challenges heads face in their jobs, 

however, involve navigating relationships among constituents.  Last, heads gain a fuller 

understanding of their role while they are doing the job, as some of the most important 

parts of their job only reveal themselves once they are “in the seat,” and tackling adaptive 

and personal challenges.  

The findings from this study will be interpreted in this chapter within the context 

of existing research and the limitations of this study. I will also interpret findings through 

the lens of the study’s theoretical framework, Heifetz et al’s (2009) theory of adaptive 

leadership. I have organized these interpretations by research question. Then, I will 

revisit the conceptual framework for this study in light of the finding. I will discuss the 

limitations of this study, and then I will offer recommendations for future practice and 

research. 

Interpretations 

Initial Impressions Of The Headship Are Varied And Limited  

This study’s first research question sought to understand participants’ initial 

perceptions of the role of an independent school head before they became heads 

themselves. Participants’ descriptions of their early impressions of the headship were 

varied and aligned with the literature of the history of the independent school head and 

current literature about the role of the head. However, participants also shared that their 

initial perceptions were limited, and they did not understand the full scope of the job until 

they assumed their first headship.  Additionally, these early perceptions are not correlated 

with the backgrounds or prior experiences of participants; regardless of their paths to the 
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headship, participants were not fully aware of all of the myriad responsibilities and roles 

of the job before becoming a head of school. 

Some participants who described a stereotype of an authoritarian male 

headmasters who emerged from the classroom and commanded the respect of their 

communities evoked the image of the British headmaster described by Dalrymple (1969) 

and Protherough (1984).  Two participants, Lisa and James explicitly connected their 

impressions of the headship to Frank Boyden, the well-known 68-year head of Deerfield 

Academy and subject of John McPhee’s monograph (1992), The Headmaster. Since these 

participants described their initial impressions in terms of gender identity and physical 

image, and even mentioned a specific individual as a model of the headship, it appears 

that a stereotype of a male, authoritarian head of school exists, and this stereotype 

informs perceptions of what a head is and does. While no participants ascribed any racial 

identifiers to this image of the head of school, this insight aligns with the findings of 

Glasgow (2018) and Ostos (2012), whose dissertations explored the experiences of 

African American male leaders (Glasgow, 2018) and female leaders (Ostos, 2012) in 

independent schools. Glasgow (2018) examined the experiences of African American 

independent school leaders through the lens of social identity theory (Hais et al, 1997) 

and found that stereotypes and prototypes of heads as White males are powerful 

influences on participants’ senses of their leadership.  Similarly, Ostos (2012) noted that 

female independent school leaders make “mental models” (p. 108) of the headship that 

are predominantly male and explored the intersection of leadership and gender in the 

head of school role.  
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A stereotype of an independent school head that is a White, male career educator 

influenced some participants’ initial beliefs about whether they could be heads of school. 

Some participants like Matthew could not envision their own paths to headship since they 

had not been classroom teachers. Female participants like Charlotte or Rachel could not 

see themselves at first in a role traditionally held by men. Zach, a Black man, questioned 

whether he was “head of school material” because stereotypical leaders in independent 

schools are White, and Christopher sought the headship to model for his own children 

that a man who “looks like him” could do the job. These findings align with those of 

NAIS’s 2018 mixed-methods study of people of color and White women in independent 

school leadership.  According to that study,  

potential candidates interviewed thought underrepresentation [of women and 

people of color in the headship] was…due in part to schools looking for someone 

who is “familiar” and that if search committees are composed primarily of White 

men, White women and women and men of color may seem less familiar 

(National Association of Independent Schools, 2018). 

Other participants described their initial perceptions in terms of what they thought 

a head’s most important responsibility was, or in comparison with other educational 

leadership roles, and these descriptions also align with existing research about 

independent school leadership. Some described a master educator, not unlike the 

“headteacher” described by Grace (1993), while others said they thought a head of school 

functioned more like a CEO, as Casper (2017) and Rowe (2020) described. These 

perceptions also align with the findings of NAIS’s 2018 study of people of color and 

White women and the headship (NAIS, 2018), which found that potential candidates for 
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the headship, as well as head search committees and firms, believe academic leadership 

and management experience are among the most important qualifications for the role.  

Most participants said a key responsibility of the head of school was the 

management of relationships with all of their school’s constituencies, including students, 

parents, faculty, alumni, and the board, as well as external community partners. This 

finding resonates with the findings of Casper (2016) and Gross (2002), who explicitly 

mentioned the importance of relationships with a school community’s constituents.  

However, relationship management was not one of the top five qualifications named by 

potential candidates for the headship, nor head search committees and firms, in NAIS’s 

2018 study (NAIS, 2018).   

Participants who described the role of head in comparison with those of other 

educational leaders referred to principals or higher education leaders and noted that while 

these are analogous models, they are incomplete. This finding also aligns with the 

literature about public school leadership (Bjork et al, 2018; Hess & Kelly, 2007; Kafka, 

2009, Rousmaniere, 2013; Tienken, 2021); and higher education leadership (Drew, 2010; 

Kelderman, 2022), as there are unique elements of the headship that distinguish it from 

these other leadership roles (Torres, 2013).  It is noteworthy that none of the participants 

in this study made any comparisons between a head of school and a charter school leader 

(Campbell et al, 2008; Carpenter & Peak, 2013; Perry, 2008), though it is potentially the 

closest analogue.   

It is also noteworthy that regardless of the educational and professional 

backgrounds of the participants in this study, none of the participants had, or said they 

had, a complete or accurate initial understanding of the role of a head of an independent 
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school before they took the job.   Of the 22 participants in this study, nine said they 

attended independent schools and mentioned the heads of those schools when describing 

their first impressions of the headship, but their perceptions of those heads differed 

significantly.  Three participants said they had attended public schools and first 

encountered the head of school role when they began working in independent schools, 

and their initial perceptions of the head differed from each other.  Ten participants, all of 

whom said their earliest understanding of the head of school role emerged when they 

worked in independent schools, did not disclose whether they had attended independent 

schools. Their perceptions differed from each other as well. As such, there was not a 

correlation between the participants’ educational or professional backgrounds and their 

initial perceptions of the role. 

Fifteen of the twenty-two participants explicitly said that some of their initial 

perceptions of the head of school role were shaped by mentors who encouraged them and 

exposed them to parts of the job of leading an independent school. Grace said, “I had two 

female head role models for whom I worked, and I was probably mentored by other 

women heads who I got to know along the way. And so, I think all of my perceptions of 

headship have been shaped by the women that I saw in the role and with whom I had the 

privilege to work.” Natalie described how her mentor encouraged her to learn aspects of 

the role in order to broaden her skill set for the headship: 

The head of school at that time was very encouraging that I applied for the 

director of admissions role, because in his words, "If you ever want to be a head 

of school, you really need to know about enrollment and admissions and the 

finances of the school. And in the roles you've had so far, you haven't been able to 
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learn that." So I took that advice, and as he predicted, learned a lot about the 

aspects of the school I didn't know before and got to be involved at a senior 

leadership team level.  

Similarly, since Christopher came to the headship through nonprofit leadership, his 

mentor told him he needed to learn about teaching and learning to be an effective head.  

His mentor said, “‘[heads of school] were the folks…who were supposed to be capable of 

doing the work of teaching.’ So he said, ‘That's what I want you to do. That's what I want 

you to understand about the role.’" The importance of mentors is reflected in recent NAIS 

research of heads and aspiring heads, which found that 83% of all heads of school had 

mentored someone, and 69% of aspiring heads had been mentored (Rowe, 2021b).  It is 

clear from the data that mentor heads helped participants understand dimensions of the 

job that they may not have been aware of in their teaching or administrative positions, 

and their encouragement, support, and advocacy inspired participants’ pursuit of the 

headship.  

While many participants had some initial understanding of the head of school role 

and had mentors who helped shape that knowledge, some participants had little to no idea 

about what the head of school role was until they either began working in independent 

schools or became heads themselves. Participants like Alice, Rachel, Anna, or Elizabeth, 

who described their early work in independent schools as distanced from the head, were 

not exposed to the day-to-day work of the head or rarely interacted with the head, and 

therefore, they did not know what the job entailed.  This finding suggests that without 

direct contact with a head of school, opportunities to learn the scope of the job are limited 

at best.  
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The results from this first research question in this study, in light of the literature, 

show that there are many different perceptions of the role of a head, including 

stereotypes, and these perceptions are informed by, but not necessarily correlated to, 

one’s background, experience with independent schools, interactions with serving heads, 

and relationships with mentors.  This finding, in conjunction with findings from the 

second research question, which explored the types of challenges that heads face in their 

jobs, revealed that these initial perceptions paint an incomplete picture of the role of a 

head of school.  Instead, these initial perceptions seem to be grounded in stereotypes and 

focus more on technical qualifications and skills that may be more visible to individuals 

working in schools who are not heads themselves.  The many challenges that participants 

described facing in their jobs showed that the role and responsibilities of a head of school 

are far more complex than these initial perceptions indicate. 

Heads Face Technical, Adaptive, And Personal Challenges That Can Overlap 

This study’s second research question sought to understand the many challenges 

that heads of school face over their tenures.  Participants’ descriptions of some challenges 

they have navigated aligned with challenges described throughout the literature about 

independent school leadership, especially those related to enrollment, budget, finance, 

fundraising, curriculum, and operations. Other challenges described by participants 

appear in more recent literature, especially racial reckoning, addressing diversity, equity, 

inclusion, and belonging, and managing polarization in a politicized community. 

Additionally, participants’ descriptions of leading their schools through the COVID-19 

pandemic from March 2020 through the opening of the 2022 school year resonate with 

the scant literature that addresses the effect of the pandemic on independent schools and 
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their heads. However, participants described additional challenges that research has yet to 

address, including: building and managing an effective, supportive board; building a 

strong, distributed leadership team; reckoning with a school’s past; leading diversity, 

equity, inclusion, and belonging work; overcoming racism and sexism toward the head; 

navigating gender identity issues and supporting transgender students, especially at an all 

girls’ school; and mourning the loss of community members. These challenges tend to be 

relationship-based, and according to participants, they are more significant than other 

challenges they have faced in their careers. Moreover, participants described personal 

challenges as leaders that research about independent school heads has yet to address. 

These challenges include differentiating their leadership from that of their predecessors, 

especially when succeeding a long-term head or as an internal candidate, adopting the 

mindset of a leader rather than an administrator, and managing ever-increasing 

expectations and priorities. Challenges described by participants also revealed the 

limitations of this study’s theoretical lens of adaptive leadership (Heifetz et al, 2009), 

because many challenges include technical and adaptive elements, one head’s technical 

challenge may be another’s adaptive challenge, and personal challenges related to 

mindset or self-efficacy are not easily diagnosable, or solvable, as either technical or 

adaptive. 

Problems with “Known Solutions” Can Also Be Adaptive Challenges. Heifetz 

et al (2009) described “technical problems” as those with “known solutions that can be 

implemented by current know-how. They can be resolved through the application of 

authoritative expertise and through the organization’s current structures, procedures, and 

ways of doing things” (p. 19) By using this definition, several of the challenges 
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leadership challenges described by participants in this study may be categorized as 

primarily technical, because they are challenges for which there exists “authoritative 

expertise” and structures or procedures within schools.  Every independent school must 

manage its enrollment, budgets, human resources, legal liability and risk, program and 

operations, and since the independent schools led by the participants in this study are also 

nonprofits, they must also raise funds in addition to tuition in order to support their 

schools. While the head oversees all of these functions and responsibilities, independent 

schools also employ directors of admission, finance directors or CFOs, advancement or 

development officers, and academic leaders with specific knowledge and experience in 

these areas.  As such, many of the challenges described by participants, while difficult, 

are typical of independent schools, and they may be solved using expertise and resources 

already within reach.  

These challenges are also present in the existing literature about independent 

school leadership.  Griffin (1999) concluded that the evolution of the head of school role 

was primarily a result of increasing complexity and concerns about traditional parts of the 

job rather than new challenges. Gross (2002) and Casper (2016) shared similar findings 

in their studies of independent school leaders, as did Wickenden (2011), Nichols (2018), 

The National Association of Independent Schools (2010, 2018), Griffin et al. (2021), and 

Rowe (2020, 2021b). All of these studies identified business challenges like finance, 

marketing, customer service, human resources, risk management, and “institutional 

health and fiscal responsibility,” (Griffin et al., 2021, p. 11) --challenges described by 

some of the participants in this study, as important to the headship today.   
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 It is important to note, however, that problems that may seem at first to be 

technical, perhaps because there are “playbooks” and existing expertise to solve them, 

may include adaptive elements that require new thinking, “shedding certain entrenched 

ways, tolerating losses, and generating the new capacity to thrive anew” (Heifetz et al., 

2009, p. 19). Heifetz et al. (2009) clarified that most problems contain technical and 

adaptive elements that are “intertwined,” and some of the seemingly technical challenges 

described by participants in this study required elements of adaptive leadership, a process 

of challenging expectations and developing new approaches, to solve. For example, when 

Laura first assumed her headship and was confronted with low enrollment, she described 

how she applied technical know-how to restructure her school’s staffing model but had to 

address some entrenched beliefs, as well as fear, about altering existing staffing. She said, 

“we were running two sections, where we really should have been running one section, 

because somebody was afraid to tell somebody that we didn't have the enrollment 

necessary to have two second grades.”  Similarly, Jess described that when she decided to 

end an under-enrolled program, a primarily technical problem, she was surprised that she 

faced considerable backlash from the community, who valued the program even if it was 

not successful. Abigail also shared that when she realized that her prestigious school had 

never received a multimillion-dollar donation, she needed to persuade donors and her 

development office to think differently about how they approach fundraising.   

Adaptive Challenges Have “No Playbook.” While participants described 

several leadership challenges that are known to be part of the job of a head of school, the 

majority of the challenges described in this study can be categorized as primarily 

adaptive, because they were unprecedented, involved mobilizing people, or required new 
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or different ways of thinking. As several heads noted, these kinds of challenges have “no 

playbook,” and these challenges also consumed significant amounts of time, energy, and 

resources to solve.  At the same time, some of these challenges also have technical 

elements and some existing resources to help solve. Scant literature exists about how 

independent schools and their leaders tackle these challenges, so this study has identified 

a gap between what the literature says are important challenges faced by independent 

school heads, and the reality of what those challenges truly are. 

The two adaptive challenges mentioned by the most participants in the study were 

forging strong and productive relationships with their boards and building strong, 

effective leadership teams.  While most, if not all, heads of independent schools like 

those led by participants in this study must build strong boards and leadership teams 

(Griffin, 1999; Gross, 2002; Juhel, 2016), the data from this study show that the 

processes of aligning board members and administrators to a shared mission and vision 

are not technical problems. Rather, they are relationship-based challenges that can require 

“stepping into unknown space and disturbing equilibrium,” (Heifetz et al., 2009, p. 28) as 

well as an ongoing process of observing dynamics, interpreting, situations, and then 

intervening as necessary–the very process of adaptive leadership.  

Participants described that they spend considerable time engaged in adaptive 

leadership, building and nurturing relationships with their boards and especially with 

their board chairs, because heads are the sole employees of the board. They also said that 

they see themselves as managers of their boards, tasked with teaching board members 

what effective governance looks like, reminding them that their role is strategic and not 

operational, and enrolling their support for initiatives. Additionally, depending on the 
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bylaws of a school’s board, there may be annual turnover of board members, and heads 

need to build relationships with new trustees and align an ever-evolving board to the 

school’s mission and principles of effective governance.  Carl mentioned that over his 

tenure as head, he has worked with six different board chairs and is struggling to find 

“fresh and generative ways to engage the board.” Some literature exists that addresses the 

relationship between a head and board (National Association of Independent Schools, 

2013; Baker et al., 2016; Juhel, 2016; Rowe & Schuermann, 2022), but research has yet 

to explore how independent school leaders work with their boards and board chairs to 

address the challenges they currently face in their roles, and based on the data from this 

study, the theory of adaptive leadership may be a useful lens to explore this relationship 

further..   

Participants described building a strong leadership team in a similar way, saying 

that the act of building that team is an iterative process, and requires political savvy, the 

articulation of clear responsibilities and authority, and, as Anna mentioned, the building 

and expenditure of social capital to rally support for their initiatives. These actions are 

adaptive in nature, because they require responsiveness to the evolving dynamics and 

people in front of them. Participants’ responses also suggest that strong leadership teams 

can handle complex tasks, and it is possible that adaptive leadership challenges, when 

delegated to effective teams, can become technical problems that are more easily solved. 

Literature about independent school leadership has yet to examine how this teambuilding 

happens, and adaptive leadership may be a useful theoretical lens to explore this process. 

While recent literature found that managing polarization within communities has 

become an increasing challenge for independent school leaders (Rowe, 2021b), the data 
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from this study show that the U.S. presidential elections of 2016 and 2020, COVID-19 

pandemic, as well as events including the 2022 Supreme Court decision in Dobbs v. 

Jackson Women's Health Organization, have created unprecedented adaptive challenges 

where heads must navigate political conflicts within their communities and decide, at the 

risk of personal attack and professional pushback, whether their schools should respond 

to issues outside of their campuses.  Participants noted that social media has allowed 

community members to express their opinions, especially their opinions about how the 

school is responding to current events, easily and frequently, and increasingly, heads are 

expected to make public statements about controversial issues.  This finding aligns with 

recent interviews with departing college presidents (Kelderman, 2022) who described the 

pressures they felt to issue statements about their institutions’ positions on current issues. 

However, participants also indicated that they did not know prior to assuming the 

headship, that they were expected to be the spokesperson for their institution about non-

school-related topics. This lack of knowledge suggests that heads and aspiring heads need 

more preparation and clearer guidance from their boards for responding to larger issues 

within and beyond their school communities.  

In addition to political polarization, fifteen, or more than half, of the participants 

in this study described racial reckoning, the Black@ Instagram posts of 2020, and the 

Black Lives Matter movements as significant leadership challenges during their tenures 

as heads, and it is clear from the data in this study that navigating these issues was painful 

for independent school communities and their leaders, far more than the scant research on 

the subject indicates (Blackwell & Torres, 2021). Not only were schools and their heads 

forced to confront and address racism, discrimination, and bias that existed historically, 
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and continues to exist, within their communities, but heads’ efforts to address systemic 

racism in their schools were also met with criticism and pushback. Racial reckoning 

uncovered divisions within school communities and revealed that even within schools 

who value and prioritize diversity, equity, and inclusion, there is a troubling lack of 

alignment among boards, administration, alumni, students, and parents about how much 

of a priority antiracism and DEI work should be in schools.  It is clear that creating that 

alignment is a significant adaptive challenge facing heads that needs to be addressed both 

in research and practice. 

While all participants recognized that a clear, consistent and ongoing commitment 

to fostering diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging is essential to building schools 

where all community members can thrive, seven of the 22 participants did not cite racial 

reckoning or efforts to promote DEIB in their schools as a significant leadership 

challenge. This data point might suggest several possible inferences. Perhaps heads see 

this work as one of the ongoing, day-to-day priorities of the headship as opposed to a 

distinct challenge. It is also possible that, given the pain that many of the participants 

described about the summer of 2020 and racial reckoning, they may not have wanted to 

disclose, or felt comfortable sharing, their experiences. Finally, given the time constraints 

and structure of the interview, these respondents may have used their time to discuss 

other challenges. Time also limited the specificity with which participants could describe 

DEIB initiatives they had implemented. 

In conjunction with racial reckoning, most of the participants described DEI work 

as a significant leadership challenge, but current publications and research on 

independent school leadership have yet to address this critical responsibility of the head. 
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According to NAIS’s 2022-2023 trendbook, more than a third of independent school 

students during the 2021-2022 school year were people of color, 17.4% of independent 

schoolteachers are people of color, and 23.8% of independent school trustees are people 

of color (Blackwell & Torres, 2022).  Additionally, 23% of aspiring heads in 2021 were 

people of color, more than double the percentage of aspiring heads of color identified in 

NAIS’s 2009 leadership study (Blackwell & Torres, 2022). However, none of the 

descriptions of the head of school role in the literature (Wickenden, 1991; Griffin, 1999; 

Gross, 2002; Casper, 2016), including NAIS’s study of aspiring heads who are women 

and people of color (NAIS, 2018), mention advancing diversity, ensuring equity and 

inclusion, fostering belonging, or championing justice as a requirement for the headship.  

Even NAIS’s Principles of Good Practice for Heads places ensuring equity, justice and 

the “dignity of each individual” (NAIS, 2017) only seventh of nine principles to guide 

heads as they execute their role. Bridging this disparity between what participants said 

was an important leadership challenge, and the literature, including NAIS’s own 

Principles of Good Practice, seems to be an adaptive leadership challenge for NAIS, for 

head search committees and firms, independent school leaders, and scholars, and suggests 

that research needs to examine the role that heads play in building diverse, inclusive 

communities. 

 Part of building a diverse and inclusive community involves supporting students 

of all identities and backgrounds, and while literature has yet to address how independent 

schools support transgender, non-binary, and gender non-conforming students, the data 

show that this is a challenge, especially for leaders of single-gender schools.  Half of the 

participants in this study lead girls’ schools, so the prevalence of this issue may be 
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skewed based on the sample for this study, but the significance participants ascribed to 

the adaptive challenge of supporting students’ individual gender identities and 

expressions within the context of a mission and history that focuses on girls’ education, 

suggests that this issue merits examination and research.  The 2018-2019 NAIS 

trendbook, which attempts to summarize the landscape of independent schools and 

forecast potential challenges, mentioned that schools need to address how they support 

transgender students, but the 2022-2023 NAIS trendbook, does not mention gender 

identity and expression at all as a possible issue for independent school leaders to 

consider (NAIS, 2022b).    

Perhaps the most disconcerting adaptive challenges described by participants in 

this study were the prevalence of sexism and racism directed at the head.  While literature 

has yet to view sexism through an adaptive leadership lens, some literature has described 

racism as an adaptive challenge (Francis, 2020; Leary, 2012;) because it requires people 

to think and act differently and discard entrenched ideas and ways of operating. By this 

definition, sexism is also an adaptive challenge, because it requires people to rethink their 

biases and perceptions about gender identity. Despite the fact that 43% of independent 

school heads are women, more than ever before (Blackwell & Torres, 2022), it was 

disheartening to discover that female heads of school are underestimated, experience 

discrimination and bias, and are subject to different expectations from their male 

counterparts. Likewise, while representation of people of color in the headship has 

doubled in the last five years, and 23% of aspiring heads are people of color (up from 

11% in 2009 (Blackwell & Torres, 2022), the data from this study show that there is 

much work to be done to address racism in independent school leadership.  Also 
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concerning were descriptions of how female heads of school struggled with their self-

efficacy and confidence because they were women, and that heads of color had to prove 

to themselves and others that they belonged in the role, because they did not see other 

people like them in that job.  Aspiring heads need more support to develop the self-

efficacy, confidence, and resilience required to thrive in this role. Research needs to 

uncover the effects of racism and sexism on the current and future states of the headship. 

Moreover, more work needs to be done in school communities, head searches, and 

through NAIS to increase representation of, and support, heads and aspiring heads of 

color.  

The Pandemic Involved Technical Problems and Adaptive Challenges. The 

interview protocol for this study asked each participant to describe how they led their 

schools through the COVID-19 pandemic, and the data show that navigating the 

pandemic from March 2020 through the fall of 2022 began as a technical problem, 

eventually became a significant adaptive challenge, and is now once again more of a 

technical problem.  During the spring of 2020, as schools shifted quickly into remote 

learning, every school had to solve the technical problem of transitioning their program 

online to finish out the school year. However, the summer of 2020 presented an 

unprecedented adaptive leadership challenge as heads, in conjunction with their boards 

and COVID-19 task forces, had to decide whether, and how, to re-open for in-person 

learning that fall. From postponing the first day of school to creating hybrid remote and 

in-person options for students, to managing teachers’ fears of returning to work before 

the vaccine was available, to managing parent pushback about masking and social 

distancing, to responding to frequently-changing guidance from the CDC and health 
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departments, the summer of 2020 presented an overwhelming and seemingly endless 

wave of challenges (Miller et al., 2020; Griffin et al, 2021). These challenges and the 

speed at which they emerged, required heads to utilize the adaptive leadership process of 

non-stop observation, interpretation, and intervention throughout that summer and into 

the fall of 2020.  The adaptive challenge of mobilizing faculty, staff, families, and the 

board to reopen then transitioned to more technical problem-solving in the 2020-2021 

and 2021-2022 school years, as vaccines became available, and mitigation protocols 

relaxed.   

While participants described the spring and summer of 2020 as “hell on earth,” a 

difficult time personally and professionally, and a challenge for their school 

communities, it is important to note that few participants described the pandemic as the 

most significant challenge of their tenures as heads of school.  Instead, participants 

pointed to other challenges like board management, sexism, racial reckoning, and leading 

their schools through the tragic losses of community members, as far more challenging.  

Perhaps participants felt this way because the pandemic affected all schools, and all 

leaders were forced to solve the same problems. Heads formed coalitions and shared best 

practices, and so the challenges may have felt more technical in nature, precisely because 

expertise was developing in real time and being distributed as quickly as possible. 

Research has yet to explore the impact of the pandemic on independent schools and their 

leaders, but this study may shed some light on how leaders adapted their roles and 

responsibilities to respond to their communities’ needs during that challenging time. 

 Personal Challenges are Neither Technical Nor Adaptive. In addition to the 

many technical problems and adaptive leadership challenges described by the participants 
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in this study, an unexpected finding emerged, as some participants identified personal 

challenges as significant influences on their understanding of their role as heads of 

independent schools.  These challenges do not have easy, existing solutions, and they do 

not require the mobilization of others to address. They resist description as technical 

problems or adaptive challenges, though they may be connected to them, and these 

challenges are more psychological and internal. These challenges included: 

differentiating one’s leadership from that of the preceding head, especially during a crisis 

or as an internal candidate; shifting one’s perspective from that of a leader to that of “the” 

leader of an entire school community; and managing ever-increasing expectations, 

pressures, and priorities. Several of the challenges described by participants, including 

the adaptive challenges of the pandemic, racial reckoning, or the experience of sexism or 

racism catalyzed some of these personal challenges, but they are distinct because they 

require the head to solve on their own. As such, the theoretical framework for this study, 

adaptive leadership (Heifetz et al, 2009) does not adequately encompass these challenges, 

because adaptive leadership requires the mobilization of groups of people to solve 

problems.  Moreover, research has yet to address how independent school leaders 

differentiate themselves from their predecessors, especially if they are succeeding long-

term heads, or if they were internal candidates, and research has not examined how heads 

of school adopt the mindset of a leader, grapple with external perceptions of their 

leadership, or manage the increasing demands of this challenging role.   

Adaptive and Personal Challenges Lead To Fuller Understanding 

The third research question of this study sought to understand how the challenges 

heads face over their tenures inform their understanding of the role.  Findings from this 
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research question show that participants’ initial perceptions of the role of head of school 

are incomplete and limited, and only by doing the job and leading through challenges can 

the full scope of the role, as well as the emotional and psychological toll it takes, be truly 

understood. Specifically, participants said that while they knew that the role involved 

tackling many of the primarily technical problems described in this study, the adaptive 

challenges they have faced revealed important responsibilities of the job that they were 

not fully aware of, or prepared for, before they assumed the headship. These 

responsibilities include governance, business leadership, social capital management, and 

pastoral leadership.  Additionally, only by leading through challenges, especially 

adaptive and personal challenges, did participants fully understand the psychological and 

emotional demands of the job. 

The findings of this part of the study align somewhat with research about 

independent school leadership. Literature has identified the head-board relationship as an 

important responsibility of the role (Wickenden, 1991; Griffin, 1999; Gross, 2002; 

Griffin et al, 2021), and NAIS (2017) places the head’s partnership with the board as the 

first principle of good practice for heads:  

The head works in partnership with the board of trustees to establish and refine 

the school’s mission; articulates the mission to all constituencies — students, 

faculty and staff, parents, alumni/ae, and the community; and supports the mission 

in working with all constituencies.  

However, research on what aspiring heads, head search committees, and firms believe to 

be the most important qualification for the headship does not mention board experience at 

all. Perhaps this omission results from the fact that most heads of school come from the 
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classroom and have very little interaction with boards prior to becoming heads, but given 

that the head-board relationship is the most important principle of good practice for NAIS 

heads, more attention should be paid to preparing aspiring and new heads for that critical 

partnership.  Natalie said that from her perspective, “Where I see heads leaving suddenly, 

or where I see things breaking down, I think it's almost always because the board/head 

partnership was not clear and productive.” Additionally, this finding suggests that 

aspiring leaders who do not come from academic backgrounds but have experience either 

managing or sitting on a board might be suitable, if not better, fits for the headship than 

educators. 

Research also shows that the role of a head is more like that of a CEO or business 

leader (Rowe, 2020), but little, if any, research exists to show how independent school 

heads, most of whom are educators, develop the skills required to lead multi-million-

dollar nonprofit businesses. Charlotte mentioned that she took one business course before 

running a $33 million operation with a $75 million capital campaign.  Other participants 

described how mentors gave them opportunities to learn about finance, admissions, 

fundraising, and other aspects of the business of running a school. However, for the 

majority of participants who came to the headship through more traditional pathways of 

academic leadership, the realization that they are leaders of large, complex businesses is 

significant. Research needs to examine how current and aspiring heads, especially those 

from the ranks of academia, make the shift from academic to business leadership. 

Additionally, research should explore whether experienced nonprofit business leaders 

possess more of the skills and qualifications required to be an effective head of an 

independent school.  
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To date, none of the existing literature about the headship addresses two key 

responsibilities of the headship that participants described only knowing about once they 

were in the role:  building and spending social capital, and the pastoral role of a head of 

school. Perhaps heads who assume their role after being a department chair, division 

leader, or assistant head lack the perspective of managing all of a school’s constituencies 

and do not recognize the importance of building and spending social capital. As a 

leader’s scope broadens and they work with the entire school community, however, social 

capital, or what Mary called “chips,” becomes much more important to effective 

leadership.  Based on participants’ responses, new and aspiring heads, as well as 

experienced heads transitioning to a new headship, could benefit from learning how to 

build social capital and spend it judiciously. 

Perhaps the most unexpected finding in this study is the importance of pastoral 

leadership to the role of a head of school. Nearly half of the participants in this study 

described pastoral leadership as one of the most important parts of their job, but little 

research exists to explore this critical aspect of the headship. While a head’s pastoral role 

may have its roots in the moral leadership of the British headmaster described by 

Protherough (1984) or the “patriarchal head of the family” described by Powell (1996, p. 

67), it may be that the evolution of school communities as replacements for religious or 

civic organizations may mean that the head takes on the same function as the clergy or a 

spiritual leader, like Fr. Edwin Leahy of St. Benedict’s Prep (McCabe, 2011). Carlos said 

of the history of independent schools, 

families don't come to independent schools to educate their children, right? There 

are multiple ways in which you can do that. They come to schools because they 
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want to be around people with shared values. They come to schools because they 

want an environment of intellectual, emotional and physical safety. And because I 

think our schools, both public and independent, serve a role that many institutions 

did throughout the 50s, 60s and 70 that no longer exist, whether or not that's the 

church, the synagogues, civic organizations right, belief in a political system. The 

ways in which you are building community around a set of values that resonate 

with your families so that they do feel included, connected and are able to 

participate is, I think, a primary role of the head of school. 

Carlos’s response suggests that a head’s pastoral leadership reflects the mission and 

values of the school they lead.  Other participants who described their pastoral leadership 

of their communities during the pandemic suggested that they followed their own moral 

compasses, or they responded to their communities’ needs with a practical approach to 

pastoral leadership.  

In 2022, Autumn Adkins Graves, head of St. Anne’s-Belfield School in 

Charlottesville, Virginia, wrote an article for Independent School Magazine where she 

compared her headship to her background as a preacher’s daughter.  She noted that more 

and more heads of school are tasked with leading their communities through challenges 

that “may call into question the culture’s values,” and she offered suggestions for heads 

to embrace their pastoral role by leading their communities with love, “[being present] in 

their success, and, sometimes, help them make hard choices.” (Graves, 2022, p. 45).  

Graves’ description particularly resonates with James’s perspective of his role, as he said, 

“tending to the needs of the community in a servant-style fashion, I think, is the headship 

of today.” 
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Participants’ responses, along with the timeliness of Graves’s reflection on her 

own background and headship, suggest that research needs to examine the pastoral role of 

the head today, as it may arguably be the most important, and least understood, 

responsibility of this role. Specifically, research needs to explore how heads develop their 

understanding of their pastoral role and the intersections among a head’s personal moral 

sense, the mission of the school, and the values of the community. The aftermath of the 

pandemic, racial reckoning, political polarization, and many other challenges facing 

schools today require heads to be empathetic listeners and compassionate caregivers, and 

current and aspiring heads need to be well prepared to shepherd their school communities 

through these challenges. 

A significant aspect of pastoral leadership that was not discussed by many of the 

participants was the relationship between the head of school and the students they 

support.  While Lloyd (1968) noted that one of a head’s primary roles was forging 

meaningful relationships with students, participants in this study lamented that they do 

not spend as much time as they would like, or as much time as they did before they were 

heads, with the students they serve. Even as participants described their work to improve 

the student experience, foster belonging, and support the mental health and wellbeing of 

the children in their charge, priorities like board management and business management 

can take precedence over connecting with, and learning directly from, students. As 

pastoral leaders, heads need the space and time to be attuned to the needs of the students 

in their community, since they are their primary constituency. 

In addition to sharing how the many challenges they have faced as heads of 

school have shaped their perceptions of their role, many of the participants in this study 



 

 
 
 

 
 

220 

shared that the emotional toll of the headship has played a significant role in their 

understanding of their jobs. Nearly all of the participants in this study described feeling 

overwhelmed and exhausted, not just by the pandemic but by all of the challenges they 

have had to navigate, and several wondered how sustainable the job is, in its current 

form, both for them and other heads.  Matthew, who said he loves what he does and feels 

“reasonably good” at it, said he was worried about his ability to “sustain [his] own 

personal well-being and be effective and do the job the way [he knows] it needs to be 

done... And not keel over because it's not sustainable.”  Similarly, Carl said, “for me, it's 

figuring out what's going to feed me so that I know that if I can continue to sort of 

reconnect to sources of joy in this job, it's good for me. It's good for the school if I stay 

and keep doing what I'm doing. So, I need to just be paying attention to what are the 

things that are going to feed me too.”  Mary simply said, “I don't know if this job is fun, 

by the way. I don't think it is. But I didn't do it for the fun.” 

Alice described her feelings about the headship as paradoxical and wondered if 

her ambivalence toward the headship might account for some of the unexpected turnover 

she has observed in schools. She said, “I'm assuming part of why you're writing this is 

there's never been an exodus of heads in their position than there has been over the last 24 

months. It's been, "Well, what do you mean? I go, "It is miserable. And I love my school. 

It's miserable." Alice’s perception of head turnover is not fully accurate, according to 

NAIS research on head turnover (Rowe & Schuermann, 2022), as the percentage of 

schools with new heads decreased from 13.1% in 2019 to 11.5% in 2021 (Rowe & 

Schuermann, 2022). However, as unexpected turnover, or departure from the role within 

three years, has increased from from 19.1% in 2020-2021 to 28.4% during the 2021-2022 
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school year, it is understandable that she, along with other participants, perceive a crisis 

in head turnover. Charlotte echoed Alice’s concerns and said,  

these are hard jobs, but they're amazing jobs. And I worry that not enough folks 

are going to want them. We're going through a period of tremendous disruption, 

and I cannot even count the number of headships that are open for 2023. It is a 

great time for people to get in the game, because there are a lot of them out there. 

Despite the emotional toll that the headship takes on those who hold the position, 

and while some heads may question the longevity of their careers, most participants 

described their jobs as fulfilling and worthwhile. They also offered some cautious 

optimism for the future of the headship. Laura said,  

I never thought that four years into headship, I would wonder how many 

headships I have in me, you know what I mean? I never thought that I'd be like, 

okay, been there done that, proved I could, maybe there's something different, but 

those are on my weekdays, on my strong days, on days like today, I get excited 

about what I'm doing and where it could go and to talk about my own journey is 

confirming in really good ways.  

James echoed Laura’s sentiments and shared, “while it's not a life free from anxiety, it is 

a life that because of that unique positioning leads to great things for children and 

teachers. So that's why I've stayed.” 

Conclusions  

The data show that early perceptions of the headship influence heads' initial 

understanding of their roles, and over their tenures, these initial perceptions are shaped by 

the challenges they tackle, until they gain a fuller understanding of what it means to be an 
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independent school head. Specifically, the technical problems, adaptive challenges, and 

personal challenges that heads of school navigate while they are “in the seat” uncover 

aspects of the job or truths that they may not have been aware of prior to becoming heads. 

Participants had some idea of the more technical problems that heads face before 

assuming the headship, including enrollment and financial management, fundraising, 

human resources, labor and legal issues, curriculum management, and operations, 

because these are problems common to most independent schools, and schools in general. 

However, participants in this study did not initially mention the degree to which they 

must manage and be accountable to their boards, they did not describe in depth what it 

means to be a nonprofit business leader, they did not describe the importance of building 

and spending social capital wisely, and they did not see themselves as pastoral leaders 

prior to assuming the headship.  Rather, they learned how important these facets of the 

role were after they had to tackle adaptive challenges and while navigating personal 

challenges like differentiating their leadership from their predecessors, truly embracing 

the mindset of the leader of the school, and managing competing priorities and ever-

increasing expectations. Additionally, heads did not fully grasp the emotional toll that the 

headship exacts until they inhabited the role themselves.  Therefore, this study shows that 

independent school heads come to understand their role through a combination of initial 

perceptions, on-the-job leadership through technical problems and adaptive challenges, 

and the navigation of personal challenges.   

Revised Conceptual Framework 

The findings from this study revealed that the initial conceptual framework was 

incomplete and did not encompass the full scope of challenges that heads of school face 
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in their jobs. Adaptive leadership (Heifetz, 1994; Heifetz et al, 2009) is a useful 

theoretical lens to understand the technical and adaptive challenges that heads face in 

their roles, and adaptive leadership theory does propose that leadership challenges may 

not be easily categorized as wholly technical or exclusively adaptive. Given the nature of 

the challenges described by participants in this study, especially the COVID-19 

pandemic, many of the challenges faced by heads of school have technical elements and 

existing resources to solve, as well as adaptive elements that require changing beliefs, 

innovative thinking, and iterative implementation of solutions. That said, adaptive 

leadership theory does not account for the personal challenges participants described that 

related to an individual’s sense of themselves in a leadership role.  As such, I have 

revised the conceptual framework to include the addition of personal challenges as 

important ingredients to a head’s fuller understanding of their role. 

Figure 2.   

Revised Conceptual Framework 
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Limitations 

This study had several limitations. First, I interviewed heads of schools who are 

members of the National Association of Independent Schools, because this association is 

the largest consortium of nonprofit, independent schools in the United States.  I have also 

been a member of NAIS for over twenty years, so I am familiar with its mission, 

members, and criteria for membership. I did not interview heads of other types of private 

schools, including Catholic schools, other religious schools, for-profit schools, or online 

schools. Future research should explore whether the perceptions of participants in this 

study align with those of leaders in other types of private schools.  

 Due to snowball sampling, the majority of participants in this study were White 

women in their 50s, and half of them were leaders of girls’ schools.  It is possible that the 

perceptions of participants in this study reflect more of the perspective of girls’ school 

leaders, and a sample of heads who primarily lead all-gender, or all-boys’ schools might 

yield different findings.  While I sought male perspectives and perspectives of heads of 

color for this study through purposive sampling, the overrepresentation of female and 

White participants in this study does not illuminate the full experience of heads of color 

or male heads.  This study also does not include the perspectives of non-binary or gender 

non-conforming heads. I did not ask any participants if they identify as LGBTQ+, so it is 

not known whether this study includes the perspectives of heads who identify as 

LGBTQ+.  It is also possible that the perceptions of heads who are significantly older or 

younger than 53, the median and mean age of this study, may be underrepresented in this 

study.  Also, due to snowball sampling, half of the participants lead schools in Mid-

Atlantic states, and while I recruited participants from New England, the Midwest, the 
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South, and the West through purposive sampling, it is possible that findings are 

influenced by the geographic locations, political climates, and market conditions of 

independent schools in the Mid-Atlantic.  

Participants in this study have been heads of school for an average of 9 years, 

with a range of tenures from 4 to 24 years. This study excluded heads who assumed their 

first headships after 2019, because I sought to understand the perspectives of experienced 

heads who first assumed the headship before the COVID-19 pandemic and racial 

reckoning. I wondered whether the perceptions of participants who began their first 

headships during the pandemic might be heavily informed by these two challenges, and I 

wanted to understand the scope of leadership challenges heads faced before and after 

2020. It is possible that the perceptions of leaders who entered the headship during and 

after the pandemic might describe different challenges that they have had to face. 

The design of this study also limited my ability to probe more deeply into each of 

the research questions.  One 45–60-minute interview was insufficient to uncover the full 

scope of the challenges faced by participants in their role or the details of how they 

navigated those challenges. Given the many responsibilities of the role of a head of 

school and the many challenges heads face in their job, a research design consisting of 

several interviews could uncover more or different challenges than what was disclosed in 

one interview.  

Last, I acknowledge my own bias and experience when conducting this study. I 

am a White woman and a new head of school, I have worked in independent schools for 

most of my career, and my path to the headship and career experiences are not unlike 

those of many of the participants in this study. My connection to this research topic may 
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have influenced both the collection and analysis of this data. Also, I was familiar with 19 

of the 22 schools whose heads participated in this study, and I had met four of the 

participants at some point in my career prior to embarking on this study. It is possible that 

these participants may have held back or embellished their responses because of our 

collegial relationships.  

Recommendations for Practice 

This study expanded the literature on independent school leadership by describing 

how independent school leaders perceive their complex roles over their tenures as heads 

of school.   By illuminating heads’ early perceptions of their roles, the challenges they 

and their schools have faced, and the ways in which those challenges have informed their 

understanding of the role, current heads, aspiring heads, boards, search committees, head 

search firms, and preparation programs can better equip heads with the tools, skills, and 

support they need to lead independent schools in today’s dynamic landscape.  This 

section of this chapter offers recommendations for each of these constituencies to 

consider as they prepare, hire, and support heads of independent schools.  

Recommendations for Current Heads of School 

 The findings of this study show that heads assume their roles without a clear 

picture of the full scope of their jobs.  Moreover, they take on responsibilities including 

board management, business management, and pastoral leadership, without either 

knowing that these responsibilities are a significant part of the job, without preparation 

and experience, or both. They also take on the job without fully understanding the 

emotional toll that the job will take, and this may account for the uptick in unexpected 

head turnover (Rowe & Schuermann, 2022).  
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Since most current heads are educators by background, they should invest in 

learning the skills required to tackle the parts of the job they may not know about until 

they are “in the seat.”  Heads should learn about effective governance so they can build 

strong partnerships with their boards, especially their board chairs, since the data show a 

strong working relationship with the board is critical to a head’s, and school’s, success.  

Heads should also seek and take advantage of opportunities to develop business and 

people management skills, since they are also critical to the work of a head. Grace 

described how she hired an executive coach to learn skills she was missing when she 

became a head:   

I recognized that [management] was something I didn't get a lot of training and 

experience with and so I outsourced it. I got a coach who would help me reflect 

on the things I was doing well and the things that I needed to work on. And I 

worked on my capacity as a manager of teams. I read a lot, I was coached a lot, 

and that has really helped. 

Current heads of school should work with their teams and boards to develop strategies to 

address ever-increasing expectations, polarities, and competing priorities within their 

communities. They should determine whether, and when, to weigh in on controversial 

issues, and they should develop the resiliency to withstand inevitable pushback and 

criticism. They should also explore and implement effective models of distributed 

leadership that could be applied to other schools, so that that aspiring leaders have the 

opportunity to develop the skills required for future headship, and the role of the head 

does not continue to be all-consuming, exhausting, and lonely, 
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  Current heads should also seek to learn from other leaders who serve in a pastoral 

role, since it is clear from the data that heads are tasked with spiritual leadership and the 

shepherding of highly-emotional, highly-relational, and multi-generational communities. 

The traumas of the pandemic and racial reckoning, the importance of supporting all 

community members, regardless of their identities and backgrounds, and other issues 

related to diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging highlight the need for heads to 

embrace their pastoral roles and “ensure that every element of school life reflects the 

principles of equity, justice, and the dignity of each individual.”  (NAIS, 2017).  

 Additionally, as heads develop their skills in governance and business 

management, they must also prioritize connecting with, and learning from, the students 

they serve. Most heads of school chose a career in education because they care about 

students, and this study revealed that as educators ascend to leadership, they can become 

distanced from the most important constituency of their schools.  As pastoral leaders, 

heads need to be attuned to their students’ needs so they can evolve their schools to meet 

them. Heads need processes, structures, and organizations in their schools that allow 

them to connect with their students. To that end, heads should, when possible, teach, 

advise, or coach students in order to build and maintain that essential relationship. 

Last, current heads can be powerful mentors to aspiring heads by being 

transparent about their leadership when possible, being vulnerable about the challenges of 

leadership, sharing lessons learned, and giving potential candidates opportunities to 

develop the skills they need to lead the schools of today and tomorrow. Certain 

challenges may require confidentiality or may be sensitive in nature, and but others like 

governance, DEIB, and pastoral leadership are opportunities for heads to empower 
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aspiring leaders. Heads should invite leaders on their team to attend board meetings or 

join board committees, discuss openly how they are building anti-racist communities and 

integrating DEIB into every aspect of school life, and explicitly model, if not distribute, 

pastoral leadership among their teams. Additionally, as they look at their own teams and 

networks, heads need to consider the larger landscape of independent schools and take 

ownership over preparing future leaders. Charlotte said,  

I see one of my jobs is to make the job look doable, to be honest. And I see one of 

my jobs is to prepare the next group of women leaders. And so, I am always 

sponsoring and mentoring women toward headship…But the barriers are the jobs 

look incredibly hard. Also, often in schools, heads don't share very much about 

how do you get one of these jobs, right? I mean, so there needs to be a lot of 

sponsorship and mentorship, and that requires the head to be reaching back and 

creating that pipeline. 

The NAIS Fellowship for Aspiring Heads, which I participated in during 2020 and 2021, 

is a useful program that pairs future leaders with mentors who are current heads. 

Additional opportunities for current heads to mentor aspiring heads, whether formally or 

informally, would be helpful in preparing the next generation of leaders to meet the 

challenges they will face.  

Recommendations for Aspiring Heads 

 Educators, administrators, or leaders who are considering the headship need to 

learn the full scope of the role before beginning the head search process. As most aspiring 

heads are educators by background or training, they need to understand that instructional 

or program leadership is but a small part of the role of the head, and they need to develop 



 

 
 
 

 
 

230 

a robust set of skills to do this job.  They should also familiarize themselves with the 

NAIS Principles of Good Practice, which outline many of the roles and responsibilities of 

a head of school.  Aspiring heads need to be open to, and proactively seek out, 

opportunities to learn about the business of running an independent school, including 

finance, fundraising, admissions, human resources, legal liability, strategic planning, 

facilities management, and people management.  Where possible, they should also seek 

opportunities to interact with board members, join board committees, or join boards of 

nonprofits, to learn about governance. Aspiring heads should also seek out mentors and 

sponsors who will create opportunities to learn about the headship and broaden their skill 

sets.   

Aspiring heads should also consider how they will develop the skills, resilience, 

and mindset to be pastoral leaders and withstand the emotional toll of the headship. They 

need to be actively engaged in diversity, equity, and inclusion work, as heads are leaders 

tasked with uniting their communities around a shared mission and vision and supporting 

all the students, families, faculty, and alumni in their charge.  Last, aspiring heads should 

explore whether they are truly ready to serve a school community in this capacity, as the 

role of the head is public, and it can be all-consuming, exhausting, and often thankless. 

Recommendations for Boards and Board Chairs 

As independent school heads are the sole employees of their boards, boards and 

board chairs must be committed to creating and nurturing productive, supportive 

partnerships with their heads of school. This partnership should begin during the head 

search process with a clear understanding of what a head’s role is–and is not– and 

reasonable expectations. Chandler, Gulla, and Jorgenson (2022), in their article about the 
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relationship between heads and boards, mentioned an old joke in the independent school 

world: when boards are hiring heads, they are looking for “God on a good day.” (p. 58) 

That joke reflects the unrealistic expectations of boards and the enormous pressure heads 

must handle, and it needs to be rendered obsolete.  Instead, boards, and especially board 

chairs, should be much more transparent and specific about the skills necessary to tackle 

the toughest challenges of the job at their schools, including board leadership, business 

leadership, and community leadership.   

Boards and search committees should not only screen for these skills during the 

head search process, but they should be mindful of explicit and implicit gender and racial 

biases and build diverse slates of candidates who bring different experiences and 

backgrounds to the headship.  Boards should proactively seek to diversify the headship 

and increase representation of different gender identities and expression, as well as 

people of color, in the headship, as they bring valuable and underrepresented perspectives 

to independent school leadership, and as school communities become increasingly 

diverse, so should their leaders.  Additionally, boards should strongly consider hiring 

internal candidates to build a pipeline of future heads who know their school 

communities well and can lead them effectively. According to NAIS research, only 23% 

of heads of school in 2021 were internal hires (Rowe, 2021b), and given the critical 

importance of community and pastoral leadership to the role of head, having leaders who 

already know and understand the dynamics of a schools’ constituencies and relationships 

can be valuable.  

Once a head is hired, boards need to support them with effective governance 

practices and the training, mentorship, and ongoing professional development needed to 
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sustain their leadership. Schools benefit from low turnover in the headship, so it is critical 

that boards do everything they can to set heads up for success, support their leadership, 

and foster a work environment that will inspire them to stay. To that end, boards should 

provide, and actively support, mental health resources for their heads, especially those 

who have had to lead through difficult challenges. 

Recommendations for Leadership Preparation Programs 

Few formal programs exist to prepare potential candidates for the headship.  

Several participants in this study spoke about the Klingenstein summer and master’s 

degree programs at Columbia University Teachers College, as well as programs 

specifically geared towards independent school leadership at the University of 

Pennsylvania and Vanderbilt University.  Other participants mentioned the NAIS 

Fellowship for Aspiring Heads, a selective, yearlong cohort program that pairs potential 

candidates with mentors who are current heads.  Regional associations of independent 

schools also offer more informal leadership programs, as do some of the prominent head 

search firms.   Once a leader becomes a head for the first time, they are eligible to 

participate in the NAIS New Heads Institute, fondly referred to by several candidates in 

this study as “head camp.”  When I participated in the Fellowship for Aspiring Heads in 

2020 – 2021, the program focused on giving participants a taste of governance, finance, 

enrollment management, legal liability, and other technical parts of the job, but little 

programming focused on navigating adaptive leadership challenges, including the 

pandemic, which was ironically at its height when I participated in the program. Instead, I 

and many of my colleagues relied on our mentor to teach us about the real work of being 

a head of school.  It is unclear how these programs recruit participants, and it is unclear 
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whether they evolve their programming to respond to the challenges heads currently face. 

The data from this study suggest that these programs may unintentionally reinforce 

limited perceptions about the full scope of the role, since participants in this study who 

also participated in these programs noted that there were parts of the job of which they 

were unaware. 

Many participants in this study said that they only truly learned the scope of the 

role of head of school only when they assumed the headship, and that time in the role was 

arguably the best preparation for the job. While it may be true that nothing can 

completely prepare a head for everything they will face, preparing aspiring heads for the 

realities of this role is critical, not just to make the job more manageable and attractive, 

but also so that over time, the more adaptive challenges can become technical problems. 

Additionally, as Natalie noted, there needs to be a greater diversity of candidates for the 

headship, and preparation programs, as well as schools and current heads, need to create 

opportunities for candidates to access the knowledge and opportunities to take on that 

role:  

I hope that we will continue to see great people want to do headship, and I think 

the job is bigger and harder. And, I don't know, I wonder about how women and 

people of color, less represented groups in the headship, are we setting up the 

conditions for everyone to be successful in this role?  

 Ultimately, more attention needs to be paid to how future candidates for the 

headship learn about and prepare for this role, and more work is needed to ensure that 

heads have the support they need to tackle the full scope of this challenging job.   
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Recommendations for Future Research 

 The findings of this study reveal that research has only just begun to uncover how 

the role of the independent school head has evolved in response to an increasingly 

challenging and complex landscape.  While this study fills a gap in the literature about 

how heads come to understand their role, there is much to learn about independent school 

leadership, the challenges heads face today, and how we can prepare the next generation 

of heads to lead their schools. 

 As this study represented the perspectives of only 22 of the more than 1,900 

independent schools in NAIS, further research needs to explore the perceptions of other 

heads of independent schools.  Qualitative research should explore the perceptions of the 

headship based on type of school to determine whether heads of K-12 schools, for 

example, understand the role of a head role differently from heads of K-8 or high schools, 

or whether heads of all-gender schools see their roles differently from those of single-

gender schools. Research should also explore whether the perceptions of independent 

school heads differ based on their geographic locations, or within the same market. The 

perceptions of the head of a well-resourced, stable school may be very different from 

those of a struggling school in the same or a different market. Additionally, research 

needs to explore the relationship between heads’ backgrounds and identities, their 

intersections, and their understanding of the role–do women in the headship view the role 

differently from their male counterparts? Are there understandings of the role of the head 

that are unique to heads of color vs. White heads of school? 

 Research should explore each of the different types of challenges described by 

participants in this study. Little research currently exists about the relationship between 
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heads and their boards (Rowe, 2020; Rowe, 2021a), but literature about other challenges 

is practically nonexistent. Research should examine how heads develop the business 

skills, pastoral leadership, DEI competencies, and other qualifications to lead their 

schools.   

Research should also examine the extent to which heads are prepared for, and 

supported in, their role. Qualitative and quantitative research should explore the 

effectiveness of mentorship, independent school leadership graduate programs, and other 

programs designed to prepare aspiring heads for the job. The findings from this study 

also show that alignment between the board and a head is critical to navigating the 

complex challenges facing schools today, so research should examine how that alignment 

happens, and when and why there are disconnects. Last, research should explore how 

boards and board chairs, as well as head search firms, understand the full scope of the 

role of a head, and the extent to which they use that understanding when hiring and 

supporting heads of school.  

Conclusion 

In terms of the reality versus what I thought it would be...in an exciting way [the 
headship] was a whole lot more happens, and behind the scenes, of a school than 
I ever imagined. I don't even think that people working here fully grasp it. Parents 
certainly don't and students most definitely don't, and alum are the furthest 
beyond not understanding, and even a board of trustees I do not think really 
understand what happens at the school and what a head's job is.  - Jess 

 
This basic qualitative study attempted to fill the gap in research about how the 

unprecedented challenges facing U.S. independent schools today impact their leaders’ 

perceptions of their roles. Literature has explored the history of the independent school 

head’s role, and some research has examined the roles and responsibilities of this unique 

position, but the majority of current research focuses on who heads are and why they 
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leave, not on what they actually do or the challenges they navigate.  Literature notes that 

the job of an independent school head has become “increasingly complex” (Rowe, 2020) 

and “harder than ever” (Rowe, 2021b).  This study fills a critical gap in answering how 

the role has become so challenging, as well as how those challenges shape current 

understanding of the headship.  

Specifically, this study explored the perceptions of the roles of experienced 

independent school heads who led schools since 2018. Through the theoretical lens of 

adaptive leadership (Heifetz, 1994; Heifetz et al., 2009), the study described participants’ 

initial perceptions of the headship when they first assumed their positions and found that 

while those initial perceptions were varied, they were limited, and participants did not 

know the full scope of the role until they became heads themselves. This study also found 

that heads must navigate a variety of technical problems, adaptive challenges, and 

personal challenges during their tenures, and the theoretical framework of adaptive 

leadership is insufficient to address completely the types of challenges heads face in their 

jobs. Most importantly, while all of these challenges shape heads’ understanding of their 

role, leading through adaptive challenges that require the mobilization of groups of 

people, overcoming entrenched beliefs, and changing hearts and minds, as well as 

personal challenges that test a leader’s resilience and self-efficacy, yield a robust and 

accurate understanding of what it means to be a head of an independent school today.   
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Appendix A: Informed Consent Form 
 
 

You are invited to take part in a research study being conducted by Dr. Kelly Sherrill 
Linkous of the Graduate School of Education, Educational Leadership Department in 
reference to the student researcher’s degree, Doctorate of Education in Educational 
Administration and Policy Studies. You are being asked if you want to take part in this 
study because you are a head of school at a U.S. independent school. Please read this 
form and ask us any questions that will help you decide if you want to be in the study. 
Taking part is completely voluntary.  

The purpose of this study is to describe how the role of the independent school head has  
evolved in response to leadership challenges facing independent schools today. 
Specifically, this study will explore the perceptions of the roles of independent school 
heads who led schools since 2018.  This study will describe participants’ initial 
perceptions of their role when they first assumed their positions, the leadership 
challenges they have faced during their tenure, and the ways in which tackling these 
challenges has informed their evolving perceptions of their role. 
 
If you decide to participate, you will be asked to take part in a phone, face-to-face, or 
videoconference interview that will take 45 to 60 minutes to complete. You will be asked 
questions regarding your initial perceptions of the role of head of school, your path to 
headship, and the effects of the recession of 2008-09 on your school and your role as 
head. The interview will be audio recorded, and a verbatim transcript will be created. 

Your participation is voluntary, and your transcript will be kept confidential. If you 
decide to participate initially and later change your mind, you may withdraw participation 
at any time. Your interview transcript will not include your name or the school you lead 
or led. All participants will be ascribed an alphanumeric code to minimize risk and ensure 
confidentiality. When results from the study are communicated, all participants and their 
individual comments will be identified by pseudonym. If any identifying information 
arises during the course of the interview, it will be removed from the transcript. Your 
transcript will be destroyed once the research study is complete. 

If you have any questions related to this research study, please feel free to contact the 
student researcher, Aileen Hawkins, at aileenhawkins@gwmail.gwu.edu or the Principal 
Investigator, Kelly Sherrill Linkous, Ph.D., at kellyasherrill@gmail.com. If you have 
questions or comments regarding your rights as a participant in this research, please 
contact the GWU Office of Human Research at 202-994-2715 or ohrirb@gwu.edu. 
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Appendix B: Participant Recruitment Invitation Email 
 
 
Subject: Research Participation Requested 
 
Dear Head of School, 

My name is Aileen Hawkins, and I am a doctoral student at The George Washington 
University Graduate School of Education and Human Development. For my dissertation, 
I am conducting a study concerning the role of a Head of School in response to leadership 
challenges facing independent schools today. The goal of my research is to document 
perceptions of the role of an independent school head, and to understand how the role of 
the head may or may not have evolved over a head’s tenure. Ideally, conclusions and 
recommendations from my study can be valuable to aspiring heads, trustees, and NAIS.   

I am writing to invite you to participate in this research study. Participation is completely 
voluntary, and participation will involve one interview either in person, on the phone, or 
via videoconference. The interview is expected to take about an hour. Interviews will be 
directed by Dr. Kelly Sherrill Linkous, Assistant Professor of Educational Leadership at 
the George Washington University, and all interviews were approved by The George 
Washington University Institutional Review Board. 

If you decide to participate initially and later change your mind, you may withdraw 
participation at any time. Your interview transcript will not include your name or the 
school you lead. All participants will be ascribed an alphanumeric code to minimize risk 
and ensure confidentiality. When results from the study are published, all participants and 
their individual comments will be identified by pseudonym. If any identifying 
information arises during the course of the interview, it will be removed from the 
transcript. I will send a summary of your remarks and themes from our interview to 
verify the information you provide, and your transcript will be destroyed once the 
research study is complete.  

I am hopeful that you will agree to participate in this important research opportunity. If 
interested, please e-mail me at aileenhawkins@gwmail.gwu.edu to express your interest 
and to schedule your interview. Thank you in advance for your time and consideration. 

Best regards,  
 
Aileen Hawkins 
Doctoral Candidate 
Educational Leadership and Administration  
George Washington University   
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol 
 
 
Name of Participant (Pseudonym): __________________________________________ 
Date of Interview: _____________________ Time of Interview: __________________ 
Location of Interview: ____________________________________________________ 
 
Interview Introduction: 
 
Thank you for agreeing to speak with me today. Before we get started, I want to give you 
an overview of what we will discuss and answer any questions you may have about 
participation in this study.  
 
I’m a doctoral candidate in Educational Leadership and Administration at the George 
Washington University, and my study aims to understand how independent school heads 
perceive their roles, especially in light of the leadership challenges they face in their jobs. 
 
I want to assure you that the data I am collecting will be confidential and securely stored. 
If I reference any quotes from our conversation, I will use a pseudonym to protect the 
identity of my subject. If there are questions you would prefer not to answer, or if you 
wish to withdraw from the study at any time, please let me know. Your participation in 
this study is voluntary.  
 
I will be recording our conversation today so that I can accurately capture the information 
you share with me.  If you would like to stop the recording at any time, please let me 
know.  Immediately after our interview, I will have the data transcribed and the 
recordings removed. I will then share with you a summary to make sure I have accurately 
captured what you have shared.   
 
If you have questions about this study and would like to speak with someone other than 
me, please contact the GW IRB. 
 
May I have your permission to record and get started? 
 
1. Describe your earliest perceptions of what a head of school is and does. What informed 
your initial perceptions of this role? 

  
2. Tell me about your path to headship.  What inspired you to become a head of school, 
and what experiences shaped this path? 
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3. Describe your first headship.  How did the reality of the job compare with your initial 
perceptions of the job?  

4. Describe how you led/are leading your school through the COVID-19 pandemic.  

● What specific challenges did you identify related to the pandemic, and how did 
you identify them? 

● What did you prioritize to tackle those challenges, and how did you make those 
decisions? 

● What parts of your job as head became more important and less important when 
tackling these challenges? 

● Did you take on any new or different roles or responsibilities in response to the 
pandemic? 

● Who else did you involve in tackling these challenges? How did you work with 
them? 

5. Other than the pandemic, can you tell me about a significant challenge your school 
faced or is facing while you’ve been a head of school, and can you describe how you 
navigated/are navigating that challenge.  

● How did you determine this was a challenge?   
● What did you prioritize in order to address this challenge? 
● How did you make those decisions? 
● What parts of your job as head became more important and less important when 

tackling this challenge? 
● Did you take on any new or different roles or responsibilities in response to this 

challenge? 
● Who else did you involve in tackling that challenge? How did you work with 

them? 

6.  If you are still a head of school today, describe how you spend most of your time.  
What roles and responsibilities do you focus on, and how do you determine how to 
prioritize your time?  
 

7. Describe your perceptions of the role of a head of school today. What do you think are 
the most important functions and responsibilities of this role now? 
 

8. How do you feel about being a head of school now?  
 
9. Do you have any additional thoughts, impressions, or insights to share?  
 


