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In the midst of the global pandemic we are reminded 
of the phrase from the famous opening paragraph 
of Charles Dickens’ novel, A Tale of Two Cities, “It was 
the best of times, it was the worst of times”. I’m sure 
this paradox resonates with all of us, as we consider 
the impact of COVID-19 on both our personal and 
professional lives. 

It is in the spirit of the theme, In Principle, that I reflect 
on how the AIS Leadership Centre team of the AISNSW, 
has responded to this paradox during 2020. In particular, 
what has the ‘best of times’ meant for delivering on our 
strategic intent; to develop courageous navigators for the 
emerging future, leading from head and heart?  

In the context of our work, we have seen the worlds 
in which the people we serve, from teachers to school 
Principals immeasurably disrupted, their school 
schedules dramatically overhauled, and their school 
communities provoked to think differently about how 
learning is provided and how schooling is shaped.  And 
from stories of practice, we have seen and heard teachers 
and leaders at all levels meet these challenges with 
integrity, agility and professionalism. We admire the 
work they do and continue to strive to support them as 
best we can.

What have we learned so far from this rapidly changing 
environment? How can we leverage the experiences 
of disruption and school leaders’ newly revealed 
capabilities for their ongoing leadership journey into the 
future? What next in professional learning for leadership?

The impact of COVID-19 has triggered us to re-examine 
both ‘what we do’ but more importantly, ‘how we do 
it’, and to question our assumptions about the efficacy 
of the online platform and its capacity to engage, 
challenge, stretch and support leaders in their leadership 
learning. Our examination challenged our previously 
held assumptions of what quality practice in leadership 
learning looks like and called us to experiment, evaluate, 
research, re-design, act and re-evaluate at an accelerated 
pace.  Now, as we close off the year, our beliefs have 
shifted and have been re-shaped. Yes, leadership can be 
learned effectively online but only if the learning design 
is highly contextualised to the alternate format. 

Challenges and Opportunities
One of the real challenges is managing zoom fatigue. 
We have an innate human need to ‘synchronise’ with 
each other when communicating and it takes a lot more 
work to seek the visual cues we need, online.   And we 
don’t realise it until we are restless and worn out after a 

virtual hour. So, we shortened the day using a ‘flipped 
classroom’ approach, with content viewed or read prior 
to the session. This created more space for participants 
to connect, express and to learn with and from each 
other, thus leveraging the individual and collective 
learnings that the pandemic experience generated. 
Equity and opportunity to contribute are key determiners 
of engagement. Breakout rooms, therefore, called for 
intentionally crafted disciplined dialogue protocols to set 
the expectations for the collaborate conversations and to 
foster participant voice within them. 

The ability to transform the hearts and minds of others, 
to connect through joint action and spaces for ideas and 
thinking to evolve organically, requires psychological 
safety.  We fostered this by adding 10 minutes of 
‘unstructured time’ at the start of the session in which 
participants were asked to share a positive story and/or 
invite others to share their story of joy. To check-in with 
how people are feeling, we used quick pulse surveys. 
To convey the sense of presence for others, techniques 
to feel the presenter’s facial warmth and through this, 
their humanity were used alongside a posture of calm 
authority. Psychological safety was also created by 
being explicit about the style, tone and norms to be 
used at the start of each session. Naming this up front 
removed unknowns that can be sources of anxiety. 

Strategy development processes using innovation 
methodology require deep, broad, directed and fast 
paced collaboration, an interesting and exciting 
challenge in the online space. Rather than defer, waiting 
for the ‘ideal’ time for this work, we created highly 
relational, work focused discipline facilitation processes, 
led remotely by the Leadership Centre team.  School 
leaders embraced the challenge of forging ahead with 
this important work online, with high levels of energy, 
engagement, and responsibility for the work and each 
other. 

What endures?
While flexible with design and format, we held to our 
core philosophy, that leadership learning is an ongoing 
inner journey of self-knowledge and discovery, and an 
outer journey of knowledge and skill acquisition, and to 
our principles of practice.  

Knowing oneself provides stability in the face of change 
- a deep understanding of one’s emotions, strengths and 
weaknesses, needs and drives, sources of frustration 
(and reaction to problems) and engagement in self-
transformation (Jokinen, 2005). Knowing why you do 
what you do – your deepest purpose – gives you both 
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clarity and resilience.  As Frankl wrote in 1984, ‘He who 
knows the why for his existence will be able to bear 
almost any how’.

Our evidence base affirms that the inner journey of 
leadership learning is key to sustaining self, which has 
been particularly important in these challenging times. 
McCulla and Degenhardt’s (2015) research involving 
participant learning in the AIS Leadership Centre’s 
National Flagship Program discovered that because of 
the sustaining nature of the inner journey outcomes, 
it was given precedence over developing any specific 
knowledge or skills required to lead and manage a 
school. In my own doctoral research into the longer 
term impact and outcomes of a principal preparation 
program, there was strong recognition of the way 
the ‘inner’, personal journey and the ‘outer journey’ of 
skill acquisition and knowledge, interwove to shape 
understandings and conceptualisations of leadership 
as a whole and sustained participants in their roles 
regardless of the professional and personal challenges 
they experienced (Davies, 2020).

The future
So, what does the future hold for leadership development 
for school leaders - what we do, how we do it and why? 

What we do continues to evolve as we support leaders 
to be courageous navigators for the emerging future, 
leading from head and heart. The enduring focus on the 
inner journey is critical to our ongoing work at all career 
stages.  And we learned that the online environment, if 
creatively constructed, enables quality learning in both. 
Any concerns that this could not be achieved has given 
way to optimism. A timely and relevant expansion of the 
inner journey takes into consideration Neuroleadership 
and Theory U, an impactful transformational 
methodology for solving adaptive challenges at a 
personal level, (a way of being, connecting to the higher 
aspects of self) and at a systemic level (a framework for 
organising thinking). 

The outer journey attention to futures and foresight 
knowledge, skills and understanding, crisis leadership 
and risk management, and the Adaptive Leadership 
Framework to support individuals and organisations 
adapt to changing environments and effectively respond 
to recurring problems, continues to strengthen.  Our 
theoretical framework, the Australian Professional 
Standard for Principals, is practiced though a future 
focussed lens, the ultimate outcome being successful 
learners, confident, creative and actively informed 
citizens who are ready and prepared for the future world 
of work and of life. 

How do we do it? 
•  Blended learning opportunities that foster relationship 

building, networking, deeply reflective processes and 
alumni support. 

•  Engaging multiple platforms that offer choice in 
the ways adults learn best. For example, but not 
exclusively: microlearning experiences, comprising 
small doses of high-powered learning delivered via 
mobile devices with the opportunity to learn where you 
like, when you like and for a period of time that suits 
you.

•  Simulation learning experiences designed to prepare 
crisis management teams to cope with a crisis requiring 
responses to the various elements of a crisis in real time. 

Some of these new platforms have been recently trialled 
at the AISNSW. 

Why? 
Because leading in education is a deeply rewarding 
yet daunting task, made more complex by competing 
demands, both within the school and beyond.   With 
change as the constant background to school leaders 
work and their relationships with the school community, 
effectively leading and mobilising others towards 
the preferred future of learning and schooling, while 
sustaining oneself in the role is, indeed, the ongoing inner 
and outer journey challenge. 

Upon reflection, the paradox: “It was the best of times, it 
was the worst of times” has given shape to our reality, 
both personally and professionally. What is clear is the 
profound disruption the global pandemic has generated 
this year has inadvertently shone a light on the best 
of human ingenuity, empathy, resilience and agility. 
These are the qualities that effective and sustainable 
school leaders will continue to draw on to courageously 
navigate a different future of learning and schooling that 
is unfolding before our eyes. 
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