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Abstract

Over the last several decades, the research literature about educational leadership has
expanded exponentially. This richness of work about the concept of educational leadership
can be inspiring and intimidating, rich but confusing, soundly differentiated and full of
guidance, but somewhat redundant and often far from clear. This paper reports on part of a
larger study that has sought to put conceptual perspective into the conversation about
educational leadership. This has been done by analyzing a broad range of leadership studies
and sorting the essential elements about each conception into one of three key ideas about the
concept of educational leadership, including: transactional leadership, transformational
leadership, and holistic leadership. The foci of each concept of educational leadership are
provided and relevant studies are cited and often quoted in relationship to the characteristics
of each feature of that style of educational leadership. Additionally, the resource that is a
result of this meta-analysis of the extant literature is situated on a diagrammatic continuum of
leadership transition that situates holistic leadership as the goal for educational situations.
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Introduction

Educational Leadership author Linda Evans, noted in 2022, the premise that leadership
scholarship is a site of disagreement, where mainstream claims are challenged by critical
scholars. Some criticism focuses on conceptual clarity, and incorporates consideration of who
should be categorised as a leader, and on what basis ... The ‘new wave’ of critical leadership
studies generates controversial questions relating to whether leadership exists or is in fact a
myth that we have reified. The bulk of criticism directed at educational leadership challenges
three mainstream knowledge claims—underpinned by what I call the causality belief, the
leadership dependency belief, and the conceptual belief—which are the focus of this article's
analysis. https://doi.org/10.1177/17411432211066273

In this article, Evans argues for the premise that is the basis of the current larger study that is
supported by this initial analytical summary of leadership research to date. Further, Evans
argues that “we may imagine a continuum, ranging from, at one (arguably, the ‘moderate’) end,
perspectives that deviate only slightly from those dominant in the mainstream, to the
paradigm-shifting perspectives located at what could be called the ‘radical’ end (p 1)”. In the
current paper, we take this continuum approach to conceptualize the various pressures and
insights that have emerged about school leadership (used interchangeably with educational
leadership) that appear in the leadership literature.

Background

Fostering holistic learning environments in any education system could be helpful in the
preparation of future school leaders and students to provide the holistic leadership needed to
address the complex, multifaceted, interdependent, and interconnected problem challenges of
the 21st century. These problem challenges include planetary destruction from misapplication
of technologies; climate changes that threaten populations on every continent; expanding
conditions of poverty with inadequate attention given to the consequences for all of society;
the dyslexia and dyscalculia experienced by significant numbers of our populations; and
social injustices that contribute to a lack of inclusiveness and inequitable treatment of those
who do not have by those who do have. There is also a desperate need for greater tolerance
for and acceptance of difference to address the needs of future societies that may not have
geographic boundaries or factor ethnicities and racial origins into how they govern
themselves. Hence, cooperation and understanding between all cultures as opposed to their
destruction through methods like assimilation, genocide, and colonization are needed. Each
of these problems is daunting and requires connected, cooperative, empathetic, and
understanding forms of leadership to help facilitate their resolutions. In other words, the
complexity of the problem challenges of the 21st century require holistic ways of thinking
that take leadership beyond being only transactional and move it toward also being able to
facilitate transformational solutions enriched by the strong relationships that characterize
holistic approaches; solutions that people of all cultures and belief systems contribute to and
feel a part of achieving.

Holistic leaders are oriented to use creative approaches to balance and blend various binary
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polarities that leaders face (e.g., binary polarities within leadership (Kise, 2019), curriculum
delivery (Miller, 2008), etc. contexts) by leading from a both/and holarchic rather than an
either/or hierarchic (Kise, 2019) leadership framework. Dealing effectively with the dualistic
nature of binary polarities is a holistic leadership mainstay. Holistic approaches to leadership
should be about doing things that might inspire positive actions by others based on a set of
core principles. Such principles allow one to do the right thing regardless of personal
consequence. Fullan (2001) calls this having a moral purpose: “acting with the intention of
making a positive difference in the lives of employees, customers, and society as a whole” (p.
3). Recognition of our shared destiny is a key characteristic of holism and the epicentre of the
concept of holistic leadership (Laszlo, 2003, p. 51).

Holistic school leadership has the potential to support a flourishing school environment
where all stakeholders are satisfied with the climate and practices of the school (Roache et al.,
2021); such leadership focuses on improvements in student learning (Cameron, 2013), and
the use of strategies that are designed to empower others (Dahlvig, 2018; Kise, 2019; Miller,
2008; Ramdas & Patrick, 2018). This type of leadership has been explored extensively in
school leadership research (see for example, Applebaum et al., 2021; Blankstein et al. 2009;
Braks, 2020; Focht et al., 2019; Gray et al., 2009; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Leithwood, 2019;
Leithwood, et al. 2010; Leithwood & Seashore Louis, 2012; Shaked & Schechter, 2017;
Sterling, 2001; Zenzé, 2020). Concepts associated with flourishing schools (Kutsyuruba, et
al., 2021a), teacher well-being (Cherkowski & Walker, 2018), and positive educational
leadership and the principles of flourishing organizations, aligned with performance
improvement and commitment of teachers (Ahmadnia & Shad, 2017) have roots in holism
(Dhiman, 2017; Kise, 2019; Miller, 2008). But how do we get the development of leaders
with a holistic mind-set?

In addition to the work of Evans (2022), other authors have indicated a belief that the process
is evolutionary in a leader’s career experience in the role. For example, Burns (2003) points
out, that as a transformational leader’s leadership becomes more widely distributed among
their followers, the leader can focus on building the ethos of the school through the
relationships that are built and sustained. With such a leader, their own experience of success
with the transactional and transformational components of the leadership job, give them the
ability to focus on building a sustainable holistic school environment and to build their own
holistic leadership skills. These leaders “require thoughtful and critical self-examination,
critique of existing mental models and conceptual frameworks, and an action orientation
(Shields, 2016, p. 25). Dhiman (2017) describes these holistic leaders as learning “to master
the language of transformation” in order to “help ordinary people accomplish extraordinary
things” (p. 4). This sequence of leadership conceptions is presented as a leadership
continuum in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Continuum of Leadership Transition

TRANSACTIONAL TRANSFORMATIONAL HOLISTIC

(Goal Development: unidirectional  (Organization and Employee Development:  (Self-Development: multidirectional

leader/follower relationships) bidirectional leader/follower relationships)  |eader/follower/other relationships)
STABLE ENVIRONMENTS CHANGING ENVIRONMENTS ROBUST ENVIRONMENTS

Developed by J. A. Kroetsch, 2023

The leadership skills and attitudes that can be attributed to holistic leadership concepts may
be, to varying degrees, also present in both transactional and transformational forms of
leadership. It is a question of degree. The holistic leader will focus on the self-development
needed to sustain and maintain the holistic learning environment of the schools and will
self-actualize professional skills (Dhiman, 2017; Maslow, 1972). Reaching the
self-transcendence of holistic leadership would enable leaders, as well as followers, to help
others to approach their own self-actualization (Maslow, 1968, 1972) via the mentoring and
relationship building actions and activities those leaders undertake with those they lead.

Purpose

The purpose of this paper is conceptual. With the wealth of leadership writing and research
on which this paper stands, it seemed sensible to relate what could be found in the research
literature to the prominent conceptions of transactional, transformational, and holistic
leadership. All three orientations are desirable in school leaders. After all, somebody has to
do the work of keeping the lights on, and the other management tasks required of leaders
(transactional); we must also acknowledge that someone must oversee the mandated roles of
schools (transformational); at the same time, leaders can aspire to the self-actualization and
other-serving stance of the holistic leader. The richness of leadership that assumes
transactional and transformational approaches, while aspiring to holistic ones through daily
self-reflection, is the leadership goal we envision by presenting the summary chart of
leadership stances (Table 1).

In Table 1, an historic meta-analytic approach is used to review chronological research-based
conceptions and to place each conception in relation to the leadership continuum envisioned
in Figure 1 The Continuum of Leadership Transition. A chart was chosen as the most
economical and summative style of presentation for the vast library of work. Readers will
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note that the continuum shown in Figure 1 appears to the right of each summary where
examples from the literature are related to each grouping of leadership orientation.

Tahle 1. Summary of Leadership Tributary “heories
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Table 1 presents 59 holistic leadership holons/forms (Koestler, 1967; Robertson, 2015), and
associated leadership holon/tributary theories. Leaders aspiring to become holistic need to
understand these theories in order to make effective leadership choices as they attempt to
foster holistic learning environments. As well, it is clear in the literature that some leaders
face polarities (i.e., transactional vs. holistic) that may render their orientation to leadership at
an institutional level responsive to contexts. As with any action-oriented choices, the personal
values of the leader will reflect the choices that are most resonant for each person.

Ultimately, leaders’ choices will assist them in addressing questions like: Which leadership
holons (forms and tributary theories) best match who I am as a leader?; Which leadership
holons (forms and tributary theories) would I like to develop further?; Which leadership
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holons (forms and tributary theories) are palatable within my organization?; and, What can I
do to bring my personal and leadership values, and the values of my organization, into greater
balance and harmony in order to lead holistically?

Figure 1 and Tablel do not provide a definitive perspective of holistic leadership. Rather,
they are meant to provide some guidance as to what it could be, in the context of the current
educational leadership research. Table 1 is presented as the main contribution of this paper.
The summary and related quotations and citations in this table permit examination of the
connectedness with and between the holistic leadership holon orientations/forms and their
associated tributary theories, as well as those for both transactional and transformational
leadership holon/tributary theories. It is our hope that these sources, the citations, quotes, and
the way these have been sorted to reflect the three leadership holon orientations/forms as
presented in Figure 1 will lead to further focused work in these areas of educational research.
We might also consider a time when those who hire and promote educational leaders will
have some framework such as the continuum provided in this work to use as a reference for
their hiring decisions. This is a hopeful look to a future when our educational leaders have
intentionality in relation to their approaches to their roles in education.
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