School Leadership for the 21st Century

A presentation by Gavin Keller, Education Consultant—EduExcel

Neuro-leadership is taking the world by storm.
fMRI scans have aided leaders to track how hu-
mans process information and the effect that it
has on learning.

Educators have to follow this rapidly changing en-
vironment in order to lead the next generation to
be successful.

Neuroleadership has four domains:

1. Problem solving and Decision-making skills

2.  Staying cool under pressure

3.  Collaboration
and co-
operation

4. Facilitating
change

How do we apply
neuro-leadership in
education?

In order to address
this issue, we need
to look at some of
the myths that
shaped the way we
do things and make
some serious shifts
to bring schools in
line for the 21st
century.

Are we educating
for 1990 or 2030?
Too many schools
are doing things
exactly the same as
they did in the 20th
century—and in so
doing are failing
their youth and not
preparing them for
the 21st century.

Dr Heidi Jacobs, a keynote speaker at the ASCD
Conference in San Francisco highlighted the three
myths that shape our operational vision of schools:
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Essential Education
for a Changing World

Myth One: The good old days are still good
enough!

If school is the same as in 1990—we have a major
problem. How has your school changed since
1990?

Myth Two: We’re better off if we all think alike!
The 21 Century school must be fearless about ideas
and openly engage in discussion and debate about
what should be in the subject matter. How fear-
less are you?

Myth 3: Too much
creativity is danger-
ous—and the arts
are frills! Curriculum
should not only fo-
cus on the tools nec-
essary to develop
reasoned and logical
construction of new
knowledge in our
various fields of
study, but also
should aggressively
cultivate a culture
that nurtures crea-
tivity in all learners.

This means educa-
tors have to upgrade
our content, exam-
ine our disciplines,
design guiding ques-
tions and add some
provocations  that
will cause all of us to
ponder different
opinions, beliefs and
cultures.

Daniel Pink says:

“We are entering a new age. It is an age animated
by a different form of thinking and a new approach
to life—one that prizes aptitude that | call “high
concept’” and “high touch”. High concepts involves
the capacity to detect patterns and opportunities,
to create artistic and emotional beauty, to craft a



satisfying narrative, and to combine seemingly
unrelated ideas into something new. High
touch involves the ability to empathise with oth-
ers, to understand subtleties of human
interaction, to find joy in one’s
self and to elicit it in others,
and to stretch beyond
the common place in
pursuit of purpose
and meaning”

Schools need to apply
this wisdom to ad-
dress their operational
shifts.

1. Make use of the established
goals as presented in the national curricu-
lum statement and make sure that it is
transferred to real life applications.

2. Address the neglected areas in our cur-
riculum.

3. Drive creativity, decision making and
problem solving through all learning ar-
eas.

4.  Convert classrooms into virtual learning
spaces.

5. Make sure that all educators are IT liter-
ate, have a mini-notebook and, deliver vir-
tual learning regularly.

Three major mind shifts will need to be made.

Mind Shift 1#

Move FROM knowing right answers TO knowing
how to behave when answers are not readily
apparent.

“The habits of a vigorous mind are formed in
contending with difficulties”, Abigail Adams. Old
schools tend to teach, assess, and reward con-
vergent thinking and the acquisition of content
with a limited range of acceptable answers. Life
in the real world demands multiple ways to do
something well.

Mind Shift 2#
Move FROM transmitting meaning TO con-

structing meaning.

Meaning making is not a spectator sport.

Schools were not designed for chil-
dren. Rather they reflected the fac-
tory model of organisation resulting
from the ascension of industry and
economic expansion between 1827
and 1921, which ultimately was ap-
plied to education and business.
Business changed—Education never

Knowledge is a constructive process rather than
a finding. It is not the content that is stored in
memory, but the activity of constructing it that
gets stored. In our redesign of our cur-
riculum, a great deal of empha-
sis will be placed on making
meaning.

Mind Shift 3#
Move FROM external
assessment TO self-
assessment.

How many tests do we
need to take in our life af-
ter school. It is ridiculous to
spend so much time to measure
how much content has been retained. All it
does is provide Estate Agents with a guide for
fixing home prices near schools with good test
scores. It does nothing for the students and
nothing to make them competent adults who
will impact society.

Assessment should be a mechanism for provid-
ing ongoing feedback to our students and to the
organisation as a necessary part of the spiralling
processes of continuous renewal: self-managing,
self-monitoring, and self-modifying.

Mind shifts do not come easily. They demand
that we have to let go of old habits, old beliefs
and old traditions. To make a mind shift means
a disruption. If there is no disruption then we
are only tweaking things. Curriculum 21 de-
mands a disruption and high performing South
African Schools must be ready to make the
changes and shift minds in order to give our stu-
dents the best chance of success in the 21st cen-
tury.

School leaders must model the four domains of
neuro-leadership in order to prepare their stu-
dents to cope in the world of work in 2030. This
country needs school leaders, not bureaucrats,
educators not ventriloquist puppets, thinkers
not regurgitators, creators not copies.

Are you ready to take your school into the 21st
Century?



