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Globally, we have had a lot of discussion 

about what our 21st Century graduates 

will need in order to survive and thrive in 

changing global societies. According to 

Dr Michael Fullan from Ontario, Canada, 

and one of the world’s leaders on student 

achievement and change, our graduates 

need to go beyond the basics. He describes 

the ‘the six C’s of student achievement’ 

as being: character, citizenship, 

communication, critical thinking and 

problem-solving, collaboration, and 

creativity and imagination (Fullan, 

2013, p. 9). These six C’s are attributes 

that parents and the public value, and 

employers seek. 

Most jurisdictions across the globe are 

having their own conversations about the 

challenges of describing the 21st Century 

graduate, yet there is common agreement 

that the status quo is no longer enough. 

The question we must ask ourselves, as 

school leaders, is what does our work 

in schools look like as we influence the 

capacity of our graduates? How do we 

create learning environments where our 

students are ready for their future?

Leadership is the exercise of influence 

on organisational members and diverse 

stakeholders toward the identification 

and achievement of the organisation’s 

vision and goals (Ontario Leadership 

Framework, 2013). If the vision and 

goals of our education system(s) are 

some version of Fullan’s six C’s, dynamic 

leadership will mean purposefully 

engaging many others in a spirit of 

‘innovation, risk-taking, commitment and 

problem solving’ (Fullan, 2013, p. 9). 

Dynamic leadership suggests vibrant, 

energetic and highly motivating 

environments for our students. In her 

study of motivation factors that impact 

student engagement Kathleen Cushman 

identified ‘social learning with others, 

links to students’ own interests, cultural 

connections, physical activity, relevance to 

the larger world, competition, an element 

of choice and sheer curiosity about an 

intriguing puzzle’ (Education Leadership, 

2013, p. 42). What is the principal’s 

role in creating these conditions in our 

schools? Are we maximising the potential 

for each of our students and building a 

nation of future nation builders?

In a 2010 McKinsey report that studied 

school systems around the world, Ontario, 

Canada, was deemed to be moving from 

‘great to excellent,’ and school leadership 

has been a key factor in the province’s 

decade of continuous improvement. 

In her upcoming book Good to Great 

to Innovate - Recalculating the Route: 

Pathways to Career Readiness, K-12+, Dr 

Lyn Sharratt confirms the skills that stand 

out as common to all, best aligned with 

the demands of the workplace and an 

‘innovator’s mind-set’ as being: critical 

thinking and problem-solving, creativity, 

curiosity and collaborative approaches. 

The graphic over the page better 

demonstrates this discussion.

There is no doubt that it is the role of the 

school leader to set these ‘new basics’ as 

the priority for students.

Leadership development is something that 

Ontario takes very seriously. Teachers who 

aspire to become principals make a big 

commitment in terms of personal time for 

taking the required certification program, 

(the Principals Qualification Program with 

minimum 310 hours), tuition fees, and 

rigorous study above and beyond teacher 

certification. As the provincial focus and 

pressure to move from great to excellent 

transpires, the mantra of instructional 

leadership is moving steadily toward 

dynamic leadership.

Leadership has many definitions that vary 

according to the research and the context, 

but there are a few fundamental concepts 

that are universal and have proven to be 

effective in Ontario.

1. Improving student achievement 

is the primal focus of an effective 
school leader. The certification and 
professional training programs, and 
every module of instruction, use 
student learning as a lens from which 
to view other aspects of the role. We set 
aside the dichotomy of management 
versus instructional leadership 
and advocate a focus on student 
achievement that transcends all 
actions as a school leader. Our goal is 
to continually examine the leadership 
practices that impact student learning. 
As our vision for future graduates 
grows and evolves, so does the role  
of leader.

2. All programs for principal training are 
guided by a Leadership Framework to 
identify the behaviours and practices 
associated with effective leadership 
in schools. The common language 
provided by a framework gives school 
leaders the license to apply the manner 
in which they achieve the following 

core practices:

•	 Collaboratively	build	a	compelling	

and shared vision for the school with 

specific goals that everyone feels 

commitment to achieving;
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•	 Monitor	student	achievement	

and school improvement while 

creating both internal and external 

accountability.

3. The personal qualities associated 

with effective leadership must be 

identified and measured, as they 

are foundational to the influence 

that school leaders will have in their 

schools and in their communities 

(ie. interpersonal skills, problem-

solving capacity, communication 

and knowledge of effective strategies 

that directly affect student learning). 

Trust is the foundation of all effective 

leadership and the best leaders 

understand the power and importance 

of trust. The most dynamic leaders 

know how to build trust, how to 

maintain it and how to repair the 

damage when trusting relationships 

have been jeopardised.

•	 Communicate	and	integrate	the	

vision and goals into all aspects of 

the school;

•	 Establish	and	model	high	

expectations for all, providing 

individuals with support, 

consideration and guidance;

•	 Intellectually	stimulate	staff	and	

ensure the pursuit of new learning;

•	 Build	trust	with	all	individuals	and	

organisations within the school and 

community and build a culture of 

engagement, collaboration, and 

shared leadership;

•	 Develop	strong	relationships	with	

families and community groups 

while engaging experts to support 

the achievement of school goals;

•	 Ensure	physical	and	emotional	

safety for everyone; and

In his new book Digital Leadership: 

Changing Paradigms for Changing Times, 

Eric Sheninger makes the point that as 

school leaders we need to embrace the 

technology that is now embedded in our 

students’ lives. It is not going to go away 

and unless we understand the true value 

and power of technology, our students 

will be disenfranchised and deem school 

irrelevant. Dynamic leaders are role 

models for the digital age that is upon us. 

Sheninger shares NASSP guidelines for 

integrating technology in their school  

as paraphrased below:

•	 Principals	need	to	walk	the	talk	and	

role model the use of technology that 

they want their teachers to use in  

the classrooms.

•	 Communicating	the	importance	of	and	

the expectation to integrate technology 

in a clear and reasonable fashion.

Figure 1: The ‘Innovation Mind-Set’

Partnership for 21st Century Skills

1. Learning and Innovation Skills 
critical thinking and problem-solving 
communication and collaboration 
creativity and innovation

2.  Information Media & Technology Skills 
access information efficiently and effectively 
evaluate information critically and competently 
use information accurately and creatively

3. Life and Career Skills 
flexibility and adaptability 
initiative and self direction 
social and cross-cultural interaction 
Productivity and accountability 
leadership and responsibility

The ‘Innovation Mind-Set’

Critical Thinking / Problem-Solving

Creativity

Curiosity

Collaborative Approaches

Tony Wagner in the Global Achievement Gap

1. Critical thinking and problem-solving

2. Collaboration across networks and leading by 
influence

3. Agility and adaptability

4. Initiative and entrepreneurialism

5. Effective oral and written communication

6. Assessing and analysing information, and

7. Curiosity and imagination

Conference Board of Canada

1. Fundamental Skills 
communicate 
Manage information 
use numbers 
think and solve problems

2.  Personal Management Skills 
demonstrate positive attitudes and behaviours 
Be responsible 
Be adaptable 
learn continuously 
Work safely

3. Teamwork Skills 
Work with others 
Participate in projects and tasks

Human Resources and Skills Development 
Canada (HRSDC)

1. Reading

2. Writing

3. Document use

4. Numeracy

5. Computer use

6. Thinking

7. Oral communication

8. Working with others

9. Continuous learning

(Harild, G. & Sharratt, L. In Press. p. 130).
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expectations for collaboration. A climate 

of collaborative inquiry and reflective 

practice becomes the norm. Establishing 

a culture of collective efficacy and shared 

responsibility for student success is a key. 

Fullan claims, ‘change-agent principals 

who focus on team over self hire the best 

people for the team (invest in human 

capital), build a team environment (social 

capital), support the learning of all staff, 

and seek critical feedback. … They foster 

group norms such that people feel free to 

raise concerns and offer alternative ideas’ 

(Fullan, 2014 p. 132).

This means that a culture of trust and 

collective approaches to problem-

solving is the way things get done. The 

diversity of thinking that can be brought 

to a challenging situation is the key 

to providing innovative resolutions to 

problems, to breaking free from the 

limiting assumptions and practices 

(Robinson, 2011, p. 106), and to 

unleashing the talents of entire teams. 

In conclusion, dynamic leadership must 

translate into dynamic learning for 

students. Student engagement and love 

of learning is the gauge every school 

leader must use to evaluate their impact. 

Dynamic leadership embeds instructional 

leadership and moves beyond classroom 

to an interconnected focus on building 

capacity and group development. As 

•	 Appropriate	professional	development	

to support effective use of technology is 

key, and support the early adopters who 

are willing to take risks and innovate.

•	 While	access	to	the	technology	will	

always be a challenge it is important 

that teachers have access to the digital 

tools that students are using.

•	 It	is	the	school	leader	who	guides	the	

decision-making process for use of 

technology, rather than the  

technology leaders. 

•	 Student	work	must	also	be	done	and	

stored technologically.

•	 The	principal	is	the	key	to	using	

technology as a communication tool 

and building a vision of technologically 

skilled 21st Century graduates 

(Sheninger, 2014, p. 42).

Dynamic leaders are those that create 

exciting, energetic and highly stimulating 

environments for our students. Technology 

is one of the tools that will create those 

environments. Principals who model 

their own learning while shaping the 

conditions for all to engage in ongoing 

professional learning, are dynamic. 

If we think of dynamic as being 

vigorous and purposeful, our effective 

leaders are on a continuous path of 

building capacity and setting high 

Fullan advises, staying dynamically 

plugged in to the external world is often 

the source of new ideas and expanding 

partnerships (2014, p. 134). Dynamic 

leaders are active and lively and expect no 

less energy from the people around them. 
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