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USHERING ANOTHER BRAND OF LEADERSHIP: CAN WOMEN MAKE A DIFFERENCE?
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Introduction

Leaders of the 21st century must align today’s environment, promote change, ensure stability and anticipate tomorrow’s environment!

South African schools are presently faced with the challenge of managing educational change effectively. There are a number of policy initiatives that have been introduced to help educators deal with the new demands of change. Some argue that these policies are not working because schools are still fraught with enormous problems. In some quarters there is an atmosphere of dissipation and frustration and yet there is still hope that if we persevere we can make things happen notwithstanding of our difficulties. We realise that education operates within a context that is continually changing, complex and turbulent. More recently, the issue of diversity in organisations is looming high in the transformation agenda. We see more and more women assuming challenging and stimulating leadership positions in various industries. The question is: Can women make a significant difference in a transforming society? Does gender really matter in leading and managing people?

 We take five directions that inform the transformational leadership form women’s perspective: firstly, leadership challenge in a transforming educational context, secondly, women as strategic and visionary leaders for change; thirdly, women as effective inspirational leaders, fourthly, women leaders as risk takers and lastly, leadership-learning strategies for success in the 21st century. We argue that it is important to retain all five directions in dealing with the women leadership challenge because they set the preconditions and parameters for competitive advantage in a continually changing educational context that operates within a more complex competitive global setting. 

Furthermore, our thinking and arguments are honed on leadership theories in general as well as transformational leadership theories by Kotter (1996), Senge (1996), Moloi (1999). We also draw our arguments from our experiences as practitioners and leader-managers. It is important to provide the theoretical base from which we draw our arguments and consequently the next section looks at theories of leadership and management.

Theories on women as transformational leader-managers

Research by Knight (1995:32) indicates that women leader-managers are individuals with inspirational motivation, vision-driven and risk taking. Because of this inclination women tend to become persuasive in getting followers to achieve goals (Donelly, James, Gibson & Ivancevich 1995:380). According to Garrison and Bly (1997:355) women’s leadership and management styles shift from a centralised and autocratic process to amore participatory approach. Bilimaria (1999:2) purports that men and women are different with regard to leadership and management of their schools. This difference manifests itself in their unique experiences of work, their ways of interaction with colleagues and their personal development paths. Whilst distinct differences between men and women can be identified Uma and Frederick (1992:11) point out that men and women are similar in a wide variety of personality traits, job-related skills and behaviour. There are however, variations in terms of physical strength on the side of men and more caring skills and a sense of responsibility, commitment and particular care to detail on the side of women (Moloi, 1999: 208); Winstanley and Woodal (2000:87). Furthermore, Bagihole (1994:5); Bailey (1997:81) postulate that women are more receptive, nurturing, empathetic, intuitive and emotional in their leadership approach. As a result of this, women tend to emphasise sensitive values and relationship through consensus, building more open communication and caring styles in their leadership and management functions. In contrast, Morgan (1994:9) reasons that men are more rational, analytical and achievement-oriented. He furthermore allude that men tend to exercise a hierarchical structure with departments based on job definitions set by senior managers, they are inclined towards vertical communication, power and authority focused on seniority hierarchy. To this view Bailey (1997: 81) asserts that men’s leadership qualities involve functionality, rationality and instrumentality. 

Furthermore, research by Morgan (1994:50); Bush (1995:26); Bilimaria (1999:1) shows that men bottle up their emotions by not showing their feelings when they are hurt. On the other hand women express their emotions and reveal their feelings of happiness and sadness. Interesting claims are made by Nelton (1991:1); Morgan (1994:48); Marshall (1995:318) who aver that men present the past while women present the future of the organisational society. The assertion by Marshall epitomizes our choice for the title of this paper. We firmly believe that women are ushering a new brand of leadership in our schools and that they are capable of making a huge difference. 

Framing the leadership challenge for women in a changing educational context

Given the changes expected in technology, media, communications, social values, education, international relations, policy and demography, what kind of challenges face educational leaders of the emerging century?  We may not be sure but one is certain that continuing challenges will tax our collective abilities to deal with unprecedented change in our work as leaders. The Ministry and National Education Department have shown commitment to service delivery and quality of education in South Africa.  Policies and appropriate strategies to assure quality and excellent service provision to build responsive organisations are in place.  However, we can have the best policies in our education system but without the commitment to best service these policies will remain meaningless paper work. The anticipated quality improvement rests squarely on the hands of professionals and practitioners but more importantly on women as transformational leaders. 

Today we see a number of women leading and managing secondary schools. One of the presenters of this paper is herself a principal at a secondary school in the Gauteng Province of education. When she assumed the leadership of the school, she found it underperforming in various aspects. Through her strategic, inspirational and visionary leadership she has been capable of turning that school from a 3% pass rate in the grade 12 examinations to a consistent 98% pass over the past three years. It is interesting to note that the previous principal was a man. The question is: What makes women do better than their male counterparts in leading and managing schools?

With enormous challenges and complex change all around us, schools are often viewed as either the cause for society’s problems, or the cure for them. Either way the schools are a reflection of society; they are a cross-section of society. The enigmas as well as the blessings of our society are evident in our schools. Schools reel when society does; schools rejoice when society does. Schools and society are symbiotic and cannot be separated healthily. Therefore, when a major occurrence shocks society the schools change in one way or another. Thus, in the face of mounting social problems, schools have often been made the sole public response.

The statement above raises a number of issues and critical questions that impinge on the function of leadership in the emerging age. Research indicates that changes in schools that have persisted have often been the reaction to various societal problems. These problems that are perceived by educational practitioners and professionals and by the public at large feed into individual school's cultures and induce change initiatives that both practitioners and administrators endorse. 

The key questions are:

· What is the primary purpose of women leadership in our schools?

· What is the primary focus of our work within our organisation?

· What factors cause some women leaders to succeed more than others?

· What factors cause some women leaders to be ineffective?

· Which women will be motivated to go beyond the entry-level supervision or management?
·           What kind of environment is most likely to work best with what type of     woman?

· 
Are women able to make that significant difference?

These questions are grounded in women leaders’ ability to draw a competitive agenda for change honed in a strategic and empowering vision for our schools. Furthermore, the power of transformational leadership in creating a successful school rests in women’s ability to continually critique their own performance and that of their followers. This is what drives performance and gets results and the reason why some schools will do better than others. What skills do female leaders need in the face of mounting challenges?

The challenges for women leaders in risk taking

As female leaders we should focus on building empowering relationships and building a context for shared leadership within our schools as we do have the ability to do so. Our schools will inevitably change since they are human institutions, and as humans we are constantly changing. Furthermore, to deal with change effectively we need to have strong conviction and the belief that our schools can work and that we are the agents and drivers of change to happen within them. 

What we need is the ability to set powerful strategic visions that will propel us into sustained and focused action because leaders for the emerging age are robust in their approach to work. Robustness entails the capacity to adapt and maintain competitive advantage whilst we take calculated risks through innovation. Robust female leaders are open in their approach and have freedom to question their own beliefs and assumptions. This is a huge risk! These leaders are open to criticism because they want to improve practice and to achieve phenomenal results. They are focused on building learnership contexts within their schools to create the people edge. They know that schools are managed conversations where people are allowed to talk about their fears and aspirations. This is the big risk – to allow free flowing open communication. Women are good at that. Research by Lewenhak (1988:263) indicates that women play a major role in purveying information because of their large role in local sales of produce, the market being the point of not only goods, but also of news and information.  The triumphs of women in oracy have further been circumscribed with the development of diffusion of information and ideas by means of the written word. We know that women have also produced literature and history. These women are pioneers and high achievers. Thus, pioneers are not afraid to take risks and their upward-mobile motivations are made possible partly, by their own very positive sense of self-worth. They recognise their naturally endowed and acquired talents and use these to empower others (Bette and Stead, 1978:241).

Women as effective motivational and inspirational leaders

Research by Bette and Stead (1978: 240) reveals that women can be categorised by different degrees of motivational and inspirational prowness for upward mobility within the organisation. This categorisation is determined by such factors as degree of self-confidence, evidence of a desire to achieve, prior patterns of success, reasons for motivation, personal commitment to career development and maturity. This motivational prowness is in turn related to a probable degree of success in the role of leader-manager. We can relate to the postulations by Bette and Stead in terms of our own work experience. To cite an example, in our current job situation the three women that have assumed leadership positions in the past four years have brought about enormous excitement and innovation into the department and faculty through shared leadership. Their high level of motivation, the willingness to support assure and help colleagues ignite and transform the department. For us this is the brand that makes the difference! It is not only about what’s in it for me but what’s in it for us! This attitude of broad-based empowerment and distributed leadership tends to bring about meaningful commitment to a shared purpose. The brand therefore distinguishes successful women in leadership because they are positively motivated to take on more responsibility and to move up the organisational ladder. Women leaders of this nature are innovators and the initiators of change. 

As effective change leaders they are adept at framing the change in terms of results for the organisation as a whole. They challenge others to align themselves with the new organisational change and provide the necessary resources and support to execute functions successfully at every level of the organisation. They foster and create an atmosphere that enables people to test the new change, generate recommendations and experiment with new ways of operating. They create a context for shared and distributed leadership. These leaders lead the change effort with every word and action and they become the role models for the organisation. 

Moreover, change leaders have the responsibility to establish compelling and legitimate business reasons for change. They focus on results, on success, analyse failure to determine why it occurred, and constantly encourage others to try again. These leaders interact with individuals and groups in the organisation to explain the who, what, where, why, and how of the change. If they realize that there is a gap between their understanding of the change and the rest of the organisation they use every communication vehicle available to help close the gap. Consequently, women as transformational leaders utilize every opportunity to interact with others to legitimize necessary change and to encourage challenges and answer questions. 

Women as visionary leaders for change

Leaping into the future is thus vision-driven. Without a powerful and shared vision, we cannot be able to achieve the results that we truly desire. The leader’s vision should enable followers to feel a connectedness in an important undertaking, such as working together for the common good that gives a sense of destiny. 

The power of a compelling vision should never be underestimated. A shared vision is an all-encompassing world-view which provides focus for an individual, concerning what the individual knows, what is to be learnt and what is to be valued. Whether the organisation vision comes from themselves or from others leaders for the emerging century must develop the ability to articulate the vision in an inspiring way, using symbols and metaphors that speak to the heart as well as the head. Getting the word out is key. Change is not possible unless people are willing to help. Speeches and newsletters help communicate the vision, but the most powerful medium is the behaviour of the strategic and visionary leader in the organisation. Very visible executive-level leaders must behave in ways that are consistent with the vision. Strategic leaders, those who communicate the vision well, must incorporate messages about the vision into their hour-to-hour activities and use every communication channel to get the word out (Kotter, 1995). The key for success is to develop a strategic vision for change and success. 

A strategic vision can provide both a corporate sense of being and a sense of enduring purpose. While incorporating a measure of today’s success, vision transcends day-to-day issues. By providing meaning in both the present and the future, vision can empower and encourage leaders and followers to implement change.

Furthermore, a strategic and visionary leader combines different frames to leapfrog his/her organisation into the future. This kind of leader is capable of enabling participants in an educational community to construct meanings that lead towards a common purpose of their work. Success of organisational change may depend on many such efforts by individuals at every level to take responsibility and mutual leadership. Still, how the leader  at the fulcrum acts-in-situations that require structural, political, human, and symbolic leadership - clearly has a lot to do with whether an organisation moves forward, and stays there when its leader moves on. 

Leadership lessons to succeed in the 21st century

To succeed in the 21st century we need to design our agenda for change. It should be an agenda that not only looks at structures, process and procedures. This agenda should take into cognition human feelings because it is people that implement change efforts. 

· Lead through consistent word and deed.

· Broadcast a clear explanation of the real world drivers of change.

· Provide resources, tools and strategies to facilitate change.

· Agree with people’s feelings about change.

· Remain patient, they listen to the fears of colleagues while pushing for change.

· Create a culture of self-initiated change and improvement.

A successful and strategic leader knows which role to play at what time, and she knows when to change roles. Once the role is sorted out, you can ask the other really important questions: What changes are necessary and desirable? How do you go about managing change to succeed in the 21st century? 

As we experience pressures from all spheres of our lives, the challenge of leading our schools towards meaningful improvement has never loomed larger.  We need to educate and construct new learning to lead our schools to the demands of a swiftly changing global society. Whilst the locus of our actions is on our schools, our thinking should go beyond their bounds and confines. The key is to act locally whilst thinking globally.  Global mindsets are most needed to deal with global issues and our female leadership agendas for the emerging century have become more challenging. 

We can learn to set broad agendas for change and subsequent goals epitomized in our learning capabilities. Effective female leaders are adept at framing problems in ways that connect to the different audiences being addressed without compromising the integrity of the change itself. These leaders tend to act in different frames that reflect their personal styles and that focus on different aspects of any problem. Some leaders are especially sensitive to the needs of people in the organisation and gravitate towards human resources. Some see structure as the key to most problems and use analysis and design as a primary tool to solving them. Some are primarily political, advocating certain actions, negotiating, and building coalitions. And some are prophets or poets, using symbolism to inspire people and frame experiences.

 Whatever your leadership style is, the demands for the emerging age are that you should be strategic in your thinking. Be hard on structures and soft on people. Create a context for continuous change, learning, application and reflection.  Guide your group to learning and build new meaning from the group's collective intelligence. Use a number of tools, which value all your members and their thinking, root that learning into their needs and experiences. Strive to create new thinking in your organisation. Excite followers and make them feel wanted and valued. Reward good performance and acknowledge effort. Use various feedback mechanisms to create an environment for reflective discussion and dialogue. Followers too have stories to tell. Create a platform for them to tell their stories. The stories they tell can help tease out issues, make meaning, connect with each other's thinking and build a community of deep learning in order to achieve deep change to survive the challenges of the emerging century. 

In the emerging century we must learn the art to "talk the talk" and "walk the talk". Both are daunting tasks but they are imperative in sustaining and succeeding in the change efforts. Together we need to create meaningful relationships with each other in order, to truly understand each other and to get along. We have to continually engage in reflective discussions with colleagues so that we can hear them out. We need to hear what their problems are and what it is that excites them. We must learn the art of skillful listening and skillful conversation. Change should make meaning to both individuals and teams so that each person can understand the change from their personal perspectives. All these aspects must be accommodated in our change efforts in order to succeed. Change is difficult and it is a long journey. 

As organisations operating within a rapidly changing and complex environment we need to learn how to quickly adapt to the changes around us, new technology, globalisation and the management of knowledge. Globalisation, for example, has enormous impact on what we do and how we do what we do in our organisations.  The need to continually learn has become urgent in all future-seeking organisations. Consequently, learning organisations are emerging because they enable us to cope with the demands of globalisation and to resuscitate organisations to avoid their death.  Moreover, learning organisations are disciplinary, transformational and developmental change strategies that can help us to take quantum leaps into the future. They represent an environment where acquisition of skill and knowledge is valued and rewarded and where individual learning styles are accommodated.  As a result of their proactive stance and relevance to organisation-based management and learning, learning organisations give greater attention to continuous quality improvement for customer satisfaction, as well as high value on human resources and high performance teams. 

Consequently, in an era of unprecedented and incessant change, change leaders must be conversant with the implications of, inter alia:

· emergence of the knowledge economy and information era;

· global networks;

· a changing world of work;

· management of diversity;

· the ‘world-class’ concept; and

· the war for the best brains;

Effective change leaders know that more and more knowledge is providing the key raw material for wealth creation and is quickly becoming the fountain of organisational life and personal power. Knowledge is created continuously in every corner of the globe and doubles every three to four years simply because more people are creating more knowledge. It is becoming the organisation’s most valuable asset and is absolutely critical for survival of organisations competing with the world’s best performing organisations. Every company today depends increasingly on knowledge – process, management skills, technologies, and information about competitors, customers, clients and suppliers. This knowledge that exists in an organisation can be best used to create differential advantage.

Most strategic leaders consciously develop and maintain a variety of information and power networks. These networks may be the sources of information that change is necessary. In addition to serving as sources of information, these networks also serve as sounding boards for new ideas. The people in these networks must be trusted by the leader, and familiar with the leader’s thought processes (http://www.ndu.edu/ndu/inss/books/strategic/pt4ch19.html). Being a part of the global network of communication and information ‘flow’ is critical for success in a global village. The Internet is an integral part of global business and is used for financial transactions, information acquisition, marketing the organisation, data and technological transfer. These commodities allow us to leapfrog steps into our development and to lead our organisations meaningfully into the new age.

The implications for us are to continually learn as individuals and teams in order to create the knowledge base we need to survive and outflank our competitors. We need to become learning organisations in order to leverage talent to give us competitive edge and to meet the demands of a changing work environment. Kotter (2003) developed eight critical steps to overcome the challenges of the 21st century:

·        increase urgency;

·        build the guiding team;

·       get the vision right;

·       communicate buy-in;

·       empower action;

·       create short term wins; 

·       don’t let up; and

·       make change stick.

Conclusion

Today, attractiveness not only means creating a favourable environment for the best investments but also for the best brains – and pioneering women. If it is true that the world is moving into a knowledge economy, then the most competitive nations and schools will also have to be attractive to the best people. Consequently we need to develop policies and best practices to entice the best talents. 

In an effort to leap into the future we need to create clarity and focus about our leadership roles and responsibilities:

· We need to recognise the effort individuals make as well as their successes.

· We have to continually learn and improve what we do in our organisations.

· We need to copy best practices from others that are doing well.

· We have to continually strive to sustain the momentum of success.

The task of marshalling commitment and collaboration and capacity for any particular school and ledaership reform is complicated. The key is to recognise the power of collective intelligence that comes from both men and women committed to helping others believe that they can and should, within their little domain, help provide some leadership so that, collectively, we can all make something quite remarkable to happen in times of change and difficulty. Women have the brand! They are already doing it. With more effort women can change the world to be a better place for all.
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