
Distributed Leadership as Fostering the 
Conditions for a Healthy Learning 
Organization 
By Darren Stanley, Faculty of complexity which Richard Pascale (2000) knowledge that self-organization and emer- 

Education, University of Windsor, and suggests can be "translated into practical gence, shared aspects of healthy organiza- 
designs for the purpose of revitalizing or- tions, are the twin engines in the evolution 

Young' School Of Education and ganizations" (p. 35). If a school is treated as of all living things (Pascale, Milleman, and 
Professional Learning, Trent a living organization, then no matter how it Gioja 2000, p. 146). For a school to self- 
University may be managed, the on-going results will organize and emerge in creative possibility 

resemble something healthy and alive or implies that leadership cannot be situated at 
What is the work an leader? something dose to death. Of course, the top and centralized, governing the body, 
The leadership has a whereas the former suggests organizational i.e. the school. Rather, it must be distributed 
being ass0ciated with the hiera- disequilibrium and the latter suggests equilib- across a flattened organization where leader- 
thy, management and A pervasive rium, no school is ever one or the other. It ship roles and gestures can circulate as 
problem affecting leadership is is, most likely, both/and. Like all living needed by the individuals and various collec- 
that its and have long things, the shift between health and illness is tives that form the school itself. In other 
been with this same a constant on-going emergence of patterns words, the school must function as a democ- 

leadership as in an unending dance with the world. Given racy through a kind of collective steering as 
control. *Y reassessing the an educa- that our appeal here is for healthy organiza- opposed to the singular fiat of an authoritar- 
tional leader, we argue that, as tions - specifically healthy schools - what do ian figure. 
leaders, the principals' role is to help foster these principles of complexity tell us to do? 

learning a More specifically, what does leadership look If the universe is inherently participatory, 
notion for contemporary leadership founded like in a healthy school? then the capacity for creative possibility and 
upon principles, orientation, and values that adapting on the fly becomes much greater. 
recognize leadership as and circula- A model for a healthy school will be one that As Margaret Wheatley (1999) tells us, "great 
tivel rather than and cenualized, can thrive and adapt and will resemble most things are possible when we increase partici- 

a distributed leadership closely who we are as human beings. And, as pation" @. 46). Such is the ability for a 
is localized and distributed healthy human beings, we function in par- healthy organization. In fact, distributed 

across an Put we ticular ways that are shared hallmarks for all leadership through self-organization leads to 
suggest that for a learning Organiza- other kinds of healthy organizations of all the possibility that the larger collective can 
tion to emerge and self-organize, a dif- scales from the individual to the classroom adapt to the situations at hand. Many differ- 
ferent sense leadership needs to to peer groups, the entire school and the ent kinds of organizations self-organize quite 

community in which it is embedded, and the well: cell assemblies, schools of fish, flocks 
To assist us in the Our the- larger ecology. To  harness this kind of com- of birds, grassroots movements, and so on. 
sis* we and draw principles plexity in schools, however, requires a These kinds of things happen without the - - -  

direction of a single agent, and decentraliza- 
tion of action is at the heart of how these 
phenomena work so well. How might dis- 
tributed leadership look like in a school? 

As living organizations, we live in relation- 
ships: it is the currency of life @win and 
Regine 2001). Empirical research shows 
how people-centered environments and the 
inherent relationality of such places, 
through interdependence, open communi- 
cation, cooperative settings, respect and 
need for diversity and self-organization, are 
important conditions for healthy organiza- 
tions (Morrison 2002). Indeed, this kind of 
currency also is present in the biological 
body (Walleczek 2000). To  be sure, the 
notion of the body is also used to describe 
things like a body of knowledge and a po- 
litical body (Davis, Sumara, and Luce- 
Kapler 2000). So we might imagine how the 
complexities of our bodies might inform 



social bodies like schools, and in ways in pointing to examples used to illustrate the 
which they could function in healthy ways. argument for re-conceptualizing modern Pascale, Richard T., Mark Milleman, and 
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damentally paradoxical: how can one lead with- 
out leading? The answer is that it is a practice, 
a shared practice, distributed throughout 
healthy organizations. 

While these practices may seem simple, they 
are actually quite hard. This kind of para- 
doxical leadership requires allowing things to 
emerge; dealing with the ambiguities, uncer- 
tainties, and redundancies; allowing for ex- 
perirnentation and mistakes to happen. In 
addition, emotional and physically present 
leadership is another part of this formula. 
Finally, this leadership style requires the need 
to be empathic, and an ability to listen and 
respond, and to have faith and trust in the 
processes that give rise to the organization 
(Lewin and Regine 2001). What would a 
school look like that functioned in this way? 
Messy? Sure. Chaotic and uncontrolled? 
Seemingly so. But such places can exist and 
do exist. They are wonderfully, engaging and 
playful places that are open to creative pos- 
sibility. They are also, at heart, places of de- 
mocratic practices, built upon the relational 
and distributed forms of leadership. 

To  answer the question that we posed at the 
beginning, we have turned our attention to 
some ideas from the emerging field of com- 
plexity science. We have ascribed to the no- 
tion that healthy learning organizations re- 
semble other healthy life forms, and as such 
have noticed how such forms function 
through distributed processes and forms of 
leadership. We have noticed that there is a 
kind of paradoxical nature to the kind of 
leadership we are attempting to describe in 
this piece. How can we lead in an organiza- 
tion that self-organizes itself for its own pur- 
pose? The answer lies in the way in which 
this notion of leadership is framed. Schools 
are inherently living systems and we would 
do well to be inspired by the living world. By 
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