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Reviewing school leadership: From psychology to philosophy 

 
 

Abstract 

Arguably the notion of the school leader as the all-important person in school 

improvement in England still holds sway, despite the development of a huge 

range of leadership theories and perspectives which suggest a broader contextual 

approach may be appropriate. Reflecting on the development of a MA course in 

leadership and management, this paper argues that a philosophical approach 

based on the later work of Wittgenstein is helpful. The starting point for the 

approach used here is Wittgenstein’s notion of language-games, which gives 

recognition to the many different views, descriptions, definitions, and theories of 

leadership. Informed by Wittgenstein’s wider argument, it develops by bringing 

in the notions of family resemblance, social rules, and forms of life to suggest 

that Wittgenstein’s account of meaning is able to move us towards a better 

understanding of the range of views about school leadership. 
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Introduction 

There have been many changes in the role of headteachers and other school leaders over 

the last 30 to 40 years in England – see Weindling (1992), Webb and Vulliamy (1996), 

Brundrett and Rhodes (2014), and Gilroy (2019). For example; whereas schools were 

once relatively straightforward to categorize, Courtney and Gunter (2015, p. 404) have 

recently identified 90 school types, with a concomitant increase in the variety of job 

titles that school leaders use (Department for Education, 2015, p. 4). The work of school 

leaders is now more complex and wide-ranging – their work is not just about children 



and the curriculum in any narrow sense (Chevaillier, 2006, p. 31) but also involves HR, 

policies, finance, employment law, building regulations, bid writing, and so on 

(Lazenby, McCulla, & Marks, 2020, p. 3). It is still the case that ‘Headteachers often 

feel that they are not on top of all the tasks expected of them’ (Chevaillier, 2006, p. 31). 

When one adds to this mix the many interpretations of leadership, it comes as little 

surprise that some suggest that England’s schools have a leadership recruitment crisis 

on their hands (Busby, 2019; The Future Leaders Trust, 2016). 

Yet. at this time of rapid change, the role of the leader in schools has, it seems, 

become ever more important. The emphasis often seems to be on the personality and the 

psychology of the leader. In 2005, Simkins drew out what he regarded as some of the 

key ideas reflected in many aspects of thinking about, and the practice of, leadership in 

education, namely: 

• that leadership resides in individuals  

• that leadership is hierarchically based and linked to office  

• that leadership occurs when leaders do things to followers  

• that leadership is different from and more important than management  

• that leaders are different  

• that leaders make a crucial difference to organizational performance  

• that effective leadership is generalizable. (Simkins, 2005, p. 11) 

This approach seems to have persisted. It has been said that ‘No matter the governing 

body, geographical region, or setting of an underperforming school, there is a common 

belief that the leader (singular) is solely responsible for changes to occur’ (Denmark, 

2012), and that ‘there is not a single documented case of a school successfully turning 

around its pupil achievement trajectory in the absence of talented leadership’ 

(Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2008, p. 29). In 2009, Day et al. argued that: 



The research demonstrates that heads in more effective schools are successful in 

improving pupil outcomes through who they are - their values, virtues dispositions, 

attributes and competences - the strategies they use, and the specific combination 

and timely implementation and management of these strategies in response to the 

unique contexts in which they work. (Day et al., 2009, p. 1) 

Perhaps because of the increase in demands on headteachers, and the increasing 

profile of school leaders, ‘educational leadership and management has… become an 

established discipline with its own theories’ (Bush, 2011, p. 15). Many different models 

and theories of leadership and management have been proposed; Zaccaro and Horn give 

a useful summary of many of them (2003, pp. 771-772), as do Bush and Glover (2003). 

Bush (2011, p. 13) draws attention to how many such models had their origins in 

industry and were later applied to educational settings (Bush, 2011, pp. 33-54). Parry 

and Bryman (2006, p. 448) consider that the trait approach dominated until late 1940s, 

followed by the leadership style approach to the late 1960s, the contingency approach 

until the early 1980s, followed by the New Leadership approach dominating the late 

1990s, and then the post-charismatic and post-transformational approaches emerging in 

the late 1990s. Avolio, Walumbwa, and Weber (2009, p. 422) highlight how studies 

have moved away from focusing on a single leader and onto the study of followers, 

peers, supervisors and the context in which leadership takes place. Jensen (2020, p. 2) 

suggests that the ‘theory movement’ dominated school leadership research until the 

early 1970s but fell out of favor for concentrating too much on ‘technical issues and 

administrative skills and for the lack of attention to values’. Perhaps for these reasons, 

one recent approach argues that ‘leadership is no longer simply described as an 

individual characteristic or difference, but rather is depicted… as shared, relational, 

strategic, global, and a complex social dynamic’ (Avolio et al., 2009, pp. 422-423), and 

James, Crawford, and Oplatka (2019) highlight the affective dimension to leadership. 



However, whether these broader notions of leadership have become influential in terms 

of school leadership is debatable (Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2020; L. Thomas, 

Tuytens, Devos, Kelchtermans, & Vanderlinde, 2020). 

How can we make sense of such a ‘morass of definitions, studies and theories’ 

(Kelly 2008, p.774)? And how can they be applied, if at all, to leadership in schools? 

These questions came to the fore a few years ago when I was asked to write a new MA 

course in leadership and management for teachers and other education professionals 

who wished to undertake some professional development. The course would seek to 

attract a wide range of participants. These would include those who were working in 

this country, as well as students from other countries. Some would be current school 

leaders; others would be aspiring to become school leaders, whilst it was hoped that the 

course would also be attractive to those who were, or were seeking to become, leaders 

of subject departments or with pastoral responsibilities, or working in other educational 

and education-related settings. Given the wide-ranging backgrounds of the participants, 

and their differing expectations of the course, what approaches would be helpful? And 

how would any such approaches fit with different theories of leadership and 

management?  And how too would they relate to the experiences of the course 

participants, considering that ‘the field of leadership is littered with many examples of 

theories and models that have failed utterly when put to the test of solving leadership-

related problems’ (Zaccaro & Horn, 2003, p. 770)? This disconnect between theory and 

practice was expressed by Gunter in the following terms when she commented that:  

when the professionals I work with engage with critical policy ideas they tend to 

become very angry that leadership training has presented them with unworkable 

solutions and denied them access to more productive thinking” (Gunter, 2013, p. 

225). 

As Zaccaro and Horn argued (2003, p. 770), the gap between theory and practice has 



given rise to a range of popular literature offering ‘single case studies, anecdotal 

evidence, and common sense reflections upon actual experiences’ (2003, p. 770), as 

well as accounts they consider are based on ‘fads’ (2003, p. 779). It seemed doubtful 

that an approach that concentrated on giving an overview of numerous such accounts in 

detail would be valuable to postgraduate students, from many different contexts, often 

working as (or with experience of being) practitioners in schools but who were seeking 

a more critical perspective. 

The many different theories of leadership and management are so well known 

that there is little need to summarize them here in much detail. But a detailed 

examination of them, it could be argued, might still be appropriate for postgraduate 

students, if only to examine the claim that ‘the definition of leadership is arbitrary and 

very subjective’ (Yukl, 2002, pp. 4-5 cited by Bush, 2011, p. 5). Similarly, MacBeath 

some years earlier considered that leadership to be a term: 

full of ambiguity and a range of interpretations. It is a humpty dumpty word that 

can mean ‘just what we want it to mean’ (Humpty Dumpty, quoted in Alice in 

Wonderland). (MacBeath, 2003, p. 1) 

What was needed, I decided, in designing and teaching the course, was an approach 

which more effectively synthesized theory and practice, which was capable of 

incorporating the richness of case studies, anecdotes and common sense reflections, and 

which was at the same time capable of providing a deeper understanding – what 

Zaccaro and Horn term a ‘leadership theory–practice symbioses’ (2003, p. 770). This 

led me to an alternative approach to studying leadership, influenced by some of those 

who had drawn on the later philosophy of Wittgenstein, such as Pondy (1978), Simkins 

(2005), Kelly (2008), and Marturano et al. (2010). One reason for adopting such an 

approach is expressed by Marturano et al. who considered that leadership theories 



typically lack an epistemological basis and arise from largely empirical studies. It is 

therefore an integral assumption of this paper that any epistemology presupposes a 

theory of meaning and that consequently a philosophical approach involving an account 

of meaning is appropriate.  

Wittgenstein 

In turning to consider the work of Wittgenstein, some introductory caveats are in order. 

First, it is important to distinguish between what are usually termed his early and late 

philosophies. Both examples of Wittgenstein’s work used here (Philosophical 

investigations (Wittgenstein, 1967), henceforth PI, and On certainty (Wittgenstein, 

1969), henceforth OC), are commonly agreed to be later works.1 In addition, it is not 

possible in one article to give more than an outline of some of the key themes of his 

later work, consisting as it does of an interconnecting web of ideas. As such, it is 

important to remember the need to see Wittgenstein’s later philosophy as a coherent and 

wide-ranging whole (Keightley, 1976, p. 17). 

Wittgenstein’s later philosophy can be viewed as giving an account of meaning, 

as evidenced by the opening remarks in the Philosophical Investigations. It is in these 

remarks that Wittgenstein introduces the phrase ‘language-game’ (PI, § 7, p. 5e). 

Wittgenstein (consistent with the approach he was adopting) did not tightly define the 

notion of language-game (PI, § 65, p. 31e) – see Gilroy (1996, p. 106) and Pondy 

(1978, p. 97) – but the notion of a language-game is the starting point for an account of 

meaning that can account for the diversity of meanings and their shifting nature (OC, § 

63, p. 10e). Wittgenstein’s account stresses the social context and the conventional 

nature of language as opposed to searching for the general forms of propositions and 

language (PI, § 65, p. 31e; § 81, p.38e). Wittgenstein writes that although we can, if we 



so wish, tightly define a term, that is not a requirement for using it (PI, § 68, pp.32e-

33e). Taking as an example, ‘games’, Wittgenstein writes: 

How should we explain to someone what a game is? I imagine that we should 

describe games to him, and we might add: “This and similar things are called 

‘games’”. And do we know any more about it ourselves? Is it only other people 

whom we cannot tell exactly what a game is?—But this is not ignorance. We do 

not know the boundaries because none have been drawn. To repeat, we can draw a 

boundary—for a special purpose. Does it take that to make the concept usable? Not 

at all! (Except for that special purpose.) (PI, § 69, p. 33e, emphases in original) 

Wittgenstein argues that: 

For a large class of cases—though not for all—in which we employ the word 

“meaning” it can be defined thus: the meaning of a word is its use in the language. 

(PI, § 43, p. 20e, emphasis in original)  

Elsewhere he expresses it slightly differently: 

A meaning of a word is a kind of employment of it. 

For it is what we learn when the word is incorporated into our language. (OC, § 61, 

p. 10e)  

This leads to another important idea – namely that of ‘family resemblance’. The use of 

the word ‘games’, considers Wittgenstein, reveals a ‘complicated network of 

similarities overlapping and criss-crossing’ (PI, § 66, p. 32e). We should not expect 

something to be common to all games; rather, games are related to each other, and the 

network of similarities can be characterized by the phrase ‘family resemblances’ (PI, § 

67, p. 32e). To those that would suggest that their difference was something they all had 

in common, Wittgenstein replied that to argue this was merely playing with words (PI, 

§ 67, p. 32e).  



Given that the meanings of words are to be explained in terms of their uses, this 

then leads Wittgenstein to consider the rules which govern those uses (OC, § 62, p. 10e; 

PI, §§ 80-88, pp. 38e-42e). One important aspect to arise from Wittgenstein’s 

consideration of rules is that they are founded on social purpose or customs (Gilroy, 

1996, p. 109): 

To understand a sentence means to understand a language. To understand a 

language means to be master of a technique. (PI, § 199, p. 81e) 

 

What this shews is that there is a way of grasping a rule which is not an 

interpretation, but which is exhibited in what we call “obeying the rule” and 

“going against it” in actual cases. (PI, § 201, p. 81e, emphases in original) 

The rules which provide that frame of reference for any particular language‐game may 

be implicit or explicit. Sometimes they are just used; sometimes they need to be 

explained; meanings ‘are rule and criteria dependent in subtle and complex ways’ 

(Gilroy, 2012, p. 56). These ‘elusive networks’ (P. Thomas, Shah, & Thornton, 2009, p. 

15) of rules form the grammar of the language and, as Gilroy argues (1996, p. 108), 

provide a social rather than a logical necessity (PI, §§ 217-219, p.85e): 

Here the term “language-game” is meant to bring into prominence the fact that the 

speaking of language is part of an activity, or of a form of life. (PI, § 23, p. 11e, 

emphases in original) 

 

You must bear in mind that the language-game is so to say something 

unpredictable. I mean: it is not based on grounds. It is not reasonable or 

unreasonable. 

It is there—like our life. (OC, § 559, p. 73e) 

How do we know if a language-game is being played correctly? For Wittgenstein, 

language is part of a social whole, consisting of both verbal and non‐verbal behaviors in 

specific contexts, in particular times and places (PI, § 7, p. 5e; § 23, p. 11e). It is that 



whole context or language‐game that provides the frame of reference for deciding on 

the meaning of a particular linguistic or non‐linguistic behavior (Berducci, 2004, p. 

342). This then brings us to what might be termed Wittgenstein’s descriptive account of 

meaning (Gilroy, 1996, p. 111). It is an account of meaning which can be thought of as  

both fixed and relative, as are the purposes of games, depending on whether one’s 

perspective is within or without that particular set of agreements. (Gilroy, 1996, p. 

111) 

For these reasons, it has been said (Smeyers & Marshall, 1995, p. 130) that 

‘Wittgenstein’s “theory” of meaning advocates neither a position of pure subjectivity 

nor of pure objectivity’. It thus avoids what might be termed the hard objectivity which 

locates meaning external to any context, but also avoids the subjectivity of the Alice in 

Wonderland perspective, that words can mean anything anyone wants them to mean. 

Leadership: From psychology to philosophy 

Why is this approach of value in thinking about school leadership? One reason is that by 

adopting this approach, we can move away from trying to identify supposed 

psychological characteristics of leadership (viewed as ‘an act or process, over and 

above, or behind’ (Malcolm, 1971, p. 387) their expression in behavior) where it seems 

we are ‘trying to get hold of the mental process of understanding which seems to be 

hidden behind those coarser and therefore more readily visible accompaniments’ (PI, § 

153, p. 60e). Instead, we can move towards depicting leadership (as suggested 

previously) as a “complex social dynamic” (Avolio et al., 2009, p. 423), rather than 

trying to describe it simply in terms of ‘an individual characteristic or difference’ 

(Avolio et al., 2009, pp. 422-423). In addition, despite the fact that our ‘epistemology 

seems to force us to agree on a conceptual definition of the term “leadership”’ (Pondy, 



1978, p. 88, emphasis omitted), the Wittgensteinian approach  

suggests that we begin to think of leadership, like language, as a collection of 

games with some similarities, but no single characteristic common to all of them. 

(Pondy, 1978, p. 97, emphasis in original) 

When we begin to think of leadership in these ways, it helps us to embrace the variety 

of meanings, behaviors and uses of the term leadership that Pondy describes, and 

recognize that leadership has a social dimension; to recognize that it is a term that can 

be applied to a wide range of behaviors, and understand why current definitions too 

often seem unable to ‘fully account for the diversity and divergence of interacting 

explanations’ (Pondy, 1978, p. 88). It is also an approach that encourages us, indeed 

demands of us, to ‘look and see’ (PI, § 66, p. 31e, emphasis in original). Rather than 

theorizing (cf. PI, § 66, p. 31e), we could for example, ‘be trying to document the 

variety of leadership strategies, rather than trying to collapse it into a few constraining 

categories’ (Pondy, 1978, p. 90, emphasis in original), categories which, by 

emphasizing leadership style, often seem to emphasize a superficiality of approach. We 

could incorporate this with Gunter’s view (a view expressed by others such as Kelly 

(2008, pp. 770-771) and Marturano et al. (2010) that we can use 

philosophical thinking as a key methodology … [which] combined with qualitative 

data from ethnographic work enables critical science to interplay thinking, data 

and theory bringing new insights. (Gunter, 2016, p. 175, emphases in original)  

This is not, as Kelly suggests, to see leadership as concerned with linguistics (Kelly, 

2008, p. 767). It is not sufficient to merely envisage leadership as a language-game, or a 

series of discrete language-games, for such an interpretation would fly in the face of the 

holistic description of meaning that Wittgenstein gives involving family resemblances 

and forms of life. Nor is the approach I am suggesting one which fits straightforwardly 



into that suggested by Marturano et al. (2010), who propose an ‘analytical philosophical 

foundation to leadership studies’ (Marturano et al., 2010, p. 60), seen as a process of 

clarifying the meaning of statements and concepts, and which ‘emphasizes a clear, 

rigorous approach with particular weight being placed upon argumentation and 

evidence, avoidance of ambiguity, and attention to detail’ (Marturano et al., 2010, p. 

60). As we have seen, this approach might be needed in particular contexts and in 

particular circumstances, as a result of which, ‘language – including talk about 

leadership – creates and institutionalizes those symbols as “fact-like”’ (Marturano et al., 

2010, p. 62), but it is misleading to draw from that idea that the ‘meaning of a word… is 

an objective one which is common to every speaker’ (Marturano et al., 2010, p. 60, 

footnote 7). 

Thus, contrary to the warnings of Bush, and also MacBeath to which reference 

was made earlier, although the term leadership has many meanings, those meanings are 

not arbitrary or subjective. It is not a word that can mean anything one wants it to mean. 

Rather, the perspective for which I have argued is in sympathy with that of Simkins 

(Simkins, 2005) which emphasizes the importance of context, of recognizing 

complexity (Simkins, 2005, p. 12) and where, ‘in the leadership world, “making sense 

of things” is at least as important as “seeking what works”’ (Simkins, 2005, p. 10). 

Furthermore, it reminds us of the value of examining the specific contexts in which 

school leadership occurs (Dimmock, 2005, p. 82), as Greenhalgh (2015) argued. It is 

consistent too with seeing 

our current public sector—and educational—world as one in which discourses are 

in contention, different accommodations are being reached in different contexts 

and these accommodations are changing over time in a very dynamic way. 

(Simkins, 2005, p. 14)  

It also provides a practically relevant perspective that those postgraduate students 



mentioned earlier might find helpful in making sense of the policy environment that at 

times places expectations, tensions, and contradictions on school leaders (Simkins, 

2005, p. 15). It sharpens our awareness and understanding of why it is  

that what, on the surface, appear to be similar activities may, in fact, be very 

different depending on their purpose and the detail of their practice. (Simkins, 

2005, pp. 20-21) 

Similarly, as Malcolm argued (Malcolm, 1993, p. 44), we can be alert to those 

occasions when the same word is used in different contexts but with different meanings, 

and when different words are used but mean the same thing (Pondy, 1978, p. 93). It is 

an approach which helps us, and school leaders, ‘to deliberate on, and make sense of, 

the contingent unfolding of particular events’ (Greenhalgh, 2015, pp. 207-208), moving 

away  

from static lists of decontextualized skills to an emphasis on contextual relevance 

and specificity and the art of application in such context. (English, 2006, p. 466) 

This being so, we can view different theories of, and perspectives on, leadership as 

offering descriptions of various language-games, embedded in a variety of social 

contexts (historical, geographical, occupational, and so on). In this sense, they can be 

interpreted as attempts to, as mentioned previously, ‘document the variety of leadership 

strategies, rather than trying to collapse it into a few constraining categories’ (Pondy, 

1978, p. 90, emphasis in original), and even perhaps as examples of some of the 

qualitative approaches Gunter (2016, p. 175) enjoined. In such ways, we can become 

more acutely aware of similarities and differences between meanings in different 

contexts, the better to make sense of the different meanings of school leadership. It is in 

this light that we can view many recent contributions to the debate – for example Sarid 

(2020) who uses the notions of family resemblance and forms of life and points out, for 



example, that what counts as various skills ‘can mean many different things from 

different cultural outlooks’ (Sarid, 2020, p. 7), just as what is to count as school 

improvement can be interpreted in many different ways (Waite, 2002). We can embrace 

the notion (or rather notions) of leadership as social constructs (Jensen, 2020, p. 3). 

Wittgenstein’s approach leads us away from what Leithwood et al. (2008, p. 8) call the 

superficial view, namely that ‘context is everything’, and away too from the idea that all 

Wittgenstein’s perspective does is to explain that leadership may mean different things 

in different contexts, and that misunderstandings may arise between those in different 

contexts. The recognition that that is so is only the starting point for Wittgenstein’s 

investigations into meaning. His approach reminds us that it is ‘fool’s errand’ (Murphy, 

2005, p. 174) to try to, as Marturano et al. (2010, p. 61) put it, pull the meanings of 

terms such as leadership, and leadership behavior out of the contexts which give them 

life and in which they have meaning 

 

Note 

1. As is customary, references to Wittgenstein’s work are abbreviated as shown, with 

specific paragraphs indicated §, and page numbers shown with the suffix e indicating 

translations into English where appropriate. 
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