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Leading and Learning Together - Part I
Promising Practices for Principals Supporting Adult Development 

In today’s increasingly complex 
educational environment, 

principals’ work is extremely 
demanding. One of their most 
important challenges, we’ve 
learned, is crafting cultures 
and implementing practices 
that support adult learning and 
development to build human 
capacity and increase student 
achievement (Guskey, 2000). In 
other words, school leaders of 
all kinds—principals, teachers, 
district leaders and others—need 
to embrace new ways of leading in 
order to make schools true learning 
centers for all. But how can 
principals and other school leaders 
better empower teachers and staff 
members to grow as they serve 
together to enhance the well-being 
of students and schools?

Here we offer insight and practical 
strategies to address this question 
by sharing a new model for 
learning-oriented leadership 
(Author, 2009, 2011), which 
provides principals and other 
leaders with a developmental 
framework for supporting 
adult growth—and on-the-
ground practices that can help. 
We’ve learned from work with 
practitioners and longitudinal 
research that leading with 
developmental-intentionality holds 

great promise for individual and 
collective capacity-building—and 
for the modern principalship. 
Accordingly, we explore: 
1) Harvard Professor and 
developmental psychologist 
Robert Kegan’s (1982, 1994, 
2000) constructive-developmental 
theory, which supports adult 
learning and growth; 
2) A new, research-based model 
of learning-oriented leadership 
that can be tailored to your setting, 
including four pillar practices 
for growth: teaming, providing 
leadership roles, collegial inquiry, 
and mentoring/developmental-
coaching; and
3) Practical, cutting-edge strategies 
for supporting educators as they 
engage in the pillar practices.
Careful attention to adult 
development—and the practices 
discussed herein—can help school 
leaders more effectively manage 
current leadership challenges—
together.

The Context and Study: Building 
Schools as Learning Centers
Supporting adult learning benefits 
both adults and children—and 
directly increases student 
achievement (Guskey, 2000). The 
concepts discussed below are 
based on research with school 
leaders conducted by the first 

author from 1999-2010, and the 
identified practices are those 
effectively employed by principals, 
teachers, district leaders and 
educators across school systems 
to support adult growth and 
leadership development. Data 
were gathered through interviews, 
surveys and documents, and 
concerned the ways principals, 
assistant principals, teachers, 
superintendents, district leaders 
and adults in schools understood 
and employed effective practices to 
support adult development. 

Constructive-Developmental 
Theory: The Importance of 
Developmental Diversity
Robert Kegan’s constructive-
developmental theory sheds light 
on how adults make meaning of 
their experiences in qualitatively 
different ways and how growth can 
be supported. We define growth as 
increases in an individual’s capacities 
(cognitive, affective, interpersonal 
and intrapersonal) to better manage 
the demands of teaching, learning, 
leading and living. 

According to Kegan, the 
instrumental, socializing, and 
self-authoring ways of knowing 
are most common in adulthood. 
Briefly, one’s way of knowing is the 
filter through which we interpret 

In Part 1 of this two-part series, we discuss the three ways of knowing (instrumental, socializing 
and self-authoring) that are most common in adulthood. In Part 2, we will explore how school 
leadership can support adult learning through four pillar-practices-for-growth.
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“Supporting adult learning 
benefits both adults and children 
and directly increases student 
achievement.”

our experiences. It influences 
our capacities for perspective 
taking on self, others, and the 
relationship between the two. 
As individuals grow toward the 
next way of knowing, the former 
becomes part of a new, more 
complex system. However, when 
considering ways of knowing, 
it is important to remember 
that each way of knowing has 
developmental strengths and 
limitations, 
and one way of 
knowing is not 
necessarily better 
than another. 
Rather, the fit 
between personal 
capacities and 
environmental 
demands is most 
important. That said, effective 
leadership often requires some 
self-authoring capacities (Kegan 
& Lahey, 2009). How, then, can 
we support adults in developing 
these capacities?

The Three Ways of Knowing
One way is by attending to ways of 
knowing, as adults in any school 
community will make sense of 
experiences in developmentally 
different ways (Author, 2004b, 2009, 
2011; Kegan, 1994, 2000). Like other, 
more recognized forms of diversity, 
one’s way of knowing dictates and 
shapes beliefs about what constitutes 
effective help, successful practice, and 
necessary supports and challenges to 
build capacity. 

The Instrumental Way of Knowing
An educator with an instrumental 
way of knowing has a “what do 
you have that can help me/what 
do I have that can help you” 
orientation to learning, teaching, 
leadership and life. Importantly, 
instrumental knowers understand 

that observable events have realities 
separate from their own, but 
generally understand the world 
in concrete terms. Instrumental 
knowers orient towards rule-
following, and feel supported when 
others provide specific, explicit 
advice. A limitation to this way 
of knowing is the inability to take 
others’ perspectives fully. Principals 
can help staff members with this 
way of knowing by creating safe 

opportunities to consider multiple 
perspectives. Working in teams can 
be both a developmental support 
and challenge to nurturing growth.

The Socializing Way of Knowing
Educators with socializing ways 
of knowing have more complex 
developmental capacities for 
reflection. Unlike instrumental 
knowers, socializing knowers can 
think abstractly and reflect on 
others’ actions. Their orientation 
is other-focused, and they often 
subordinate their own needs to 
those of others. Interpersonal 
conflict is almost always 
experienced as a threat to the self, 
and acceptance by authorities 
is of the highest importance. 
When supporting the growth of 
socializing knowers, principals can 
encourage and create opportunities 
for such knowers to voice their own 
opinions before adopting those of 
valued others. Often, it is helpful 
to invite educators with this way of 
knowing to share their perspectives 
in pairs or small groups prior to 
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large group discussions. This helps 
them clarify their own beliefs, 
values and standards before 
addressing larger audiences. A 
leadership role can offer both 
developmental support and 
challenge to socializing knowers.

The Self-Authoring Way 
of Knowing
Educators with self-authoring ways 
of knowing generate their own 
internal value systems and author 
their own standards. They can 
identify abstract values, principles, 

and longer-term purposes and 
are able to prioritize and integrate 
competing values. Self-authoring 
knowers can assess other people’s 
expectations and compare 
them with their own. They have 
capacities to reflect on and regulate 
interpersonal relationships, but 
are limited by an inability to take 

perspective on their own ideology 
and self-system. Principals can 
support self-authoring knowers’ 
growth by gently challenging them 
to let go of their perspectives and 
consider opposing points of view. 
Serving as facilitator can support 
and challenge their growth, in a 
developmental sense. 


