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by Ellie Drago-Severson, Ed.D., and Jessica Blum-DeStefano

Leading and Learning Together - Part 2
Promising Practices for Principals Supporting Adult Development 

In Part 2 of this two-part series, we explore how school leadership can support adult learning through four pillar-
practices-for-growth. The three ways of knowing that are most common in adulthood were discussed in Part 1.

How School Leadership Can 
Support Adult Learning: Four 
Pillar-Practices-for-Growth
When you, as school leader, attend 
to developmental differences, it can 
support adult development. 

For example, many learning 
opportunities, such as the pillar 
practices described below, invite 
educators to share decision-
making in order to make informed 
decisions. However, adults will 
experience these practices differently 
because they have different 
developmental capacities for 
reflection, perspective taking, and 
the generation of standards (Author, 
2009; Kegan & Lahey, 2009).

Pillar Practice 1: Teaming
Working in teams enables 
educators to question their own 
and others’ assumptions—and 
provides opportunities for 
collaborative decision-making 
and reflection on curricula, 
school missions, and teaching and 
learning philosophies. Importantly, 
voicing opinions could feel risky 
for some individuals. Instrumental 
knowers will need support to 
be able to consider multiple 
perspectives. Socializing knowers 
could find it uncomfortable 
initially, especially when conflict 
emerges. These educators would 
need encouragement over time to 
understand that conflict can help 
develop more effective solutions 
to dilemmas. In contrast, learning 

from dialogue and conflict would 
be experienced as stimulating 
to self-authoring knowers. 
Encouraging these adults to 
consider opposing perspectives 
would support their growth. The 
team structure provides a safe 
context within which to experiment 
with one’s thinking and grow.

Pillar Practice 2: Providing 
Leadership Roles
By assuming leadership roles, 
educators share power and decision-
making authority. Leadership roles 
are opportunities to raise not only 
an individual’s consciousness but 
a community’s. We use the term 
“providing leadership roles” 
rather than the commonly used 
term “distributive leadership” 
because of the intention behind 
these roles and the deliberate 
offering of developmental 
supports and challenges. 

As with teaming, leadership roles 
can be perceived differently, 
but can help teachers and staff 
members negotiate the oft-
competing demands of providing 
and receiving support, while 
attending to their practice and 
larger school needs. While those 
who are challenged by assuming 
authority (instrumental and 
socializing knowers) might 
initially require considerable 
support as they take on leadership, 
self-authoring knowers might 
appreciate the opportunity 

to put their ideas into action. 
When appropriate supports and 
challenges are offered, leadership 
roles can serve as carefully tailored 
opportunities for growth—not just 
additional responsibilities.

Pillar Practice 3: Collegial Inquiry
“Collegial inquiry” (CI) is a type of 
reflective practice which can occur 
individually or in groups. It is a 
dialogue that involves purposefully 
reflecting on one’s assumptions 
as part of the learning and leading 
process (Author, 2009). CI provides 
opportunities to develop more 
complex perspectives by listening 
to others. Educators in the first 
author’s research employed CI 
to engage with other adults in 
decision-making and key issue 
reflection (e.g., diversity, proposals 
for change). Examples include: 
•  Reflecting privately in writing 
in response to critical questions, 
followed by discussion;
•  Engaging in the process of 
collaborative goal setting; and
•  Reflecting collectively as a 
method of engaging in conflict-
resolution. 

As teachers consider pedagogy, 
professional learning opportunities, 
building initiatives, and future paths, 
opportunities for group reflection 
would likely support growth. 

Pillar Practice 4: Mentoring
Mentoring traditionally offers a 
more private, relational, way of 
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Table 1 
Supports and Challenges for Implementing the Pillar Practices as Holding Environments, by Way of Knowing

Pillar Practice For Instrumental Knowers For Socializing Knowers For Self-Authoring Knowers 
Teaming Supports: Provide clear 

conversational guidelines, 
concrete goals, step-by-step 
procedures and clear due 
dates.  
Challenges: Introduce tasks 
requiring abstract thinking; 
encourage movement 
beyond “right” answers. 

Supports: Demonstrate 
acceptance of individuals; 
Model disagreement 
without threat to 
relationships. 
Challenges: Encourage 
perspective broadening and 
value generation through 
supportive dialogue.  

Supports: Provide 
opportunities for promoting, 
analyzing and critiquing goals 
and ideas. 
Challenges: Encourage 
acceptance and consideration 
of conflicting or discordant 
ideas. 

Providing 
Leadership 
Roles 

Supports: Offer concrete 
goals signaling success; 
Model sharing rules, 
purposes and goals with 
others. 
Challenges: Encourage 
consideration of multiple 
perspectives, as well as the 
testing/analysis of 
alternative solutions. 

Supports: Confirm value of 
and confidence in others; 
Encourage new leaders and 
recognize achievements. 
Challenges: Encourage 
individual generation 
(rather than co-
construction) of values and 
goals. Safely introduce and 
scaffold conflict. 

Supports: Provide 
opportunities to demonstrate 
competencies and contribute 
to developing vision. 
Challenges: Push emerging 
leaders to consider 
alternatives and problem-
solving approaches not in 
direct alignment with their 
own. 

Collaborative 
Inquiry 

Supports: Facilitate the 
sharing of concrete 
examples of practice; 
provide specific advice, 
skills, and information; set 
definitive outcomes. 
Challenges: Promote 
dialogue and discussion of 
multiple perspectives; Push 
for transferability of 
concepts and abstract 
thinking.  

Supports: Create safe and 
accepting group norms that 
allow for difference and 
disagreement; Provide 
opportunities to share 
perspectives in pairs or 
triads before sharing with 
larger groups or authorities. 
Challenges: Encourage the 
toleration of conflict and 
the development of 
individual beliefs.  

Supports: Create structures 
for demonstrating 
competencies and free 
dialogue; encourage self-
reflection and open sharing of 
opinions. 
Challenges: Emphasize the 
importance of tolerance and 
openness during debate; 
encourage sincere 
consideration of opposing 
viewpoints.  

Mentoring Supports: Name purposes 
and objectives for 
mentoring relationship; 
offer expertise and advise; 
share reasoning behind 
perspectives. 
Challenges: Encourage 
movement beyond 
“correct” solutions; 
facilitate abstract discussion 
and consideration of others’ 
needs/perspectives. 

Supports: Explicitly 
acknowledge and confirm 
others’ beliefs and 
perspectives; suggest “best” 
solutions to complex 
problems. 
Challenges: Encourage 
mentee to recognize and 
establish own values and 
standards, and to tolerate 
conflict without feeling 
threatened. 

Supports: Allow mentee to 
demonstrate own 
competencies, critique own 
work and move forward with 
self-determined goals.  
Challenges: Engage in 
dialogue and offer additional 
goals, viewpoints, and 
problem-solving alternatives 
for contemplation.  
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“When you, as school leader, 
attend to developmental dif-
ferences, it can support adult 
development.”

supporting adult development. This 
practice creates opportunities for 
broadening perspectives, examining 
assumptions, and sharing expertise. 
It takes many forms, including 
pairing expert professionals with 
other adults, pairing veterans with 
deep knowledge of a school’s mission 
with new community members, and 
group or team mentoring.

As you may already suspect, our 
ways of knowing 
influence what we 
expect of and need 
from mentors. 
Importantly, they 
also influence the 
kinds of supports 
and challenges 
that help us grow. 
For example, 
instrumental knowers will feel 
supported by mentors who help 
them meet concrete needs and 
goals. Over time, however, mentors 
can support growth by encouraging 
mentees to move beyond the 
perceived right way of doing things 
toward possible alternatives. 
Ultimately, more open-ended 
discussions about alternatives and 
abstract goals would help broaden 
instrumental knowers’ perspectives 
and thinking. 

Socializing knowers feel 
supported by mentors’ explicit 
acknowledgment of their beliefs and 
ideas. Feeling accepted and cared 
for—as a person—will enable these 
adults to take greater learning risks. 
Mentors can gently support these 
mentees’ growth by encouraging 
them to voice their own perspectives 
before learning about others’. In 
addition, modeling conflict as 
helpful and unthreatening would 
support growth. 

Self-authoring knowers feel best 
supported by mentors who enable 

them to critique and analyze their 
own, others’, and their mentor’s 
perspectives, goals and practices. 
To support growth, mentors 
can encourage these knowers to 
challenge their own philosophies 
without feeling internally conflicted. 

In summary, the ways in 
which we engage in the pillar 
practices—or any form of learning 
or collaborative work—varies 

according to how we make sense of 
our experiences. With appropriate 
supports and challenges, however, 
we can grow and participate in these 
processes and school environments 
more effectively. Table 1 on page 10 
suggests supports and challenges 
for adults with each of the most 
common ways of knowing. Please 
note that by implementing 
suggestions from across ways of 
knowing, each pillar practice can 
support the learning and growth of 
diverse individuals simultaneously. 

Implications: The Importance of 
Considering Developmental Diversity 
When Supporting Teacher Growth 
This work advocates a way of 
enhancing conditions for building 
schools as learning centers through 
learning-oriented leadership. By 
drawing on current research and 
constructive-developmental theory, 
we offer specific practices that can 
help leaders support the individual 
and collective capacity-building of 
teachers and staff members, which 
in turn correlates positively with 
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improved student achievement 
(Guskey, 2000). This work, and a 
developmental perspective, holds 
four key implications:
1) Adults will experience leadership 
and learning opportunities 
differently.
2) Teachers, like all adults, need 
different supports and challenges to 
grow.
3) Employing the pillar practices 
is a robust way to support adult 
development and accommodate 
individual differences.
4) Considering the developmental 
match between expectations and 
adults’ capacities to meet them will 
help principals shape schools as 
learning centers that support adult 
development.

Ultimately, understanding the three 
most common ways of knowing 
and the pillar practices can help 
school leaders effectively build 
human capacity and shape their 
schools as true learning centers for 
all participants (see Author, 2004b, 
2009 for more on these practices).
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