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DISTINGUISHED PROFESSOR VIVIANE ROBINSON: Dispositions are enduring traits of character. They enable us to consider not only what leaders should know and be able to do, but also the type of persons that they should ideally be.

Dispositions are related to character traits. But having said that, I don't want to give the impression that they're fixed, because if they were fixed, there'd be no point in putting them in a leadership excellence framework that’s designed to help us develop and become more excellent. 

They can be learned over time with the right sort of teaching.

The four dispositions that are included in the framework are particularly relevant to leading improvement.

They are dispositions of open-mindedness, dispositions of interpersonal courage, empathy and perseverance.

Those are particularly relevant to the work of leading improvement, innovation and change, which as I said earlier, is perhaps the hardest of those five domains of practice.

Excellent leaders with an open-minded disposition are willing to examine, revise their beliefs, to change their mind on the basis of good argument, good evidence or feedback from others.
Open-mindedness is about treating one's beliefs, one's views, as fallible. It's a stance of truth seeking rather than truth claiming. 

Of course, open-mindedness does not require leaders to be responsive to every different opinion on the staff or in their community.

They don't need to abandon their critical thinking.
They need to be open to good argument and to evidence about whether or not this program or this way of doing the work is having the impact that is desired.

Open-mindedness does not require that everything is negotiable at any particular time. 

That would be an impossible, indeed, a foolish stance to take, because leaders have a duty to uphold policies, procedures, codes of conduct, collective agreements. And so being open-minded in that sense of having everything negotiable would just be foolish.

But what lead open-mindedness does require is that at the appropriate time, for example, when a policy review comes up, that leaders are open to evidence that it hasn't worked as well as they would wish.

Open-mindedness is also really important for a sense of collective and teamwork in a school. 

Bottom lines are not only about external policies and procedures. Bottom lines need to be respected in terms of collective agreements that are made by teams, by the whole staff within a school. 

So, those are not negotiable whenever somebody wants to raise it or go against what the collective has agreed.

So, there are limits in the sense that open-mindedness requires revision, a stance of humility and truth seeking, but it doesn't mean giving away those bottom lines, those non-negotiables.

Educational leaders with a courageous disposition are motivated to overcome their fears and take risks in the interest of pursuing the educational goals to which they are internally committed.

Interpersonal courage is really important in terms of giving people feedback, being honest about that feedback while being respectful at the same time. It needs to be done in a way that is skilful, honest, and respectful.

It's really hard to address problems of teaching and learning without being sufficiently courageous.

And many leaders are concerned about the quality of adult relationships, fearing that if they give feedback, that those relationships will be jeopardised in some way.

But if you are courageous in a good sense, you are motivated by those educational purposes, which is, after all, about the students. 

And that will give you the courage to have the respectful and courageous conversation with your teachers about the implications of practice for the students about whom you have some concerns. So that's why courage is so important.

Leaders with an empathic disposition have the ability to take another's point of view, to listen carefully, not only to their words, but to their feelings, both expressed and unexpressed, so that the other person feels they have been truly understood.

Empathy, being empathic does not mean you agree. In fact, it's really important that leaders have the ability to be empathic listening to those, talking to those whose practices and views they actually disagree with. 

Empathy has four components, taking another's perspective, setting aside any prejudgments about others' feelings and actions, recognising others' expressed and unexpressed emotions, and communicating the emotion the leader has recognised, but also checking the accuracy of what you think the other person is feeling.

Perseverance is the voluntary continuation of the pursuit of a goal, despite obstacles and difficulties. It is motivated by the desire to achieve that goal, to improve things for your students.

You are dissatisfied with the continual underachievement of certain groups of students, so you persevere despite the difficulties, because that goal is important.

You are not motivated by the fact that there's going to be a review of the school. That's external.
You're motivated by your internal commitment and passion to improve things for the students. 


And perseverance is required because achieving those goals is often very difficult. You will have had previous attempts that have not succeeded. 

Your predecessors will have tackled this problem without success. So that's why perseverance is so important, motivated by your commitment to your students.

Perseverance is a really important counter to the pressures that leaders feel to adopt a new strategy, a new fad, a new fashion, what the school down the road is doing, and that produces this churn of repeated improvement attempts,
a churn of reform attempts.

And all of that, of course, is counter to perseverance and far too often, counter to success. Counter to achieving the goal.

It's much more effective to persevere often, assuming you have some evidence about impact as well, so you know that you're not persevering with the wrong thing.

But if your data is telling you that progress is being made, then keep going and resist the attempt to bring in multiple distractions and new initiatives that are going to take you
away from that goal towards which you and your
team should be persevering.

Improvement attempts can fail because instead of persevering with one or two well thought out strategies, people get distracted with multiple different initiatives with multiple reform attempts.

That is why perseverance is important, to be able to see that seeing it through until the results improve is actually what is often required. 

In summary, dispositions are included in the leadership excellence framework because they
take us beyond the knowledge and skills required for excellence to the motivations, thoughts and emotions that are also important for excellence.
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