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Abstract 

 This narrative inquiry explores the journeys of women leaders in the 

educational landscape in an attempt to shed light on the phenomena of the experiences of 

women leaders with the purpose of sharing their experiences as a means of growth and 

learning for others and informing future leadership development and theory. The inquiry 

was born of personal interests as I began to puzzle about my own experiences and those 

of other women leaders as they journey into and attempt to navigate the historically 

male-dominated landscape of educational leadership and endeavour to balance their 

professional and personal lives. Two women leaders shared their storied experiences 

with me during open-ended conversations, both individual and group, that took place 

over a two-month period.  

Field texts included journal entries from 2012 when my puzzling began and 

from my past experiences; field notes gathered during work-in-progress meetings with 

other narrative inquirers; audio recordings of conversations with participants, which I 

transcribed and shared with the participants to ensure validity of interpretation; journaled 

observations and personal responses to the ongoing relational inquiry conversations. 

 In the study I presented the unique journeys of the two participants as well as 

my own, inquiring into our experiences attending to the three-dimensional narrative 

inquiry space. While each woman leader’s experiences were unique in every way, there 

were resonances across our stories to which I attended. These resonances included the 

struggle to balance work and family, personal sacrifices, lack of leadership transition and 

development and the unanticipated demands and responsibilities that leadership brought 

to our lives.  
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Chapter 1 – In Search of The Leader I am Becoming 

In the Midst 

As I prepared to take my place in the interview, I did a quick mental run-
through of the rest of my day. I was not as prepared for the interview as I should 
have been but nonetheless felt confident. Following the interview, I had a school 
softball game to coach, so my mind was as much on the ball diamond as it was on 
the questions I was about to be asked, which I was comfortable with because 
being a core leader had not been my idea and in that moment it certainly did not 
concern me if I did not get the position. This is the likely reason for my 
confidence. On the other hand, I knew two of the three people interviewing me 
and had a feeling they would be supportive of me moving into a leadership role. 
In that sense, I was confident.   

Following the softball game, I had to check in with my mom who was 
fighting a losing battle with cancer and I was secretly hoping she didn’t need me 
to run any errands for her. Being busy helped me cope with her battle, but some 
days, I could not fit it all in. After that I had a meeting. My younger daughter was 
graduating grade 12 in a few weeks and I was, of course, the chair of the After 
Grad Committee. We had a meeting that evening. Before I left for the meeting, I 
would prepare dinner and touch base with my husband. I would have to make 
time later for a Skype session with my son, checking in to see if he needed help 
with homework or wanted to chat. He was finishing his grade 10 year in Calgary 
where he attended school as an elite athlete. I was anxious for him to return home 
for the summer. My older daughter had just returned from her second year of 
university in BC, was looking for summer work and wanting my input, so I 
would have to focus my attention on her for a while. I would finish the day, as I 
often did, marking a set of projects or editing writing assignments, which 
students could revise and re-submit for a grade. The day and the evening were 
full and time would be tight, but I could do this.   

Compartmentalizing and shoehorning events into my day had become my 
forte. Getting enough sleep had not. And now I had to get through an interview 
that I had not really prepared for. What, I wondered, had I got myself into. More 
importantly, why had I let myself get into this?   
      (Journal entry, May 2012) 

 
As I more recently reflected on this day, the day of my first leadership interview, 

I was awakened to my journey as a woman leader. Shifting back in time, I see that the 

day of my interview was not an unusual day for me. There were not many days where I 

did not take it upon myself to do everything, get everything accomplished and effectively 

manage each and every facet of my life, both personally and professionally. Shifting 
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forward I now wonder not only how I functioned within those tornado-days, but also 

why I did so. It seems as if I needed to live in a constant state of urgency. I also puzzle 

about my motivation to pursue leadership. Was it some inherent, uncontrollable desire to 

be a leader in the educational landscape? Was it the desire to have a voice in the 

decision-making process that did not always make sense to me as a teacher? Was it even 

my desire? Or was it an idea imposed upon me? Was this the beginning of my leadership 

journey? Did I even belong in the world of educational leaders? The wondering became 

part of my daily reflections.  

I continued to puzzle about my journey and was guided by the stories of my lived 

experiences as I recorded them in a journal that I started during a narrative inquiry 

course. The journaling of my stories awakened in me new understandings of my 

experiences and the events that shaped the leader I am becoming. The journey, I realized 

as I continued to reflect and restory my lived experiences, did not begin the day of my 

first leadership interview but had been initiated long before. I had been weaving the 

tapestry of my lived experiences as a leader far back into my career, but it was during 

this time of my career, the experiences surrounding this interview, that I began attending 

to my wonderings about leadership on the educational landscape. As I wondered more 

consciously, I began to articulate my puzzlings in a journal and think deeply about 

bumping places and the tensions I had been harboring and negotiating for many years. 

Why would I take on a leadership role? Why did other women pursue leadership? How 

did other women balance leadership and personal commitments? Or did they? How 

would I manage the commitments of being a leader with my personal commitments? 

Where will my journey take me? What, I puzzled, were the lived experiences of other 
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women like me?  Did my stories reflect the stories of other women leaders? How were 

their journeys shaped?  What were their places of tension and what did they bump up 

against as they moved into and through leadership on shifting educational landscapes? 

Did the values they held shift as they became leaders? What were the experiences that 

had shaped them to become leaders? Where would their journeys take them?  Puzzlings 

such as these filled my thoughts on a daily basis.    

Weaving and Wondering 

As inquirers we are part of the present landscape and the past landscape, and we 
acknowledge that we helped to make the world in which we find ourselves. 
(Clandinin, 2013, p. 24) 

 
As a woman educator whose career has been anything but constant or 

predictable, but has been rich and fulfilling, I have reflected on what has brought me to 

the place where I currently find myself - educator, leader, mother, wife, caregiver, 

student and so on. As I reflect on my lived experiences and the multiplicity of my 

identities (Greene, 1995), I question and wonder about the paths that I have chosen and 

the storied landscape on which I have lived out these experiences. Through my 

wondering, I have been awakened to the choices and decisions that I have made and how 

the consequences of such choices have shaped me, and looking inward I attend to my 

need to make meaning of my choices and the resulting experiences. In doing so, I have 

retold and relived my stories, being wakeful to the tensions and bumping places that 

exist in my everyday experiences, seeing them as possible educative experiences 

(Clandinin, Murphy, Huber & Orr, 2010), not only for myself but also for others. 

Considering also the temporality of experiences, I have looked forward and backward, 

reflecting on my lived experiences with the understanding that “stories of the past are 
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filtered through the circumstances of the present, [and look] ahead to the future (Bateson, 

2000, p. 50).  In the retelling and reliving of my storied experiences, I have begun to see 

that the many threads of my lived experiences have woven together to create the 

sometimes messy, often chaotic and frayed but also intricate, colourful, richly layered 

and unfinished tapestry that has become my journey.    

Puzzling about my own journey, has led me to also puzzle about the journeys of 

others.  Each day of my professional life, I encounter educators working diligently 

alongside young people hoping in some way to shape their lives. They strive to make 

changes within their schools so that families and the communities within and around 

them are affected by educative interactions. They attend to their work passionately and 

often with unconditional dedication. In my past role as an instructional consultant1 with a 

local school board, I had the privilege of working in many schools and alongside many 

of these dedicated teachers, support staff, and administrators as they try to foster in their 

students a sense of belonging and a love for learning. The level of dedication, the belief 

in all children, the patience and the understanding that many educators display every day 

constantly intrigues me. But I am particularly intrigued by the leaders in these educative 

places, by those who are positioned to drive the learning, the culture and the 

relationships. I am intrigued for many reasons, but I am specifically interested in the 

experiences of these leaders and their journeys as they either actively pursue leadership 

or are chosen for leadership.  

                                                             
1 The role of an instructional consultant involves working alongside teachers as 
they plan and create educative spaces for children, supporting teachers in their 
instructional practices repertoire and participating in classroom settings with 
students and teachers.  
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I have learned throughout my career that each leader has a unique leadership 

style and that something very personal and individual drives each of these people to want 

to lead in an educational space where the stakes are high, stories of practice bump 

against dominant institutional narratives and negotiating tensions is a constant. 

Reflecting narratively on my experiential journey, however, has led me to wonder 

specifically about other women leaders and their storied lives as they take on the 

challenging and demanding but potentially personally satisfying roles of educational 

leaders.  Barone (2007) explains that there is sustenance and knowledge to be gained 

“from the sounds of voices similar to [our] own” (p. 461), so I set out to find the voices 

of other women leaders who would be confident, even brave, enough to share their lived 

experiences and weave them alongside the pattern of my own tapestry.   

The Research Puzzle 

Each narrative inquiry is composed around a particular wonder.” (Clandinin, 
2013, p. 42) 
 
An element that distinguishes narrative inquiry from other methodologies is the 

shift from thinking about research questions to research puzzles (Clandinin, 2013). A 

research question implies that there is a definitive answer but a narrative inquiry 

considers experiences that are not finite and that are relived in new ways each time they 

are retold and that can therefore be ambiguous or fluid. Narrative inquiries are thus 

composed around puzzles or wonderings that researchers wish to explore.  

As I puzzle about the leadership choices I have made, I am urged to inquire about 

other women leaders in education as they seek personal and professional satisfaction, 

balance and fulfillment of their aspirations. I wonder what their journeys have been.  

What can I learn about women and leadership from their journeys? Have they reached 
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their goals? Have they found satisfaction and balance in the many facets of their lives?  

Have they found a community of support to assist their survival? Have they shifted their 

values or morals to meet the demands of leadership? Does gender impact women leaders 

in education?  What are their successes? What challenges and obstacles have they faced 

or overcome? What are the circumstances in which they thrive? Will the retelling and 

reliving of their experiences, the sharing of a collective wisdom, impact the journeys of 

others?  

According to Bateson (2000) “wisdom…is born of the overlapping of lives [and] 

the resonance between stories” (p. 243), so I wonder too if the lives of future women 

leaders can be positively impacted through the study of those who have already taken 

such a journey or who are living amidst these experiences. Can giving voice to the 

women who have lived or are living leadership experiences inform leadership theory and 

development? All of these wonderings led to my research puzzle. Will engaging with the 

unique narratives of women leaders shed light on the phenomenon of their experience as 

it is lived and told, retold and relived? 

Awakening and Attending 

Clandinin and Connelly . . . designate “wakefulness” as a new way to speak 
about reflexivity and being critical. (Elbaz-Luwisch, 2010, p 274) 
 
Attending to the experiences of women leaders in education landscapes is not 

new to me.  It has been my companion for many years. Throughout my journey as a 

teacher and particularly as I have moved into leadership roles with the school system, I 

have sought the mentorship and companionship of other leaders, but particularly women 

leaders in whom I might find support, knowledge and experience and with whom I might 

share the journey of a woman leader, weaving their experiences together with mine into 
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my unfinished tapestry. Having the wisdom and experience of others, I have reflected, 

would undoubtedly provide new threads and colours to my tapestry enriching it as I 

continue to weave the ever-changing pattern.   

 As I set out to inquire narratively into my own experiences and those of other 

women leaders, I considered the personal importance of this research. Clandinin (2013) 

reminds us that it is essential for narrative inquirers to understand what brings them to 

the research puzzle and who they are within the inquiry. Because narrative inquiry is a 

relational methodology, it is only through a deep understanding of our own lived 

experiences, tensions and puzzling that we are truly “awake to the ways we attend to the 

experiences of research participants” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 36). My own puzzling and 

wondering has formed the foundation of and given personal significance to this narrative 

inquiry.  

There were, I realized, no answers to the questions I had been asking and even as 

I began to explore the literature, I noted that experiences of women, while in some cases 

told through their voices and from their own perspectives, many were told through the 

voices or perspectives of others and failed to address the influence of gender (Smulyan, 

2000). Cole (2009), however, insists that “the voices and stories [that] are heard be those 

of women, individually and collectively…telling it as it is for them, in their context and 

in their time, in all its complexity, diversity, incompleteness and inequality” (p. 574). I 

needed to connect with the storied lives of other women who have also journeyed into 

the educational leadership landscape and who might consider sharing and thinking with 

their storied experiences as a means of shedding light on my puzzling and their journeys.   
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As I began to acknowledge and attend to my puzzling, more wonderings and 

puzzling resulted. I was seeking answers but my questions led to more questions. Like 

dropping a pebble into smooth waters, the concentric circles of my puzzling grew wider, 

reached further and had, it seemed, no end. It was time, I concluded, to attend to this 

puzzling and give voice to the storied lives of women with whose experiences I might 

connect or from which others and I might learn.  

Thinking with stories and the storied lives of other women awakened me to the 

knowledge that I had become the keeper of retold stories that had come to me through 

the countless conversations I have had with other women leaders and educators, those 

who have become my community of support, my friends, my sisters, my mentors, and 

those in whom I have confided my own stories with an unprecedented trust and 

openness. And I have also been awakened to the necessity of caring for the stories that I 

hold and the stories that I share. Lopez (1990) tells us that “if stories come to you, care 

for them. And learn to give them away where they are needed. Sometimes a person 

needs a story more than food to stay alive. That is why we put these stories in each 

other’s memory. This is how people care for themselves” (p. 965).   

It has been through my puzzling that I have also been awakened to the bumping 

places and the tensions that exist in the storied lives of women leaders and know that it is 

from these tensions and bumping places that we can learn. I began to reflect on the 

tensions that were ever-present in my own experiences and as I attended to these tensions 

and acknowledged the bumping places, I came to see and accept the shifting of my 

relived experiences.   
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Puzzling and Tensions 

Tensions . . . live between people, events, or things, and are a way of creating a 
between space, a space which can exist in educative ways. (Clandinin, et al., 
2010, p. 82) 
 
I return now to the retelling of my first leadership interview experience. As I 

journalled about that particular experience, I wondered what took me to that place in a 

time where the demands of my work and family were overwhelming in the least, but 

where I chose to pursue a leadership role. I wondered why I agreed to honour a request 

made by a principal, when the demands of my personal life were, or should have been, 

more important. I wondered what had shaped this story I was living.  

The core leader position is applied for and held by a teacher leader on staff. Each 

high school staff is organized into core areas, which are decided upon by school 

administration and learning leaders, also in-school teacher leaders.  Core leaders, 

learning leaders and the school administrators form the learning council, a group that 

represents the staff, plans staff professional development and communicates to the staff 

the ideas, decisions and initiatives of the school and division administration. It does not 

award any extra preparation time, but does add responsibility such as attending meetings, 

organizing, planning, and communicating to core members. As one administrator 

described it, each core leader is like a principal of his/her own small staff.  

Why would I have been seeking a core leadership, a teacher-leadership role that 

awarded me no extra preparation time in my day, but instead added more responsibility 

to the load I already carried, and at times, with which I struggled? Why would I choose 

to coach or volunteer to chair the after grad committee? Was I effectively managing the 
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multiple roles of my life or was I fooling myself? I wondered if I was even viewed by 

others as a leader in the school. 

As I began to think narratively with this storied experience, I realized that as I 

journalled about the events of the day, a common practice for me, I did not attend to the 

tensions I was experiencing. It is only now, looking back at the journal entry, that I see 

this experience differently. Thinking narratively has shifted my understanding of the 

relived stories and moved me to look inward and outward at experiences and shift 

backward to retell them and forward to relive them, seeing them in new ways. In an 

effort to unpack the experience of the interview I shifted back in time to the event that 

led to that first leadership interview and the place where I began attending to my 

puzzling. 

A Strategic Conversation 

What does it take to look at the familiar and discern the assumptions and power 
relationships that maintain it, to go on to say, this is not the only possible way, 
this is not how it has to be? (Bateson, 1997, p. viii) 
 
In the spring of 2009, I found myself in conversation with my principal, Tim 

Atwater2, and recognizing that “memory is selective, shaped, and retold in the continuum 

of one’s experiences” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 142), I recall our conversation 

clearly but now see that at the time I considered it nothing more than a casual encounter, 

with an almost incidental quality to it, as is shown in the following excerpt from my 

narrative journal: 

                                                             
2 Respecting the confidentiality and anonymity of the identities and places which 
become visible in my storied experiences, I have chosen pseudonyms for them, 
except where noted.  
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He stopped casually by my classroom one afternoon, plopped himself on 
one of my couches, put his feet up on the stool and asked, “Do you have a 
minute?”  

 “Sure,” I replied. “What’s up?” He and I had been friends through our 
university days and had stayed connected through our children’s sports, so we 
had a friendly relationship that was trusting and open. It was also common for 
him to come in during my prep period and enjoy some quiet time on one of the 
couches in my classroom. 

“I would like you to apply to be a core leader,” he simply stated.  “The 
current core leader is resigning and I need someone like you in that position.  I 
need someone who can approach the role in a positive way and start moving the 
core forward in practice. You are perfect for the role and it would mean that we 
won’t lose anyone from the English Core.” 

“Oh, Tim, I have too much on my plate to add anymore,” I replied. “As 
you know, my mom has terminal cancer and I am her primary caregiver. I have 
just finished coaching basketball for five months and start with softball in a 
couple weeks. And I haven’t updated my resume in the last twenty years. I 
wouldn’t know where to begin. Besides, right now I am immersed in making t-
shirts for my homeroom kids and each one takes a long time. I’ll never find the 
time to even figure out how to make a resume.”  

Inwardly, I realized that I had not thought about being a core leader. In 
fact, I had not thought about leadership since leaving the profession in 1995. In 
part because of my very full, very demanding personal life and in part because I 
had been at the school only three school years and was not convinced that I had 
earned a leadership position or would be a credible leader within the staff.    

He must have sensed my very slight hesitation though as I launched into 
excuses for why I couldn’t possibly apply, because he did not let it go. I listened 
as he continued to praise the work I had done with students and staff and explain 
why I should apply, emphasizing what would be possible for me to accomplish if 
I was the core leader. There they were – the carrots – what I would be able to 
accomplish and not losing one of our teachers, a friend, who was truly afraid of 
being transferred this year. Admittedly, I was both honoured and humbled that he 
felt I had shown qualities worthy of being a core leader in such a short time after 
my return to teaching. I began to imagine all that I could do working alongside 
my colleagues to impact student learning and help move forward changes 
necessary to re-engage young people. I could work with more than just the 
students who sat in my classroom. I would have a voice in the decision-making.  

“I’ll think about it,” I promised, and no matter how much I tried to 
suppress the feeling, excitement over the potential in this opportunity slowly 
forged its way into my consciousness. I had been vocal about the poor 
communication between senior admin, school admin and the front-line staff in 
schools, so would this be my opportunity to become more involved in decision-
making or have my voice heard? But why, I wondered, would I consider a role 
that added more to my already chaotic life. Such a choice would definitely mean 
that I would have to make more personal sacrifices than I was already making as 
a teacher.    
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(Journal Entry, May 2012) 
 

Knowing that experience is temporal, I have attended to this past conversation 

from my present perspective and also considered sociality and place. I believe now that 

Tim likely intended for the conversation to be casual, almost spontaneous, and that he 

chose the place of my classroom for our conversation. I have been awakened to the 

significance of place in my experiences and see that the classroom space was where I 

entered relationally with others to do my work and live my stories of practice. It was my 

professional home, my space – the space where my identity took shape, where I was 

comfortable and confident. In the retelling of this experience, I am awakened to Tim’s 

choice of my classroom as a place for our conversation. I wonder if choosing to have a 

conversation with me in my classroom was a manipulation of the situation or if it was a 

place where he thought we might be able to talk without interruption.  

I also look inward to my feelings during our conversation and become aware that 

I allowed myself to be seduced by the professional exchange we shared and his praise for 

the work I had been doing. I use the word seduced intentionally, because as I unpack the 

layers of this experience, I see that Tim targeted aspects of my professionalism and my 

character that he knew would cause me to at least consider his proposal. This awareness 

comes with a sense of frustration for not seeing then how the conversation was so 

purposefully orchestrated, but it also comes with an acceptance of my desire to work 

alongside students in an educative place, my passion for student learning, my need to 

have a voice and my identity as an educator – all of the qualities that I believe made 

Tim’s task much easier for him. Finally, it comes with the understanding that I was, in 
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spite of the insecurities that sometimes shaped my experiences, already a leader in the 

school. There was no escaping who I was and my passion for education.     

Shifting forward to my experiences as a leader in the current role I hold as vice 

principal as well as the last role I had as an instructional consultant, particularly in the 

work I did with administrators, I have developed a much deeper understanding of how 

the leaders in a building, whether a teacher-leader (like a core leader) or an 

administrator, can potentially shape the culture of the school, impact student 

achievement and affect staff morale. Accompanied by this new knowledge, I relive my 

experience with Tim and understand that choosing people for leadership roles is often, 

but not always, a carefully and well-thought-out process that is based on the needs of the 

existing in-school leadership, students, and staff, but most significantly a process that 

will benefit the personal and professional needs and goals of the school administrators.  

It is this understanding that has shifted the reliving of what I identify as my first 

leadership experience. I retell the events as they occurred but experience them very 

differently as I relive them. As I retold the story of Tim’s carefully choreographed 

approach and the determination with which he encouraged me to consider his request, I 

am awakened to the tensions that existed within me even then. As a confident, self-aware 

woman, I question if I did not see his intentional weaving of my tapestry or if I 

intentionally disregarded his manipulation and the consequences that would result from 

the experience. The latter option creates a bumping place that I see now but was not then, 

in those moments, awake to. The stories I thought I would live by were not the stories 

that began to unfold in that moment. My stories of practice, shaped by my stories to live 
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by, began to shift. I puzzle now about my awareness of the shifting and bumping and my 

own hand in changing my stories.  

That same year I was nominated one of the three teachers who would give the 

toast to the graduates - an affirmation of the work I did and the time I invested in the 

students, which I see now is, for me, connected to leadership. I was also offered the job 

as core leader. I found the time and energy to put together a resume, familiarize myself 

with the job requirements and current buzzwords. Professional satisfaction abounded, but 

I did puzzle about the social repercussions of my choice to apply for a core leadership. 

What, I wondered, would my friends on staff and other colleagues think about me 

applying. Would they think I had crossed over to ‘the other side?’3 

In the meantime, the frenetic pace of my personal life continued, even escalated. 

My mom, with whom I was very close, was dying; my dad’s dementia was escalating; 

my mother-in-law had been moved to a care home outside of the city, which meant more 

travel time to see her; my daughter was graduating from high school and applying for 

university and scholarships; and my son, a student at the National Sport School in 

Calgary, was taking his grade 11 English course online with me as his teacher. The 

hurricane that would become my life began to build. No more tornado. Sleep became 

scarce and stress was ever-present, but the work I could do as a core leader gave me 

energy and renewed passion to support the work the teachers were already doing to 

improve student learning and engagement. I survived the year, but not without a few 

social sacrifices and the support of my family who fortunately recognized, to some 

                                                             
3 Throughout the manuscript, I have used single quotation marks to highlight slang 
or key terms. This is to distinguish material quoted directly from my stories or the 
stories of the participants, for which I have employed double quotation marks.  
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degree, that I was a person outside of our home, one with a focus other than groceries, 

laundry, coaching and planning birthday parties. They too were making sacrifices.   

Stories to Live by and Bumping Places 

Each individual’s storied life is neither smooth nor unchanging, but rather shifts 
and changes over time and in relation with specific contexts. The stories that 
each of us lives is multiple, shifting, and changing as are the stories that we each 
tell of our lives. (Clandinin & Raymond, 2006, p. 102) 

 
Shifting forward to a time when I have relived not only the experience of being 

asked to move into a formal leadership position, but also others that came after or long 

before it, I attend to it differently now. Acknowledging the tensions, I looked inward to 

see that the stories I thought I would live by were bumping up against the choices I was 

making as I agreed to apply for a leadership role. Never compromising my core values, 

always speaking out against injustices, and putting my family before my professional 

goals, my work and myself had always been my stories to live by and somehow, for a 

reason I didn’t understand, these stories seemed to be changing. Looking backward and 

inward, I was able to see that the shifting of my stories to live by was a natural 

progression of the path on which I had been travelling long before that. I began attending 

to the shifting of my stories through the lens of my current role as an vice principal and 

the experiences that have brought me to the present. The pattern of my tapestry was 

changing; a new layer began to take shape forming a yet indiscernible pattern with 

different threads of varied textures and colours. I liked the change. In spite of the 

sacrifices I was making and the demands on my time and energy, I liked leadership.  

A Story to Leave By 

Each shifting plotline bumps against other plotlines, shifting them and causing 
other changes in the landscape. (Clandinin, Downey & Huber, 2009, p. 144) 
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Reliving the experience of my first leadership role brought forward another time 

in my journey where I struggled to navigate the tensions and bumping up of my stories to 

live by with the dominant narrative that many women should be able to do it all. I shifted 

back in time to 1995, to the place where I, like many others, told a cover story – a story 

to leave by (Clandinin, et al., 2009). I had not anticipated a story to leave by, but even 

then as I began to wonder about my journey, I became more wakeful to the personal and 

professional sacrifices I was making. Time had become a currency. My passion as an 

engaged teacher committed to staying current and adapting my instructional practices to 

shifting school landscapes meant that someone was not getting the time they deserved. I 

puzzled about my ability to give both my family and my students, my colleagues and my 

friends, my profession and my community all that they deserved from me. I knew it was 

not possible to do it all. Looking inward I recognize that guilt had become my dominant 

emotion. I woke up with it, struggled all day with it and slept with it. My stories to live 

by soon became my stories to leave by. 

A Story of Multiplicity 

By now we realize that equality for women in the public sphere of the workplace 
requires material change in the private sphere of family life. This change 
requires [more than] women . . . gaining access to positions within existing 
patriarchal structures. (Taylor, 1995, p. 98) 
 
When I returned to work in 1994 after my third maternity leave, I attempted to 

negotiate the multiple plotlines (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) of my stories to live by 

and the tensions and bumping places that existed within this multiplicity. The stories that 

I thought I would live by – a personally fulfilled and professionally satisfied teacher, 

mother, wife, daughter and so on – were bumping up against those I was actually living 

by – stressed, exhausted and guilt-ridden, neither fulfilled or satisfied in either life. Each 
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day I left for work, I transitioned within, between and among the multiple landscapes of 

which I was a part. As I transitioned from home to school I believed I was closing the 

door behind me, leaving my responsibilities as a mother, homemaker, wife and 

community member there, separating my multiple identities. But I was not. Reliving 

these experiences has awakened me to the complexity of navigating and “living amidst 

this multiplicity” (Greene, 1995, p. 1). As I shifted places I did not leave behind one 

identity and assume another, completely separate one. Each day as I entered the school 

and assumed my responsibilities as a career woman with professional goals and 

aspirations, I did so with the other roles I played as well.  

The return to work in 1994, a year after my third child was born, seemed 

successful. I was feeling like I had everything under control and had achieved some kind 

of tolerable balance. Rita Green, our caregiver, came in to our house every day at noon 

to care for the children. Having a caregiver come in to our home was one of the financial 

sacrifices we had deemed ‘worth it’. Not having to get three children ready to go to the 

babysitter every day certainly reduced my stress. I had been working half time 

afternoons since returning to work after my first maternity leave, was working towards a 

second undergraduate degree taking a class each semester and felt that I could continue 

the same schedule as before. After all, I had the best of both worlds – a healthy young 

family and a thriving career in a school and community where I was confident in myself 

as a teacher, felt I belonged and was accepted. A few months into the semester, however, 

the guilt began to worm its way into my consciousness. Thinking narratively now, I see 

how the stories I thought I would live by were bumping up against the stories I was 

living, each indelibly shaped by the dominant narrative of the time – women can do it all.  
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A Story of Reshaping an Identity 

Some stories to leave by follow what many people consider to be acceptable story 
plotlines to leave teaching. (Clandinin, et al., 2009, p. 146) 
  
Ultimately, I was unable to negotiate the tensions caused by the bumping up of 

the many stories. I made the choice to leave the profession I loved, denounce my paid 

professional status as teacher, mentor, friend and well-known member of the community 

in which I had worked for the previous decade. My identity as a confident, 

knowledgeable and intellectual young woman had been shaped by my experiences as a 

teacher. It was who I had become. The school community was my place of confidence 

and comfort. It was where I felt good about myself. It was the place where I lived 

relationally with so many others, including friends, colleagues, students and their 

families. But I could no longer achieve any sort of balance or even fool myself into 

thinking there was potential to strike a balance. My identity, my stories to live by, began 

to shift. I no longer needed my professional identity to give me confidence and security. 

I hadn’t always been confident and secure or had a strong sense of purpose or self-

esteem, but the experiences that shaped my teacher identity had also shaped my personal 

life in the making. The pattern of my tapestry continued to change.   

The following story is a memory from the spring of 1995. I had been working for 

a full year since returning from maternity leave. I see now that this retold story became 

my story to leave by. I recorded this experience in my journal as I began to puzzle about 

what brought me to my current place professionally and personally. I wondered how this 

lived experience so many years ago has shaped my journey and brought me to where I 

am in the midst of it now. I wonder if it has shaped the leader I am becoming. As I think 
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narratively with this story, I realize that this 1995 story to leave by is echoed in the story 

I was weaving in 2009 as I entered formally into leadership.  

Once, years ago, when the months - the years - of exhaustion caused by 
the conflict between my personal and professional lives had a fierce grip on me, I 
knew I had to make a choice by taking the road that would allow me the sense of 
control I so desperately craved. Knowing I could not achieve a balance that was 
personally and professionally satisfying, or tolerable even, the teacher in me gave 
up. The demands that I placed on myself as a high school English Language Arts 
teacher in a large suburban school set in an affluent area were too great. The 
academic and extracurricular expectations of both the school administration and 
the parent community were high and required a time commitment I could no 
longer personally afford. I was finally able to separate the personal from the 
professional. Once tightly woven together, they had become irreconcilable. I was 
able to accept that my status as a teacher was no longer as essential to my being - 
my confidence and my self-esteem - as was my status as a mother, volunteer, 
coach, homemaker, daughter, sister, and so on. I did not need to be a teacher to 
feel good about myself. My husband was supportive of whatever I thought was 
best for our family and me, and financially we knew we would have to make 
sacrifices, but we could survive.  

As difficult a decision as it was, I left my job. I gave up my status. I was 
no longer ‘Mrs. Mario’ to hallways full of students. I took on new roles.  Over 
time I became the head coach of basketball and softball teams, a member of the 
softball league executive, president of our local ski club, and meeting facilitator 
of the Catholic School Community Council at my children’s school. I had left my 
paid work behind, but I could not escape the leader in me.   

(Journal Entry, June 2012) 
 

Retelling and reliving this story to leave by has shifted my understanding of how 

this part of my journey continued to shape my identity as a woman leader. Unable to 

balance my personal and professional lives or live up to my expectations or those of 

school and school community, I felt that leaving was my only option. The bumping of 

my stories to live by came into conflict with one another as I composed my life on 

differing landscapes. Looking inward I am awakened not only to my need for control and 

balance, but also to my innate characteristic to not accept mediocrity. Not being able to 

live up to my own expectations or self-imposed high standards as an educator, mother, 

wife or community member meant that a new pattern, new threads would have to 
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become part of my tapestry. I wonder why I believed so strongly in my ability or need to 

gain and maintain control and balance. Is this sense of standards and high expectations 

for myself a part of who I am as a leader? I wonder if it is the underlying characteristic 

of my leadership. Is it common to all leaders? I also wonder from where this 

characteristic is born.  

When I left teaching to raise my family, I believed one day I would return. I 

believed this because I have an undeniable drive to be an educator, to teach, to learn, to 

forge relationships, and to work with young people and other educators as we move 

forward into the potential of each day in the classroom. And one day I did.    

A Return to the Professional Landscape 

The landscape is a living place, a place with a history, with dynamic internal 
goings-on, with continuing interactions and exchanges with community . . . . It is 
a place of relationships among people and their stories. (Clandinin & Connelly, 
1998, p. 161) 
 
In 2006 I returned to teaching. The demands of my family, both immediate and 

extended, had increased as my children grew into busy teenagers and our parents had 

aged. It was time, however, for me to engage again with the work I loved. We 

recognized that as our children’s lives became busier, the financial demands increased as 

well. Returning to paid work was not only necessary, but the timing also seemed logical. 

The following journal entry moves forward to where my journey shifted once more.  

As I returned to the profession that over time played a profound role in 
the shaping of my identity both personally and professionally, I was reminded 
that it could leave me empty, frustrated, void of energy and emotion, even angry 
and sad. Thus is the world of education. But the drive to make a difference had 
not subsided. The vision I had for better classrooms, engaged students, and 
meaningful learning loomed constantly at the horizon of my professional 
potential. So I endeavored to make a difference, to put theory into practice, to 
adapt to the 21st century learners who sometimes slump in desks that hinder 
rather than foster learning. I had renewed energy, fuelled by my own children’s 
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experiences at school along with my passion for relevant learning, engaged 
students and a positive school culture. 

 I worked diligently, attending to all aspects of my professional life. And 
my work did not go unnoticed. I had been leading informally by the example I 
had set, and before long, as one of my colleagues put it, I became one of them. I 
had moved into the core leader role. This shifting of my identity as others saw it 
was difficult for me to accept. It hurt. Being one of them meant that my social 
landscape would change. Relationships would be different. Those who entered 
into leadership were often seen as ‘ladder climbers’ (a pejorative term) and as 
being brainwashed, no longer thinking like teachers. Leaders were at times 
viewed by their teacher colleagues as pawns of the senior administrators who 
made decisions that made no sense or could not be justified by those in the 
classrooms working daily alongside their learners. My new identity as one of 
them was proving to be a difficult transition for me as I moved between 
landscapes. I felt the alienation and resulting loneliness of the borderland spaces 
to which I was relegated. I struggled to decide on which side I really wanted to 
belong.  

(Journal Entry, June 2012) 
 

 Not long after my return to teaching and formal entry into leadership, I began 

to wonder how I could do it all. How did other women do it? Why did other women do 

it? Was my journey different from theirs? Did I make unique choices that caused me to 

experience the tensions between my personal and professional stories to live by? How 

could I negotiate the professional tensions I experienced as a result of not always 

agreeing with decisions made by others who were not in classrooms? And why after all 

these years did I continue to be confronted with the gender-biases that, in my mind, 

should have disappeared years ago? Was I the only one who experienced these biases? 

The puzzling began. The stories I was living once again began to bump up against the 

stories I thought I would live by.  

The following journal entry reflects on an experience from 2007 and my puzzling 

about the bumping of my stories.  

Why is it always so difficult, I puzzled. I am constantly balancing, bartering, 
sacrificing, or compromising. Why must my job require me to be in a constant 
state of conflict with myself, my values, as an educator? Why am I so drawn 
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towards the aspects of my profession that create the most stress for me in both 
my personal and my professional lives, or should I say life, because the two have 
once again become inextricable? Can I maintain the personal and professional 
standards I have set for myself if I continue to live amidst the tensions as I am 
now? Have I compromised my values? How did I come to this place where I 
currently find myself experiencing the stresses and the struggles of being a 
dedicated, hard-working teacher and leader? Most importantly, will the two roads 
of my life merge once more so that my professional life allows me personal 
satisfaction and happiness? The questions, the tensions, are constant.  But the lure 
of teaching, of making a difference, of knowing that I can be a part of something 
much larger than myself, my own personal vision, is strong.  

(Journal Entry, July 2012) 
 

I realized as I reflected on these puzzlings that I must look back to when I first learned 

who I was on the education landscape. I puzzled about when my journey as a leader 

began. Might I have stories of experience that could further guide my understanding of 

what has shaped the person I am becoming?  

Awakening to Needing to Attend to Experience 

“Where,” she asked, “is your place of experience?”   
“I know exactly where it is,” I responded quickly and confidently.   
“Then start there, in the midst of your journey, and look backward and forward 
as you re-story your lived experiences” 

(Conversations from work-in-progress gatherings, March, 2014) 
 

While preparing to write my thesis, I joined a work-in-progress group facilitated 

first by Dr. Janice Huber then later by Dr. Lee Schaefer and Dr. Sean Lessard. In this 

space I learned to think narratively. Janice and other narrative inquirers in the group have 

worked alongside me as I have lived amidst the living, telling, reliving and retelling of 

stories of experience (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). I was experiencing tensions about 

giving voice to my own narratives of experience. I had attempted several times to begin 

the drafting process for Chapter 1, yet had little composed. I had read widely, studied 

other narrative inquiries and had been journaling my experiences from the time I had 
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first taken Janice’s narrative inquiry class more than a year before, but still did not have 

a plan for the beginning.  

Crafting the narrative beginnings, the place where narrative inquirers begin 

(Clandinin, 2013), is very personal and there exists no specific, predetermined format or 

structure to which one must adhere. I recognized that, amongst other reasons, the fear of 

doing it wrong had paralyzed me, so I began to explore the tensions that lay within my 

experiences. Clandinin, et al. (2010) tell how their understanding of tensions began to 

shift and change as they were in the midst of their own inquiry. Once seen as something 

to smooth over or silence in order “to maintain smooth stories” (p. 82), the researchers 

began to understand tensions as an important and essential part of the narrative inquiry 

process. They became the “cracks or openings for co-composing inquiry spaces as well 

as co-composing field texts and research texts…a way to inquire into the dangers of 

learning to live and tell different stories as counterstories to the dominant institutional, 

cultural, and social narratives that shape the landscape” (pp. 83-84). These 

understandings shaped a space where I began to reflect on my experiences and the 

tensions that surrounded moving backward in time, looking inward, looking outward, 

and attending to place as I relived the experiences and arrived at enriched 

understandings.   

Looking back and looking inward from my present perspective and 

understandings, I was awakened to the tensions I had about crafting my narrative 

beginnings and restorying my experiences in order to make meaning of them. I had 

tensions about how I would retell the stories so that I neither dishonoured nor artificially 

elevated the people who and events that had shaped my journey. And I struggled to write 
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my own stories or think of them as experiences that mattered and that were worthy of 

being included in my research, but as I continued to retell and relive them with the work-

in-progress group and share with these people the tensions I was negotiating, my 

thinking and knowing shifted. I came to understand the necessity and significance of 

composing my narrative beginnings. I also came to understand that my stories do matter, 

that every day lived experiences can be used for the education of other professionals 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), so I began thinking narratively with my stories of 

experience. As one story led to another I was reminded of Clandinin and Connelly’s 

(2000) assertion that “experiences grow out of other experiences, and experiences lead to 

further experiences” (p. 2), so looking backward and forward, inward and outward, and 

across place, I began the process of retelling and reliving my experiences, attending to 

the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, Clandinin, 

2013) in which narrative inquirers work.  

It is necessary, according to Clandinin (2013), to retell and relive our own stories 

in order to enter relationally into an inquiry. She explains that without knowing who we 

are and who we may become within the inquiry, “we are not awake to the ways we 

attend to the experience of research participants” (p. 36).  The retelling and reliving, 

looking backward and inward can present to researchers and participants new ways of 

seeing past experiences, but this was not something I was approaching with confidence 

or enthusiasm. I thought of Maxine Greene’s (1995) assertion that “when aspects of the 

present are infused by materials originating in the past, there is always a re-viewing of 

the past, even as the new experience (enriched now) comes to consciousness” (p. 76).  

The idea that enriched experiences would result from a re-viewing of the past looped 
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through my consciousness constantly reminding me that the participants and I would be 

vulnerable as we re-viewed our pasts and relived our stories in an attempt to make new 

meaning of and look forward with them. I recalled Lorde’s (1984) words about the 

vulnerability of sharing our silences. She explains that “the transformation of silence into 

language and action is an act of self-revelation, and that always seems fraught with 

danger” (p. 42). Eventually, however, I accepted that this vulnerability would 

accompany us throughout the journey, so I gave it a good pair of walking shoes and 

brought it along with me. This shift in my thinking has been a pivotal experience in my 

journey.   

Place of Experience  

Experience does not go on simply inside a person. It does go on there. . . . but 
this is not the whole of the story. Every genuine experience has an active side 
which changes in some degree the objective conditions under which experiences 
are had. (Dewey, 1938, p. 38) 
 
So what, I puzzled, was my place of experience? As I explored and journaled 

about experiences further back in my career, I recalled a defining moment in my 

personal and professional development. Was this experience significant in my unfolding 

journey? The following story, which took place in the spring of 1987, has travelled with 

me over time and place and serves as a reminder of the fortitude I had developed as a 

result of the experience.   

As we walked down the hall, Mr. Mark Fulton, the principal - MY 
principal, I naïvely called him - a very tall, confident man with a bold, confident 
and assertive presence, struck up a conversation with me regarding my teaching 
assignment for the following school year. It was my first year of teaching and I 
was feeling very fortunate and rather confident. I was teaching full time English 
Language Arts in a large school, had been accepted by the students and seemed 
to fit in very well socially with the staff at the school. English Language Arts had 
been my major at university and French Language Arts my minor. In 1986 
having French skills was certainly an asset. French Immersion was a program 
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new to the school and was popular with the community, but I was hired to teach 
English, hired by the former principal the previous spring. This man, Mr. Fulton, 
had inherited me. We were both new to the school that fall. I thought we got 
along very well.   

On this day as we walked casually down the hallway towards my 
classroom, Mr. Fulton suggested that I might have to teach French at least one 
semester in the next year. While I was competent, I hadn’t used my French in a 
year and knew that teaching English was my strength. When I jokingly responded 
that I would be happy to teach French, but he should then be happy to have his 
daughter, a grade 10 student at the school that year, in my French class, the tone 
of our conversation changed. I sensed immediately that I had challenged his 
authority in some way. His response confirmed my instinct 

“You’re lucky to be here at all. You know, you are still on a temporary 
contract. I could go out and get any teacher I want in place of you, particularly 
one who would be happy to teach French,” he threatened. It was spring and he 
would soon be going into staffing meetings at division office, which was perhaps 
what inspired him to wage such a threat.   

What occurred in the next brief moment, I recognized, could define my 
future. This was the first time he had made such a direct threat about my position 
at the school, but it was not the first time he had suggested that he could control 
my future as a teacher. I had reached a point where I could no longer remain 
silent or tolerate the power he used to control our professional relationship. 
Consciously deciding not to succumb to his threat or give in to his attempt to 
control through his power, position, size and gender, I stopped, and looked 
directly up at him.  

“Then maybe you should go out and get whatever teacher you want to 
replace me,” I replied. His neck and face grew red, his trademark sign that he was 
angry, and I continued on to my classroom leaving him standing in the hallway. I 
shook with anger and frustration but was strangely comfortable with my 
response. 

At home that evening I recounted the experience for my husband. He was 
supportive of my choice to no longer tolerate the power play. We discussed my 
reaction and I expressed fear that I had made a rash decision, which was sure to 
limit if not immediately impact my career. Would I have a job next year? I feared 
that I was now on the wrong side of this powerful man and knew that he could 
ruin my reputation within the school and community. My fear turned to 
frustration. Was it my age? My gender? My inexperience? I knew there would be 
struggles in my career; I knew leaders used their positions, intellect, gender and 
power to assert and maintain superiority over others. This was not new to me. 
Eventually determination replaced my frustration. I knew I had to continue being 
the best teacher I could be.  

That spring, Mr. Fulton worked diligently to ensure that any staff who had 
entered into conflict with him during the school year found themselves at new 
schools in the fall. I, on the other hand, had somehow secured another year of 
teaching full time English, was encouraged by my department head to become an 
accredited teacher so I could be assigned the senior classes and became a 
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comfortable, confident member of the staff and school community. Most 
significantly, Mr. Fulton and I developed a relationship of mutual respect and 
eventually became what I would have then defined as friends.  

(Journal Entry, March 2014) 
 

I have shared this story many times over the years and perhaps forgotten some of 

the details, but it remains true to my memory of what transpired that day. The clarity of 

this memory is a result of this experience being pivotal in my journey as an educator, a 

woman and a leader. It was a bold move for a temporary, first-year teacher who could 

not, at that time, afford to lose her job, but it would not be the last time that I experienced 

tensions with the leadership style of Mr. Fulton and it would not be the last time that I 

entered willingly into conflict with him. Even though I have often thought of the many 

incidents where I cautiously but knowingly disagreed with or had conflicting ideas about 

Mr. Fulton’s decisions, I only now understand from where my confidence came.  His 

high standards and high expectations resonated with my own and guided me to thrive as 

a teacher, but it was his approach to leadership that helped to shape my own identity. I 

am aware now that he was a leader, a man, of his time and I was a woman, a leader, of 

my time. Therein lies the tension.   

Looking back I also see that with my limited knowledge of school stories I had 

constructed my own story of school and relationships on the professional landscape 

using experiences I had in other personal and professional landscapes. My personal story 

of school had bumped up against the dominant narrative commonly accepted on the 

school landscape, the one composed and controlled at the time, by Mr. Fulton. As I think 

with this experience now, I am aware that as I lived this story I did not understand that 

“teachers’ personal stories rub again administrators’ stories’” (Craig & Huber, 2007, p. 

253). In the retelling of it, I have come to a deeper understanding of the commonality of 



28 
 

my experience. The story of school that I had constructed was the one that I chose to live 

by on the professional landscape, as it was the one I knew and the one that had been 

shaped by my other stories of school and family.  

The Shaping of a Leader 

A leadership path is not only chosen for a person but must also be chosen by the 
person. (Kenyon, 2008, p. 8) 
 
Even though I had finished my Bachelor of Education degree the year before the 

experience with Mr. Fulton that I just retold, I was continuing my education, working 

towards a Bachelor of Arts Degree. After only two years of teaching, I had constructed a 

plan for my future. I would finish my second undergraduate degree, pursue a master’s 

degree and eventually become an administrator. I would stay in the same school for 

awhile, transfer to gain more experience (advice given to me by my colleagues who had 

already been applying for administrative positions) and then pursue leadership. In 1987, 

however, there were few women leaders in the high schools. At that time, the department 

heads of the Practical and Applied Arts and the Business Education departments were 

women – one a home economics teacher and the other a business education teacher. I did 

not have meaningful professional relationships with these women as they were much 

older than I and did not serve as mentors or role models for me. There was no supportive 

environment where I could cultivate my skills and strengths alongside others like me. 

Even today women who enter leadership have few reference points on which to base or 

establish their own leadership styles (Andrews & Ridenour, 2006; Stead & Elliot, 2012). 

What I did not know then, was that I had set some very challenging goals and had 

embarked upon a difficult path. I wonder now, was I naïve or was I just unwilling to 

accept the gender-biased structures that existed in the educational landscape of the mid-
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eighties? With little after which to model my own leadership, I wonder what experiences 

had shaped or were continuing to shape my desire to pursue leadership?  

Shifting forward and considering both sociality and place, I have come to 

understand my choices to respond or react when tensions arose or my story to live by 

bumped against another story, the dominant institutional narrative. Responding as I did 

to Mr. Fulton’s stance of power, like my story to leave by, was I believed, in my limited 

experience, my only option. When I reflect on that moment of my career where I was 

willing to risk my future and not compromise my values, I see that my story to live by 

had long been shaped by other lived experiences. I could also see that I would have to 

call forward experiences of long ago because “embedded in the retellings of early 

experiences is a notion that each story is always partial and contextual and offers new 

possibilities as the stories are retold” (Caine, Estefan & Clandinin, 2013, p. 577). While 

there were no female administrators in Regina high schools when I began teaching, I had 

previous experience with other strong female educational leaders outside of my 

professional landscape. I shift back in time now to my second year of the education 

program at the University of Regina in 1982, where I had the privilege of learning 

alongside Dr. Salina Shrofel4, the professor from whom I would take many of my 

education classes over the next three years. Our first meeting will forever be in my 

memory: 

She entered the classroom where twelve of us sat waiting anxiously for another 
school year to unfold. We were the group of students hoping to be the 1985 
English Language Arts teacher graduates. A woman of small stature strode into 
the room with a confidence that was immediately visible. Her very presence 
commanded our attention. She introduced herself with the following description, 
“My name is Dr. Sally Shrofel. You may call me Dr. Shrofel or Sally but you 
will not call me Mrs. Shrofel. My name is spelled S-H-R-O-F-E-L. There is no C 

                                                             
4 This is not her pseudonym. I maintained her actual name to honour her.   
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between the S and the H. This is a Jewish spelling. I am one of seven people in 
North America with my credentials. I bridge the gap between the linguist and the 
educator.” And she continued to ensure that we knew our good fortune in having 
her as the instructor for our courses that semester. I sat both in awe and in terror 
of this woman who was clearly an intellectual barracuda. But I liked her style. 
Her confidence pulled me in like a spectator at a magic show.  

(Journal Entry, July 2012) 
 

Dr. Shrofel would become one of the women who would shape me, both 

personally and professionally. While I did not recognize then the extent to which she 

would shape me as a professional, I did aspire to be the kind of teacher of whom she 

would be proud. Looking back and looking inward, I am aware that my intention then 

was to please her, to garner her attention and praise, to be like her. She modeled 

dedication, hard work, commitment, passion and high standards. She was also a strong, 

well-educated, confident female who in time became my friend, mentor and guide. 

Through all my years as a teacher and a leader in the world of education, her teachings, 

her spirit, her strength and her confidence have guided me. Looking outward, I wonder 

to what extent my journey has been shaped by the opportunities I had to learn alongside 

Dr. Shrofel.  

Shifting forward and looking outward now to the retelling of my stories and the 

search for my place of experience, I was awakened to the meaning of my experiences, 

like being a student of Dr. Shrofel’s or a new young, female teacher under the leadership 

of Mr. Fulton, and how such experiences have shaped both my personal and professional 

identities. This awakening carries with it new and enriched ways of thinking narratively 

with the experiences that have shaped me and attending to the tensions that I did not 

recognize then but see only now as I relive them. These tensions are the educative places 

where we can learn about and from our storied lives. 
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Unsmooth Stories 

Experience is a moving force. Its value can be judged only on the ground of what 
it moves toward and into. (Dewey, 1938, p. 38) 
 
Looking backward and inward at stories that are comfortable to retell and relive 

and whose enriched meanings are comfortable to own is a straightforward process. But 

there are other experiences that are not as straightforward or comfortable to look 

backward or inward to or forward with but that have been as equally responsible for 

shaping my journey as a woman and a leader. Only as I retell and relive these stories am 

I awakened to the genesis of my journey. Only when I accept the vulnerability and 

tensions that come with re-viewing the past am I able to retell these stories and relive 

them in a new and profoundly open way. These are my stories of family. 

Negotiating Tensions - Stories of Family and School 

How we deal with tensions is of more importance than merely naming them. 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 82) 
 
As I looked back to my family stories and stories of family, school stories and 

stories of school5, I experienced a familiar discomfort. It was only when I began to 

reflect on and unpack these experiences with both vulnerability and discomfort at my 

side, that I was able to relive them with new and enlightening understandings. I 

intentionally blend my stories of family and school. As I relived these stories looking 

outward at the social milieu and inward at my feelings about family and school, I was 

                                                             
5 Teacher stories, stories of teachers, family stories, stories of family, school stories 
and stories of schools are defined and referenced throughout Clandinin and 
Connelly’s work. (1994, 1999, 2000). In “Teachers’ Professional Knowledge 
Landscapes: Teacher Stories-Stories of Teachers-School Stories-Stories of Schools” 
(1994) they explain that “stories are the closest we can come to experience, as we 
and others tell of our experience…Experience…is the stories people live by” (p. 29).  
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awakened to the connectedness of the two. For the sake of brevity I have gathered 

excerpts from my journal and rewritten them as a single story. 

I am the younger of two children and the second daughter. My older sister 
and I were raised by our mother who separated from, who left our father when I 
was only six years old. While single parenting is common today, in 1967 it was 
not. After the separation, my mother returned to the work force securing a 
clerical position in a federal government office. My sister, at the age of 10, was 
left to look after me before and after school. The neighbours were also always 
there, keeping a watchful eye, helping out when we lost our house key or when 
discipline was necessary. My dad had visitation rights but, for our own 
protection, his visits were tightly controlled and monitored by our mother. He 
was a drinker and if he had been drinking before picking us up, she would not 
allow him access to us. She raised us with a strict hand, ensured that we had 
manners, were cleanly and appropriately dressed, knew what hard work was and 
obeyed her orders. She also kept our yard well manicured, put Christmas lights 
up every year, and in the winter made sure the walks were shoveled. The interior 
of our home was always very clean and well organized and the décor was tasteful 
and unique. Money was tight but my mom would stick to her self-imposed 
budget so she could save to buy a car, keep the house updated or entertain family 
and friends. She liked to brag that “No one would ever know a man didn’t live 
here.” I was proud to call her my mom. My friends liked her, enjoyed being in 
our home and were even envious of the close relationship the three of us had. In 
spite of all this, however, we were pitied and judged by neighbours, teachers, and 
family.  

Even though I had lived a less-than-common home-life, I thought I had 
relatively common childhood experiences. I worked hard at school, fought with 
my sister, argued with my mom over curfew, had lots of friends, played sports, 
joined the church youth group, and was close to my family. My mom was a busy 
lady. She worked hard to preserve her dignity and allow us to continue being 
children, but this busy lifestyle did not allow for her to attend my sporting events 
or help out at school like the other parents. We ate a lot of casseroles and never 
had store-bought cookies. There was little time left over at the end of her day for 
frivolities or luxuries, but I knew I was loved and I appreciated all she did for me.  

As I approached the final months of high school I met with the guidance 
counselor for career counseling and was encouraged to apply for secretarial work, 
an odd suggestion, since I had been identified as an advanced learner early on in 
my school years and spent many years in experimental programs for advanced 
students. Many of these programs fostered in me independence, self-direction and 
a passion for learning. It was not always cool, however, to be the smart one, so 
even though I had many unique and positive learning experiences, I often tried to 
hide my desire to do well and be fully engaged with learning. Becoming a 
secretary like my mom seemed a natural path for me, but my school experiences 
told a different story.  
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The first semester of grade twelve I was placed in a separate English 
language arts class with eleven of my peers. We worked independently of direct 
instruction, directing our own learning, most often without a teacher in the 
classroom.  We chose our reading materials for the semester (from a list of 
classics) and taught the others in the class the texts that we had chosen. I may not 
have realized then the level of learning that took place but I did appreciate being 
separated from others whose disinterest detracted from my learning opportunities. 
The next semester we same twelve were placed in an English language arts class 
with twelve students who were repeating their semester. This was the brainchild 
of a creative and innovative teacher who saw the opportunity to re-engage the 
disinterested students by using their peers, this group of bright and eager learners, 
as teachers. This was the experience that brought to my consciousness the idea of 
becoming a teacher. I had been shaped into an independent, self-directed learner 
who had the foundation and work ethic to be successful. But being a teacher 
remained just an idea. I did not have the social class privilege to see any 
differently.  

I had neither the financial means or family or school support to consider a 
post-secondary education, so in spite of receiving a scholarship offered 
automatically to students with high averages, I applied with Sask Tel, the local 
communications company, and secured myself a clerical position that would start 
as soon as I was done school. There was no discussion of university as an option. 
It was not something my mom had any knowledge of or money for so I willingly 
entered the workforce. This decision pleased my mom as I was following her 
path. She too had started as a young woman at Sask Tel. Within a year, however, 
the landscape of my stories changed. Thanks to a friend who felt I was not living 
up to my potential, I registered for university, secured a student loan and was 
accepted into the Faculty of Education.  

(Journal Entry, April 2014) 
 

 As an adult, parent and teacher, I have reflected on my stories of family and 

school often, but only in a one dimensional way. I now understand how childhood 

experiences shape us and how important they are in the context of our current lives 

(Caine, et al., 2013). Knowing that I had to understand who I was in relation to my 

stories of family and my stories of school in order to enter relationally with the 

participants in my study, I retold and relived these stories narratively hoping to transform 

them and experience them differently. I began by unpacking them in the three-

dimensional narrative inquiry space considering temporality, sociality and place and as I 

did so, my understanding of them shifted.  
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Unpacking for Understanding 

It has always been the mother who stands behind each woman as the major force 
in her life. . . . It is the inadequacy of the mother’s life that whets the daughter’s 
appetite for achievement and, eventually, for the strength to fight even against the 
institution that endows her with professional status. (Heilbrun, 1999, p. 86) 

 
 Exploring the tensions knowing that they can open up possibilities by creating 

cracks in what I previously viewed as smooth stories (Clandinin, et al., 2010; Connelly 

& Clandinin, 1990) seemed a logical place to start unpacking. During a work-in-progress 

meeting the group was helping me to explore the tensions I was negotiating with the 

stories of my childhood, the impact my mother had on my journey and how she had 

helped shape the woman I had become. The following journal excerpt identifies my 

experience with tensions of identity.  

The work-in-progress group provided invaluable guidance at our last 
meeting. While I continued to search for my place of experience, I attempted to 
articulate the tension I was experiencing surrounding the women in my life who 
were central to the shaping of my identity as a woman leader. I explained to the 
group that I was raised by a single mother, grew up with a sister and spent a great 
deal of time with my maternal grandmother. As I fumbled around with issues of 
family, childhood experiences, and my eventual decision to attend university I 
described feeling very alone as I made important life decisions. Going to 
university was one such decision.  

Not wanting to dishonour anyone who has played a role in the shaping of 
my identity, I struggled with the feelings I had surrounding the impact my mom 
has had on me and who I have become. For much of my adult life, in spite of how 
close we were, I had thought of us as very opposite people with little in common 
on both personal and professional landscapes. She was timid. I was bold. She 
lacked an education. I had a degree. She had little self-esteem. I had ample. She 
could be negative and bitter about her own journey. I was positive and happy 
with choices I had made.  

As I struggled to express how I understood my experiences, the group 
members asked questions about my mom, our relationship, and other family 
members who guided me on my journey. When I admitted that I thought I 
intentionally became someone unlike my mom, Janice interjected with shock 
saying that my mom was a wonderful woman. This I knew, but as I tried to 
explain how, in spite of how wonderful she was, I did not want to be like her, I 
began to relive my experiences in a new and profound way.  
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I began to explain the feelings I had about my mom always being too 
busy to participate in my sporting life or my school life. I shared with them the 
resentment I carried for not being encouraged to attend university or achieve 
more than I had as a student in elementary and high school. I wanted the post-
secondary education that she never received and in that way wanted a journey 
different from hers. I was looking for the confidence that she lacked. She and I 
rarely agreed on matters of politics or society and a disagreement resulted in her 
clamming up. Her worldview, I tried to explain, was very narrow. But the group 
members pushed me to keep exploring the relationship. They continued to delve 
into my family stories to help me understand the experience differently. I was 
feeling awful for having said such negative things about my mom and knew 
writing about it after the meeting would help me understand the perspective I had 
and think more clearly with my story. Before the meeting was done, however, I 
had come to the realization that my mom had profoundly shaped my identity not 
by directly teaching or telling, but by modeling. She gave me examples that I 
never truly understood or appreciated. I knew there was learning here for me.  

What kind of woman was my mom and how have these characteristics 
shaped me? My mom was resilient, independent, strong, proud, hard-working, 
moral, selfless, smart, organized, logical, pragmatic, humble and loving. She was 
very accomplished in her professional life and was praised and recognized, even 
revered, often for her work ethic and her efficiency. Quick to learn, she took on 
new challenges regardless of their complexity. A dedicated mother, she always 
put our needs before her own. Having raised us in near poverty, she knew how to 
stretch her income and never lived beyond her means. She had dignity and 
integrity beyond the women of her generation and ensured that she modeled for 
us solid decision making and doing what was right and best for herself and her 
children.  

(Journal Entry, March 2014) 
 

 My journal entry continues as I explore other qualities that my mom possessed, 

qualities that I did not want to be part of the life I was composing, but I knew I had 

reflected enough to call forward my experiences from the past and in the reliving of them 

see them much differently. As I shift forward and consider more deeply the social milieu 

during which my mom had made critical but drastic life decisions, like choosing to be a 

single parent in the 1960s, I realize the strength and determination she demonstrated. The 

dominant narratives of her time undoubtedly bumped up against her own stories to live 

by and resulted in her story to leave by. Her commitment to living with dignity and 

integrity, regardless of the judgment or pity waged on us, and raising her children to be 
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productive, honest and hard-working young women is what I now see as her teachings 

and her legacy to us.  

Shifting forward and looking outward, I also see that the social milieu during 

which I became aware of my own identity was very different from hers. Looking at our 

experiences over time, I have come to understand that our differences are as much a 

result of the social culture and dominant narratives of the times as they are of inherent 

characteristics and learned behaviours. None of her teaching was overt. I wonder now, 

however, if her teaching was intentional. As I relive these stories of family, I understand 

how they have shaped my own journey. A strong work ethic, living with dignity and 

being an independent woman are qualities I learned as I lived them.   

Being raised in the 1970s and entering the professional world in the 1980s, I was 

certainly aware of the feminist movement and fully embraced the little I knew of it. 

Retelling and reliving my stories of family has enabled me to see that embracing 

feminism was not so much contrary to the examples my mother had set, as I had once 

thought, but a natural consequence of witnessing and living her strong independence, 

fierce strength and tacitly-held feminist beliefs.  

Looking Forward 

While my confidence seemed to be the combination of natural attributes and 

learned behaviours, it too, at times, has been bound by insecurities, which are also a 

combination of personality and learned behaviours. This journey I am on to complete my 

master’s degree is a clear example of the insecurities that creep into my being. There are 

times in my life when I am afraid to make a mistake, look foolish or appear to lack 

knowledge and entering the world of academia is certainly one of those times. I feel the 
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tensions as I navigate a world so new and different but so appealing and challenging.  

The tensions that exist because of my age and, as I have come to realize, my gender, are 

tensions that I will address as I inquire further into my own journey and the journeys of 

other women leaders.   
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   Chapter 2: Leading Women 
 
So What? Who Cares? 

 The future depends on the leadership of women, not as a replacement of men, 
but to transform our options with them. This power sharing will provide a 
different voice, giving women the opportunity to shape policy in line with our 
values, creating an environment where men can bring all of themselves into 
leadership, including their soft side. (Greg, 2007, p. 9) 

 
           Narrative inquirers, Clandinin (2013) explains, must justify their work practically 

and socially/theoretically as well as personally. We begin a study by understanding who 

we are within the study and in relation to the participants. We must then come to 

understand what practical implications we intend for our research to have and strive to 

explore the research puzzle constantly considering this practicality. Finally, we must 

justify our research socially. Social/theoretical justifications, according to Clandinin 

(2013), can be considered “in two ways: theoretical justifications, as well as social 

action, and policy justifications” (p. 37). I need therefore to justify my research in terms 

of its potential to add to the existing body of disciplinary knowledge and leadership 

practices. I need also to attend to this narrative inquiry as potentially challenging, 

shifting, and changing some of the key assumptions that underlie the practices, 

knowledge and theory of school leadership, particularly in relation to the roles women 

play in educational leadership.  

 In order to answer the “so what” and “who cares” questions that researchers must 

address (Clandinin, 2013), I begin by again reflecting on my own experiences and 

attending to the significance they infuse into the practical and social justifications of the 

narrative inquiry. I bring these experiences first into conversation with the existing 

literature and then with the participants of the study. I return to the tensions I had 
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identified as I thought with my own stories and reflected on the experiences of others 

with whom I have for years been in conversation. The following journal excerpt 

awakened me to some of the silences with which I’ve long journeyed but to which I had 

not attended. These silences, I have learned, would deafen us to hear them and have 

guided me to understand both the practical and social justifications for my research. I 

begin with a quote that resonated with me as I began to explore the storied lives of 

women leaders in education. 

The fear is that unnatural silences will envelop me, either lulling me into 
comforting quiet of supposed completeness, or muffling the sound of my 
questions. (Miller, 2005, p. 62) 

 
I am living amidst the tensions that exist within hierarchal structures. 

There are voices telling me to not work so hard or accusing me of becoming one 
of them, but I silence these voices with my determination, drive and the 
relentless, ever-present vision of better education that I cannot shake. I have 
taken on a new leadership role and become one of the two learning leaders in the 
school. This new position, like the core leader role, is also a teacher-leader role, 
but I am awarded an extra preparation period each day.  

The learning leader position6 is part of the shared-leadership model 
practised by the school division in which I work. Some consider it a stepping-
stone to administration. I do not. It was not a role for which I had applied or had 
planned on applying at any time in my career. The principal at the time, Tim 
Atwater’s successor, asked me to assume the learning leader position when the 
woman previously in the role was promoted to a vice-principalship at a different 
school. I did not have to apply or interview for the position, but accepted it in an 
acting capacity. This meant that should I wish to continue in the role the 
following school year, I would have to apply for the job in the coming spring.   

The decision to take the role was not an easy one for me to make, 
however. It meant giving up one of the classes I was teaching and I was reluctant 
to do that. It also meant taking another step forward into the hierarchy of 
leadership, negotiating more uncertainty, taking on more learning, accepting 
much more responsibility and at times wrestle with a potentially silenced voice. I 
had noticed a minor change in some of my relationships with staff members 
when I took on the core leader role, so I wondered too if being in this role would 

                                                             
6 The learning leader position is an in-school teacher leader position created when 
the school division moved to a shared leadership model. The responsibilities of a 
learning leader include planning for the school’s learning improvement plan, 
learning agenda, staff professional development and system initiatives. 
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further affect my relationships with staff members. I assumed it would. Once 
again, however, the opportunity to have a voice in or even better understand 
some of the decisions made by admin and division personnel was more than 
appealing. I had so many questions. The principal who offered me this new 
leadership role was also a woman, mentor and friend; we shared a similar vision 
for the school and our approach to students was well aligned. I accepted her offer. 

This new role was very different from my previous role. It included 
planning the staff professional development, facilitating assessments, attending 
meetings at the school division office, promoting initiatives developed by those 
in ‘suits’ not in classrooms, and at times having uncomfortable conversations 
with colleagues whom I had worked alongside for years and with whom I had 
developed social relationships as well. It also included not always giving voice to 
my ideas, thoughts and frustrations. I had to be mindful of what I said, to whom I 
said it and where I said it. Sometimes the voice I used did not even seem like my 
own.  

Before long others began to change their attitudes towards me and 
perhaps I changed mine towards them as well. I no longer seemed to fit as well at 
the table in the staff room or in casual hallway conversations. At times, when I 
came upon colleagues in conversation, they would stop talking. I found myself 
becoming suspicious of the topic of their conversation and these suspicions 
played upon my insecurities. I did not like this. I felt alienated. I questioned my 
ability to be a leader if I felt I could not trust my friends and colleagues or if they 
could not trust me. I wonder now if these insecurities and experiences of 
becoming an in-school leader are common to others who move into leadership 
roles within the school where they have worked alongside friends and role-alike 
colleagues. I wonder also if experiences like this are the same for my male 
colleagues.  

In response to the sense of alienation I felt as I shifted into the borderland 
spaces between teacher and leader, I attempted to seek out others like me, those 
with whom I might find collegial and personal support, mentorship, guidance and 
friendship. I crossed boundaries. I experienced the tensions of existing in the 
liminal space between teacher and teacher leader. As I moved through the 
shifting landscapes of educational leadership, I found a new reality, a story 
different than the one I thought I would live by. This new story bumped up 
against the one I had lived by and the one I imagined I would continue to live by. 
The tensions mounted. My voice was quiet. 

(Journal Entry, Aug. 2012) 
 
            As I think with this story and reflect on my experiences as a learning leader, I see 

now that it was the learning leader role that introduced me to a different type and scope 

of leadership than I had experienced as a core leader and again shifted the landscape on 

which I would live out my stories. Looking backward and inward, I see that moving 
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through leadership landscapes proved difficult for me. At times, I struggled with the 

change. I also struggled with certain duties required of me as a leader. I was, for 

example, often the person who would relay information from the division office to my 

colleagues knowing they would neither agree with or like what I had to report. I 

questioned my silence when I was given information about professional development, 

assessments or a division initiative to which I was professionally or ideologically 

opposed but required to pass along, even “sell” to my colleagues. I tried to navigate the 

bumping places that developed when I disagreed with or was strongly opposed to a 

division directive but understood that my voice had to represent those who had power 

over me and who trusted that I was committed to or at least obedient to their directives.  

I have been awakened to the anxiety that often travelled with me. I wanted to 

continue being a teacher and fitting socially with my friends. I wanted to do well in my 

job and demonstrate to those higher up the pyramid that I was committed and dedicated 

to my work. But I was never quite sure to which side of the divide I was more 

committed. And there was a divide. As I relive the experiences of transitioning through 

different leadership roles I am not only awakened to the fears, anxiety, uncertainty and 

ambiguity of leadership but also to a better understanding of who I was becoming on this 

landscape and on what side of the divide I am most comfortable and committed.  

I am also awakened to the importance of place and how I experienced the shifting 

of place throughout my journey. I have come to realize as I look inward that the 

classroom was a place of identity and strength for me, a place where I was confident and 

comfortable, a place where my stories to live by had been shaped. As a learning leader I 

spent less time in the classroom and more time meeting with in-school and division 
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office administration. This shifting of places resulted in the shifting of knowledge and 

confidence, causing tensions I had to negotiate in order to know where I fit and how I 

was supposed to be. Uncertainty became more common in my daily experience. I 

became a student of leadership, which seemed contradictory to the story I was supposed 

to be living. Leaders are confident and decisive, I thought. They have answers and deep 

understandings of the workings of a school and a school division. I experienced the 

tensions of discomfort and insecurity that I now recognize were caused by lack of 

control, of knowing and of understanding. This was not a milieu, either personal or 

professional, in which I was comfortable or accustomed to being. 

As I continued in the learning leader role, however, my knowing shifted. I gained 

deeper understandings of division initiatives and the theory behind them, or at least the 

rationale developed to initiate proposed changes. I also came to understand more about 

the complexities of the leadership hierarchy within the school division, who had power, 

who did not. The frustrations I had as a teacher or core leader did not subside, however. 

The cracks through which I was able to gain some insight into the decisions made and 

the process by which they were made were often too narrow to be educative or provide 

me with a deep enough understanding to develop an informed opinion and feel less 

frustrated. The tensions caused by my own uncertainty persisted. I found that the lines of 

communication that connected the division administration, in-school administration and 

front-line teaching staff were either unknowingly broken or knowingly and purposely 

manipulated. In spite of my leadership position, I still often felt ‘out of the loop’ and 

frustrated. My insecurities mounted. As I look back from my current perspective and 

relive the tensions, I see that I was beginning to feel the bumping of ‘game rules’ and 
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expectations – mine against those of my superiors. I was in a position where doing what 

I was asked without questioning or challenging the purpose or intent was rewarded, even 

recognized. To an extent, my voice had been quieted, temporarily silenced. As a teacher, 

I had an ‘I have nothing to lose’ attitude so felt confident to speak my mind, challenge 

decisions and be honest about what I felt was best for the school culture and the students 

whom I worked alongside daily. Moving forward the decisions made by others with little 

or no explanation for or involvement of those who would be directly and profoundly 

affected became a place of tension for me. I puzzled about why I would continue in this 

leadership role if I were so personally and professionally dissatisfied. I wondered how I 

could support initiatives that I did not fully understand or to which I was opposed. I also 

wondered how many other leaders had similar experiences.  

At times I also felt very isolated and alienated from others on staff. I began to 

wonder if leadership was worth the sacrifices I was making. Eventually, I recognized 

that as long as I was in this leadership position not only would I have to embrace the 

steep learning curve I faced, but also if I was going to find any personal and professional 

satisfaction in leadership and continue to seek advancement, then I would need to 

establish for myself a community of support. Knowing that women’s lived experiences 

can both motivate others to reflect on their own lives and provide experiences through 

which others can learn, (Burnier, 2006; Isaac, 2011; Reynolds & Young, 1995; Turner & 

Mavin, 2008), I set out to establish a network of other women leaders whom I could 

question, learn from, share with, be honest with and with whom I could look forward 

collectively, to hopefully help shape the existing journeys and practices of women 

leaders and potentially the development of leadership programs and theory. Most 
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importantly, I was in search of a community in which I could comfortably be myself. 

Such a community, according to Lindemann Nelson (1995) is a community of 

“voluntary association … [that] requires moral space within it where its members can 

come together to discern, construct, correct, celebrate the community’s story … one that 

allows its members to resist the temptation to dominate or to fear difference within the 

community” (p. 24). She refers to this kind of community as a ‘chosen community’. 

Within such a community, its members share “morally, self-defining narratives … which 

can become counterstories – narratives of resistance and insubordination that allow 

communities of choice to challenge and revise the paradigm stories of the ‘found’ 

communities in which they are embedded” (p. 24). I wondered if I could establish such a 

community for myself, for other women leaders, and for our profession. It was not a 

difficult task. There were other women, like me, searching. Together, we have formed a 

community of choice and within this community we embrace “difference in a manner 

that is attentive to individuals” (p. 30) and give voice to our stories with the “specific 

purpose of resisting and undermining a dominant story” (p. 34). In our case, we resist the 

dominant story of leadership that bumps up against our stories as women leaders on 

educational landscapes.  

In Conversation with the Literature 

Researching for information regarding women in administration is difficult, 
especially women in secondary school administration. The little information that 
exists is usually in reference to women superintendents with minimal information 
on the experiences of the female principal or assistant principal. (Greg, 2007, p. 
36) 

 
 As I began researching the journeys of women leaders, I discovered that there 

continues to be a need to give voice to women in educational leadership. I also 
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discovered that much of the literature on leadership or theories of management assumes 

either a traditionally male-oriented or a gender-free position. This is dangerous. Couched 

within these positions is the assumption that women and men have the same experiences 

as leaders. Research on male experiences is therefore considered appropriate for 

generalizing the female experience, forcing women to “interpret the world and respond 

according to versions of male leadership” (Oplatka, 2002, p. 211), thus diminishing or 

ignoring the female experience (Adler, et al., 1993; Oplatka, 2002, Smulyan, 2000). It is 

critical to note here that it is equally undesirable to create norms that are based on 

generalized experiences of women leaders. There is no one-size-fits-all experience. I also 

found that frequently absent in the existing literature is the voice of the woman leader 

(Greg, 2007; Ideta & Cooper, 1999). My findings are supported by the literature, which 

also suggests that the lived experiences of women leaders is an area that requires further 

and much more in depth study (Adler, et al., 1993; Andrews & Ridenour, 2006; Arar, 

2010; Burnier, 2006; Cole, 2009; Greg, 2007; Marczynski & Gates, 2013; Miller, 2004; 

Young, 1995). According to Bateson (2000), “it is good to have a wealth of models, for 

sometimes local ways of thinking about lives interfere with the ability to live them well, 

turning those that do not conform into perceived failures” (p. 22).  Enabling practising 

and aspiring leaders to reflect upon their own life stories and share in the life stories of 

others (Stead & Elliot, 2012; Turner & Mavin, 2007) then becomes the practical 

justification for this study. By reflecting on experiences of others, women leaders can 

engage in meaning making of or sustaining their leadership identity and potentially 

influence their practices on the educational landscape.  
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 The voices of women leaders in education have been too long silenced (Adler, et 

al., 1993; Cole, 2009; Huber & Whelan, 2001; Miller, 2004; Weiler & Middleton, 1999) 

and while the clichéd glass ceiling is starting to crack, there is still much work to be 

done. Weiler and Middleton (1999) recognize that “education has always been framed by 

assumptions about gender, assumptions which have sometimes been articulated but more 

often left silent” (p. 2), but by sharing narratives of experience, we can come to 

understand the complexity of constructing meaning and identity. Smulyan (2000) argues 

that we need to “redefine our notions of leadership…challenge assumptions and values 

of the dominant culture of leadership…and legitimize women’s experiences” (p. 25). 

Burnier (2006) claims that by “telling their own stories and listening to others, women 

could begin to see that their individual stories [are] actually part of a larger, collective 

story” (p. 446). This belief is supported by Isaac (2011) and Turner and Mavin (2008) 

who posit that women can and do act as symbols for other women and that current 

attitudes will translate to the next generation of women. Because it is through the 

experiences of women leaders in education that others can learn, improve, develop, 

identify or relate, this narrative inquiry focuses on attending to, retelling and reliving 

women leaders’ storied lives. 

Common Threads in Unique Journeys 

Ironically, we seek out similarity to discover and celebrate uniqueness. In any 
group that has been subject to prejudice and stereotyping, members need to look 
newly and clearly not only at themselves but also at one another, finding not only 
strength but also variety.  (Bateson, 2000, p. 8) 
 
I have learned first-hand through casual conversations with my network of 

female colleagues and friends that our leadership experiences, while uniquely our own, 

do have common threads. The literature supports my personal experiences and makes 
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clear that women do share common experiences as they enter into or hold leadership 

roles in educational organizations (Adler, et al., 1993, Oplatka, 2002; Smulyan, 2000; 

Taylor, 1995). Many, for example, will have to lead in cultures whose organizational 

structures are historically and predominantly based on men’s experiences and where 

power in the school is structured along gendered lines (Adler, et al., 1993; Andrews & 

Ridenour, 2006; Greg, 2007; Majhanovich, 2006, Smulyan, 2000). During a 

conversation about her vision for the school, a female administrator once confessed that 

she felt she would have to learn how to play poker, take up smoking cigars and get 

invited to the annual hockey tournament (typically all male-related activities) if she was 

going to get anything accomplished in her school. Other women administrators have 

echoed those same feelings.  

Many women leaders will also face both implicit and explicit barriers, such as 

pressure to conform to a masculine leadership style, gender bias or discrimination, 

feelings of isolation or imbalance between work and family life, among others (Adler, et 

al., 1993; Andrews & Ridenour, 2006; Arar, 2010; Cole, 2009; Cook, 2001; Greg, 2007; 

Isaac, 2011; Marczynski & Gates, 2013; North-Samardzic & Taksa, 2011).  Sharing 

common experiences can help women to see the similarities between them and provide 

support or guidance. It can also, according to Taylor (1995), create a space where we can 

explore the possibilities for change and critically challenge existing constructs of 

leadership. Russell (1995) claims that reading about others’ experiences and knowing 

someone else has felt this way before helps us to feel less isolated and validates the way 

we feel about or perceive our experiences.   
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In spite of such commonalities, each woman’s journey is unique. Each journey 

has something to offer, something from which others can learn and grow or something to 

which others can relate and identify (Adler, et al., 1993). As I continue to engage in 

leadership I listen to the stories of other women leaders, attending to the unique 

experiences and profound value of each one. I have been awakened to the understanding 

that as each woman leader finds her way in educational cultures and structures, she 

carries with her a unique past, present and future. She also lives in a unique social 

context influenced by factors, forces and the people in her environment. Lastly, she has 

lived and continues to live her stories in a specific and unique place or series of places 

that will impact the way she reflects on and retells her narrative (Clandinin, Pushor & 

Orr, 2007). No two stories can therefore be identical.   

Leadership 

Being a leader means balancing the influence of normative role expectations 
about how leaders should behave and how women as school leaders should 
behave. (Hall, 1996, p. 89) 

 
 Before a discussion of the lived experiences of women leaders, I will first look 

briefly at definitions of leadership and then identify who aspires to, achieves or is led 

toward leadership roles. According to Kenyon (2008), leadership is defined in many 

ways but in general is “characterized by the central values of power and control. Leaders 

manage the members whose roles represent division of labour and responsibility” (p. 4). 

She also concludes that there are different styles of leadership, industrial and 

constructivist, for example, that leadership can be formal or informal and that the power 

that leaders hold can be acquired in different ways.   
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 While each leader is unique, the literature suggests that there are certain 

qualities that are common to both male and female leaders in general. The differences 

arise in how women and men use their positions of leadership (Adler, et al., 1993) and 

how they are perceived by others (Kruger, 2008). There are also certain qualities 

traditionally considered unique to each gender. Some scholars claim that leaders have 

innate leadership qualities, while others claim that one can learn to be a leader (Arar, 

2010). In a study done by Krisko (as cited in Kenyon, 2008) researchers conclude that 

whether the leadership qualities are innate or learned, leaders have or develop good 

interpersonal sense and skills, are creative, flexible, risk-takers, lifelong learners, good 

communicators and have the ability to use humour to relieve tensions. Kenyon (2008) 

also states that leaders are typically good decision makers and are willing to accept the 

judgment of their peers. Turner & Mavin (2008) identify leaders as “emotional beings 

who come to know and experience leadership through personal and emotional journeys” 

(p. 381). Leadership can be defined in many ways. 

 For the purposes of this study the term educational leadership includes teacher-

leaders (core-leader and learning leaders as previously defined), in-school administration 

(vice principals and principals), senior administration (school division superintendents, 

deputy directors and directors), and post-secondary education faculty who remain 

involved with leadership within school settings.  

 Whether the women who lead in educational settings have innate leadership 

qualities or have learned through personal experiences and desire to be leaders, matters 

not. Whether they are chosen by informally or unofficially rising from within their 

colleagues, as many do (Reynolds & Young, 1995), self-identify as leaders early in life 
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or work purposely towards leadership is also not important. What matters is the journey. 

Each woman leader’s journey is unique and has something to teach or share. Russell 

(1995) is of the belief that the lived experiences of successful women leaders have value 

because many women have experienced barriers but developed strategies to overcome 

them that will provide models for other women and future leaders.  

Leadership Styles   

Having more female role models in administration would give women a greater 
opportunity to connect with the performance of women’s ways of disciplining. 
(Greg, 2007, p. 114) 
 
Leaders generally develop a leadership style through trial and error (Isaac, 2011). 

After having worked with a number of leaders, both men and women, I have experienced 

a variety of leadership styles. Some leaders adapt their leadership style to the staff with 

whom they work and the community in which they work, while others do not. Some 

leaders empower others to lead and make decisions. Others do not. Some lead from 

within. Others develop a top-down style and assert rather than distribute power and 

decision-making. In spite of the unique styles of the many leaders with whom I have 

worked, I have observed similarities that appear to be gender-specific. The research 

demonstrates that in general leadership styles are traditionally and stereotypically 

attributed to gender (Adler, et al., 1993; Coleman, 2003; Kruger, 2008; Wrushen & 

Sherman, 2008) but many leaders do cross over into the territory of the opposite gender 

leadership style.  

According to a meta study completed by Eagly et al., (as cited in Arar, 2010) 

women are more likely than men to have an interpersonal leadership style that is 

democratic and collaborative. Oplatka (2002) concurs but includes the key role that 
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emotions play for many women leaders. Emotions, she claims, are central to women’s 

relational ways of entering into social and interpersonal relationships as leaders and 

impact the consistently common, perhaps even stereotypical, characteristics of caring, 

concern and sensitivity that women leaders often bring to their style. Helgesen (as cited 

in Andrews & Ridenour, 2006) asserts that leadership styles most commonly associated 

with women result in women placing themselves in the center of those they lead, 

whereas men would typically place themselves at the top. The female style of leadership 

emphasizes equality, accessibility and collaborative decision-making. It is also 

characterized by women seeing themselves as members of the teams they lead and 

having ‘power with’ as opposed to ‘power over’ (Isaac, 2011, Kruger, 2008).  Hill and 

Ragland (as cited in Andrews & Ridenour, 2006) maintain that “women are proving to 

be more organized and harder workers than most men [and have developed] multiple 

levels of skill in managing a multiplicity of tasks and personalities” (p. 36).  This, they 

conclude, is a direct result of women’s experiences managing their homes, families, and 

careers. The irony of this is not lost on most women. That experience which provides 

women with the unique ability to successfully manage multiple tasks and multiple people 

is also that which presents one of the major barriers to advancement and leadership in the 

education landscape. 

Male leaders are typically described as being assertive, competitive, controlling, 

confident, ambitious, dominant or independent and exerting “power over” others. 

Women leaders, conversely, exhibit traits considered more communal and that reflect 

concern for the well-being of others, traits such as being helpful, kind, sympathetic, 

sensitive, nurturing or gentle and sharing “power with” others (Adler, et al., 1003; Isaac, 
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2011; Kruger, 2008). According to Greg (2007), women also lead differently than men in 

that they often focus their primary loyalty on the profession, not the employing 

organization” (p. 31). This binary language used in relation to the perceived character 

traits of male and female leaders creates obvious tensions for women leaders who try to 

negotiate at the boundaries of the established forms of power within the educational 

landscape.  

Gender Norms 

Gender did act as a life constraint. . . . Gender was its own corset, defining 
‘appropriate’ activities for men and women. (Burnier, 2006, p. 454)  

 
Some women will experience difficulties that are caused by the different 

leadership styles of men and women at every level of leadership. Isaac (2011), Kruger 

(2008) and Smulyan (2000) all assert that appropriate behaviour for women leaders is 

defined and confined by the current social mores that exist within the gender structured 

or hierarchical institution. When traditionally accepted norms of leadership are seen to 

have been violated, for example, the reactions can sometimes be negative (Andrews & 

Ridenour, 2006; Arar, 2010; Baudoux, 1995; Cook, 2001; Isaac, 2011; North-Samardzic 

& Taksa, 2011). Oplatka (2002) claims that leadership norms in school cultures adhere 

to “the notion that ideal ‘professional’ behaviour is rational and carefully emotionally 

controlled” (p. 214). This undoubtedly causes tensions for women, for whom leadership, 

according to Oplatka (2002) can be directly related to the significance and centrality of 

emotions in their lives.  

A perceived violation of a socialized gender norm, such as aggression or 

emotion, can trigger a negative reaction. “This explains why women who adopt an 

authoritarian style of leadership are poorly evaluated and face resistance” (Eagly et al. as 
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cited in Isaac, 2011, p. 161). Women participants in a study carried out by North-

Samardzic and Taksa (2011) claim that women leaders who engage in what are 

perceived as male behaviours are regarded not as assertive, but as aggressive, a negative 

perception. They are also more negatively judged by both their female and male 

colleagues (Kruger, 2008). In fact, the word ‘bitch’ is often used as “a derogatory term 

for women enacting a masculine conception of power; a term describing agentic women 

but not often documented. However, women are often promoted because of their ‘male-

like’ qualities” (Isaac, 2011, p. 167).  These contradictory responses and practices create 

cultures and environments that are difficult for women to navigate.  

These same participants of the North-Samardzic and Taksa (2011) study also 

claim that while demonstrating male behaviours is poorly received, demonstrating 

stereotypical female behaviours, such as emotion, is as equally poorly received. As a 

result, women have “fewer alternative approaches available to them” (Kruger, 2008, p. 

164). Women leaders must work diligently to find a balance that is complementary to 

their personality, their authentic leadership style and the culture in which they lead. Isaac 

(2011) suggests that adapting by using humour, direct communication and playing by the 

‘guys’ rules has the potential to create power for women leaders and help them to 

establish meaning of their own. Some women leaders enlist the aid of trusted, supportive, 

but often subordinate, male colleagues to help them learn the discourse and rules 

required to communicate effectively and confidently with other men in their 

organization. And while humour has proven to help women in particular situations 

(Isaac, 2011), some women leaders have learned through experience and shared with me 

that humour can be misunderstood by others as arrogance or unwarranted confidence.   
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Gender role patterns are deeply ingrained in our social structures (Isaac, 2011; 

Kruger, 2008; Smulyan, 2000) and can, in fact, influence the perceived effectiveness of a 

leader.  Unfortunately, women have experienced backlash or negative reactions when 

they have proven to be competent in traditionally male leadership roles. One need not 

look far in local educational landscapes for evidence of such reactions. I have worked 

with women leaders who have openly shared their experiences of finding success within 

the gender biased educational landscape of Saskatchewan, but who have also 

experienced the backlash from both men and women within the organization. I recall a 

conversation I had with a female colleague. She and I were working with a woman 

principal whose collaborative and lead-from-within style of leadership was poorly 

received by some staff members. While I saw this distributive style of leadership as an 

educative approach to including multiple voices in the decision-making process and 

developing leadership in others, the female colleague with whom I spoke described this 

principal as indecisive and admitted she and others would have preferred to have 

decisions made by the principal, as she is the person ‘being paid to make them’. She also 

wanted to see the principal assert the power awarded to her as an administrator rather 

than distributing the power to others in teacher-leader positions within the staff. Looking 

back on this conversation I am awakened to the tensions that women leaders experience 

as they develop leadership styles that conflict with seemingly more decisive, aggressive, 

‘power-over’ male constructs of leadership that are constructed as the norm and clearly 

preferred by some.  

Once women leaders have achieved some measure of success within the culture 

and structures of educational organizations, many will have developed or bring with 
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them a leadership style that is different than that of their male counterparts (Andrews & 

Ridenour, 2006; Arar, 2010; Cook, 2001; Isaac, 2011; North-Samardzic & Taksa, 2011). 

This can be challenging, but according to Young (1995) the challenge should not be 

fitting into the preconceived notions of leadership. The challenge should be to honour the 

diversity of ways that women lead “rather than to accept or promote one (right) way for 

them to do so” (p. 249). This is pivotal as women strive to establish themselves as 

leaders on educational landscapes. No woman leader should be denied her “uniqueness 

because of any preconceived notions” (Wrushen & Sherman, 2008, p. 460) that result 

from generalizing across the experiences of either men or women. A woman leader who 

remains true to her own unique leadership style is likely to experience a higher level of 

success as a leader, as opposed to trying to fit or adapt to or match a preconceived idea 

of what is appropriate, especially if it is a traditionally held male style of leadership.  

Overcoming the Obstacles 

The illusion of shared values, whether in nations or in households, is enhanced 
where there is a power structure in which only the values of a few are recognized 
while other divergences are concealed. (Bateson, 2000, p. 90) 
 
Establishing and maintaining one’s unique leadership style is undoubtedly a 

difficult task for many women leaders. As they create their identities and discover who 

they are becoming as leaders, they have more on which to focus than just their leadership 

style. Another common experience of women on their journey as educational leaders is 

that they face barriers or obstacles that must be overcome if they are to survive as 

leaders. Gender discrimination within organizational culture, lack of role models and 

development programs, feelings of isolation and loneliness and difficulty finding a 

family-work life balance are a few of the many barriers with which women leaders must 
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cope on a daily basis (Andrews & Ridenour, 2006; Cook, 2001; Greg, 2007; Kenyon, 

2008; North-Samardzic & Taksa, 2011; Russell, 1995). These barriers are not present for 

every woman leader but have been experienced by many as they strive for personal 

satisfaction and professional advancement. 

  Gender discrimination continues to plague organizations and oppress women at 

every level of leadership (Cole, 2009, Greg, 2007; Smulyan, 2000). Like many 

organizations and institutions, school systems are hierarchal, gender-structured systems 

often dominated by male norms and stereotypical masculine traits (Andrews & Ridenour, 

2006; Cook, 2001; Isaac, 2011; North-Samardzic & Taksa 2011; Taylor, 1995). Within 

these gendered institutions there also exist power relationships, as well as other 

imbalances and inequities, between men and women (Oplatka, 2002; Russell, 1995; 

Taylor, 1995). It is therefore necessary to understand women’s experiences in these 

relationships and institutions from their perspective, “as opposed to the historical 

perspective, which is predominantly male” (Reynolds & Young, 1995, p. 51). The voices 

of women are required if institutional systems and hierarchies are to become places 

where equity is the norm and diversity is embraced. Wrushen and Sherman (2008) affirm 

that both women and men should be given opportunity to explore and develop a personal 

style by engaging “in self-discovery that places emphasis on leading for success within 

contextual parameters regardless of gender” (p. 466). Women’s ways of leading must not 

be perceived as being outside or different from the norm, but must be an integral element 

of the construct for a norm that includes unique, individual styles of leading.  

Attending to the institutional gender biases that continue to infiltrate, shape and 

define educational landscapes becomes more critical as the number of women leaders 
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increases. Women must retell and relive their experiences, sharing with others what is 

working to create successful personal and professional cultures in their schools and what 

is not. North-Samardzic and Taksa (2011) identify recruitment procedures that are biased 

to work against women. Such procedures, they claim, include masculine cultural 

attributes, ‘the old boys’ network’ and the promotion of conformity all under the guise of 

corporate culture and all of which reinforce the gender bias that works against women 

leaders. They continue to point out that in many gendered organizations, such as 

education, gender-neutral policies that are actively promoted throughout the organization 

prove to not be enforced consistently thus creating a disparity between policy and 

practice and, once again, working against women leaders.  

As previously explained, the competence of women who assume typically male 

leadership roles is often questioned and challenged (Isaac, 2011; Russell, 1995; Taylor, 

1995). This can be a result of many things, including lack of acceptance for diverse 

leadership styles or equal opportunity programs (Bakan & Kobayshi, 2000; Taylor, 

1995). Studies, such as one conducted by North-Samardzic and Taksa (2011), also 

demonstrate that there is substantial pressure on women to conform to the masculine 

identity and associated behaviors. In fact, participants in their study report that “training 

courses and networking events were held to encourage women to assimilate to an 

assumed male standard, rather than be accepted for their difference” (p. 208). Once 

again, the conflicting messages create situations where establishing a unique leadership 

style and being able to predict or prepare for how others will respond to it becomes a 

difficult task for women entering into and navigating in the landscape of educational 

leadership. As they navigate the challenges, however, their experiences must be 
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considered and integrated into current leadership development programs, which while 

promoted as gender-neutral, continue to target masculine concepts of leadership.  

Unfortunately, women who enter leadership have few reference points on which 

to base or establish their own leadership styles (Andrews & Ridenour, 2006; Greg, 2007; 

Smulyan, 2000), a result of predominant leadership theory and preparation programs that 

are traditionally based on the needs and traditional practices of men and the methods by 

which male leadership styles are enhanced. According to Smulyan (2000) women enter 

leadership “in ways that reflect both personal and social/historical pressures on their 

lives. These factors differ from those affecting men, whose life patterns have been used 

as the norm against which women are examined” (p. 21). The objectives of 

organizational structures that cater to male leaders do not support the growth, 

development or advancement of women leaders as they strive to gain respect and 

establish for themselves some measure of authority within gendered structures and 

organizations whose objectives are far different from those that support the advancement 

of women leaders (Andrews & Ridenour, 2006; Cook, 2001; Isaac, 2011; Smulyan, 

2000). Without appropriate theory, program development and professional support, some 

women begin their leadership journeys with obstacles and difficulties that their male 

counterparts may never face.   

Even when equity policies, such as the affirmative action type policies that arose 

in 1984 from Judge Rosalie Silberman-Abella’s (1985) Royal Equality in Employment 

Report, are put into place, North-Samardzic and Taksa (2011) assert that many 

organizations hide their gendered culture “behind the dominant rhetoric of equality” (p. 

201).  This rhetoric can include treating everyone the same and calling it equitable, but 
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equity cannot be based on the same treatment for everyone.  Equality inherently requires 

the accommodation of differences between people, in order to overcome barriers. 

Lindemann Nelson (1995) explains that it is essential to not categorize women, because 

“everyone in a given category of difference is like everyone else in that category . . . 

which will not in itself stop injustice” (p. 31). To ignore differences or to refuse to 

accommodate them is to deny equity (Bakan & Kobayashi, 2000). The façade of equity 

will only become visible when women disrupt the dominant narratives and push for 

changes in the structures and cultures that have not changed along with the rise of 

women in leadership roles.  

  Overcoming gender biases that continue to impact women leaders is thus not 

an easy task. The oppressive nature of gender discrimination has left few role models for 

successful, aspiring or struggling women leaders (Cook, 2001; Greg, 2007; Loder, 2005; 

North-Samardzic & Taksa, 2011; Russell, 1995; Smulyan, 2000).  As a result many 

women claim to experience feelings of isolation, loneliness and invisibility (Cook, 2001; 

Greg, 2007; Russell, 2009). A participant in Russell’s (2009) study of women leaders 

who have survived leadership in education recognizes her own inability to improve her 

leadership skills because there are few women who have set examples for her or with 

whom she can discuss pertinent issues. Other women participants in the same study 

experience exclusion from the social side of work relations, which limits their visibility 

and opportunities to network with those who could provide support or mentorship.  Greg 

(2007) posits that “women who do succeed … do so without the … support and 

confidence men receive from each other” (p. 24). I am reminded again of my own 

feelings of isolation as I lived in the borderland spaces between teacher and teacher 
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leader – no longer fitting in at the staff room table but not having a peer or social group 

to whom I could turn for friendship, support or mentorship. The women leaders whose 

stories I hold have expressed similar experiences of exclusion and gender-based social 

isolation.  

Throughout the last century women in educational organizations have survived “a 

hierarchical operation which often did not value their contributions, and which 

maintained as an implicit goal, the reinforcement of systemic discrimination” 

(Majhanovich, 2006, p. 68). Educational structures and cultures have been dominated by 

masculine standards for many reasons (Andrews & Ridenour, 2006; Burnier, 2006; 

Cook, 2001; Isaac, 2011; Loder, 2005; North-Samardzic & Taksa, 2011). One such 

reason can best be summarized by Bateson (2000) who explains that “we have been 

shaped by individual history and the histories of our communities.  The past…affects all 

of us, beyond the circle of our personal experience” (p. 227). In spite of the fact that “the 

culture of educational administration is still dominated by White men and their 

orientations, growing numbers of women are succeeding as school administrators” 

(Andrews & Ridenour, 2006, p. 37). For those who have not yet succeeded or who may 

be considering leadership roles in the future, this is good news.  

Weaving Family Threads 

Some of us see that the women who have been most successful are women who 
are divorced. And therefore, what they’ve given up is either a husband or a child 
often, in order to be successful – because there isn’t enough time and energy to 
handle all those things. (Taylor, 1995, p. 87) 
 

 As growing numbers of women succeed as leaders, there still exists, for some 

women, one of the most difficult of all barriers to overcome – the work-family life 

balance (Andrews & Ridenour, 2006; Cook, 2001; Greg, 2007; Kenyon, 2008; Loder, 
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2005; North-Samardzic & Taksa, 2011; Sherman, Beaty, Crum & Peters, 2010). This 

barrier is considered by some to be more of a barrier than the continuing overt gender 

discrimination that exists in educational organizations (Loder, 2005). As women leaders 

work to succeed in leadership roles, family demands are ever present. It is generally 

accepted that women leaders are expected to maintain similar work patterns as men, but 

are expected to do so while maintaining the bulk of responsibility for family. 

Unfortunately, women have been largely unsuccessful at offsetting their work 

responsibilities by decreasing their home and family responsibilities (Greg, 2007; Loder, 

2005; Russell, 1995; Sherman, et al., 2010). Neither equity policies nor organizational 

culture provide any means by which women leaders can achieve a balance (Loder, 

2005). At the same time the pressures on educational leaders are increasing 

exponentially (Andrews & Ridenour, 2006; Loder, 2005; Turner & Mavin, 2008) thus 

compromising women leaders’ abilities to balance their personal and professional lives 

and achieve the career advancement they seek. According to Loder (2005) the 

“workplace and the home are in desperate need of another gender revolution if women 

are to gain parity in education administration” (p. 771).  My own lived experiences echo 

these increasing demands that are compounded by the inability of the educational 

organization in which I work to support women as they seek balance in their lives. I 

know I am not alone on my journey.  

 As I have moved through each level of the leadership hierarchy I have 

experienced new bumping places where the tensions caused by the demands of 

leadership move to the forefront of my personal and work life and I wonder if my choice 

to move further into leadership is the right one for me personally. I wonder about others 
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as well. Do other women question their choice to move into leadership positions? Do 

they struggle to find a balance? After moving into the role I held before I became a vice 

principal, the instructional consultant role, I journaled my reaction to yet another new 

landscape.  

On this new landscape the terrain is less familiar. New tensions arise. The 
unspoken rules of engagement within the hierarchy of leadership dictate the place 
value of each member. Equality does not exist and I am keenly aware of my 
place. I am new to the table. I am a woman.  I am a professional, a mother and a 
wife, a daughter and a sister. The voice I thought I would have has been quieted 
and at times silenced. I wonder if this is temporary. Some of those with whom I 
have worked for years and who now sit at this same table in this landscape so 
new to me, appear to have lost their autonomy and individuality. They now 
appear obedient, dependent and compliant. I cling to my values, both personal 
and professional, knowing their fragility in this new order. Tensions persist and 
are constantly negotiated by those whose roles exist at the boundaries of each 
step in the hierarchy.   

On this new landscape I experience new bumping places - family 
commitments, aging parents and my own academic pursuits. I have not yet 
demonstrated my full commitment here, but the message is clear. Professional 
demands trump all others. Time is, as always, a highly valued currency. How, I 
puzzled, would I get to basketball practice on time and be at school for the 
Community Council meeting at 7:00? Dinner is neither prepared nor planned. 
Tomorrow is my day to deliver muffins for the school muffin program. And one 
of the kids will undoubtedly need help with homework tonight. Adding to the 
stress is one of the committees I sit on. The Director has asked for each 
committee to present its findings from the last year of research. When will our 
committee find the time to meet and coordinate our presentation? I can only 
imagine that it won’t be a time that works for me.  

On this new landscape it quickly becomes clear that I am not alone in my 
tensions. Meeting after meeting I am awakened to those around me. They also 
appear stressed but it seems have developed the ability to, at times, fake 
engagement or support for ideas they don’t truly hear. Instead they are absorbed 
in calculating quick routes home, planning meals and coordinating multiple 
schedules. The meeting facilitator continues and now I wonder who is still 
engaged. iPhones and BlackBerrys vibrate as children try in vain to contact their 
parents. I am reminded of a new term circulating amongst my colleagues – the 
iPrayer - silent heads bowed looking piously to their laps trying covertly to 
communicate with school or home. And the meeting facilitator continues. In spite 
of pending commitments and buzzing phones, few dare to leave.  The meeting 
facilitator drones on. I wonder, as I look around this landscape, what other 
women leaders are experiencing. I don’t have time to wonder what the men are 
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experiencing. Is my story unique? At this moment, I feel like I am on this road 
alone.  

I also recognize the place of gender on this new landscape and I question 
my ability to succeed here. I puzzle about the price that I will pay or am willing 
to pay in order to exist here. Will I have to make more professional and personal 
compromises? Am I willing to make further compromises? Are others feeling 
like they too must make compromises? Will I be assimilated into the existing 
biased hierarchy? Will I establish my voice as valuable and essential to the 
conversation? Will I be able to earn the respect of my peers for my ideas and 
commitment? Will my gender or my family commitments interfere? Is this fear 
of conflicting commitments a construct of my own making? Is the journey going 
to provide me with the professional and personal satisfaction that I envision for 
my future? Will I be able to continue writing my own story or will I allow it to be 
written for me by others?  These new puzzlings burn inside me like the lingering 
spark of a long-stifled fire.   

I decide to author my own story. 
(Journal Entry, June 2012) 

 
Reflecting on this experience I see that it is a forward-looking story. I have used 

the places of tensions and bumping of stories to understand that my landscape and my 

knowing has shifted. I continue to puzzle about my experiences with leadership and the 

part I will play as I move forward in time, but I attend to the tensions, the bumping 

places and the shifting of my stories, coming to know them in new ways that enrich my 

understandings and help me to make meaning of my journey.  

Navigating the maze of rules, accepted behaviours, cultural norms and deeply 

embedded gendered lines within the educational landscape can prove to be a daunting, 

exhaustive journey, but there are those who have succeeded. According to Russell 

(1995), because women tend to establish leadership styles that are different from male 

leadership styles, they often bring different perspectives and unconsciously challenge the 

accepted norms and typical male model of leadership. The need for women leaders to 

share their experiences has therefore never been more necessary. “Refusing to be 

rendered historically voiceless any longer, women are creating a new history – using our 
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own voices and experiences. We are challenging the traditional concepts of history, of 

what is ‘historically important,’ and we are affirming that our everyday lives are history” 

(Miller, 2004, p. 67). And even though we continue to be “haunted by stereotypes and 

traditional expectations, women are…beginning to explore the range of 

alternatives…reaching into decades that were essentially unstoried in the past, often 

discovering more than one new plotline” (Bateson, 2000, p. 101). Looking backward, 

forward, inward and outward, and considering place and the social milieu in which the 

experiences occur will provide unique perspectives of women leaders and offer support 

for others as they strive to create their own identities and build their own successes as 

leaders on educational landscapes.   

Weaving Over the Silences 

So let the voices and the stories which are heard be those of women, individually 
and collectively from all over the world, telling it as it is for them, in their 
context, and in their time, in all its complexity, diversity, incompleteness and 
inequality. (Cole, 2009, p. 574) 
 
Even though women leaders have identified the importance of women acting in a 

critical mass to achieve equity, the realization of this is not on the immediate horizon 

(Loder, 2005).  However, as women continue to share their lived experiences and 

provide support for other women leaders, this critical mass will build. Miller (2005) 

expresses the changing landscape in terms of the silences that are being broken as a 

critical mass builds. 

Silences still threaten to thwart in unnatural ways, to imply unspeakable thoughts, 
to stifle voices just beginning to resound. But silence has been broken, and will 
be broken again and again. The sound of silence breaking is harsh, resonant, soft, 
battering, small, chaotic, furious, terrified, triumphant. And the tentative first 
murmurs are becoming a chorus. (p. 68) 
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Audre Lorde (1984) also shares her own experiences of being awakened to the 

importance of breaking silences, speaking and sharing what is most important to us.  

My silences had not protected me. Your silence will not protect you. But for 
every real word spoken, for every attempt I had ever made to speak those truths 
for which I am still seeking, I had made contact with other women while we 
examined the words to fit a world in which we all believed, bridging our 
differences. And it was the concern and caring of those women which gave me 
strength and enabled me to scrutinize the essentials of my living. (p. 41) 
 

Understanding the lived experiences of women who are or have been on a leadership 

journey will undoubtedly provide impetus for breaking the silences and challenging the 

status quo. Thus is the social justification of this narrative inquiry.   

Women Leading 

Women must be valued for the skills and talents they bring to administration 
rather than being compared to traditional concepts of administration. (Gill, 
1995, p. 60) 

 
 Women leaders in education are finding their stride (Eagly & Carli, 2003; Gill, 

1995). The process has by no means been revolutionary, but women are no longer silent. 

“Gender continues to be connected with some of the most exclusionary and 

discriminatory practices in the world, whether this relates to society, home, school or 

further and higher education” (Cole, 2005, p. 564), but women no longer accept 

tolerance. Instead they celebrate the diversity of experiences that they bring to cultures 

historically dominated by the male authorial voice (Andrews & Ridenour, 2006, Gill, 

1995). Women are sharing their narratives, giving voice to their lived experiences, and 

reliving them to enrich them and see them in new ways. They are also engaging in 

reflective practice, which in turn will deepen understanding of their own journeys, and 

providing models from which others may learn or be motivated to self-reflect,. They will 

continue to face gender discrimination in their organizational cultures, struggle with 
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barriers such as the socially accepted norms of leadership style or work-family balance 

and seek out those few who might provide support or mentorship, but a critical mass of 

women leaders is slowly building. As this mass builds, more stories will be lived, told, 

retold and relived; more experiences will be given a voice; and more women leaders will 

find success and satisfaction both professionally and personally.   
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Chapter 3 – Narrative Inquiry - Living and Learning through Storied Experience 

A Journey with Story  

We practice the art of living in telling stories. (Bateson, 2000, p. 22) 
 

 “My mom will ask you a hundred questions,” my children forewarn any new 

friends they bring to our home. “She will want to know everything about you, your past, 

your present, your future. She’ll ask about your family and school, your interests and 

passions. She will drive you crazy trying to get to know you.” Listening to stories and 

engaging in a person’s lived experiences has always been, for me, the best way not only 

to learn about and come to know a person but also to arrive at new understandings about 

a person and his/her storied life. So engaging with narrative inquiry as a research 

methodology seemed a natural and appropriate choice for me as a researcher when I 

began this study. It is, after all, a methodology that situates stories of experience as a 

way of understanding who we are and who we are becoming. As I have learned to think 

narratively and been awakened to the retelling and reliving of my experiences and the 

experiences others have shared with me, my understanding of story as experience and 

experience as knowledge has shifted and deepened my conviction that narrative inquiry 

is appropriate both as a methodology and phenomenon of study for me as a researcher. It 

is also an appropriate methodology for the topic of my study. The phenomenon I am 

studying is leadership, the experiences of leading – specifically the experience of women 

leaders as they engage in leading on the educational landscape. 

I began this narrative inquiry by attending to my own lived experiences, retelling 

and reliving them as I thought with and journaled them and shared them in conversation 

with my participants or the work in progress group to which I belong. As I thought with 
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these stories and attempted to interpret and make meaning of my retold and relived 

experiences, I was awakened to ways I have for many years attended to the storied 

experiences of others. I am a teacher of English Language Arts, a social person, and 

infinitely curious, so engaging with the lived experiences of others seems to have come 

easily to me. Huber, Caine, Huber and Steeves (2013) explain that for some, like Elder 

Angela Sidney, “story is education in its most holistic form” (p. 215). Understanding this 

has awakened me to the spaces where I have journeyed alongside the retold and relived 

stories of others, particularly the students, colleagues, and educational leaders with 

whom I have shared educative (and miseducative) spaces on both professional and 

personal landscapes. Through their stories I have been able to better understand by what 

experiences they were shaped and how they would bring their stories to live by into the 

spaces we shared; this understanding has then helped me define or come to know more 

clearly that which has shaped my own stories to live by and how I would live relationally 

as I worked or lived alongside others in these educative spaces.  

In my earlier years with students, colleagues, friends and family, I was not awake 

to how my understanding of others’ stories shifted as the stories of others came alongside 

my experiences as a teacher, colleague or friend. I am reminded that Badger, in Lopez’s 

(1990) Crow and Weasel, a fictional story that offers life lessons, tells us that “if stories 

come to you, care for them. And learn to give them away where they are needed. 

Sometimes a person needs a story more than food to stay alive. That is why we put these 

stories in each other's memories. This is how people care for themselves” (p. 60). 

Looking inward I see that my identity, my stories to live by, have in part, been shaped by 

the storied experiences that have come to me. I wonder as I have traveled across time 
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with these stories if I have learned from and cared for them in ways that honour them. I 

also wonder about those who have shared their stories with me and wonder if they have 

had similar learning and by bringing forward their past experiences, reliving and 

retelling them, have experienced them differently? In the conversations with the 

participants of this inquiry I attended to their experiences with a focus on bringing 

forward their past stories and placing them alongside their and my present-day stories 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). In this way we can learn together from our experiences 

and create new forward-looking stories.  

Story as Experience 

Stories are not just a medium of learning, development, or transformation, but 
also a life. (Caine, et al., 2013, p. 578) 
 
I am not alone in the importance I place on stories or the retelling and reliving of 

storied lives. To be clear, however, I am not referring to a view of story in terms of 

stories told as entertainment, data or forms of representation, but to what Caine, et al. 

(2013) explain as a view of story that has embedded within it the ontological and 

epistemological commitments to story as it is lived, told, retold and relived and to 

“experience as knowledge for living” (p. 576). They also define story as “not just a 

medium of learning, development or transformation, but also a life” (p. 578). Connelly 

and Clandinin (1990) support this view by describing stories as “arguments in which we 

learn something essentially human by understanding an actual life or community as 

lived” (p. 8). It is this understanding of story that identifies narrative inquiry and 

distinguishes it from other forms of narrative research. Thinking narratively with storied 

experience means that stories are always contextual, sometimes silent, never fixed and 

have the potential to transform both teller and listener.  
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The use of stories from which we construct narratives in an attempt to make 

sense, create meaning, develop identity or relate experiences is not new to society in 

general; nor is it, as is evident below, new to scholars. Huber, et al. (2013) explain that 

“throughout the ages and across cultures story continues to express the fundamental 

nature of humanity…[stories] both carry, and inspire, significant obligations and 

responsibilities” (p. 214). Thomas King (2003) claims that “the truth about stories is that 

that’s all we are” (p. 2). He also cautions us that “stories are wondrous things. And they 

are dangerous… so we have to watch out for the stories that [we] are told” (p. 10). 

Richard Wagamese, an Ojibway author, tells us that it is through the sharing of our 

stories that we not only grow personally and alongside others, but also foster the ability 

to make changes in the world. During an interview years ago, Wagamese was quoted as 

saying,  

All that we are is story. From the moment we are born to the time we continue on 

our spirit journey, we are involved in the creation of the story of our time here. It 

is what we arrive with. It is all we leave behind. We are not the things we 

accumulate. We are not the things we deem important. We are story. All of us. 

What comes to matter then is the creation of the best possible story we can while 

we’re here; you, me, us, together. When we can do that and we take the time to 

share those stories with each other, we get bigger inside, we see each other, we 

recognize our kinship – we change the world, one story at a time…7 

As narrative inquirers storied experience is where we begin. We enter relationally into 

our research with our participants and their stories as they are lived, told, retold and 

                                                             
7 Richard Wagamese spoke these words during an interview he gave years ago and 
personally granted me permission to use his quote.  
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relived. According to Clandinin and Connelly (1990, 2000, Connelly & Clandinin, 2006) 

this is the foundation of narrative inquiry research. 

Stories Lived and Told 

We want to know not how things happen- how they always occur, given the 
eternal order of things- but how they happened, the operative presumption being 
that we can tell a cogent, believable, perhaps even true story of how the present 
came to be by looking backward and situating the movement of events within a 
more or less coherent narrative form. (Freeman, 2007, p. 122) 
 
Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) claim that story is “one if not the fundamental unit 

that accounts for human experience” (p. 4).  Holley and Colyar (2009) assert that the 

“academic community exists because of the mutual exchange of stories… [and that] a 

greater understanding of the storytelling properties of research allows the author to 

concentrate on the ways in which texts reflect social reality” (p. 680).  Humans, as 

“storytelling organisms who, individually and socially, lead storied lives” (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1990, p. 2) use story to define themselves, construct identities, interpret and 

make meaning of experiences, build lives and communities, reflect social realities and 

connect with generations of the past, present and future (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007; 

Cole, 2009; Holley & Colyar, 2009; Huber, et al., 2013). Establishing the connection 

between story and experience in narrative inquiry, Connelly & Clandinin (2006) explain 

that  

people shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as they 

interpret their past in terms of these stories. Story, in the current idiom, is a portal 

through which a person enters the world and by which their experience of the 

world is interpreted and made personally meaningful. Narrative inquiry, the study 
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of experience as story, then, is first and foremost a way of thinking about 

experience. (p. 477)  

Thinking narratively, then, according to Connelly & Clandinin (1990) means using 

stories to describe lives and write narratives of experience, referring to experience or 

story as the phenomenon and the inquiry narrative, beginning with an interest in 

experience and inquiring into experience with an ontological commitment to “enter the 

practice and artistry of lives lived” (Caine, et al., 2013, p. 576). Narrative inquirers 

understand that narrative is both the phenomenon and methodology.  

Why Narrative Inquiry? 

When the woman, and not existing theory, is considered the expert on her own 
psychological experience, one can begin to hear the muted channel of a woman’s 
experience come through. (Anderson & Jack, 1991, p. 20) 

 
Hendry (2010) contends that “narrative research is the first and oldest form of 

inquiry” (p. 72) and as a structure for organizing our knowledge and experience, she 

believes that it is thus the foundation of all inquiry. As I began to puzzle about and attend 

to the wonderings I have about the journeys of women leaders, I also began to explore 

the kind of inquiry that would be most appropriate to fulfill the personal, social, and 

practical purposes of the study. Understanding that narrative inquiry honours “lived 

experience as a source of important knowledge and understanding” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 

17), I saw it as a means by which I could study the every-day experiences of women 

leaders and by doing so provide rich, thick interpretations of individual perspectives 

through which deeper understandings of ourselves and others could be reached (Bates, 

2004; Kenyon, 2008; Reynolds & Young, 1995). I was easily drawn toward this 



73 
 

methodological approach. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explain that narrative inquiry 

is a 

a way of understanding experience. It is a collaboration between researcher and 

participants, over time, in a place or series of places, and in social interaction 

with milieus. An inquirer enters this matrix in the midst and progresses in this 

same spirit, concluding the inquiry still in the midst of living and telling, reliving 

and retelling, the stories of the experiences that make up people’s lives, both 

individual and social. (p. 20) 

Thinking narratively about and inquiring narratively into lived experiences then gives 

significance and value to ordinary experiences of individuals as they are lived within the 

social, cultural and institutional narratives that shape them and within which such 

“experiences are constituted, …expressed, and enacted” (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 

42). The ordinary experiences of women leaders, as the phenomena being studied 

through narrative inquiry, will be honoured as knowledge.  

Why narrative inquiry then? Because narrative inquiry “is an educative process, a 

more intentional and deliberate form of what we already do in the living and telling of 

our stories” (Elbaz-Luwisch, 2000, p. 269). Narrative allows for new questions to be 

asked and different connections and alternative understandings to be explored (Cole, 

2009). The retelling and reshaping of the lived experiences of women leaders through 

their own perspective will not only make visible their everyday experiences as sources of 

knowledge but also give voice to that which may otherwise remain silent. This visibility 

and voice will in turn offer deeper understandings of and new learnings about the 

leadership journey within the social, cultural and institutional landscapes. 
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Narrative inquiry as methodology also aligns well with the ‘So what? Who 

cares?’ of this inquiry. According to Cole (2009), it has become increasingly recognized 

as “a means of challenging dominant discourses… [that can] illuminate often hidden 

complexities…[and] avoid simplistic generalizations and essentialisms (p. 563). It is 

through narrative inquiry that “the stories lived and told by everyday people [serve] to 

expand hegemonic versions of history or…respect the voices and silences of 

participants” (Clandinin, 2007, p. 77). In illuminating complexities and challenging 

dominant discourses or historical narratives, narrative inquiry holds the possibility of 

reflecting social realities, raising significant questions and enriching continued 

conversations (Barone, 2007; Holy & Colyar, 2009) which form a foundation for the 

personal, social, and practical justifications of this inquiry.  

Narrative inquiry also allows for multiple interpretations but remains faithful to 

the story as it is retold (Burnier, 2006; Cole, 2009), an essential element as narrative 

inquirers relationally live out their moral and ethical responsibilities to participants. 

Because individuals are the “holders, users and creators of knowledge” (Craig & Huber, 

2007, p. 269), narrative inquiries create representations of lived experiences that will not 

be representative of “every member of the larger…community [and that] are 

indeterminate, messy, polyvocal, conflicting, ambiguous, and fragmented” (Atkinson, 

2010, p. 100-101). This element of narrative inquiry works when we enter into 

participants’ lives in the midst and leave in the midst as well, studying individual 

experiences, not as representations of society or groups or genders, but as knowledge. 

Narrative inquiry thus provides alternative ways of thinking about and understanding 

experience, respects every day experiences, and embraces the ambiguity and uncertainty 
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of experience as it occurs over time and place. These are essential elements of coming to 

know, understand, and potentially learn from the ordinary experiences of women as they 

think with their stories of experience as leaders. 

A Conceptual Framework 

Narrative inquiry is . . .methodology and phenomenon . . .an understanding that 
is central to . . .narrative inquiry. (Clandinin, 2013, p. 16) 
 
In this inquiry into the experiences of women leaders I have focused on the view 

of narrative inquiry as defined and developed by Jean Clandinin and Michael Connelly 

(1990, 1994, 2000, Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, 2013). They explain that narrative 

inquirers engage in a process where they are 

continually trying to give an account of the multiple levels (which are temporally 

continuous and socially interactive) at which the inquiry proceeds. The central 

task is evident when it is grasped that people are both living their stories in an 

ongoing experiential text and telling their stories in words as they reflect upon 

life and explain themselves to others. For the researcher, this is a portion of the 

complexity of narrative, because life is also a matter of growth toward an 

imagined future and, therefore, involves retelling stories and attempts at reliving 

stories. A person is, at once, engaged in living, telling, retelling, and reliving 

stories. (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 4)   

Their view of narrative inquiry and experience is founded in John Dewey’s (1938) 

theory of experience which, according to Clandinin and Rosiek, (2007) “is central to the 

epistemology and ontology of narrative inquiry” (p. 38). They explain that Dewey 

viewed “experience [as] the fundamental ontological category from which all 

inquiry…proceeds…[and that] it is characterized by continuous interaction of human 
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thought with our personal, social and material environments” (p. 38-39). For narrative 

inquirers “a pragmatic ontology of experience can manifest in narrative form, not just in 

retrospective representations of human experience but also in the lived immediacy of that 

experience” (p. 44). Clandinin and Connelly (1990, 1994, 2000, Connelly & Clandinin, 

2006, 2013) base their view of narrative inquiry in ordinary lived experiences of an 

individual as they are lived, told, retold and relived within a larger social milieu over 

time and with consideration of place. As narrative inquirers they view the phenomenon 

of experience as fluid, relational, and in a state of constant change, exploring it with 

intent to enrich and transform it for themselves and others.   

Keeping as the “conceptual, imaginative backdrop” (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000, p. 2) John Dewey’s theory of experience and his belief that “education, 

experience, and life are inextricably intertwined” (p. xxiii), Clandinin and Connelly 

(2000) frame narrative inquiry as shaping a three-dimensional narrative inquiry space – 

personal/social, temporality, and place - which is closely associated with Dewey’s 

“notions of situation, continuity, and interaction” (p. 50). This three-dimensional space 

defines narrative inquiry studies by establishing that they must have a temporal 

dimension and address temporal matters, focus on both the personal and social 

(individuals always exist within a social context), and consider a specific place or series 

of places in which experiences are lived (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Their view of 

experience also aligns with Dewey’s ontology of experience as transactional. For 

narrative inquirers experiences retold and relived create not a representation of any 

particular reality but a new and more significant experience from which we can learn 

(Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007). In such a view experience is not only ever changing but 
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also never ending. As narrative inquirers we then enter relationally into a study in the 

midst of our own stories and the stories of participants and leave the study still in the 

midst.  

Based on Dewey’s notion of interaction, narrative inquirers also consider the four 

directions – inward, outward, backward and forward – of an inquiry. Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000) explain that in any inquiry we simultaneously ask questions and look 

inward considering our “feelings, hopes, aesthetic reactions, and moral dispositions . . . 

outward . . . toward the existential conditions, that is, the environment . . . [and] 

backward and forward . . . [to the] past, present and future” (p. 50). A research text is 

thus based on questions, field notes, and interpretations that weave together both 

personal and social as well as temporal issues. To do this means not only considering an 

experience as it exists in the present, but also considering its past and its future.  

Commonplaces of the Three Dimensional Narrative Inquiry Space 

Events and people always have a past, present and a future. (Clandinin, et al., 
2007, p. 23) 

 
A distinguishing factor of Clandinin and Connelly’s narrative inquiry framework 

is the concept of three commonplaces that specify the metaphorical dimensions of an 

inquiry space (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Also central to the framework is the 

exploration of experience with a simultaneous consideration for all three of the identified 

dimensions (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006). One of the three commonplaces cannot be 

considered to the exclusion of the others. Narrative inquiry equally considers 

temporality, the personal and social, and place.  

 As I journeyed through this study, weaving together my lived, told, retold and 

relived experiences with those of the participants, I attended to the notion of the three-
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dimensional narrative inquiry space. The construction and drafting of the interim texts 

and each individual chapter of the research text reflects the back and forth, inward and 

outward movements and weaving together of retold and relived experiences as they are 

brought forward, enriched and transformed, with considerations to sociality and place. 

As I explore each of the framework elements designed by Clandinin and Connelly, I 

consider how each of these elements is evident within the context of my study as I 

entered into the midst of the lives of participants Susan Aimes and Alexa Fielding.8 

Temporality 

Deepened understanding . . .requires letting each new encounter resonate with 
earlier experience through reflection. (Bateson, 2000, p. 236)  
 
Working with an ontology of experience as continuous and transactional, 

narrative inquiry is shaped by the temporal nature of experience as it is “composed and 

lived over time” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 15). Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explain that 

when we place our experiences on a continuum, “the imagined now, some imagined past, 

or some imagined future – each point has a past experiential base and leads to an 

experiential future” (p. 2). They further clarify this concept by explaining that “we tell 

remembered stories of ourselves from earlier times as well as more current stories. All of 

these stories offer possible plotlines for our futures” (p. 60). Understanding experience as 

temporal, constantly moving backward and forward in time, allows for narrative 

inquirers to attend to the retold and relived stories of the past as a way of offering 

meaning and learning as we consider the present and look forward to the future.  

As I noted in the first chapter, I began attending narratively to my lived 

experiences during the fledgling stages of my research journey. When I began thinking 

                                                             
8 To protect their identities, both participants chose pseudonyms. 
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with my stories, journaling them and sharing them with the work in progress group, I 

was awakened to the possibilities for learning that occur when we retell past stories and 

relive them by metaphorically placing them alongside current experiences. Enriched 

understandings and new experiences resulted and not only became the foundation for my 

narrative beginnings but provided direction for me as I entered into the inquiry space 

with the participants and began to compose field texts. Reliving experiences with the 

work in progress group members awakened me to new meanings and as Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000) suggest, these new meanings led to further retelling. It is these further 

retellings which shifted the relived stories that are woven into the narrative beginnings of 

Chapter 1. Thus is the recursive and transactional nature of a narrative study. 

As narrative inquirers and their participants retell and relive their stories, they 

enter into the midst of lives temporally composed and recomposed (Craig & Huber, 

2007). Understanding that stories are in the midst, according to Huber, et al. (2013), 

means that stories are “alive, unfinished, and always in the making” (p. 227).  Entering 

into participants’ lives in the midst awakens the inquirer to the temporal and fluid nature 

of experience. As I wondered and puzzled about my journey into leadership, for 

example, I began in the present and wondered about the educative experiences which 

have shaped my stories to live by. In order to attend to my wonderings, I shifted back in 

time and by restorying past experiences was awakened to new understandings and saw 

that I am in the midst of my own stories. This remaking of the past, according to 

Clandinin & Connelly, (2000) is the “essence of growth” (p. 85). Retelling and reliving 

experiences opened up space for me to think narratively with my stories and grow both 

personally and socially, which Clandinin and Connelly also assert is one of the purposes 
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of narrative inquiry. Bringing forward past stories and recomposing them alongside 

present stories has shifted my understanding and helped me to see my lived experiences 

in new ways. I will continue to weave these new learnings throughout the remaining 

chapters as I restory the experiences of the participants.  

Similar to the way I began to inquire into my own experiences, I entered into the 

midst of the participants’ lives beginning with conversations about their current lives 

within the social, institutional, and cultural landscapes on which they were living but 

encouraged them to let their stories take them across time and place, shifting back or 

forward in time. Entering into the researcher-participant relationship, I wondered if 

either of the women saw their stories as living, changing, unfinished experiences. As our 

conversations developed, however, Susan and Alexa became aware that through the 

retelling of their stories, past experiences were unfinished, still alive in the retelling and 

reliving of them. Even though we began in the present, it seemed natural for both 

participants, to shift back in time in an effort to frame or situate their present stories. 

During the retelling of their experiences, I was, however, awakened to the tendencies of 

both women, initially, to apologize for “jumping around” - moving away from the telling 

of a particular experience and shifting back in time to retell another story, unpredictably 

connect a past experience to the present reliving of it or muse about the effect of a 

particular experience on a future story.  

Moving backward and forward as the restorying continued meant that the 

conversations we had, at times, moved abruptly across and through time or were messy 

and complex. But as I listened to the continual unfolding of their lives and either shared 

my experiences or further queried about theirs, the messiness and complexity of our 
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conversations shifted to meaningful interchanges where understandings were created and 

learning occurred. As our conversations continued and the relationship between us took 

shape as trusting and open, Susan and Alexa understood and accepted that our 

experiences are temporal so the retelling and reliving of them would naturally shift 

backward and forward in time. It was in this way that their ordinary lived experiences 

became the rich and valuable field texts that, in time, informed this research text.  

 Sociality 

The cultural, social, institutional, and familial narratives highlight the 
embeddedness of each individual’s experiences in particular contexts. 
(Clandinin, 2013, p. 40)  
 

 Narrative inquirers must also consider the sociality dimension of the narrative 

inquiry space. This dimension is concerned with both the individual in a study and the 

larger context in which the individual lives and by which the individual is shaped. 

Clandinin (2013) explains that “narrative inquirers attend both to personal conditions 

and, simultaneously, to social conditions” (p. 40). By personal conditions, Connelly and 

Clandinin (2006) mean the “the feelings, hopes, desires, aesthetic reactions, and moral 

dispositions of the person, whether inquirer or participant. By social conditions [they] 

mean the existential conditions, the environment, surrounding factors and forces, people 

and otherwise, that form the individual’s context” (p. 480). This dual consideration 

distinguishes narrative inquiry from other forms of research that may focus solely on the 

individual, without consideration of any social milieu or on research that focuses only on 

the social conditions, without concern for the individual experience (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 2006). Learning to think narratively requires researchers to see a participant 
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as an individual who has unique stories to tell, retell and relive but whose identity is 

shaped by experiences lived, told, retold and relived within a greater social context. 

 As I began this study into the experiences of women leaders, I was awakened 

to the role that the social milieus have had and continue to have in shaping the leader I 

am becoming. I began by looking inward and exploring the feelings I associated with the 

experiences I was retelling and reliving. Reliving these experiences, particularly with the 

work in progress group, brought new understandings about how I had been shaped not 

only by my own personal, internal feelings, choices, hopes, fears or desires, which was 

my starting point for this inquiry, but also by the many social contexts in which I had 

lived my storied experiences. Understanding that I had been shaped, for example, by the 

culture of the feminist movement during the 1960s and 1970s, the contexts of my school 

and family stories or the dominant institutional narrative of school at the time I began 

teaching - the existential conditions in which I lived out my individual experiences - shed 

new light on the experiences I was retelling and reliving. Experiencing the experiences 

brought with it enlightened understanding and helped me to enter into relationships with 

my participants attending to and wakeful of both the personal and the social narratives by 

which they too have been and continue to be shaped.    

 The relationship between the inquirer and the participant is another dimension 

of the sociality commonplace (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006). In Clandinin and 

Connelly’s (2000) conceptualization of relational inquiry, they describe narrative inquiry 

as “people in relation studying with people in relation” (p 189). The researcher does not 

take her/himself out of the inquiry but ideally establishes a constantly negotiated 

“intimate participatory relationship” (p. 110) with the participants, entering into the 
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study as a co-participant/co-researcher and co-author of the research text. In this view of 

relational inquiry, Pinnegar and Daynes (2007) assert that “both parties will learn and 

change in the encounter” (p. 9). This is a turn away from the positivistic perspective of 

an objective researcher and a move toward a research perspective where interpretation 

and understanding of meaning becomes the focus (Pinnegar & Danes, 2007). The 

relationship between inquirer and participant shapes the space where there is potential 

for understandings, practice, and theory to shift.  

Attending to the relational element of the sociality dimension, requires that 

researchers become “fully involved” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 81), understanding 

who they are in the study, seeing their own stories alongside those of the participants and 

not losing sight of the “larger landscape on which they all live” (p. 81). In order to do so, 

narrative inquirers begin a study through the composition of their narrative beginnings. 

Burwash (2013) explains that by exposing ourselves in our narrative beginnings we 

become more sensitized to how participants might feel as they share their stories of 

experience. As I composed my narrative beginnings, choosing the stories I thought 

relevant to my study, I came to understand that I was bound by vulnerability. I struggled 

to embrace it as a companion on this journey. Experiencing this struggle awakened me to 

the potential for the participants to also negotiate similar feelings of vulnerability. I 

wondered if they too would choose to accept its presence on their journey. Only by 

attending to my own experiences in this way could I become truly wakeful to the lived, 

told, retold and relived stories of the participants and enter into a social relationship with 

them as we co-composed this narrative inquiry.   
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As I entered in the midst into the lives of both Susan and Alexa, I experienced 

tensions surrounding this element of the sociality dimension. I puzzled about how to 

develop an intimate, trusting relationship that would allow for all of us to accept the 

vulnerability of what we were about to do and the strength required to do it. I attended to 

the importance of the relationship we would develop but wondered how the participants 

would enter into and journey through such a relationship. Would they trust me? Would 

there be silences in their stories? Would they share experiences that might bump against 

the perceptions of or cause conflict with those higher up the power pyramid? As women 

who hold current leadership roles, being forthright, truthful, and open about our 

experiences would surely prove to be difficult and lead us to places of tension where the 

stories that we lived out on our professional landscapes bumped up against the dominant 

narrative that may still exist today in our school division or within the provincial 

governing body. I wondered if, knowing that their retold experiences would be used as 

field texts (data) and potentially be included in the final research text, they would retell 

stories during our conversations that they might have previously shared with me in 

confidence during quick hallway exchanges or while we shared a coffee or lunch.  

During one of our conversations, Alexa used the analogy of “keeping her cards 

close” when it came to the casual sharing of experiences with others both inside and 

outside of her professional landscape, but as our relationship developed over time, she 

did move some of her cards away from her chest ever so slightly and as she retold her 

lived experiences, she began to share more openly, demonstrating a trust and 

understanding that did not exist as we initially entered into the midst of each other’s 

lives. 
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After having worked together for the past few years, Susan and I had already 

established a trusting and open relationship both personally and professionally. We had 

shared our lived experiences not only through casual conversation but also by living out 

experiences together as colleagues. As Susan relived the experiences of her journey, 

however, I was awakened to subtle differences in the reliving of experiences with which 

I was already familiar. This difference in the retelling of experiences during informal 

conversations and during the data-gathering conversations caused a tension for me. I 

wondered why Susan would not share the same retelling as she had before.  

Place 

All events take place some place…[so] the specificity of location is crucial. 
(Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 481) 
 
The third commonplace of the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space is place. 

This commonplace is defined by Connelly and Clandinin (2006) as “the specific 

concrete, physical and topological boundaries of place where the inquiry and events take 

place” (p. 480-481). Narrative inquirers, as they enter the three-dimensional narrative 

inquiry space, must attend to the significance of place. As we begin attending to the 

experiences that shape our stories to live by, we see that it is not only the social milieu or 

the temporality of our experiences that shape us, but also the places where the 

experiences are lived, told, retold and relived. Place may change as we think with our 

stories over time, it may influence stories as they are relived and as we consider place 

simultaneously with the other dimensions of a narrative inquiry or it may bring forward 

new insights and learning that would otherwise remain untold.  

As I composed my narrative beginnings consciously attending to place, I came to 

understand the role that place held in the shaping of who I was becoming as a woman, a 
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teacher, and a leader. As I shifted back in time and brought forward my experiences I 

could see that there existed specific places where my confidence, for example, took 

shape. The school landscape was a place where my confidence was given a home. I was 

not initially awakened to this concept of my confidence being shaped by place, but as I 

considered the social and personal contexts of my early school experiences, my 

understanding began to shift. School - the classrooms, hallways, playground, gymnasium 

- was not a place I considered a happy place where I thrived and grew as a confident 

young woman. But as I journaled my experiences and relived them with the work in 

progress group, I came to know these experiences in new ways. As I brought forward my 

stories of school, I experienced them very differently. Only then did I come to 

understand that school was a place where I was, in fact, developed as a leader. Even 

though as a student in elementary and high school I did not then understand how my 

experiences were shaping me to be a leader, retelling and reliving the experiences has 

awakened me to how I was encouraged to lead. As my role in school shifted from 

student to teacher, school became a place of confidence for me. I will further explore the 

dimension of place within my own experiences in the following chapters as I bring my 

stories alongside those of the participants. 

 Place, as a dimension of the narrative inquiry space, also refers to the place, 

places or sequences of places where the inquiry occurs. As I negotiated with the 

participants the relational inquiry space (Clandinin, 2013) where we would meet to share 

our experiences, I knew I needed to consider the space and the potential it would have to 

influence the retelling and reliving of the participants’ experiences. My first 

consideration was to make our meeting places as convenient as possible for both Susan 
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and Alexa. In spite of my own full schedule, I recognized that they are busy women with 

personal and professional commitments and I wanted to be sure to honour their busy 

lives. What I did not know then was the difference that the physical spaces would make.  

 Being mindful of the common-places in the three-dimensional narrative 

inquiry space is essential for a narrative inquirer as s/he enters relationally into the midst 

of participants’ lives. Within this space the narrative inquirer, according to Clandinin 

(2013) must consider “the nested set of lives in which each of us live…[as well as] the 

ongoingness of institutional, social, cultural, familial, and linguistic narratives in which 

each of our lives is lived, and is being lived” (p. 44). And “only through attending to all 

dimensions can we see the disruptions, interruptions, silences, gaps, and incoherences in 

participants’ and our shared experiences” (p. 50). At the heart of narrative inquiry then is 

the ability of the inquirer to maintain a sense of the whole without generalizing and all 

the while not losing sight of the unique, complex, detailed unfolding of individual stories 

being told and relived.  

Living Relationally in an Inquiry 

Walking along with participants, trying to hear their stories, trying to tell our 
own stories, and then trying, with them, to understand the interconnected web of 
stories, might make it possible to gain some sense of the interwoven narratives. 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 1998, p. 161) 
 
Designing a narrative inquiry includes considerations that are no different than 

those for other forms of inquiry (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006). There are, however, 

design elements that narrative inquirers should consider as they plan and carry out an 

inquiry (Clandinin, 2013). Such considerations include elements that I have already 

addressed in this and previous chapters – the research puzzle, common-places, 

positioning the study, and narrative beginnings. The relational element is yet another 
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consideration for the design of an inquiry. It is this element that forms the nucleus of 

narrative inquiry.  

 A relational methodology, narrative inquiry calls forward an ontological 

commitment to narrative as having the means to open up spaces in which we can learn 

by living in relation with others and by doing so “change not only our own lives and 

those who live in relation with us but also the lives of participants and those others who 

live in relation with them” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 23). The importance of the relational 

element in narrative transcends the concept of living in relation with participants, 

however. “Narrative inquirers, throughout each inquiry, are in relationship, negotiating 

purposes, next steps, outcomes, texts and other concerns” (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 

70).  Being in relation, according to Clandinin (2013), also refers to the   

relational between the person and his/her world; a temporal understanding of the 

relational between past, present, and future, including the relational in the 

intergenerational; the relational between person and place; the relational between 

events and feelings; the relational between us as people; the relational between 

the physical world and people; the relational in our cultural, institutional, 

linguistic, and familial narratives; and so on (p. 23).  

Relational considerations are the foundation on which a narrative inquiry is shaped 

(Caine, et al., 2013). As we explore our wonderings and research puzzles, develop 

relationships with participants, and negotiate inquiry spaces we must attend to the many 

relational elements that live within our study.  

 Embedded in the relational element of narrative inquiry is also the notion of 

“narrative inquiry as a deeply ethical project…[in which] we cannot separate the ethical 
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from the living of the inquiry” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 30). This concept of ethical inquiry 

moves beyond obtaining ethical approval for research. Ethical matters, Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000) contend, “shift and change as we move through an inquiry” (p. 170) and 

must be considered from a relational point of view. As researchers enter into a study, 

they commit to collaborative, participatory relationships that require them to consider 

their responsibilities of care and concern not only to the participants but also to a “larger 

audience, to the conversation of a scholarly discourse” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 

174). As I have lived out this inquiry into the experiences of women leaders, I have kept 

in the forefront of my work, the ethical obligations I have to the participants, their stories 

and those whose lives and stories have shaped and continue to shape them and me. To 

this end I have maintained confidentiality, encouraged the co-composition of field, 

interim, and research texts and attempted to honour the multiplicity of their lives and my 

life. I have also been wakeful to the ethical obligations I have to the scholarly 

community and the field of narrative inquiry.  

Entering Relationally into the Midst of Participants’ Lives 

Stories remain in memory and open over time to multiple interpretations, rather 
than to a single correct reading. (Bateson, 2000, p. 241) 
 
Narrative inquirers enter intentionally into relationships with participants. They 

do not remain objective observers. Clandinin (2013) reminds us that because we as 

researchers have helped create the world in which we live and the landscapes on which 

we live out our stories, we cannot be objective. Whether we enter into a narrative inquiry 

by listening to participants tell their stories or living alongside them as they live their 

stories, narrative inquirers accept, even embrace, that as researchers our personal 

experiences bring with them pre-understandings and filters, a history and a worldview 
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through which we will interpret the stories we hear (Atkinson, 2010; Caine, et al., 2013; 

Cole, 2009; Holley & Colyar, 2009; Pinnegar & Daynes, 2007). Instead of attempting to 

eliminate interpretations and subjectivities, narrative inquirers come to understand them 

and by metaphorically placing their stories of experience alongside those of the 

participants, create educative spaces where both participant and researcher will learn.  

As I explored my puzzling and began to articulate my research puzzle I wondered 

who the participants in my study would be. I knew there were specific elements of a 

woman leader’s journey that I thought important to give voice to and about which I 

hoped to learn. Exploring the existing literature gave me some direction, in part because 

of what I did not find, which suggested the need for further research. Based on the 

research I had done, the autobiographical work I had composed, and the direction in 

which I seemed to be headed, I developed a list of potential participants. I knew I wanted 

to give voice to the struggles, successes, and family-work balance and was certain that 

within these three facets of a woman leader’s journey gender-related issues would 

surface, but aside from the few questions and conversation prompts that I had prepared 

to initiate the sharing of our stories, I did not in any way look to limit or direct the 

experiences that the participants would share. The family-work balance element did 

narrow the list of potential participants.  

After identifying women leaders who would meet the criteria, I sent formal 

requests to the first two names on the list. Both responded that they would participate 

and completed consent forms. Both women are principals in a public education system 

and both have children. Even though the study did not require me to meet with the 

participants during their school day or on school property and the phenomenon being 
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studied did not in any way affect their professional duties or performance, I did seek and 

receive permission for their participation in my study from the school division in which 

the women are employed. In this way I attended to my ethical responsibilities. Being 

transparent with their employer and mine was important for the integrity of my work and 

an essential step for one of the participants.  

A Journey Into the Field 

Female narratives will be found where women exchange stories, where they read 
and talk collectively of ambitions, and possibilities, and accomplishments. 
(Heilbrun, 1988, p. 48) 
 
The final design consideration is the navigation into and through the field and the 

composing of field texts, interim texts, and research texts. Narrative inquirers can enter 

the field in one of two ways: either by listening to the stories of their participants or 

living alongside their participants as they live and retell their stories. Both approaches 

require the researcher to attend to how the stories of the participants are lived out on 

multiple landscapes and embedded in other narratives (Clandinin, 2013). To inquire into 

the journeys of women leaders, I chose to enter the field by listening to the stories of 

Susan and Alexa. Considering their roles as administrators and mine, which at the time 

of entry into the field was a consultant, living alongside the participants was not a 

possibility.   

Each participant agreed to meet for a minimum of two individual conversations 

and one group conversation. It was my hope that as I met with each participant 

individually, we would develop a trusting relationship that would carry over to our group 

conversation where we could learn and grow as a community of women. Knowing that 

there were specific aspects of each woman’s journey that I hoped to explore within the 
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inquiry, I had prepared some conversation prompts but hoped that as the inquiry 

progressed that we would not need the prompts. Again trying to be mindful of Susan and 

Alexa’s busy schedules, we negotiated times and places to meet that were most 

convenient for them.  

 The individual meetings took place in a variety of locations and lasted between 

one and three hours. I met with each participant three times and audio recorded each 

conversation. The group conversation took place at my house and was also recorded. In 

an effort to make this group conversation a social event for the three of us, I prepared 

food and created a comfortable, inviting space that I believed would encourage open 

conversation. At the time of our meeting, the participants already knew each other 

professionally, which caused tension for me as we approached the meeting time. I was 

uncertain about how their professional relationship would shape the stories they would 

share and wondered if it would create silences. I also wondered about how the dominant 

institutional narratives in which we were all situated might cloak the conversation and 

potentially straightjacket the stories we would tell. I puzzled about how I would 

negotiate the conversation. Would I need to direct it? Would one story prompt the telling 

of a connected experience? I wondered, too, if the women would guard their stories or 

feel too vulnerable to share. Or would they take strength from our gathering? I hoped 

they would.  

As I write now, I shift back in time to a journal entry I wrote in May 2014 as I 

prepared for the group conversation. I had been reading about the importance of women 

sharing their lived experiences but had not attended to the tensions I was experiencing 

and the wonderings I had in relation to the pending group conversation. I see now that I 
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might have somehow shared with the participants Heilbrun’s (1988) acknowledgment 

that new stories will only happen when women engage in oral exchanges among women 

in groups hearing and talking to one another and that “as long as women are isolated one 

from the other, not allowed to offer other women the most personal accounts of their 

lives, they will not be part of any narrative of their own” (p. 46). As I journaled about the 

experience and then returned to the conversation, transcribing it into a field text, I was 

awakened to the silences and the untold stories that wove their way into the 

conversations. I puzzled about these silences and untold stories and was reminded of 

Clandinin, et al.’s (2010) understanding that tensions can create educative spaces.  

Interim to Research Texts 

Practitioners in any field maintain an educative sense of critique and growth 
about their experience by being reflective on it. (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 
87)  
 
After each of our conversations, I listened to, transcribed, and reflected on each 

recording with the intent to use the retelling of experiences as a springboard for further 

sharing and interpretation of the shared lived experiences. Listening to our conversations 

prior to subsequent meetings would, I thought, result in further or deeper probing for 

meaning and interpretation of the retold stories. It would provide me with an array of 

questions that would take us deeper into participants’ experiences. Once the 

conversations began to flow, however, both Susan and Alexa led the conversation in 

unanticipated directions. As we parted ways after a conversation one day, for example, 

Alexa completed our meeting by telling me what she wanted to talk about when we next 

met. There was an excitement in her voice that had I had not noticed in our previous 

conversations. As I shift back and retell this experience I get the sense that Alexa 
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believed then that her lived experiences did have value and could be educative, which is 

not the place where she began this journey. She had a story that in her opinion would 

surprise me to hear it but was important in the context of our study. Such is the nature 

and scope of a narrative inquiry. I will share more of this moment in the chapter where I 

restory Alexa’s lived experiences. 

After each of the conversations with Susan and Alexa, I journaled about my 

experience with them, both the existential conditions of our meeting and the internal 

conditions that I experienced during and while reliving the experience. Knowing that 

“field texts slide back and forth between records of the experience under study and 

records of oneself as researcher experiencing the experience” (Clandinin & Connelly, p. 

87), I saw this process as part of my educative experience. This is also how I saw myself 

slipping in and out of intimacy with the participants (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The 

construction of field texts helped me negotiate the tensions of becoming too involved 

with the participants and compromising my role as a researcher. It also helped me to 

avoid smoothing out the details and instead, as Clandinin and Connelly (2000) describe, 

“fill in the richness, nuance, and complexity of the landscape, returning…to a richer, 

more complex, and puzzling landscape than memory alone is likely to construct” (p. 83). 

I journaled about the interactions that occurred while we shared experience, the silences 

that I noted, the pauses in conversation, the laughter, the repetitions of thoughts or ideas 

or the subtle behaviours that accompanied the retelling of stories. I recorded my 

wonderings and the things about which I continued to puzzle. I noted new learnings or 

enriched ways of understanding that resulted from our conversation.  
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During the time that the researcher moves from field texts to interim texts, there 

is “a move away from the close, intensive contact with participants to begin to work with 

field texts” (Clandinin, 2013, p. 47). Once I had completed the transcriptions I shared 

them via email with the participants to ensure that what they had intended to say aligned 

with what I had recorded, heard, and transcribed. These transcribed conversations, the 

journal I had been keeping, and my own narrative beginnings comprised the field texts, 

which in turn I drafted into interim texts. At this stage I attempted to be constantly 

mindful of not intentionally creating a smooth text. Clandinin (2013) explains how 

narrative inquirers at times seek narrative coherence and in doing so attempt to create 

smooth texts that “suggest that lives are smooth and narratively coherent in the living 

and the telling” (p. 48). Narrative inquirers, she argues, must instead “hold open and 

make visible the ways that participants, and we, struggle for that coherence, sometimes 

successfully, sometimes not … but make visible the multiplicity… of our lives, the lives 

of participants, and the lives we co-compose in the midst of our narrative inquiries” (p. 

49). Before constructing the final research text, I shared the interim text of each 

participant’s chapter with them and then met with them to discuss the draft. After 

making any requested or suggested revisions, I again shared the text with them to ensure 

that the representation of their storied experiences aligned with what they had intended 

to say or how they felt they had responded to the living, telling, reliving and retelling of 

their stories.   

As we, as researchers and participants, navigate through field texts to interim 

texts and finally to the research text, then, we must accept that the process is 
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complicated, iterative and non-linear and that by attending closely to the three-

dimensional narrative inquiry space these texts will embody the wholeness of lives lived.  

The Research Text 

Those engaged in narrative inquiry know that the written document, the research 
text, like life, is a continual unfolding in which the narrative insights of today are 
the chronological events of tomorrow. (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 166) 
 
The final design consideration is the composition of the research text. As the final 

text is written, Connelly & Clandinin (2006) remind us that first the inquirer must be 

aware of the criteria by which the work will be judged, making clear the social and 

practical justifications of their work. They must also continue to think narratively being 

mindful of the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space, reflecting the “temporal 

unfolding of people, places, and things within the inquiry; the personal and social aspects 

of the inquirer’s and participants’ lives; and the places in the inquiry” (p. 485). The 

researcher must consider the text form, choosing a form that most appropriately reflects 

the lives of the participants. Also important, is consideration of the audience. The 

inquirer must consider and balance the multiple audiences inherent in a narrative inquiry 

– “participants, imagined reading audience and inquirer” (p. 485). Finally the inquirer 

must be wakeful to the writing of the text as a narrative act, seeing the text as having “no 

ultimate finality, or limiting truth” (p. 485).  

As I compose this text I constantly attend to the three dimensional narrative 

inquiry space, shifting backward and forward, looking inward and outward as I write, 

considering the experiences of the inquiry and the participants as they have occurred 

across time. I ensure attention to each individual and the larger context in which the 

individuals in this study have lived and are living out their narratives. I also consider 
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place as I inquire into each experience retold and relived. Attending in this way to the 

commonplaces, I also consider my ethical obligations to the quality of a scholarly 

undertaking such as this.  

It is my hope that this text resonates with the larger audience, fulfilling its social 

and practical justifications. Through my efforts to authentically represent the individual 

lives of each participant, including myself, the study as I have composed it here, holds 

promise to offer insight and guidance, facilitate awareness and discussion, motivate 

thought and action or provide strategies and knowledge for others, both women and men, 

as they pursue or reflect on a journey into educational leadership.  
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Chapter 4 - Alexa Fielding 

Shifting Stories 

Each individual’s storied life is neither smooth nor unchanging, but rather shifts 
and changes over time and in relation with specific contexts. The stories that 
each of us lives is multiple, shifting and changing as are the stories that we each 
tell of our lives. (Clandinin & Raymond, 2006, p. 102) 

 
Participants in a narrative inquiry are chosen “because they can purposefully 

inform an understanding of the research [puzzle] and central phenomenon in the study” 

(Creswell, 2007, 125). Through the retelling and potential reliving and shifting of earlier 

experiences, both the participants and narrative inquirer create the potential for personal 

and social growth for themselves as well as the audience. Learning from experience is 

theoretically aligned with John Dewey’s (1938) belief that the value of experience is 

measured by growth from the experience. Also important is a relationship between 

participant and researcher where both are given a voice. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) 

explain that as the research proceeds “the researcher needs to be aware of constructing a 

relationship in which both voices are heard…[and] in which both practitioners and 

researchers feel cared for and have a voice with which to tell their stories” (p. 4). If we 

are to learn from the storied experiences and gain an understanding of a life as it has 

been lived across time, within a personal and social context and in a place or places, both 

voices must be heard.  

As Alexa shared her lived experiences, I shared mine as well. As she retold her 

experiences I not only queried further into them, encouraging her to look backward and 

forward, to reflect on and relive them, to see them differently, but I also shared my own 

stories of experience where appropriate, always attending to the potential for learning 

and reliving in both of our retold experiences. As I went back and forth between field 



99 
 

texts and ongoing conversations, I also looked for opportunities to inquire further into 

experiences that she had lived and told, to encourage her voice to be heard. By inquiring 

into Alexa’s lived experiences, attending to the shifting of her stories and the crafting of 

this text I hope that we, Alexa and I, have both grown and learned. I hope also that others 

can make meaning of their own journeys as they too learn from the knowledge 

embedded in our everyday storied lives. 

Building community 

Narrative inquiry is a means by which people “enlist one another’s assistance in 
building lives and community,” (Clandinin and Rosiek, 2007, p. 35).  
 
As Alexa and I shared our stories, I attended to the multiplicity of our lives as 

teachers, leaders, mothers, wives, and so on and we created the foundation on which a 

community began to form. Through the stories told and laughter shared, we established a 

sense of trust and came to understand the context in which the stories had originally been 

lived and in which they were being retold and relived. These are the benchmarks of the 

relational inquiry into which we had entered.  

Alexa’s stories reflect her journey and attend to the multiplicity of her life as an 

educator, student, leader, mother, wife, overachiever and the many other roles she lives. I 

have inquired into three of her stories.  

Introducing Alexa 

 She had done and continues to do it all. (Mario, 2014) 

Alexa Fielding is a principal in a relatively large school division in Western 

Canada, is married and has four children, all of whom are grown and working in their 

chosen careers. Starting her career three decades ago, Alexa has had extensive 

experiences as a teacher and leader, working in both rural and city schools. She has been 
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in a leadership role for more than a decade and has held positions in both elementary and 

high school. Alexa’s breadth and depth of experience on the educational landscape has 

provided her with a wide perspective of education and leadership. Her leadership 

experience is not, however, limited to the school division in which she has worked for 

many years, but includes her pursuit of higher education that includes a doctorate of 

philosophy in education. Many of Alexa’s stories of experience involve not only 

elements of her leadership journey but also her journey in the world of the academy and 

her journey as a mother and wife. 

I don’t recall specifically when Alexa and I first met, but it was many years ago 

through our professional lives. We did not know each other well, but the threads of our 

lives intersected from time to time, both as professionals (we were both English teachers) 

and eventually as mothers. I saw her intermittently during the years when she and I had 

made the choice to quit teaching and stay home to raise our children full time. Whether it 

was in a fitness facility where we attended to our own physical well-being or a 

gymnasium as we watched our children play organized sports, we would smile and 

exchange pleasantries. I had the opportunity to coach one of her children for a short 

period of time, so again our lives came together. She returned to teaching prior to my 

return so for awhile our paths did not cross. When I returned to teaching, however, we 

met again. During the years I was substitute teaching, Alexa was a vice principal in two 

different schools where I frequently worked so I was familiar with the course of her 

journey. Because the community of high school leaders is small and the division office 

sends out communication each year announcing the appointed leadership positions, there 
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are often conversations about who has moved from what school or to what position, I 

kept abreast of where she was and what she was doing. 

As I began to think about women leaders who might consider participating in this 

narrative inquiry, Alexa’s name quickly came to mind. She had embarked upon her 

leadership journey when there were not many other women leaders in the high school 

environment. In my personal experience, which is supported by the literature, leadership 

roles in high schools, up until the 1980s, were traditionally held by men (Coleman, 2001; 

Greg, 2007; Kruger, 2008). In fact, prior to the time when I left teaching, I had only 

worked with two women leaders, both of whom held vice principal roles. The senior 

administration9 of the school division in which I worked during this time was also 

comprised mostly of men. Because I was familiar with parts of Alexa’s journey and 

knew that she had lived experiences that could shed light on the puzzles I was exploring, 

I hoped she would agree to be a participant in the inquiry.  

The threads of Alexa’s journey with which I was familiar led me to believe that 

she had done it all and continued to do it all. I had a vision of a woman leader who had 

conquered every frontier she had explored. She had taught in a variety of settings and in 

a variety of grades, worked with many different administrators and administrations, took 

time away from teaching to commit full time to her family, came back to teaching after 

taking a calculated risk to spend ten years at home raising her family, entered leadership, 

returned to university to pursue graduate studies, and eventually completed a doctorate in 

education. There were surely lived experiences that she could retell and relive, that 

                                                             
9 Senior administration refers to the division office based administrators who 
oversee all of the elementary and high schools in the division. They include 
superintendents, deputy directors and the director of education.  
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would add to the existing body of knowledge and provide guidance for others embarking 

upon or already on a leadership journey. I wondered how she did it all. I also wondered 

about her successes, obstacles and tensions. I wondered if she had built a community of 

support throughout her journey. I wondered if she was awakened to the idea that her 

journey could serve as knowledge for others.  

I first contacted Alexa by emailing her an invitation to participate in the narrative 

inquiry. This invitation included a brief explanation of the research puzzle and purposes. 

I offered to forward a copy of the research proposal as well. It took just over two weeks 

for Alexa to respond, and she requested to talk with me personally. When we connected, 

she admitted that she was not really familiar with narrative inquiry as a methodology, so 

we discussed briefly what it was and I explained what would be required of her if she 

chose to participate. During this conversation, I was awakened to the threads that would 

weave through and across all of her lived, told, retold and relived experiences. As we 

talked that day she conveyed that she did not feel that she had any kind of story to share, 

let alone one worthy of research. I assured her that she had a story, but I wondered if this 

might become a tension to which I would have to attend. I wondered if she would share 

openly or if she would struggle to see her every day lived experiences as valuable 

knowledge. As I later journaled about our conversation and thought with her stories, I 

was awakened to her modesty and her humility and knew that it would be to these 

threads that I would have to attend as she retold and relived the experiences that would 

shape the tapestry of her storied life.  

Alexa accepted the invitation to participate. Finding time to meet was no easy 

task, however. In an effort to be respectful of and sensitive to her busy schedule, I 
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encouraged her to suggest times and places that would work best. We met four times in 

total, one of which was in my home, one was in a local coffee shop, and two were after 

work hours at Alexa’s school.  

The first of Alexa’s stories that I inquire into is the story of her entry into and 

early years of formal leadership.  

The Book of Leadership  

If you throw enough stuff against a wall, something’s going to stick. (Fielding, 
2014)  

 
At the time Alexa first applied for an administrative position, educational 

administration, particularly in a high school, was still a male-dominated profession 

(Coleman, 2001; Gill, 1995; Greg, 2007; Kruger, 2008). This was not something that 

Alexa considered an issue or a barrier, however. Once the seed was planted for her, she 

began the pursuit of educational leadership. She had experience working in multiple 

schools, had taught multiple grades and had left the profession to commit full time to her 

young and busy family. She was ready. Alexa not only applied for an administrative 

position, but at the same time also applied at the local university for graduate studies as 

an administrator. She knew that this was an expectation by the senior administration for 

those entering leadership, but she also realized that it would be essential for her to build 

a foundation of education theory if she was to be an effective leader. Throughout the 

sharing of her storied experiences, I came to understand that learning is the motivation 

for Alexa’s leadership. 

The Prologue 

Deepened understanding requires letting each new encounter resonate with 
earlier experience through reflection. (Bateson, 2000, p. 236) 
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Alexa retold the story of when the leadership seed was first planted. Her first 

awareness of the potential for leadership came in a casual conversation with a colleague 

who suggested that she apply. He had applied the previous year but had not been 

appointed to a leadership position. Up until this collegial conversation she did not see 

that she had previously considered leadership. As I thought with this story, I attended to 

the social milieu. Alexa first applied for a leadership position during the time following 

the implementation of Judge Rosalie Silberman-Abella’s Equity in Employment report. 

During this time, more women were moving into leadership roles, particularly at the high 

school level, but there were still few female role models for Alexa to look to for 

encouragement or support. She told the following story about her first application for a 

leadership role. 

I think it was actually, the defining moment, what do they call it, the touchstone 
moment, was when I was at school and I sat down with one of the math teachers 
and he said, “You know, it’s a good year to apply because I heard there’s a lot of 
openings.” In those years there was always the perception that there are good 
years and there are bad years [to apply]. There are certain numbers and it’s going 
to take a couple years anyway. So I just remember him planting that seed and I 
thought, “Why shouldn’t I apply?” But I didn’t have a master’s degree, so I 
applied for the master’s program and applied as an administrator. You know if 
you throw enough stuff against a wall, you might get something. (laughter) I 
didn’t get it originally, like when the announcement comes out in April, and then 
I got it at the end of June. And I did apply [for my master’s] because I thought if 
I’m going to do this, I am going to need a theoretical base. I need to expand my 
capacity as an academic too. Because I feel that the two are very important. 
      (Conversation, May 2014) 

 
 As Alexa retold her story, she looked backward and inward at this touchstone 

moment and in the reliving of it, she came to see that while this was the motivation for 

her application, she had actually thought about leadership for a long time prior to this 

moment. Early on in our conversations, I asked Alexa if she knew administration was 
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where she wanted to go. She responded with what appeared to me at the time, a 

contradiction. She answered, “No. I had sort of thought about it...”, but the flow of her 

thought was interrupted, and she began to retell a story from her first year of teaching.  

 My first year out, I was in a small town because in those days, in those years, 
you had to go to a small town before you could get into the city. And I had taken 
a year [of university] in another city as well so I didn’t have [contacts]. I hadn’t 
done my internship in the city as well, didn’t have knowledge of people, so my 
first year of teaching was in a small rural school of 250. I taught grade 7 through 
12 English and the administrator I had was (long pause to think) was 
known…(pause) There were a couple challenging students and behaviours and he 
didn’t handle it well and I really had no respect for him. There was a bad 
experience with parents that a number of teachers were involved in and he didn’t 
really support them. So I took a year off and a couple of the other teachers went 
and did other things. We were the young teachers. So it sort of left me with a bad 
taste in my mouth. I did a bit of traveling that year and then I applied and went to 
a larger urban center of 10 000 people and I taught there. 
      (Conversation, May 2014) 

 
After Alexa retold this story I continued to think with it. I reflected on how she 

told the story, the meaning she gave to it and why it was important to bring this 

experience forward at this time. I wondered if this was her place of experience. She was 

uncertain about how far back she had begun to consider leadership, but during this 

conversation she did not think that after her first year she was destined for or had thought 

about becoming an administrator. As we continued to think with her stories, however, 

she travelled inward and in the reliving of this experience her story shifted. As she 

moved back across time and relived the experience of knowing what leadership should 

not be, she came to understand that leadership had been a part of her journey since her 

early years of teaching. Later in this same conversation she could see that to some extent, 

she had thought about leadership for a long time. She said, “I think that I had always 
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thought about it. I don’t know if I thought it looked attractive… but I thought it was 

something that maybe I felt that I could do quite feasibly” (Conversation, May 2012).  

I also considered the social milieu of the time and place where the event 

occurred, as well as Alexa’s personal milieu. As a new, young teacher working in a new 

environment, she believed she had few options when confronted with a leadership style 

and school culture that caused tensions when it bumped up against the story she thought 

she would live by on her professional landscape. This storied experience became for her 

not only a story to leave by but in a sense it also became a forward looking story.  

As I reflected on Alexa’s story of an early teaching and leadership experience, I 

was reminded of the experience with Mr. Fulton that I relived and retold in the first 

chapter of this narrative inquiry. Knowing that experience is continuous and 

transactional, and reflecting on Bateson’s (2000) idea that “the path to deepened 

understanding, which requires letting each new encounter resonate with earlier 

experience through reflection” (p. 236), I moved back in time again to this early 

experience but this time brought the story into the present alongside Alexa’s, seeing 

similar social and personal milieus. The story shifted again and I arrived at a new 

understanding of the experience. I could see now that early experiences, both educative 

and non-educative, stay with us and either consciously or subconsciously play a role in 

future decision-making as we consider entering into leadership or as we continue to lead. 

As Alexa relived the experience, she was awakened to the notion that she had, in fact, 

thought about leadership as far back as her first year of teaching. The administrator may 

not have had Alexa’s respect, but the experience had a lasting effect on her and has been 

woven into the tapestry of her storied life as a leader.  
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 Alexa came back to her early thoughts of entering leadership while we were in 

our second conversation, which took place in a local coffee shop. The environment was 

noisy and busy and our own conversation, mimicking the environment, was livelier than 

our first conversation had been. Our initial meeting took place in a small, bare room at 

her school where she knew we would have privacy and no interruptions. We sat on small 

chairs (appropriately sized for primary students) and chatted somewhat formally about 

her background and family. In the coffee shop, Alexa seemed more relaxed with sharing 

her lived experiences and seemed to have a better understanding of the ‘data’ I was 

gathering. Meeting at the coffee shop, in my perspective, demonstrated that Alexa 

trusted in the process of data gathering and was becoming more comfortable with our 

participant/researcher relationship.  

 During our conversation, I asked Alexa if she felt that her entry into leadership 

was somewhat spontaneous, and as she thought with this notion, she explained that it 

might have seemed spontaneous but the seed, she could now see, had been there for 

some time.  

 I don’t know if I wanted to be in the classroom . . . for the long haul. Is that 
something I see as the ceiling, the classroom? Or do I see myself going beyond 
that and you know you always try to set your own plan for you own succession. 
I’ve always thought I wouldn’t be content there. I’d like to go to the next level. 
That’s how I would interpret it. So I think he [the math teacher] gave me the 
nudge, but the seed had always been there, the thought that I would like to go on.  

(Conversation, May 2014) 
 

As Alexa shared this story, I was awakened to the new learning that had occurred for her 

as she retold and relived her experiences. Through the shifting of her stories she 

recognized that she knew early on that she would not be content to remain in the 

classroom throughout her career as an educator. And in spite of her continued education, 
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she has not taught at the university level, so leaving the classroom to teach in a post-

secondary institution did not seem to be part of her future story or motivation. I 

wondered what other lived experiences shaped her journey and which factored 

prominently in the leader she is becoming.  

There is No Book 

We are all characters with multiple plotlines who speak from within these 
multiple plotlines. (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 147) 

 
 Alexa was appointed as a vice principal at the end of June the year she first 

applied. When the announcement for placements came out in April, she did not get a 

leadership position, but undeterred and knowing that it might take a year or two before 

she would be appointed, she decided that applying for graduate studies would still be 

prudent. She explained that she knew she would need a theoretical base and wanted to 

expand her capacity as an academic as well, because both are very important to her. In 

the fall she was accepted into the graduate studies program at her local university, began 

classes, became a vice principal, and still had four children living at home. In the storied 

experience below, she relives the taking on of a leadership role for the first time in her 

career. 

I started in high school and I was appointed on the 27th of June, so I 
basically took the long weekend and then I was there every day all summer. I just 
did it because I needed to know. I can remember going into the school and 
looking for the book on how to do this job. And I remember thinking, allowing 
myself to think, I must ask Andrew [principal of Alexa’s former school], where is 
the book? He seemed to know what he was doing. Two weeks in I went ‘ok, 
there’s no book here.’ Isn’t that something how naive [I was]. Like there’s a book 
that is going to say ‘when this child’, because my conception, the notion I had 
was that the role of the vice principal in the high school is to be the disciplinarian 
with support from the principal. I don’t know if it distills out now but . . . I was 
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looking for this book that was going to tell me every time a kid did something 
that I’d know what to do. It was quite a shock. (laughter). 
 So anyway, I felt a little cheated or robbed. Then you begin to doubt yourself 
… I thought, ‘what the heck am I going to do? How do I deal with this? And then 
I tried to model my leadership style after people who [I] admire. And then that 
didn’t work so I thought, if anything, I’ve got to forge my own. It was like 
drinking out of a fire hydrant. I think that’s the best description because you 
don’t know. (laughter)  
      (Conversation, May 2014) 

 
As I began to unpack this storied experience of Alexa’s entry into leadership, I could see  

that the many layers of the experience as she retold it represented the multiplicity of her 

life at the time. Within this retold experience there are stories of her work ethic, 

commitment, naiveté, confidence, humility, family and of composing a life in a new 

landscape. There are bumping places and tensions. The laughter we shared as she relived 

this experience is also a significant element in the retelling of the experience. And finally 

there is the silent story that cast a shadow over all the other stories.   

 As Alexa shared the experience of ‘looking for the book’ she laughed about 

her naiveté and inexperience on this new landscape. Looking back at this story and her 

reaction to her newly appointed role from the depth of experience she has now and 

bringing the experience forward allows her to create some coherence. She sees the 

experience differently and with a confidence that did not exist for her as a new leader. 

She looks inward to see that she felt cheated or robbed and how this led to self-doubt 

and the imitation of others’ leadership styles. Her reality of becoming a leader bumped 

up against what she had naively thought leadership would be. The confidence with which 

she entered into leadership was compromised with the self doubt that she experienced 

when the story she thought she would live by bumped up against the story she was living 

as a new leader. But in the reliving of the experience there is a sense that Alexa’s 
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experience shifts and becomes the impetus for her to begin forging her own unique 

identity as a leader and understanding the stages of becoming a leader. Her experience of 

the experience becomes transformational.  

A self-declared overachiever and perfectionist, not being able to find ‘the book’ 

abruptly introduced Alexa to tensions being lived out in the new landscape on which she 

would have to begin composing a new life. Her stories to live by would have to shift and 

be aligned with the new landscape and the responsibilities of leadership that came with 

it. While her being formally identified as and compensated for being a leader is not the 

beginning of her leadership journey, it was a time when she had to begin navigating the 

tensions and bumping places inherent in her leadership journey. In the retelling Alexa 

sees how her academic journey as graduate student provided her with the knowledge she 

needed in this new landscape to grow as a leader and form the theoretical foundation for 

what she was doing. Bringing this story forward allows her to see the experience in a 

new way and understand that she was not prepared or trained for a leadership role but 

would have to make a path for herself and forge her own leadership identity and style. 

As I created field notes from our recorded conversations, I noted the laughter that 

punctuated the reliving of the experience and attending to the comfort and confidence 

with which she shared it, sensed that they were born of her current wisdom and deepened 

understanding of what it is to lead.  

Alexa’s work ethic, commitment to and motivation for entering leadership 

become predominant threads that are woven throughout the tapestry of her lived 

experiences as she lives, tells, retells and relives them in our conversations. Also present 

in her story of first being appointed as a vice principal is her sense of initiative and her 
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self-driven desire to learn and to commit fully to her work. Frequently as Alexa retold 

and relived her stories of leadership, she retold stories of summers worked and of going 

to work at the school almost every day of the summer, because “she needed to know”. In 

the following excerpt from a conversation, she explains how in her early years she was 

not able to find the balance between working so she was prepared and “in the know” and 

taking personal time for herself and her family.  

I worked every day in the summer. I don’t do that anymore. I think I’ve 
put in my time. But I certainly recognize that I didn’t have that balance. I 
couldn’t recognize or find that balance. I was just always working, always 
working, to the detriment of my family, time with my kids. I should have been 
enjoying that time. I probably would have been a better educator, a better 
administrator if I would have had a break, you know. I just couldn’t see that. Just 
to get away. It’s not that we didn’t go on a holiday, but I don’t need to be there 
every week in the summer for some portion of time. That’s ridiculous. 

There was no balance. I think later there started to be - there’s more 
balance. But you know I think that at the level I studied too, I was doing doctoral 
studies, and working and then the kids were gone but you still have your family, 
you still have obligations, and your friends.  

I don’t think the kids know anything different. I think that was just the 
assumption, that mom’s always going to be at work or mom’s going to be doing 
this or that. 

     (Conversation, May 2014) 

As I reflect on Alexa’s early leadership stories of experience, I consider the three-

dimensional narrative inquiry space. Place is central to Alexa’s experiences. As she 

retells and relives her experiences, she refers often to the school and the hours she spent 

at the school, during the summer, on weekends and after the school day was over. The 

school is a place where Alexa has forged an identity of who she is becoming as a leader 

and the place where her personal, academic and professional life are gilded threads in her 

tapestry. She explains that in the early stages of being positioned as a leader, the three 

landscapes on which she was living her life wound around each other until she could no 
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longer differentiate between them. Looking back and inward she claims, “I can’t distill 

those two in my mind . . . And I certainly don’t think that I could separate my academic 

life. If you look at them all, I can’t distill any of those.” (Conversation, 2014). Even as 

Alexa thinks with her stories of leadership and the professional practical knowledge she 

puzzles about what makes a good leader good and wonders aloud, “Am I a good leader 

because everyone was safe today?” (Conversation, 2014). The physical place of school is 

again referenced as she considers her leadership role.  

Moving backward and forward as Alexa relives her early leadership experiences, 

I also attend to the personal and social milieu of her experiences, both now and as she 

thinks on them as she lived them across time. When Alexa was first appointed as a vice 

principal, the school division by which she was employed had not yet implemented the 

shared leadership model to which I have earlier referred in this text. Teachers 

transitioned from their teacher roles to the formal leadership roles of principal or vice 

principal. Some who entered leadership began as department heads, but this was not the 

case for everyone. The shared leadership model was implemented as a method of 

preparing those who wished to pursue formal leadership positions. But Alexa did not 

move through stages of leadership that are positioned to provide the mentorship and 

guidance to those with whom they ideally work closely and collaboratively. As another 

colleague once described her own personal entry into leadership, “It was like they spun 

me around, took the blindfold off, patted me on the bum and said ‘go get ‘em, Tiger.’” 

Alexa was also one of the earlier women leaders in the high school environment, so had 

few female role models on which to base her journey into leadership and no community 

of support. Being new, being a woman, having a male principal also new to the school, 
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and not knowing what exactly her new leadership role entailed, insofar as a job 

description, resulted in Alexa working to the detriment of her personal well being, her 

family life, and her professional life. Neither the existential social milieu nor her 

personal milieu provided the support she needed, but understanding that absent in her 

transition into leadership was any transition support or leadership development has only 

been shaped by her reliving of these early experiences.  

Alexa looked back over time and brought forward these early leadership 

experiences seeing them from the present very differently. The combination of her 

commitment to her job and her work ethic resulted in a lack of balance between her 

personal and professional lives. The hours spent working, as she relives the experience 

now, she sees as a detriment to her family time. She later explained how looking back 

and seeing this has created a forward looking story in that it has impacted how she 

chooses to spend her time now. She also wonders if it was all worth it. Through the 

reliving of her experiences her understanding of the experiences began to shift, but the 

tensions she experienced when she looked inward to her emotional response continue to 

exist. She explains: 

I’m going to this social function tonight and my daughter is coming home and 
we’re going to do this and that and we’re going to do evening fun things and I’m 
sitting here thinking that I’m just this person starving to get something - I want to 
do these fun things now because I denied myself so many things… I’m sort of 
thinking I denied myself for so many years, not that we didn’t go out as a couple 
or anything.  

      (Conversation, May 2014) 
 

The tensions to which Alexa refers as she retells the story of her work ethic and 

commitment take me back to a time in my own lived experience when I could see that 

my commitment to work was consuming me to the detriment of both my family life and 
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professional life. I wrote of this in my narrative beginnings, but continue to relive my 

experiences as Alexa does hers. As we shared our stories of experience, we also shared 

laughter and understanding in what I could only define as a ‘judgment-free place’. Our 

shared space, whether it was in Alexa’s school, a coffee shop or my home became, 

became a place of trust, openness and empathy. As I used my own journals to “puzzle 

out” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 103) the experiences Alexa had retold, I was 

awakened to the sense of loss I began to feel knowing that soon our relational spaces 

would be replaced by my own independent and complex work of moving from field texts 

to research text.  

The Book of Silent Stories 

Who’s to say experience is properly informing? (Alexa Fielding, 2014) 

Alexa laughed as she reflected on her early leadership experiences, and I shared 

in her laughter, but I also detected a story that she wasn’t overtly retelling - a silent story. 

Always very professional, modest, humble and not wanting to be critical or judgmental 

of the school division or in-school administration, Alexa often paused to think about how 

to articulate her thoughts or how to properly frame what she considered a miseducative 

experience or what might be interpreted as a criticism against her current employers or 

colleagues. As I transcribed our conversations into field texts, I attended to the 

“experiences that cannot be told in words, that live beyond language” (Clandinin, 2013, 

p. 209). These experiences include the laughter, the body language, the pauses - some of 

which were noted as long pauses, and the what Clandinin (2013) describe as the “gaps 

that are left when stories intentionally or unintentionally are not told” (p. 209), because 

they too told a story - a silent story. But it was only when I returned to the field notes 
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after our conversation that I felt the silent story emerging from her relived experiences. I 

wonder if Alexa heard this story too. I wonder if she, because is she currently employed 

as a principal, experienced tensions about wanting to share the reality of her experience 

but not wanting to be critical about the lack of support she received as she transitioned 

into her new role. 

As I thought with this experience of ‘not being able to find the book’ and 

detected a silent story, I attended to the tension I was feeling about the interpretations I 

had placed on Alexa’s story. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) explain that field texts are 

imbued with interpretation so as researchers we must “fight against our desire to let field 

texts speak for themselves” (p. 130). Thinking with this element of the narrative inquiry 

process, I was reminded of Borland’s (1991) commentary on interpretive authority and 

the importance of presenting “our work in a way that grants the speaking woman 

interpretive respect without relinquishing our responsibility to provide our own 

interpretation of her experience” (p. 64). I knew I must attend not only to discovering 

and constructing meaning from the field texts, but also to my responsibility to find the 

balance for both of our voices to be heard. Borland explains that  

we (the researchers) identify chunks of artful talk within [the] flow of 

conversation, give them physical existence...and embed them in a new context of 

expressive or at least communicative activity… Thus, we construct a second-

level narrative based upon, but at the same time reshaping, the first. 

Presumably, the patterns upon which we base our interpretations can be 

shown to inhere in the “original” narrative, but our aims in pointing out certain 

features, or in making connections between the narrative and larger cultural 
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formations, may at times differ from the original narrator’s intentions. This is 

where the issues of our responsibility to our living sources become most acute. 

(pp. 63-64) 

The silent story couched within Alexa’s experience of discovering that there is no 

book is part of the story of leadership development. In my experience, it is common 

practice for division administration to move teachers into leadership positions with no 

preparation and little to no support once they become leaders in a school. This personal 

experience was corroborated by both participants and many other women leaders with 

whom I have shared conversations about their journeys. Alexa thinking there would be 

an instruction book for the vice principal aligns with other personal experiences and 

demonstrates that she received no transition support or leader development as her 

landscape shifted, and because she was appointed on the 27th of June, only a day or two 

before the end of the school year, the time during which she might seek the advice or 

counsel of her colleagues who had lived a similar experience was limited. As she 

continued sharing her experience the silent story became much louder. The principal, 

Liam Brenner, with whom she would be working was also new to the school that year. 

He was not new to the role. Nonetheless, Alexa says, “We sort of muddled through, but I 

remember days when I would be stuck in the back of his office, what do I do? [I was] 

thinking, ‘poor man’.” I thought back to the metaphor she used when she described the 

learning with which she was faced that year, “It was like drinking out of a fire hydrant”. 

I wonder why there is no process in place to control the water pressure in this 

metaphorical fire hydrant. I puzzle about who is responsible to control the metaphorical 

water pressure in the fire hydrant. I wonder how and from what sources Alexa or others 
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new to leadership positions seek support. And I am troubled about the persistence of 

experiences like Alexa’s. I myself have very similar lived experiences.  

Inquiring further into Alexa’s early experiences with leadership, I was again 

awakened to the support and development of leaders in our school. I looked back and 

reflected on experiences I had lived when I worked with pre-service teachers, who work 

alongside experienced teachers with the intent to learn what it is to teach and become a 

teacher. The mentor and pre-service teachers participate in workshops and team building 

activities, organized through the university, are guided through a process of how to 

develop an open and trusting relationship, have a pre-determined feedback cycle, and 

work through activities that guide them in getting to know and understand each other as 

individuals and as professionals. They work on developing, articulating and 

understanding philosophies of education that are comfortably aligned with those of the 

school division and they carry out practice in the classroom where they have 

opportunities to collaborate and solicit feedback from the one who has lived on the 

landscape and has professional practical knowledge. When all things align, which does 

not always happen, this creates a supportive environment where a pre-service teacher is 

given opportunity through feedback and support to develop as a teacher, grow as an 

individual and professional and become familiar with curriculum. I note the experience 

of the mentor teacher/pre-service teacher as a contrast to the feedback and support that 

new leaders receive. Alexa describes her early experiences as she enters a new leadership 

role, in a new school, alongside a principal who is also new to the school. They have no 

workshops or activities to aid them in developing a relationship or coming to understand 

the other’s values or philosophical approaches to students, staff or the learning agenda in 
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the school. She describes the solo journey she was on as she learns who she is becoming 

as a leader. 

Finally you build up enough tacit mileage, but that can be misleading 
because who’s to say that experience is properly informing. You might be 
working from different assumptions. I mean there’s similarities where none exist, 
so I made mistakes. I remember just working with kids and my style was abrasive 
and then I thought that didn’t work. I did it a couple times and that didn’t work. I 
had a couple parents get angry at me and it was justifiably so. And you own that 
and then you move on. And I forged my own philosophy… I think the good thing 
that was happening too at that time was that I was taking my MEd and I needed 
that information.  

I went to Liam and would ask his advice, but then there was Shelly 
McMurray (former vice principal). I looked at her style . . . I tried to model 
myself maybe after some of the things that she did, but she, not that she didn’t 
have a great style, but you have to forge your own. I took some of her stuff and, I 
don’t know, whoever else, people I have worked under as a principal when I was 
a teacher, people like that. It is a mishmash, sort of a hodgepodge. 

I think it does become your own. And you know, in terms of gender, I 
remember thinking Andrew Belisle (former principal), I never heard him yell at a 
student, ever. I remember I yelled at a student and the student was almost in tears 
and then I thought, well, I know why Andrew never yells. And then there’s the 
theory. I was always one for theory. Then it got me into the books on working 
with kids, and discipline and trying to improve. It was a combination of people 
and theory that influenced me. And now I’ve got a pretty solid core. I think it’s 
important to know my own values.  

(Conversation, May 2014) 
 

The silent story becomes a dominant story but does not overshadow the 

multiplicity of Alexa’s lived experiences on both personal and professional landscapes. I 

look back to the story of recomposing a life in a new landscape with little guidance or 

support. The more recently implemented shared leadership model has the potential to 

develop leaders as their stories to live by and their professional landscapes shift. I 

wonder if it is fulfilling its potential. Looking back at my own experience tells me that it 

has not.  
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The Book of Academia 

I had papers all over the house. I’d have papers here and I’d have papers there - 
the kitchen table, we never saw it again. (Alexa Fielding, 2014) 

 
Being prepared for a leadership role, according to Alexa, is very much the 

responsibility of the individual leader. Not knowing how she would be supported by her 

employers, other leaders with whom she would be working, or colleagues whose direct 

supervisor she would be did not factor into the initiative she took to educate herself as a 

leader. Applying for a master’s degree in educational administration was a necessary 

step in her journey, according to Alexa, if she was to have a solid theoretical foundation 

on which to build her own leadership values and style. She chose to pursue her master’s 

degree before even knowing that she had been appointed as a vice principal. Her 

motivation was not the financial gain but the acquisition of knowledge that would enable 

her to be successful and develop depth and breadth as a leader on the education 

landscape. She puzzled about those who begin a master’s degree to get an administrative 

appointment and then not finish once the job has been secured. She wondered what their 

motivation and commitment might be and concluded that it is more than likely career 

advancement. Looking back over the years of her education, Alexa observes that 

leadership as a profession has changed and is now not necessarily based on being a good 

teacher but based on a set of special skills, leadership skills, that an individual must have 

to move forward in a leadership role.  

As I inquired into Alexa’s academic journey I attended also to her stories of 

family, leadership and school as well. None of her storied experiences exist 

independently of the other, and as she explained, she cannot distil them down to 

independent facets of her life. They are intertwined threads that together weave patterns 
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in the tapestry of her storied life. Alexa sees her academic pursuits as a natural part of 

who she is and who she was raised to be, explaining that her parents placed a high value 

on education because they did not have a lot of education themselves. Her children, she 

sees now, “have had all the benefit of seeing what I’ve done and I think maybe they’ll be 

able to reap the benefits of that at some point. They’ve all done well” (Conversation, 

2014). Alexa also sees that as an administrator she has modelled lifelong learning for her 

colleagues as well as the students and parents of her community, something she has 

always felt is important. She described how she has always tried to reinforce the idea that 

as educators they have to “talk to the kids...be educative...and teach the parents” 

(Conversation, 2014). The interconnectedness of Alexa’s personal, professional and 

academic experiences is at the heart of who she is becoming as a leader.  

The Significance of Place 

Human beings are fundamentally attached to what surrounds them. In this way I 
attend to the place dimension. (Bach, 2007, p. 284) 

 
Considering the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space, I was awakened, 

during our conversations, to the significance of place in the lived experiences of Alexa’s 

academic journey. School is again a central focus in her journey. In these experiences, 

however, school refers to the university, not the elementary or high school in which she 

is the leader. As she relived stories of her academic life, stories of her paid profession as 

a vice principal or principal faded slightly into the background. Her voice changed. 

There was a new confidence in her voice and in her body language as she talked of her 

journey in the world of the academy. She talked of being at school as a principal until 

6:00 p.m. and then going to the university library until 11:00 p.m. and sometimes falling 

asleep. Laughing, she looked back over time and said, “I’d be like one of those guys like 
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this [putting her head down] in the library” (Conversation, 2014). Also a dominant 

thread of her life tapestry is a place, a university, far from the city in which she lived. 

She retells the story of how her journey took her to a campus in another part of the 

country. 

I just serendipitously ran into a girl at the library at the university one day 
and I was about five classes into my PhD. She said she was doing her master’s in 
library sciences at an eastern Canadian university and was going to be doing it all 
online. This was before a lot of the online stuff happened. And she told me that 
she went the last summer and was going to go this summer. This was about 
November or December and I said, “Gee, I’d like to take a course”. You can take 
a course, a special credit course, because you have a couple electives, and she 
said, “Oh, it would be great! We could stay in residence together! (Laughing). 
This is a few years ago now. So anyway, that is what I did. Randy Felner was my 
advisor and I said that I want to go down there and that I could work with this 
fellow. He’s actually an editor of a journal and he had published some of my stuff 
before, so I said, “Would you be interested in taking me on for the summer?” He 
said he would and we worked it all out. So we went down there and lived in 
residence. I didn’t have a car (laughing). During that time, my husband’s mother 
died. She had been ill and I wasn’t there, but they had a lot of family around. I 
had a whale of a time. We were with another woman. The three of us . . . we 
laughed ourselves silly. It was like I was 20 again.  

But it worked. It was nice because I could focus on the one course and I 
had access to a library that we don’t have here. It was a different campus. It was 
totally different. It was wonderful. I said to my husband that it just invigorated 
me in my program. I said that I would love to take another class there and that I 
would like to go down and transfer there. He said, “Well, how long will that 
take?” And I said, “One year or two.” He said, “Two years?” (laughing).  

So I had to move there. . . . I asked Bill if he would take me on as a 
supervisor and he said yes. It took us about a year to work through [the details]. I 
applied for an ed leave. I got one year and they wouldn’t renew it, so I could only 
do it in one year. … So I worked hard that winter, took another course here at 
home so I’d only have one more to take there, got a SSHRC and some 
scholarships and they took me on board. So I moved there for a year and my 
husband and the kids were at home. Shelly [the older daughter] wasn’t though. 
She was living with her partner at that time and our dog died, so he [my husband] 
was on his own.  
         I really had to be there. I went back down for summers and I’d go back 
down weekends during the year, so I was back and forth a lot.  
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Have you ever been to Jacksonville? It’s a huge campus. To get there you 
have to fly to Calgary or you could fly to Toronto and then it’s direct, but it just 
wasn’t easy to get to. But I love it. It’s a beautiful place. It’s always going to be a 
little part of me, but I guess you have to move on.  

      (Conversation, May 2014)
  
 
             Moving across the country and leaving behind her family to continue her 

education demonstrates Alexa’s commitment to education, both her own personal 

education and the professional landscape on which she lives out her storied experiences. 

As she looked inward at her experiences, she reflected on the importance of what she had 

done. She explains, “I think it’s of value to . . . not do two graduate degrees at the same 

university. . . . But honestly, I just had to do it. I think my scholarship grew incredibly. 

You know just being in a different context . . . or my field, it was wonderful to do that. 

Though I think at some cost. . . . There were some sacrifices” (Conversation, 2014). 

Doubts and Uncertainty 

Certainty is not part of narrative inquiry. (Schaefer & Clandinin, 2011, p. 293) 

Laying these relived experiences alongside her current experiences, Alexa is 

awakened to the sacrifices and costs of her educational pursuits. I am awakened to the 

social milieu in which Alexa lived the multiple roles of her storied life. With three 

children still living in the family home, a husband, aging in-laws, and a job to which she 

is deeply committed, she looks backward and forward, inward and outward as she relives 

the experiences of her education journey, attending now to new learnings about it. 

Looking backward and inward as a mother and wife, Alexa qualifies her choices 

differently than she did years ago. She uses descriptions like foolish choices, sacrifices 

and regrets. I wonder why we feel the need to qualify differently the choices or decisions 
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we made when we bring them forward and see them newly transformed through the lens 

of our current reliving of the experience.  

Knowing that she did not want to have regrets, Alexa explains how she wanted to 

do a master’s degree and PhD because she did not want to some day regret not doing it. 

In the reliving of this experience, there is a shifting of her story. The experience is 

transformed as Alexa sees it from her present lens and wonders now about the choices 

she made.  

I look back on that and remember, I did my masters and my PhD and I 
could remember saying at that time I would do this because I knew at the end of 
the road, when that day comes at the end of your life, that I’d regret that I didn’t 
do it, but you know what? Now I’m thinking I don’t know if I made the right 
choice to do that. Maybe I’m regretting the fact that I did that. I should have 
maybe done something else. You sort of get to the end of it and I’ve done it now. 
I did it. I’ve surprised myself that I don’t have that sense of great 
accomplishment or satisfaction that I thought I’d have at the end of it. So maybe 
that says something about my personality (laughing). 

I’m sort of thinking I denied myself for so many years, not that we didn’t 
go out as a couple or anything, it was every night, I was at the library, every 
weekend - Saturday, Sunday - I was there and now I want to do goofy, frivolous 
things. (laughing) So I really think I denied, it wasn’t the best thing maybe. I 
made some foolish choices.  

      (Conversation, May 2014)  
 

I wonder as I think with this story what place regret has in our experiences as we 

call them forward and relive them now, with the knowledge and understanding we have 

once we have lived the experiences. In the retelling and reliving of this experience I see 

the bumping up of Alexa’s stories - the ones she lives by and the ones she now thinks 

may have been better to live by. As her landscapes shift, I wonder what learning and 

growth is presented for her. I bring my own journey to this story and wonder if I too will 

have regrets as I look back and inward at my experiences. Knowing that our stories 
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travel across time and therefore have a past, present and future, I see the potential for 

personal growth through my experience of Alexa’s relived experiences. I continue to 

puzzle, however, about looking backward and inward to our lived experiences and seeing 

them through the lens of our current positions and with the wisdom gained in the time 

between the living, telling and reliving.  

In the following excerpt from our conversations, I attended to the continued 

doubts and uncertainties that dominate Alexa’s relived experience of her academic 

journey. There is no doubt that she is attempting to navigate the tensions of knowing 

whether or not she did the right thing for her family in order to pursue her own personal 

goals. She is, as always, modest about her accomplishments, but as she looks back in 

time at the sacrifices that they all made and looks inward to how she feels about it now, 

she wonders if it was all worth it. The story I heard was that she just does not know.  

I don’t know about the PhD. I don’t know if I would do that again. You 
know it’s funny...I don’t really know what motivated me. (laughing) I just always 
had it in the back of my mind. I don’t know. I just said, I’ve got to do this. I just 
don’t want to get to the end of the day saying boy I wish I had done it. That was 
always a part of it. I just didn’t want to say that I had passed up that opportunity 
and then like I mentioned before, now I’m (pause to think), I don’t know, (long 
pause to think), I did it and now, as everyone says, “Well, so what?” Now I’m at 
the ‘so what’. I’m writing book chapters, I’ve got some journals, I’ve done stuff 
like that. I don’t know. I think I thought it would feel different or I don’t know 
what I thought it would be. I don’t know. I don’t think I’m necessarily any 
smarter (laughing). I think I’m well read. I think that’s what I can say, but I’ve 
worked hard. 

(Conversation, May 2014) 
 
In spite of the tensions, uncertainty, having a sense of regret for choosing to pursue a 

PhD in a place far from her home and being so constantly connected to her work, Alexa 

also reflects on her family and sees now that not only were her children and husband 
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supportive of her choices, but they were “in their own ways, proud of what [she] had 

done” (Conversation 2014). Thinking with my own lived experiences and the example 

that I now see that my mother set for me, I questioned Alexa about the work ethic, drive, 

and sense of accomplishment she has modelled for her children. I asked if she thought 

she had been a positive role model for her children and she humbly replied, “I guess so.” 

I wondered if she had considered this during her journey. I wondered if as she relived her 

stories that she would come to see this in the same way that I came to see it when I 

crafted my narrative beginnings and thought with my own storied experiences in relation 

to my mother. We continued to think with this story, however, and eventually Alexa 

shared the following about her children. 

Certainly I have one who just completed her masters, my son is an 
engineer and since Christmas has earned x amount of dollars in overtime, so he’s 
a hard worker. The other one sort of floats but he works hard at what he likes and 
the fourth one...works very hard. She got an accolade at work, she got a 
certificate for this project and I think that it is a reflection of hard work. I think 
they all do hard work.  

Haley will be, I will phone her and she’ll say, “I’m at school.” and I’ll 
say, “You don’t have to be there.” And she gets really annoyed when I point this 
out. She’s exactly, the kids always call her little Alexa and it drives her nuts, but 
she works very, very hard. She worked very hard when she did her thesis, but she 
doesn’t recognize that in herself. 
 So maybe it was modeled. 

      (Conversation, 2014) 
 

As Alexa shares her stories of experience, particularly those of her scholarship, I 

sense the tensions seeping into our space. She is aware of and even comments on the 

“pretty small community” (Fielding, 2014) in which we live and in which I am 

conducting my research. There is a tension surrounding the confidentiality of my work 

and protecting her identity. Always professional and always attending to what is right 
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and responsible, she appreciates the transparency of my approach. I secured clearance 

from her employer for her to participate in the study, even though it has no direct 

connection to her employment and will not in any way affect her work or her daily 

schedule. During this conversation I am awakened to the necessity of composing a 

research text that honours her story, her voice, her knowledge all the while protecting her 

identity as a current leader and employee.  

The Book of Family 

Women in educational administration must be able to balance work and family 
responsibilities while keeping them separate from their leadership 
responsibilities. (Greg, 2007, p. 8) 

 
 The third of Alexa’s stories that I have inquired into is her stories of family 

and family stories that she has lived, told, retold and relived throughout her journey as a 

leader on the educational landscape. As I first began to puzzle about women in 

leadership, I wondered about the lived experiences of women leaders who also had 

family commitments. I puzzled often about the different elements of leadership and how 

they aligned or did not align with family commitments, particularly women who were 

raising a child or children or who were caregivers for elderly or ill parents. As I entered 

into conversation with the literature and explored the personal and professional life 

balance, I saw myself on the pages. Of all the barriers and obstacles that women leaders 

must face and overcome, managing their home and family commitments while pursuing 

or living leadership is the most difficult (Loder, 2005). As Alexa and I shared our lived 

experiences of managing and balancing work and home, we came to understand that the 

unique home and family context of each individual affects each woman leader 

differently.  



127 
 

Alexa has four children and is married to someone who works in the private 

sector. She left teaching for ten years to commit fully to her family. Her children were all 

involved in extracurricular and community activities. During what she and I agreed were 

the busiest years of her life in the multiple roles she lived, Alexa accepted her first 

formal leadership role and applied to do a master’s degree. Over the course of the next 

decade, she continued to move up the hierarchy of leadership within the same school 

division and continued her education. Her “husband was very supportive” of her choices 

and “often tried to be a voice of reason for her” (Conversation, 2014). As she retold and 

relived her experiences as a woman leader, mother, wife, friend, daughter and so one, 

she shared the tensions and bumping places inherent in the multiplicity of her life and 

came to see her experiences in new ways and arrived at new, enriched understandings of 

her experiences.  

Multiple Plotlines 

I stand at the crossing point of too many social and cultural forces. . . . My 
identity has to be perceived as multiple, even as I strive towards some coherent 
notion of what is humane and decent and just. (Greene, 1995, p. 1) 
 
Early in our conversations, I asked Alexa about the busy years of raising four 

children, all of whom were busy and involved in activities outside of school, caring for 

aging parents and keeping up with the general duties required of homeowners and 

parents. When she returned to work from her decade-long time spent out of the work 

force, her children were in elementary school and the early years of high school. She 

relives the experiences and I add my own voice and experiences to the conversation 

continuing to reassure her that I understand. I too have lived similar experiences. After 

my own decade-long time away from paid work as an educator, I returned to work with 
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two children in high school and one in elementary and, like Alexa’s children, they were 

heavily involved in extracurricular and community sports and music programs. She 

explains what life was like for them during those years. 

They played basketball, they played BSI [a provincially run basketball 
program], they played RCBA [a locally run basketball program], they played 
volleyball, they had music lessons, they had everything. They did the Scouts and 
Brownies. I think we just raced around, but those were good years too.  

I sacrificed some friendships, in the sense of going out for lunch. I would 
never. I just couldn’t do it. I’m still this way. If we go out Friday night and/or 
Saturday night, we always have a family supper on Sundays. Those were the non-
negotiables. I look back now and I think, I hope our kids were well nourished. 
We would just throw supper on the table and go, but then the laundry, those 
household chores and I never had a cleaning lady, never. My husband would 
have, nooooo… He cleaned the house. And we have a finished basement. We had 
2700 square feet plus another 1700 in the basement, so it was a big house. It’s not 
like a mansion, but we had a lot of people. We didn’t have anyone to do the yard 
and he [husband] sort of picked up. That’s when I was working. When I was at 
home with the kids though, I did all those things.  

I did have summers off and my father was still alive then. My mother had 
died so I was doing elder care and kid care. We would travel out to the coast for 
three weeks. But he got dementia when I was teaching at Northwood High 
School, right before I started my masters. I had told him I was going to go back 
to school to do that, so I guess he knew, in his own way. So I’m doing the kid 
care, teaching full time and deciding to go back and do my masters.  
      (Conversation, May 2014) 

 
After Alexa began her work as a vice principal, she added the following to her stories of 

family. 

So I’m trying to overachieve at my own academics, which I did, and then 
I’m being the vice principal trying to learn a job, and then, my kids were all at the 
high school. They were into basketball and volleyball, so it was crazy. Very 
crazy.        
      (Conversation, May 2014) 

 
The multiplicity of Alexa’s life is another dominant thread of her life tapestry. 

Inquiring into her stories of family, I attend to the personal/social dimension and wonder 
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why a woman in her position, or mine, took on so much. Alexa at times references her 

personality and admits to being driven, hard working and always over prepared. Looking 

back and inward, she concludes that it is likely these aspects of her personality that 

“propelled her into administration”. I wonder though if it was necessary for women to 

take all of this on just to feel successful as professionals, wives or mothers. I wondered if 

this was the expectation of the social environment in which we, Alexa and I, lived while 

we were establishing ourselves as successful professionals who could do it all. Is this 

what the Equity in Employment report of 1985 resulted in? Did we know then the 

craziness of our days? Or is it only through thinking narratively about these lived 

experiences and placing our past storied lives alongside our current lives that we now see 

the craziness? Thinking with Alexa’s stories, I see that the sacrifices she is awakened to 

now give her cause to consider their value. As she relives these experiences, I am 

awakened to the tension that she attempts to negotiate as she comes to understand what 

her life had become throughout those crazy years.  

I attend to the non-negotiables in Alexa’s life - family dinners, children who are 

encouraged to be involved in many activities, and committing fully to her professional 

life and personal academic pursuits. I also attend to the support of her family of which 

Alexa often speaks. She tells stories of her husband doing the housework and yard work 

and supporting her as she pursued her master’s and PhD, driving her out east when she 

attended university, picking her up and driving her home in the spring. She also shares 

stories of her children accepting her commitment to her job and her dedication to 

pursuing higher education. In spite of the tensions that she navigates as she relives her 

family stories, she speaks often of their support. 
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Nobody could move anything. I’d be working there and then I’d move 
into the dining room table, then I’d have to, every Sunday I’d have to change 
that, and then I had papers everywhere. It drove people crazy. But they were, I 
must say, all… my family is very supportive. I think it was annoying because I 
was always going to class or I had crap all over the place.  
      (Conversation, 2014) 

 
Support was not just her children accepting that she was always working or that there 

were always papers everywhere, but it also came in the form of understanding her drive 

and passion and finding ways to let her know that they believed in her. Alexa tells a story 

of the loneliness and difficulty of being far from home and struggling to understand what 

was required of her from her faculty advisor when she was writing her comprehensive 

exams. It was her son who helped her through this difficult and lonely time.  

When I did my comps the first time he [the advisor] read them. He said 
this isn’t at all what is required. He said it in the nicest kindest way, but he said 
this isn’t what the expectation is at all or what we want for comprehensive 
exams. I remember it was a week before I was going to be down in Phoenix and I 
just started to cry and phoned Randy, my son, and said, “I don’t know what I’m 
doing. I’m out of my league. I can’t do this. I’m going to have to pay them, with 
the ed leave, I’m going to have to pay the board back. I quit.” I was by myself 
and it was just absolutely horrible.  

Randy said, “Ya, come on, Mom! It’s not rocket science but they’re not 
giving those things away. Nobody said it’s going to be easy, Mom.” (laughing) I 
heard my own voice. I think that was a very low point. Then I got on my big girl 
pants (laughing) and I redid them and I moved on from there. I wrote them. I 
went back and redid them.      
      (Conversation, 2014) 

 
Sacrifices, Imbalance and Transformed Experiences 

  
My children have all the benefits of seeing what I’ve done and I think maybe 
they’ll be able to reap the benefits of that at some point. (Fielding, 2014) 

 
Also embedded in Alexa’s storied experiences are the sacrifices she made. 

Moving away to work on her PhD, at the time, she saw as necessary. She explains that 
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she just “had to do it” in spite of the cost - the personal cost and the financial cost. As 

Alexa relived her stories of sacrifice, however, she was awakened specifically to the 

sacrifice of time - time with her family and time for herself - time to do “fun, frivolous 

things”.  

I certainly recognize that I didn’t have that balance. I was just always 
working, always working. I should have been enjoying that time. I probably 
would have been a better administrator if I would have had a break. I just 
couldn’t see that. Just to get away. It’s not that we didn’t go on a holiday, but I 
don’t need to be there every week in the summer for some portion of time. That’s 
ridiculous. There was no balance. I think later there started to be more balance. I 
didn’t lose friends but I didn’t invest as much in the friendships as perhaps I 
should have and I think I just got really tired.  

      (Conversation, 2014) 

Looking back and inward, Alexa brought her experiences forward and metaphorically 

laid them alongside her current experiences and the wisdom she has gained both through 

the living, telling and the reliving of her stories. As she is awakened to the shifting of her 

stories, she sees the sacrifices she made and while there is definitely regret in her stories 

as she retells them in the present, she looks back again to see that her journey has had 

positive outcomes as well.  

Haley, one of Alexa’s children, also an educator, was in the process of defending 

her thesis at the time that Alexa and I had entered relationally into this narrative inquiry. 

I inquired about Haley’s journey as a graduate student and asked Alexa if she thinks that 

her lived experiences motivated her daughter’s decision to also pursue a graduate degree. 

Her response was humble and humourous but indicated that, in fact, Haley is very much 

like her mother. She is an independent thinker and a driven educator who strives to better 

herself through the acquisition of knowledge.  
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I actually think that maybe I would like to in some way pat myself on the back 
and say maybe that’s why she doing it, that’s why she’s a social studies teacher. 
Don’t ever mention it to her! (laughing) “I’m not like my mother!” That would be 
what she’d say. I said to her one day if you’re ever thinking about going on to do 
a PhD maybe try such and such a university. Oh, well, no. No. And then I heard 
her say, “Well, if I do go on . . . ” It’s got to be her idea.  

      (Conversation, 2014) 
 
Inquiring into this story took me back to other conversations we had shared about 

teaching, work ethic and our mothers. I had shared with Alexa the story of coming to 

understand that my mother had not told me to work hard, be dedicated or be committed, 

but that in the reliving of my family stories, my understanding of the story of my mother 

had shifted. I came to see that without a post secondary education or the opportunities 

that I have had, my mother taught me all of this. She modeled hard work, diligence, 

integrity and commitment by being all of that. To this shared experience, Alexa 

responded with the following story.  

That’s very insightful. That’s right. That’s why I always quote Schweitzer when I 
say ‘modeling isn’t the best way to teach. It’s the only way to teach.’ I say that all 
the time. The other thing I say is that I’m not particularly smart. But you know 
what it takes to get that. I don’t have a PhD in organic chemistry or physics. 
Those guys to me are really bright. Mine, I think it’s work habits, it’s work ethic, 
it’s commitment, it’s drive. Those are the things that I had in spades. You have to 
have that. (pause to think). You have to be able to sustain it over a long period of 
time. It’s the people who can sustain it who are good or the great ones. Not that 
I’m great, but I think those are the qualities that got me that more than my brain 
power. Those had been modeled by my mother, who was a very hard-working 
woman. My mother was from good solid Presbyterian stock. We worked hard 
and didn’t talk about it.  

(Conversation, May 2014) 
Thinking with this story, I attend to the modesty and humility with which Alexa 

approaches her storied experiences. This thread continues to weave its way throughout 

her tapestry.  
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Thinking temporally with Alexa’s stories awakens me to the years of my own life 

where I felt I was living in a self-imposed, category five hurricane. Work, housework, 

yard work, family dinners, graduate studies, children’s activities, providing time, 

nourishment and a stable home for the children and caring for elderly and ill parents 

filled each day of each week of each month. And to add to the metaphorically full soup 

pot was the overachieving nature that Alexa and I both recognized as being part of who 

we are. Somehow though, we both made it to all of our children’s activities, watched 

endless basketball and volleyball games, attended music recitals and ensured that each 

child was dutifully registered for each and every activity in which they wanted to 

participate. Each morning I felt like I jumped into a blender, pressed the on switch and at 

the end of the day, crawled out of the blender with a few scrapes and bruises but ready to 

get right back in after a few hours of sleep. The only one I had no time for was me.  

The Book of Leadership II 

A more powerful approach to leadership development is to enable leaders to 
reflect upon their own life stories and to enable aspiring leaders to share in 
others’ life stories, so that they may also engage in meaning making of their 
leader approach and identity. (Turner & Mavin, 2007, p. 388) 
  
I return now to Alexa’s story of leadership. Throughout our conversations, I 

inquired not only into Alexa’s entry into and early years in leadership, but also into her 

journey of the leader she is becoming today. There were moments in our shared space 

where the focus of our conversation was on specific elements of what it means to lead 

and there were moments when her storied experiences of leading were woven into 

experiences lived out on other landscapes. She describes leadership as she sees it today. 

“Leadership is a subset of administration. I see it as a broad set of capabilities, abilities, 

skills. It’s not just the best teachers anymore. You need to have a special set of skills. 
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You need to have special training” (Conversation, 2014). Based on her lived 

experiences, she also believes that training for leadership should come before a person 

moves into leadership or at least the early years while she or he is becoming a leader. I 

wonder why her belief in leadership development continues to bump up against the 

current processes in place for leadership transition and development. During the time 

Alexa was first positioned as a leader with the school division, it was the expectation that 

one applying for a leadership position would also be pursuing a master’s degree or 

include it as part of their future story. This is still the expectation of the school division 

in which she and I both work. I puzzle about the preparation and development of leaders 

on school landscapes. Theory is essential for deep understanding of purpose for action, 

but I wonder about the professional development of women educational leaders. This 

continues to be a silent story that grows louder within Alexa’s storied experiences as she 

retells and relives them.  

Leadership Style 

Researchers of leadership [must] abandon the traditional search for the most 
effective and efficient characteristics of the leader and concentrate instead on his 
or her character. (Harris, 1995, p. 175) 

 
Earlier in this chapter, Alexa retold and relived experiences of her early years of 

leading where she realized that she would have to forge her own style. After trying to 

imitate others whom she admired or relying on her survival instincts, she recognized that 

to be effective or successful, she would need a theoretical base and from there would 

have to forge her own philosophy and style which she based on her core values. As she 

relives this forging, she identifies those who influenced her, both women and men, and 

explains the importance of values.  
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     I tried to model myself after some of the things that Susan [vice principal at 
former school] did, but you have to forge your own. I think it does becomes your 
own. And in terms of gender, I remember thinking Andrew Belisle [principal at 
former school], I never heard him yell at a student, ever. I remember I yelled at a 
student and the student was almost in tears and then I thought, well, I know why 
Andrew never yells. You know? Little things like that. And then, you know, there 
was the theory. I was always one for theory. Then it got me into the books on 
working with kids and discipline and trying to improve. It was a combination of 
theory and people who influenced me. And now I’ve got a pretty solid core. I 
think it’s more important to know my own values, and I’ve got that down, and 
what I think is important. Then I try to align with the school division, what their 
expectations are. So a number of things are important.  
      (Conversation, May 2014) 

 
 Thinking with this story temporally, Alexa brings forward her stories of 

leadership as she finds her way without the book. As she looks back across time she sees 

how her style and values developed through a series of trial, error, and reflection; by 

imitating others; and by enriching her understanding through theory and self-directed 

learning. With few female role models at the time, she looks to all of the colleagues with 

whom she has worked, both men and women, finding that which works for her and that 

which does not as she continues to become a leader.  She not only thinks temporally with 

her stories of leadership style and values, but she also looks inward and understands that 

she is both personally and professional satisfied with the style and values she has 

acquired over time. Personally, she has identified what is important to her. Professionally 

she knows that these personal values are aligned with those of the school division in 

which she works. I wonder if we create coherence intentionally as we relive unsmooth 

stories of the past or if it is in the learning that occurs in the reliving that creates 

coherence for us. Throughout our conversations of leadership and her journey, Alexa’s 

theoretical knowledge is also ever present. Constantly referencing authors, studies and 
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other educators, she demonstrates the foundation on which she is building herself as a 

leader. In this sense, place continues to be that of her professional identity - the school.  

Sitting in Alexa’s office at the school where she works during our final 

conversation awakened me to physical place from which she leads. I reflected on our 

second conversation during which she attended to how diligent she was in not ever 

blurring the lines between personal and professional activities and interactions. There 

was no coincidence, however, that in the final of the four times we shared a relational 

space to inquire into her storied life, she chose to meet in her office. It was near the end 

of her school year, and as most educators would realize, a very, very busy time of year. 

Considering the social dimension, I see a leader who has a grade 8 graduation to 

facilitate, year end duties to which she must attend, staff to whom she must say goodbye, 

and a plethora of other duties and responsibilities that are hers and hers alone. The busy 

schedule at this time contributed to the meeting in her office, as it was the most 

convenient place for us to meet at the end of her work day. Looking back over our time 

together, however, I understand now that a trust had developed between us and she had 

perhaps accepted that she had a valuable story to tell and could tell it from her office, her 

place of identity. It was this trust and acceptance that, in a sense, prompted Alexa to 

open her private, professional place of work to me, to our collaborative efforts at 

retelling and reliving her storied experiences.  

A Story to Live By – I am an Administrator 

A fish rots from the head down. (Fielding, 2014) 
 

Identifying the values by which she leads and lives, Alexa explained how 

essential it is for her to not only know what her own values are but also to model those 



137 
 

values for others. Student-centered leadership is the story that Alexa lives. As she retells 

a story about her interactions with a teacher who was not upholding the values she had 

identified as being central to the way they treat students in their building, she reflected 

on and came to see more clearly what has become her story to live by as a leader.  

There was a substitute teacher talking about a student in a most unkind 
way. I went to her and said that we don’t do that at this school. It’s not a value we 
hold. I think she was aghast. I think I’ve made it pretty clear, certainly in terms of 
the values I model. I think modeling, didn’t I say it before? Schweitzer said that 
modeling isn’t the best way to teach, it’s the only way to teach. So it’s the way 
that you treat children and I think I’ve made that pretty explicit, but I’m getting 
older and grumpier too. (laughter) My patience isn’t what it used to be.  

I think at the end of the day I’ve certainly developed, one thing that 
theory has taught me, a rights-centered, student-centered leadership and I try to 
model that. I don’t try to get into people’s faces, but at staff meetings I will 
articulate that it’s important how we treat kids in our school.   

It’s not that everyone has bought into my way of doing it, but it’s like 
Michael Foley says, “It’s pressure and support”. You try to be straight forward, 
you try and model it, you try to be direct and you try to support them. I think I’m 
actually getting more forthright as I get older. I have conversations with people 
that perhaps ten years ago I didn’t think I could have.  

      (Conversation, 2014) 
 
 Having difficult conversations with others who come into contact with 

students for whom an educational leader is responsible is an integral part of the 

leadership role. Modeling the values established by the leadership is a means by which 

others can come to know, understand and live out these values. Alexa places great 

importance on modeling values and appropriate interactions with colleagues and students 

alike. Again in Alexa’s retold story I attend to the importance she places on theory and 

her own self-directed learning. I continue to puzzle about the professional development 

for leaders. I wonder, if leaders are not as driven as Alexa sees herself as being, are they 

receiving appropriate leadership theory, training and development. I wonder also if the 
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available training and development is directed at traditional styles of leadership, which 

continue to be based on normative male leadership qualities or if it provides a framework 

within which individual leaders can strive to be unique and authentic in their style. 

Looking back and reflecting on the wisdom she has gained through theory and practice, 

she explains how she deals with having difficult conversations. 

It’s not easy, but I have had some very difficult conversations about 
teaching practice. Before I might not have said anything. It is actually a 
deliberate choice as well to not say anything. Then I say that if the student is at 
the heart of this and this is not good practice, then I really have to. Maybe I’m not 
the best, but you just try to be as forthright as you can. And it’s not pleasant. I 
have had some unpleasant conversations with people, but at the end of the day I 
look and I say that needed to be said and I feel better. I just have this, I don’t 
know if it’s conscience, but it’s just the niggling little thing that eats at you and 
then finally I have to say it.  

At the heart of it too, I am a teacher. We’re still the same. And then you 
have to try to correct. I don’t know if it is corrective, but be supportive. It’s 
almost like (pause to think) dealing with another student in an educative, 
supportive and equitable way. They say, the books say, you empower others, you 
lead up, down and through the organization. You try to build that leadership. Part 
of it is leader of leaders. At the end of the day, this is your job. We’re 
professionals. I think I have used that, “This is your job”. (laughing) 

     (Conversation, 2014) 
 
Equity, support, fair treatment, humility and being educative are key elements of Alexa’s 

leadership. As she thinks about her values and leadership style, she speaks with a 

confidence and clarity that, I sense is born of her wisdom, part of which is gained 

through the retelling and reliving of her storied experiences.  

 The discussion of values and equitable treatment brings forward for me a past 

experience with a particularly challenging student and I share this with Alexa. As we 

grow more relationally comfortable, I sense that our values are closely aligned. In this 

moment I see that trust between the researcher and participant must work both ways. I 
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must trust her as I share, just as she must develop a trust in me to give voice to her 

storied life. I am cautious to share stories of colleagues that may appear to shed a 

negative light on them or me, but knowing that we share the belief that with pressure and 

support, we model equitable and fair treatment of others for others, I retell my story. 

Alexa nods her head knowingly. She too has stories of challenging students and the 

teachers for whom she knows that modeling is essential. She shares the following 

experience that speaks to modeling the values she holds as a leader. 

When those children who are the most difficult and challenging for us, we 
have some that take an intense amount of work, and honestly, I do lose my 
patience, as much as I try not to. I just sort of go away somewhere and think, 
“Ok, I just have to…” Sometimes you have teachers who say that Johnny or 
Mary or whomever, can’t come on this outing because we know, we look at the 
behaviours and ask if we can trust them. And then I always say that we can’t not 
let them go because we are anticipating them to be ‘bad’ (using air quotation 
marks). Inevitably, I think only once was I ever let down by a student. More often 
than not when you place your faith in those children, and you build that 
relationship, they are the ones that shine on those outings. The ones who you 
think may not come through for you, they do.  

      (Conversation, 2014) 
 

Thinking temporally with Alexa’s stories of modeling values, of difficult 

conversations and challenging students or staff, I see the bumping places and places of 

tensions that she has had to navigate and negotiate as she becomes a leader. As she lives 

and tells of her experiences, I come to understand that through her reflexive practices she 

grows in wisdom and confidence. While she claims that it may be ‘getting older’ that 

allows her to uphold her values in ways she might not have when she was younger, I 

think with her stories and see that when her story to live by has bumped up against the 

stories of others, she looks inward to identify for herself her values and navigates the 

tensions accordingly. She returns to her values of equity and support, explaining that in 
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her student-centered leadership style advocacy of students’ right is central. I asked Alexa 

to look inward and think with her stories in terms of successfully modeling the values by 

which she leads. She modestly retells the following story. 

I think maybe some of the young people, the young teachers that I’ve 
been able to mentor or sort of move along and support in the area of student’s 
rights, most broadly speaking. I would focus on that [in terms of success]. That’s 
something that I have eked out over the years and in advocacy for students. You 
just take such little steps and you take backward steps when you’re trying to 
move things forward in that way. So I guess maybe I would see that a creating an 
awareness or a sensitivity in others, like that students do have rights, they are 
persons to be acknowledged, are people of dignity and worth, and they deserve 
that. So I think maybe, I certainly wouldn’t say I’ve left a legacy or anything but 
maybe trying to develop that awareness in other staff, because I don’t tolerate 
things that don’t speak to that or support it. And those who are marginalized, I try 
to give them a voice.  

It’s funny, one of my senior colleagues at another school in another time 
said she/he had heard some say, “Alexa, all she is, is about kids.” (laughing) And 
I thought, “Ya, ok, well, I guess that’s the hill I’m going to die on.  

      (Conversation, 2014) 
 
Listening to Alexa relive this story, I too experienced tensions. The threads of modesty 

and humility that weave and warp through all of her lived experiences is again present. I 

wonder why she does not see herself as leaving a legacy when, in the reliving of the 

experience, the story shifts. She looks inward and feels pride for developing awareness 

within others, particularly young staff who have the potential to make this learning part 

of their stories to live by. She is acutely aware of her responsibility as an educational 

leader to model the values in which she so deeply believes, yet I puzzle about her 

humility as she is uncertain about having provided a strong female model for her 

children. I am reminded that she comes from ‘good humble Presbyterian stock’ and not 

from the school of self-promotion. This, I have also come to understand, is central not 
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only to her leadership style and the values that drive it, but also to the multiple roles she 

lives on multiple landscapes.  

There are Sacrifices and Challenges 

When women enter the “administrative culture” of schools, they get signals that 
tell them that they can expect occupational segregation and isolation. (Smulyan, 
2000, p. 27) 

 
Aside from the sacrifice of time, which Alexa has referenced frequently 

throughout our conversations, she brings forward stories of other sacrifices she has faced 

and accepted. In an effort to provide the potential for others to learn, we discussed the 

sacrifices and she began by saying all leaders, not just women leaders, “have to be 

prepared to sacrifice”. Facing and trying to overcome challenges, making difficult 

decisions, owning the never-ending responsibility, and dealing with alienation, solitude 

and loneliness are some of the sacrifices on which she reflected.  

Women leaders face a variety of challenges on the educational landscape for 

many reasons. Navigating a traditionally male-dominated culture, developing a unique 

leadership style that is not held in comparison to other women or men, and balancing 

personal and professional lives are a few of the challenges that I explored in the 

literature. Alexa identified other challenges. She explained that the attitudes and 

behaviours of people can get in the way and become a serious challenge for 

administrators. According to Alexa, those whose behaviours can pose a challenge can be 

teachers, support staff or parents.  

As collegial as I feel that I’m being, it never ceases to amaze me when 
somebody will . . . it’s not like you get stabbed in the back, but somebody will 
say something. I think I alluded to this earlier. You think you’re being as open 
and transparent and trying to do things to make other peoples’ jobs more 
effective ultimately, with kids, and then it’ll just sort of hit you out of . . . people 
just say something that (long pause to think), not snide, but something like you’re 
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just not doing enough for them or whatever. . . . But I’m not in it to please 
everyone. I’m in it to do what the best thing is for kids. But it’s just criticism, it’s 
not even constructive. I need to know what I’m doing wrong, but criticism comes 
from the most unlikely sources (laughing) where it shouldn’t.  

It’s always interesting to me too when you get those kudos. All of a sudden 
there will be a card from a staff member. It just sort of comes out of the blue and 
you think, wow, maybe I had some influence there that I didn’t realize. 

      (Conversation, 2014) 
  
For Alexa, the bumping places result when others for whom she is responsible are not 

upholding the values that as a staff they have agreed upon. Looking inward, she accepts 

that she too can benefit from constructive feedback, even in the form of constructive 

criticism, but when the behaviours do not align with the collaborative vision or values in 

place, they pose a challenge for the leadership. Reliving this experience, Alexa also 

attends to behaviours that are not challenging but instead are rewarding. Even when the 

thanks is direct, she hesitates to confirm that she had in some way influenced a colleague 

in an educative way. The threads of modesty and humility continue to weave through her 

tapestry.  

At times, there are bumping places that result from those who do not share the 

vision and values held by the leader or leaders in the building.    

I still want to listen to people. I still have to include them, because their 
voices, even though they don’t agree with me, have to be heard at the end of the 
day. I am an administrator. I have to make decisions. That’s what I do. And I like 
to do them like this (indicates a firm and strong decision). You still listen, but at 
the end of the day, the decision has to be made.  

      (Conversation, 2014) 

Focused on equity and believing in leading across as well as up and down, Alexa stresses 

the importance of giving all the stakeholders a voice. I attend to the strength and 

conviction she conveys as she retells her storied experience as a decision maker. She is 
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definitive in knowing that ultimately the decision rests with her. The job, she explains, 

has taken on not a social work dimension, but a social dimension. The work of teachers 

and educational leaders has become very collaborative. Like many women, she has a 

collaborative leadership style but as she looks inward, she sees that her role is ultimately 

very solitary. Alexa explains this seemingly contradictory description of leadership. 

I have a very collaborative style, but I still feel very much alone in what 
I’m doing. You work with people, you get their support, you get their ideas, but I 
still say that decision-making is very solitary. Even though leadership is 
collaborative, much of what I do is solitary and I think you have to be ready for 
that. Maybe it’s just my nature, but I find this job can be lonely at times.  

      (Conversation, 2014) 
 
I wonder as I think with this story if leaders know prior to entering into leadership that it 

can be solitary, even lonely at times, if they would continue to pursue it. I wonder if this 

is an element common to many leaders or if it is specific to women leaders. Does a 

naturally collaborative leadership style lead to feelings of isolation when a decision must 

be made and owned by one individual? My own lived experiences as a leader, 

particularly in my most recent role as a high school vice principal, support the solitary, 

and at times alienating, nature of leadership to which Alexa refers. So too do the other 

women leaders whose stories I hold.  

The solitary nature of leadership is an element that as Alexa and I discussed it, 

opened up our vulnerabilities. I inquired into Alexa’s story of leadership as a lonely job 

and I attended to the fragility of looking inward and addressing the alienation and 

loneliness, accepting it as part of becoming a leader. I wondered if Alexa had a close 

circle of support to whom she might turn if or when she felt the need. She talked of 

“keeping her cards close”; not trusting anyone totally, except her family; and holding 



144 
 

stories that she would never tell to anyone else. Looking outward, she knows that she can 

trust and rely on her family but is also aware that they don’t have a true understanding of 

her role, not like another educational leader might. She shared a significant insight about 

finding her own inner strength and trusting in herself. 

Be prepared to be lonely. That’s why I think you have to go to what you’ve got 
on your inside. You have to be pretty strong. For me, anyway. You have to be 
strong. I think leadership is incredibly lonely.  
      (Conversation, 2014) 

 
Responsibility - It’s a Weighty Thing to Wear 
 

Also difficult, according to Alexa, is the day-to-day challenge of the job in an 

environment that is constantly demanding. Alexa compares the demands and 

responsibilities to human poultices that suck the life out of her.  

  When you look at it, you think some days, wouldn’t it be nice to just 
leave it, just get out of there, not to have it. It’s a weighty thing that you have to 
wear. I don’t know if it’s always worth it. Somebody said to me, “Are you going 
to retire and I said, “Well, if you would have asked me yesterday, I would have 
said yes”. (laughing) And then I think I may be getting to the end of it. I think 
maybe more than anything, leadership is just constant responsibility. That’s what 
I think I don’t like about it.  

I think I sort of ignored [the constant responsibility]. I think the more I get 
this, the greater I am aware of what the responsibility is. The more into it I get, 
the more I realize what the responsibility is. I think the more theoretical 
knowledge I have . . . well, a little learning is a dangerous thing. But really it is. If 
you don’t know enough . . . That’s why I think it’s so important to go on and do 
at the very least a masters. Particularly as a principal, because you know you’re 
going in blind and there lies folly. The more I know, I become so anxious. I think 
it drives the staff nuts, but the liability that you should really be aware of. Just the 
onerous responsibility that we’ve been delegated and people just don’t realize 
that. I was naive. I was foolish.  

      (Conversation, 2014)  
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Conclusion - Is That What You Wanted? 
 
You will find your journey’s end where you will celebrate discoveries with others 
in the world around you. You will have rich stories to tell of the experiences you 
have lived, you will know, within your heart, that this ending point marks the 
place of yet another beginning. (Whelan, 1999, p. 29) 
 
I entered into the midst of Alexa’s life in the spring of 2014 and I left in the 

midst. We shared our storied lives in multiple places over the course of two months. 

When we first began, Alexa did not feel she had a story to tell. I attempted to navigate 

the tensions surrounding her reluctance to tell her story by focusing on developing a 

trusting and caring relationship with her. Each time we met she would ask if she had 

‘given me what I wanted’ and each time I assured her that she had. As I constructed the 

field notes from our recorded conversations and my own journaling, I could see that she 

had given me much more than what I thought I wanted. She had given me her stories. 

She had shared with me her lived experiences of becoming a leader. She had revealed to 

me the multiplicity of her life and the constant negotiation of balance required to move 

from one landscape to another. She gave voice to her journey as a woman leader. 

Through her story I am able to make meaning in my own. It is my hope that others will 

too.  
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Chapter 5 - Susan Aimes 
 
Introducing Susan 
 

Leaders are emotional beings who come to know and experience leadership 
through personal emotional journeys. (Turner & Mavin, 2007, p 381) 

 
Susan Aimes is principal in a large school division in Western Canada. She is 

married to another educator and has two children – a preteen and a teenager. Susan was 

raised in a religious home and many of the values she holds today are derived from her 

spiritual upbringing. She is still an active church member today. Her values have also 

been influenced by her father, an educator who held leadership roles during his career as 

well. Susan moved to the city in which she currently lives to attend university, and it is 

in this same city that she met and married her husband and began her teaching career. 

She has worked in a variety of schools all in the same city, starting her career as a 

teacher in a large suburban school and moving into school-based leadership from her 

teaching role.  An award-winning educator, Susan has worked in both elementary and 

high schools, in large schools and small schools, in community schools and suburban 

schools.  

I first met Susan during the years I was substitute teaching. It was just before her 

second maternity leave that I was asked to complete the semester for her. She was 

teaching grade 12 and needed an accredited teacher to administer and grade final exams. 

Even though I preferred to work only two or three days a week, I was asked by the 

principal to do this six-week term for Susan and I agreed. It was at the school where I too 

had begun my career so was familiar with the building and some of the staff, which 

would definitely make it an easier adjustment for me. I had not worked full time since I 
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had left teaching and knew this would take some getting used to for my children, my 

husband, and me. I went to the school to meet with Susan so we could discuss what she 

wanted me to do as I finished the semester with her students. 

When Susan and I first met, we connected quite easily. I liked her style of 

teaching. Because I had spent quite a few days in the school as a substitute teacher, I was 

familiar with who she was. She also knew me, in an unusual sort of way. Susan came to 

know me when she discovered my name in her classroom. When we met she told me the 

following story about how she first knew who I was. 

I had just started here at Kennedy High School and was getting my classroom 
ready. I took the paper off the bulletin board in the room and scratched into the 
cork was “We love Mrs. Mario.” I wondered who this Mrs. Mario was but knew I 
wanted to be loved like her. 

        (Memory of a conversation with Susan, 2002) 
 

Susan told me this story when we first met and as humbled as I was by the compliment, 

it became the thread that connected us. I did not know then the extent to which our 

storied lives would be woven together in each other’s tapestries. As I began this journey 

of researching the lived experiences of women leaders, I looked back at this day when 

she relayed the story to me. It has become a forward looking story that, like a single 

thread that weaves itself around other threads in a tapestry, has provided a path on which 

our journeys have joined, separated and joined again in our chosen community. 

As I began to think about researching the lived experiences of women leaders, 

my thoughts naturally went directly to Susan. After our lives first became intertwined at 

Kennedy High School, I did not see Susan again for a long time. I did hear about her, 

however. Her name was often talked about as one of the ‘up and comers’ in the school 

division.  
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Checking Both Boxes 

 I just fell into it a bit by accident. (Susan Aimes, 2014) 

In 2004 the division in which Susan was working reorganized its leadership 

framework and moved to a shared leadership model of organization, which meant 

changing the title of department head (a title that had existed for many decades) to the 

title of core leader and adding a new and higher level of leadership, the learning leader. 

The person in this role was a teacher who assumed more leadership responsibilities than 

the core leader. The role was designed to support the administration in the school and the 

person in this role was expected to be an instructional leader in the building. This 

organizational change resulted in an increased number of teachers becoming teacher 

leaders within their buildings. Many saw this new role as a stepping-stone to 

administration.  

During this year of reorganization, Susan was encouraged by the principal of 

Kennedy High School to apply for a leadership position. The principal suggested that the 

learning leader role would be a good fit for her. Applicants were required to check the 

position for which they were applying and both learning leader and vice principal were 

options on the application form. At the suggestion of her husband and a trusted colleague 

who was, at that time, in a leadership role, Susan checked both boxes.  

That year, Susan was appointed as the vice principal in a school much smaller 

than the one in which she was then teaching. Thus began Susan’s formal journey into 

leadership. As she retold and relived her stories of experience and began attending to her 

stories of school and stories of family, we learned that her journey into leadership had 

started long before the formal appointment.  
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There was no question that I would ask Susan to participate in my study. I did 

have tensions around asking her, however, because I knew how busy her life was and 

had reservations about adding one more thing to her already full schedule. I felt that 

asking her was an imposition. I was also quite certain that if I asked her to participate, 

she would not hesitate to say yes. I believed that she would not see my request as an 

imposition. Her commitment to education and leadership is embedded in her belief that 

she is responsible to share her learning and experience in hopes that it may prove 

educative for others. When I asked her if she would agree to participate, she was quick to 

reply that she would. I wondered if she agreed out of obligation as a friend and 

colleague, a sense of duty as a leader, a sense that the work I was undertaking was 

important or for all three reasons. I knew that as she shared her lived experiences I would 

have to attend to her reasons for participating.  

What I did not know then was how important her participation in the study would 

become to her. Susan wanted someone to hear her stories and to know her lived 

experiences. At one point in our conversation she said, “I wish they would listen to me. I 

really wish someone important would just want to hear my story and maybe learn 

something from it. Like you’re doing right now.” Susan knew that her everyday lived 

experiences were valuable as knowledge and she wanted hers to have a voice. This 

comment caused some bumping places for me, however. I wondered what it says about 

the current state of affairs within the educational organization when a woman in Susan’s 

position feels like she is not heard. I also puzzled about Susan, a woman leader for 

almost a decade, feeling alienated, isolated and without a voice. Is this the same, I 

wonder, as being silenced?  
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Landscapes and Meeting Places 

A narrative inquirer needs to think through the impact of each place on the 
experience. (Clandinin, et al., 2007, p. 23) 

 
In an effort to be considerate of Susan’s very busy schedule, I tried to make our 

meeting times as convenient as possible for her, offering to meet at my home, her home, 

somewhere in the community or wherever she would be most comfortable sharing her 

lived experiences. Together we chose the dates, times and places. We met four times. 

The first two times, Susan invited me to her home. Once was in the evening and was 

chosen as a time for us to catch up as friends before getting to the narrative inquiry 

research. Once was during the day at her home where we shared a lunch and chatted 

casually as friends. The third meeting took place at her office after school hours. The 

fourth meeting included Alexa and took place at my home after work hours. I attended to 

making my home welcoming and comfortable. We had snacks and wine as we shared 

our storied lives. 

 During and after each of our shared conversations, I wrote reflections on what 

was said and how it was said, considered and noted the places where we met and 

described my own personal responses during the conversations. After each of our 

conversations concluded, I verbalized my responses on the same recording and 

transcribed these reflections. They became part of my field texts, which I shared with the 

participants prior to crafting each chapter. During the conversations with Susan I noted 

the casual and comfortable ebb and flow of our sharing. It was so comfortable that Susan 

noted periodically that she had “gone off track” or had taken the conversation in a 

direction different than that which I had initiated. As I transcribed the conversations and 

thought with the experiences of sharing our stories, I could see that the stories Susan 
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retold and relived were always very much “on track.” They were her every day lived 

experiences that would be honoured as knowledge in this narrative inquiry. 

 I attended as well to the places that Susan chose to meet. As I inquired into her 

stories of family and attended to the significance of “home” as a place of comfort and 

love for her, I was not surprised that she chose for us to meet in her home where we 

could be comfortable and talk openly and freely about our lived experiences and where 

her children would be close by. I will inquire into these stories of home and family later 

in this chapter. After having spent time moving between field notes and field texts and 

thinking with Susan’s stories, I asked if we could meet one more time so that I might 

inquire more deeply into some of the lived experiences she had previously shared. For 

our third meeting she chose to meet at the end of her work day in her office at school, her 

place of confidence and strength, and the place where she has found her calling. She 

chose to meet there because it was convenient for her, but it did pose challenges for us as 

we attempted to squeeze in one more conversation. We were frequently interrupted by 

others dropping by to chat. While this meant that Susan would have less time at home 

with her family, it served to enforce the relational way that she lives her life. 

Each successive lived experience that Susan shared awakened me not only to the 

multiplicity of her life, but also to the interwoven elements of her life as a leader, 

mother, daughter, wife, friend, colleague and so on. As I inquired into her stories and 

began to craft the research text, I attempted to establish boundaries around the 

experiences that she told, retold, and relived in an effort to coherently organize the text. 

But her stories of leadership are inevitably connected to the relational way in which she 

lives and leads both professionally and personally. Her stories of leadership are woven 
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into her stories of family and her stories of family warp and weave around and between 

her stories of leadership.  

I have chosen Susan’s stories of leadership and stories of family to inquire into, 

situating each within the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space. I attend to the thread 

of living relationally that weaves its way through all of these storied experiences.  Susan 

values relationships. This value guides her personally, professionally, and morally 

through the multiplicity of her life and lived experiences. Also dominant threads in her 

lived experiences are Susan’s commitment to being authentic and her optimistic, hopeful 

attitude and approach to living out her stories on the personal and professional 

landscapes on which she journeys. 

In the Midst - Spilled Wine and an Empty Gas Tank 

Experience affects for better or worse the attitudes which help decide the quality 
of further experience. (Dewey, 1938, p. 37) 

  
I begin by sharing the experience of the first meeting Susan and I had as we 

entered relationally into this research study. I share the experience of our meeting, not a 

story retold by Susan, and not because it was the beginning of retelling, reliving, and 

thinking with her stories, but because the events that occurred the evening of our first 

meeting were so clearly a metaphor for the storied lives of women leaders who live out 

multiple roles in any given moment or day.  

 The following excerpt is taken from the field notes I created as I first engaged 

with Susan in the reliving of her storied experiences.  

When I arrived at Susan’s house, the location of our first conversation, we 
settled in the living room with a glass of wine. Her two children were home but 
in their rooms doing homework. After catching up on work and life, we were 
about to start the ‘official’ conversation when Susan’s husband called and needed 
to be picked up. He had taken her car to their mechanic earlier in the evening and 
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as it turned out, he had to leave it overnight to be fixed. We jumped into his 
vehicle and pulled away only to discover that the gas tank was empty. Susan’s 
house is not close to a gas station, so we nervously navigated our way to what we 
thought would be the closest gas station. It was a very busy place that evening 
and we had some difficulty approaching the gas pump, as she was not certain 
what side the gas tank was on. After pulling up and back and circling the entire 
gas station, we finally pulled into a line up, a little embarrassed and a lot 
frustrated.  

Susan’s frustration quickly turned to laughter, however, as we reminded 
each other that this was a typical, unpredictable evening and not a big deal for 
either of us. While we were waiting to gas up, Susan’s son called from home to 
say he had knocked over one of the glasses of red wine we had left on the table. 
The glass broke and there were shards of glass and red wine all over the carpet. 
She quickly gave instructions for cleaning up the worst of the spill and off we 
went. Once we were enroute again, undeterred and with a let’s-get-it-done 
attitude, we began the official conversation and recording while we drove. The 
mechanic lived on the opposite side of the city in an area unfamiliar to both of us. 
While it would be a stretch to say we got lost, we did take a few wrong turns 
before finally arriving at where her husband was waiting. Through all of this we 
laughed and reminded ourselves that this is the reality of life as we are living it.  
      (Journal Entry, May 2014) 
 
As I retell the events of our first meeting, I look back and see that this every day 

experience is a not only metaphor that encapsulates the lives of Susan and me, but it is 

also a significant indicator of the personal and necessary support that a chosen 

community provides. Our community is one in which there are no judgements of others’ 

beliefs, ideas or opinions and that is founded on the comingling of reason and emotion, 

trust and respect. It is a community in which families and work are woven together in the 

tapestries of our lives. In the following journal entry, I reflect on our evening. 

What an interesting meeting tonight. It has proved to be different having a 
close friend as a participant as opposed to having an acquaintance who, through 
this narrative inquiry, became a trusted friend. I am experiencing tensions 
surrounding the inclusion of a friend, mentor and trusted colleague as a 
participant, whose many stories I already hold. I wonder if having Susan as a 
participant will affect the way I will interpret her stories. And while I know that 
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as a narrative inquirer that I, my background, my biases, and my own lived 
experiences are part of the study and that I will bring my own stories alongside 
those of my participants, I wonder if my personal connection to a participant will 
narrow the way I attend to or am awakened to her retold and relived stories. I 
know I will have to be wakeful to this tension as I move between field notes and 
field texts and then to the research text.  

 Susan and I spent the first hour of the evening catching up over a glass of 
wine. We told stories of school and shared our experiences and frustrations over 
the way things are done and how decisions are made. She also shared stories of 
how she refuses to compromise her beliefs by not “going along with” decisions 
about leadership positions. 

There was a great deal of talk about being mothers and wives and the 
difficulties of managing and balancing. We caught up on our families and work 
and finally got to the direct conversation about my narrative inquiry. As I sit and 
write this I realize that all along, even when we were catching up, we were 
‘working’ and living the inquiry. We were sharing stories of leadership and 
reflecting on our roles as leaders and women, wives and colleagues, sisters and 
friends. As we shared our stories I noticed that the experiences we retell and 
relive became leaping off points for learning and moving forward as leaders. We 
joke about the ‘what ifs’ and always about opening our own school. We also have 
epiphanies about aspects of our jobs and our lives, and we certainly laugh about 
the similarities in our journeys in spite of how unique each of us is. We are 
passionate and animated in our speech as we share our experiences and tell 
stories of our childhood and professional lives. We are strong in our convictions. 
We hold firm to our values. We are women leaders journeying through the 
educational landscape.  

(Journal Entry, May 2014) 
 
Reading back through this journal entry and thinking with this experience, I attended to 

Morris’ (2001) perspective on thinking with stories. He explains that it “is a process in 

which we as thinkers do not so much work on narrative as take the radical step back, 

almost a return to childhood experience, of allowing narrative to work on us” (p. 55). I 

see now that I took that step back and allowed the experience of sharing narratives with 

Susan to work on me and also attended to the notion that sharing experiences incurs an 

obligation on the listener and provides an opportunity to grown and learn (King, 2003; 
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Morris, 2001). I was also reminded of Clandinin (2013) as she directs narrative inquirers 

to “be attentive to thinking with stories in multiple ways, toward our stories, toward 

other’s stories, toward all the narrative in which we are embedded as well as toward what 

begins to emerge in our shared lived and told stories” (p. 30). Experiencing the 

experience awakened me to the multiple ways that I must think with Susan’s stories, 

with our stories. 

Composing a Life as Leader - A Crazy, Magical Time 

Understanding is approached best by combining past wisdom with present 
insights. (Harris, 1995, p. 174)    
 

 As narrative inquirers do, I began in the midst of Susan’s story. She was 

completely at ease and seemed very confident as she began in the midst of her storied 

experiences as a leader, wife, mother, daughter, teacher and so on. I sensed that she was 

eager to share stories of her lived experiences. Identifying herself as a naturally reflective 

person, Susan embraced the retelling and reliving of her stories. She began with the 

retelling of her experiences as she moved from the role of classroom teacher to a 

leadership role. The following story tells of an unusual journey into a formal leadership 

role during the unique social milieu in which it was lived.  

I really believed that I would just teach, not just, that I would teach 
English for my entire career. That’s how I saw myself and when I started my 
graduate studies, it was never to enter administration. It was just for my own 
personal study, to try to be a better teacher. I never had that goal at all. Never. I 
was starting to do my master’s in curriculum and instruction and had no thought 
of administration ever, which was why I didn’t go into admin in my graduate 
studies.  

During the course of my studies I started to think deeply about school. I 
was journaling and it got me really interested in getting into that game, having a 
voice, having a say. Part of me was unhappy with my leadership at that time too, 
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so part of it was a bit of a challenge to myself. You know, you can complain 
about how decisions are made or you can step up and try to be a decision maker. 

I was happily teaching English and really wasn’t wanting that much and I 
started to really have a desire for a greater impact than just my classroom, 
although looking back now I really think that was the greatest impact that I ever 
had. But I was getting more and more interested in just the whole school 
operations, how decisions were made. I was having a lot more conversations with 
my own leadership at that time and I enjoyed being brought into those 
conversations. I found it really interesting, really fascinating to think about the 
direction of the school and I wasn’t in any leadership role and all I was a 
classroom teacher.  

They formed the core leader and learning leader positions and that was 
the new direction that our school division took. My principal met with me at the 
time and encouraged me to apply. I was asking him about whether or not I should 
apply for core leader and he said, “No, I think there’s a better role for you. You 
would be a really good fit for the learning leader role”. So I was flattered and 
appreciated the vote of confidence. We had a number of conversations about that, 
so when the application process happened, it was the same application for 
learning leader and vice principal. My husband was encouraging me to check off 
both boxes, just to show interest in future leadership and to indicate to senior 
administration that I had an interest, which I really didn’t at that time. But again, 
I talked to my principal, I talked with another principal who I really admired at 
that time, and she encouraged me to check off both boxes. So I kind of feel like I 
just fell into it a bit by accident, because I checked off the vice principal box and 
the learning leader box on the application, and then I went through the process 
and was appointed vice principal. And that was just a complete shock. I was 
never a core leader. I was never a learning leader. I was never a department head. 
It was crazy. Crazy. Unheard of.  

(Journal Entry, May 2014) 
 
 Thinking with this story of Susan’s entry into becoming a leader, I considered 

temporality, sociality and place. As Susan relives the experience of her formal entry into 

educational leadership, I am awakened to the personal and social milieu in which her 

stories of school and of leadership took place. She tells of her graduate studies, the 

division reorganization, and the encouragement of other leaders and her husband (also in 
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leadership at the time), so while it seemed to be so “crazy” that she “fell” into leadership, 

I attend to the many factors that influenced the appointment of her first leadership role.  

 Her stories to live by began to shift landscapes. During her retelling of the 

experience, she looks inward and reflects on the changes in her personal milieu, her 

feelings about school and leadership, while she was still teaching and sees that she 

wanted more than to teach. She attends to becoming interested in understanding more 

about school operations as she is invited into conversations with her school leadership 

and while she is working through her graduate courses. As she retells this story, I see that 

she gains a new awareness of her journey. As “shocked” as she was to be appointed, 

travelling back over time and reliving the experiences that led up to her appointment, she 

acknowledges the intentional actions of the principal at the time, the support of her 

husband, the reorganization of the school division and the direction in which her 

personal interests and studies took her.  

 There is a certain chronology that also becomes evident as Susan shares the 

experiences of her journey into her first leadership role. I attend to the temporality of her 

experiences. She moves back and forth across time as she relives her story. Beginning 

with her roles as a teacher, Susan retells the story of only ever wanting to teach and not 

having any aspirations for administration. She then moves forward in time to when she 

started graduate studies and how the learning was personal but created an environment 

where she began to think deeply about more than teaching. This takes her back to the 

personal milieu where she attended to being dissatisfied with the leadership in the 

school. As she reflects on this, she acknowledges that she had the choice to either 

complain or do something about her dissatisfaction. She then shifts to the experience of 
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having conversations with her leadership but reflects again on being a classroom teacher 

during that time.  

 Place is another significant element of Susan’s experiences. The classroom is 

where she planned to be. She says that she could see herself teaching English for her 

entire career and thought that the biggest impact she could make would be in the 

classroom. I thought with her story and with my own stories of the classroom and how 

significant place has been throughout my journey as well. The classroom is the landscape 

on which some of our stories to live by as educators first took shape. My confidence was 

born in the classroom. Looking back I see now that it was the classroom where I could 

live out the person I had been shaped to be by my stories of family and school. Susan, as 

she relived her early experiences as a teacher, even through her current lens of 

leadership, continued to see the classroom as a place where she had the greatest impact. 

A few years ago during a previous conversation about leadership, Susan shared with me 

that if I wanted to have an impact on student learning, then being an administrator was 

the best path. She felt, at that moment in time, that the role provided her with 

opportunities to create profoundly educative experiences for students. But as she relives 

the stories of being a classroom teacher, her understanding shifts and she reflects again 

on what she could accomplish in the classroom space.  

 Susan continued to retell and relive her early experiences and again I attended 

to the physical place and the social and personal milieus in which they existed.  

Then Leonard (a new principal) came and that was a really rich time for me. I 
was really surrounded by – this is another big part of it actually, that I want to 
speak to and I think it will be my favourite time in my career. I think you and I 
talked about this. You had a similar time like this. I just happened to be 
surrounded with classrooms, with other teachers, who were really dynamic, were 
leadership minded. My surrounding teachers at that time were James Cranston, 
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Larry, John and me and Henry. We met in the hallway almost between every 
class and had professional conversations about our practice and started to 
collaborate and work together. I think we were all really inspired by the 
conversations we were having and by what we were trying to do. We were all 
from different disciplines and so we were really working interdisciplinary. It 
wasn’t any initiative; it was just that we all were there and it was really magical. 
And then we all entered leadership right around that same time. 

      (Conversation, 2014) 
 
The strength, passion, energy and support that Susan found in this chosen community 

was palpable as she relived this time in her life. As she thought temporally with this 

experience, she retold a forward-looking story, a story of leadership and of the journey of 

leaders as they either knowingly or unknowingly guide and direct each other through 

their personal and professional relational interactions. The hallway, the common space 

between the classrooms, was a place of spontaneous collaboration where educative 

experiences for the teachers were lived out. I wonder if, at the time, she understood the 

magical essence of this lived experience. The reliving of it from her current vantage 

point has awakened Susan to the impact that people and place had on her entry into 

leadership. Her understanding of the experience has shifted. I wonder if or how the 

relationships between all of these teachers shifted as they entered into leadership.  

Taking Off on a Crazy Ride 

Negotiating the personal context in becoming a [leader] includes gaining access 
to skills and position that prepare one for the role, developing a sense of 
confidence in one’s own perspective and beginning to define for oneself what a 
[leader] can and should be. (Smulyan, 2000, p. 30) 
 
The process of being appointed, in Susan’s experience, was very different from 

than that which is used today in the same school division. Looking back from the process 

she uses today as an administrator who is part of the hiring process, she explains how 

when she experienced the process it was much more thorough and involved.  
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So I went through the process and really enjoyed the process. It was really my 
first time of being reflective. I mean I’d been reflective in the past but seeing it 
through those eyes of having someone observe and at that time it involved a 
classroom observation, which I think is something we’ve really lost. A 
superintendent came and observed my class, multiple times I think and a 
screening interview and then there was the panel interview and there was also a 
task. I had to write a newsletter, I remember. It was a much more thorough 
process actually at that time. And then I heard that I was going to [a high school] 
as a vice principal. I remember being surprised that the teachers who were my 
friends immediately treated me differently and that really shocked me. And the 
whirlwind just started. It’s been a crazy ride.  

(Conversation, 2014) 
 

Retelling this story, Susan notes the change in processes used for applicants 

today and reflects on how much she “enjoyed” the “thorough process” of her experience. 

I attended to the confidence she had as she relived the experience of her first leadership 

application process and the appreciation she now sees that she had for the steps required 

in order to be considered for a leadership position. As she retells the experience I note 

and record her voice and body language. There is a tangible passion in her voice as she 

relives the steps of the application process and she is smiling and animated as she shares. 

But as she approaches the end of this portion of conversation, her tone changes and she 

speaks in a more calculated way. Reliving the experience of changing relationships takes 

Susan back over time to a less “magical” milieu where her entry into leadership meant 

more than increased responsibility and salary. She tells of being “shocked” that others 

would treat her differently and I was awakened to one of the sacrifices she experienced 

as she made her formal entry into an administrative position. I also attended to how 

quickly she moved past this time of changing relationships, looking forward from then to 

the “whirlwind” that soon followed. 
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A decade ago, when Susan first applied for a leadership role, the application 

process was very different than it is today. Each of the leadership roles I have held has 

been awarded to me after a simple application process that included the submission of a 

cover letter and resume, followed by an interview that was conducted by a panel of four 

senior administrators from the division office. Prior to the interview, I was asked to 

prepare a 10 – 15 minute presentation on a prescribed topic. The interview began with 

the presentation and was followed by questions posed by each member of the panel. 

Some weeks later, a decision was made. I wondered about why the process has changed. 

I wonder too if we have, in fact, “lost” something important in the process.  

Trial by Fire – The Transition 

Social conditions such as gender, race and class are not only important in how 
we conceive of leadership but are fundamental organizing elements in leaders’ 
learning of leadership. (Stead & Elliott, 2012, p. 375) 
 
The first year as a new administrator can be a challenging year. It requires a 

transition which brings with it new perspectives, new understandings and potentially a 

redefining of who one is.  Such a transition also presents a steep learning curve for 

someone who has not been in any kind of formally identified leadership role, like a core 

or learning leader. Working with a vice principal when you are a teacher neither implies 

that you know what the specific day-to-day tasks of the vice principal are, how you will 

approach the learning of these tasks nor how others in the school will respond to your 

leadership (Duncan, 1995). Susan and I discussed her transition into administration, her 

first year as a vice principal and the leadership development that she received. When I 

asked if she knew what she was getting into she said, “I had been hearing [my 

husband’s] stories for a couple of years, so I knew what I was getting into, certainly, 
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around the really intense experiences” (Conversation, 2014). This claim became a place 

of tension for me, however. I puzzled about how one would know what the intense 

experiences would be and how one would respond to such experiences, without having 

had previous experience. Responding to intense experiences from the perspective of a 

teacher as opposed to a person in a formal leadership position, particularly a vice 

principal or principal, is different. Leadership, while it is on the same spectrum as 

teaching, comes with responsibilities significantly different than those of a teacher.  

 In the following retelling of her early experiences, Susan shares her story of 

shifting landscapes. She reflects on the entry into her role with trusted colleagues but 

also reflects on the challenges and struggles and making the personal transition.  

 It was a full admin change and a lot of leadership changes. It was the first year 
of learning councils, so we had a brand new learning council and most of them 
had never been in the role before and that first year was a run for our money for 
both of us. It was crazy. And in our first few months there was just a ton of 
violence, like really serious violent issues at the school. And we earned our pay 
cheques. That was really hard work. We had a really serious teacher discipline 
issue in those first few months also. A teacher lost their job.  

So it was trial by fire for sure. And the only thing that saved me was 
having a principal I really trusted and another dear friend, Brent Castle, who had 
also moved with Richard and me, all three from Kennedy High School that year 
at the same time. Just having those ears and [my husband], who had experience, 
to talk things through. Brent went as a core leader that same year. That was 
exciting. That part was fun because I was going with two of my best teacher 
friends. It made my transition into leadership easier for sure. So I really had the 
trust already there.       
      (Conversation, 2014) 

 
This particular year that Susan entered leadership brought with it many division changes, 

including the structural shift to the shared leadership model. When the school division 

moved to the shared leadership model that I have previously described, it also 

implemented learning councils, a council that is comprised of the leaders in each school - 
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core leaders, learning leaders, vice principal and principal. This group of educators is 

responsible to collaboratively establish the learning agenda for the school and to 

generally make decisions on behalf of the teaching and support staff. For Susan, entering 

into an administrative position for the first time during this year of structural change 

brought with it an added challenge. Not only was she new to leadership, but also she was 

in part responsible for leading the change and providing guidance and direction to those 

leaders who were also new to their leadership roles.  

 The experiences that Susan relives in the previous story speak to challenges 

that a veteran leader would face in any given year. She tells of her experiences with 

incidents of violence in the student body, “serious” teacher discipline, and working with 

an entirely new leadership in the school, all while she is actively trying to understand her 

role and responsibilities and establish herself as a leader within the staff. As she relives 

this experience, I attend to the absence of any references to a specific leadership 

transition plan put in place by her direct supervisor or the senior administrators of the 

division. While she reflects on the benefits of having trusted friends transition alongside 

her as leaders and even suggests that it was a “fun” year made “easier” by the presence 

of these friends, I wonder about leadership transition support or the leadership 

development that she received, other than the hands-on experience gained through her 

daily work. I wonder also how differently this reliving of the story is in relation to how 

she lived it then. Did she see the hard work of this first year as simply as “earning a pay 

cheque” or during these challenging times did she have regrets of moving into 

leadership? Is the reliving of this experience a way of achieving coherence in her stories 

to live by? I wonder how her changing role, the shifting landscape and the stresses that 
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accompanied it affected her personal and home life during this transition. While she 

relives this story, in spite of the identification of her entry into leadership as “trial by 

fire”, there remains little in her shared experience that speaks to the challenges as being 

miseducative experiences for her. Again, I attend to her optimism and hopefulness. 

The lack of transition or leadership development became a bumping place for me 

as we shared our lived experiences. Bringing my own experiences alongside both 

Susan’s and Alexa’s, I am awakened to the lack of transition support and leadership 

development. I wonder why those who transition into new leadership roles are not 

required to participate in specific leadership transition or development training? I puzzle 

about whose responsibility it is to establish succession planning for new leaders. Should 

it be the responsibility of the individual who is in transition to seek leadership 

development or training opportunities or is it the employer’s responsibility to create an 

induction process for new leaders? Those new to leadership roles may not be aware of 

opportunities, have the time to seek them out or the flexibility in their schedules to attend 

development training.  

Transitioning into a leadership role requires new understandings of regulations, 

procedures, policies, rules, specific duties, responsibilities, tasks and professional and 

social behaviours, There are expectations of leaders that exist before the new leader has 

any knowledge of the role. These expectations are established both by those who 

supervise the in-school leaders, such as a principal or superintendent, and by those for 

whom the new leader is responsible. Thinking with Susan’s stories of transitioning to 

leadership directly from the classroom and bringing them metaphorically alongside my 

own, I intentionally direct our conversation to the leadership development she did, or did 
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not, receive as she transitioned from teacher to administrator. I asked Susan about the 

support she received from sources outside of her husband and friends who moved with 

her to the new school. 

The only transition training was, “Here’s your keys. And then I went and met 
with Matt Westbrow who was the vice principal there before me. Shelly 
Hammon was the principal. I went for maybe a couple hour visit and walked 
around and just talked to them a bit about the school. My husband had given me a 
couple questions to ask, which they didn’t really answer honestly, in much 
respect. You know, like if there was going to be a problem or an issue at the 
school, what are the physical areas I need to watch… Thank God I had my 
husband. What would I have done otherwise? There’s a lot of technical things 
you have to know, so it was just crazy. Just crazy. Why do we do that? 

(Conversation, 2014)  
 

The question Susan asks at the end of this experience speaks to the absence of transition 

or development of leaders and implies that this practice continues even today. My 

personal experiences confirm that, in fact, it does. Looking backward, Susan sees that 

leadership training or transition support did not exist for her. As she shifts forward and 

inward she is awakened to the idea that we continue to transition our leaders with little to 

no support and this becomes a bumping place for her as well. This is problematic for all 

leaders, but particularly for women who may face challenges that result from the 

socialization and cultural stereotypes of gender or personal family circumstance, 

challenges that fewer males in similar roles must face (Greg, 2007). In the final chapter 

of this narrative inquiry I will return to my own experiences of transitioning into each of 

the leadership roles I have held.   

Leadership Style - The Answer is in the Room 

Leaders need confidence in their capacity to contribute by relying on their 
personal authority, bringing in more of themselves into the workplace to guide 
their decision and choices. (Turner & Mavin, 2007, p. 386) 



166 
 

 
Ever hopeful and optimistic about her move to formal leadership, Susan moves 

back across time and then forward to the present and tells of an early educative 

experience as she began to develop her personal leadership style and how this early 

experience continues to journey with her today as she leads. The fall she became a vice 

principal, Susan took the opportunity to attend a facilitation training workshop, the 

experience of which she carries with her still today, and relived the experience with her 

signature passion and optimism. 

I happened to take facilitation training through ICA, and I took the 
consensus-building workshop training with Brent, so the two of us became 
partners in my first appointment. We led our staff with a consensus-building 
workshop and right around the same time all those violent things happened that I 
talked about. All the staff were walking each other to their cars, not feeling safe, 
so there was a strong feeling of urgency that we needed to do things differently.  

So, we ran this process and came out with a school plan and that was 
really before schools were doing plans. There were no learning improvement 
plans10 or anything, but we had four focus areas for staff and an action plan for 
each one and we had a team associated with each action plan. We just ran 
through that consensus-building process that we were given in that facilitation 
training and it was so incredibly powerful.  

It was just amazing what happened in that school, how everyone took 
ownership of that and the change that happened in that building in three years 
was phenomenal. People speak of it to this day to me. It was just magical. And 
that was really eye-opening to me. And you know what? I’ve done that same 
process in every single school, but I’ve changed it a little bit each time, 
depending on the building, the needs. I’ve tried to be thoughtful about what’s 
already there, and not throwing everything out.  

(Conversation, 2014) 
 

The reliving of this experience reveals the relational approach and learned confidence 

that are constants in Susan’s leadership journey and which form, in part, the foundation 
                                                             
10 Learning Improvement Plans came about in 2007 when the provincial ministry established what it 
called the Continuous Improvement Framework. Each school division developed from this plan their 
own Continuous Improvement Plan. Subsequently, each school in the division in which Susan works, 
developed a Learning Improvement Plan.  
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for her leadership style. As she shared this storied experience, Susan looked inward at 

her own emotional response to the work she did so early on in her journey as a new 

leader and again identified the experience as a “magical” time. She also looked outward 

to the urgency within the staff, the people for whom she felt a responsibility, to change 

the school climate and culture, “to do things differently”. The “magical time” is a result 

of being partnered with a trusted colleague and creating an opportunity for the staff to 

take ownership of the school culture through consensus building. From the beginning, 

leadership for Susan has been a relational endeavor and about working alongside and 

empowering others. Through the reliving of the experience, Susan is awakened to how 

“incredibly powerful and eye-opening” the experience of using the consensus-building 

approach was then and the success that she continues to have with the approach today. In 

this way her early experience has become a forward-looking story that helps to define 

who she is becoming as a leader.  

Shifting Landscapes 

Reading about someone else’s life inevitably sparks a process of self-reflection 
about your own. (Burnier, 2006, p. 459) 

 
My stories to live by have shifted landscapes as I moved through the various 

levels of leadership within the school division in which I have been employed. Each new 

role brings with it new responsibilities, new expectations and new, often tacitly 

understood, perceptions of leadership behavior. In my experience, all of this is 

established through day-to-day experiences upon which I have regularly reflected or at 

times have been reflected for me by others, either through conversations, actions or 

responses to the leadership I have provided. I wondered about Susan’s leadership style. I 

wondered how moving so abruptly from classroom teacher to vice principal had affected 
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the development of her leadership style. She reflected on and retold the experience of her 

transition, recognizing the need to quickly develop a leadership style. 

You start developing a leadership style right away. You just have to. You 
hit the ground running. It’s trial and error. Looking back in all of my roles, as a 
classroom teacher too, I’m someone who has strongly believed in participation 
and of a grass-roots approach rather than a top-down approach of sharing power 
rather than holding power over people, and because for me it just works better, 
because the answer is in the room. I actually do believe that if we pool our minds, 
we’ll know what to do, because our common wisdom is really great. And so that 
began right at the beginning.  

I’m still crazy about that idea. And I’m crazy about working with other 
professionals, seeing if I can help them. The people who I think . . . have great 
potential to be great leaders, [are] thinking about that and . . . giving to that 
because it can change kids’ lives. 

(Conversation, 2014) 
 

Shared power, collaboration, leading from within, and necessity are concepts that I 

attend to as Susan shares her experience of developing a leadership style. She speaks to 

the necessity of learning “on the go” and learning from experience. She shifts back in 

time and looks inward to the leader she has always been, attending to the values that 

have guided her throughout her career as an educator. I asked her if her leadership style 

has changed over the years and if it reflects the person she sees herself as being. As she 

relives this experience she shifts forward again to reflect on who she is becoming.  

That hasn’t changed at all. It hasn’t changed at all. (pause to think) 
Actually if I were to go watch myself at [my first high school] and what I do 
now, in many ways I think I’ve matured and I think I have more confidence in a 
lot of things now. More than I did then, but I probably had more enthusiasm and 
energy then. So I’ve just traded them. (long pause to think) I think I worked very 
much the same way. And it’s just the same way I worked in the classroom.  

My leadership style is exactly like my teaching style was. I really don’t 
think there’s anything different about it really. It’s just a bigger classroom and 
more adults to work with.  

(Conversation, 2014) 
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I found it interesting to observe Susan’s response when I asked her about her leadership 

style and if it has changed over time, considering she saw that out of necessity she had to 

develop a style very quickly. Often reflective but seemingly assured and confident as she 

retells and relives experiences, Susan pauses as she shifts back and forward and looks 

inward and outward to think with her experiences of developing a personal and unique 

style of leading. The pauses speak to the reflective approach Susan often takes as she 

retells and relives her stories. Ultimately, she is confident that her current leadership 

style is simply a maturation of who she has always been.  

Mentors, Role Models and Values. 

Just to stop looking for pleasing people and start looking for “Have I met my 
own standard of who I want to be as a leader?”(Susan Aimes, 2014) 
 
New leaders and those who continue to be wakeful to the leaders they are 

becoming often look to a mentor or mentors after whom they might model some 

elements of their own leadership style or who provide guidance and support throughout 

the journey. Modeling after other women is a historical practice for women and helps 

women to respect the complex beings they are (Greg, 2007). Susan describes herself as a 

“guys gal” (conversation, 2014), having grown up with all brothers and male cousins and 

always being very comfortable around men, so I was not surprised when Susan explained 

who her mentors have been and continue to be and who has encouraged her on her 

leadership journey. I wondered specifically if Susan had a female role model as she set 

out to be a leader. She was a very young leader when she was appointed, so I also 

wondered from where her inspirations and ideas about how to lead were born and how 

they have continued to grow and change as she gains wisdom and experience.  
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I was really young. I did [have a female role model]. Cheryl Langenburg 
was the person I met with when I was thinking about applying. I really admired 
her. She was the vice principal at the high school where I interned and was then 
the principal at [my husband’s] school for a while so we knew her personally. 
While my husband worked with her, he admired her too. She really encouraged 
me to apply, but other than that, it really had always been men who encouraged 
me or talked with me about my practice. I had some strong female principals, like 
Kimberley Antosh, but I did not want to emulate her style at all. And I have to 
admit that part of deciding to apply for admin also was a non-example of the 
leadership I experienced as a teacher. I thought, very consciously, that I couldn’t 
do worse than she did, so it’s ok, I should just apply. It just kind of removed any 
pressure or fear of failure for me.  

I think there were leaders I looked up to and I tried to fashion myself after 
and it didn’t fit really and so I felt like a failure until I really started to learn what 
my values are and how to align those values to my practice as a leader.  

(Conversation, 2014) 
 
The journey is ongoing. Susan looked outward at those whose leadership style has in 

some way guided her as she forms her own. From those whom she admired to those who 

provided for her an example of style which she would not want to emulate, she retold the 

story of developing into the leader she is becoming and was definitive in knowing how 

and by whom she had been impacted as a leader. I again sense the confidence but as I 

listen more closely to the reliving of Susan’s experiences and continue to think with her 

stories, I start to see that this confidence is born in the reliving of her storied experiences. 

Her understanding of the experience shifts as she relives it today through her lens of 

learning through experiences, considering the social and personal milieus in which her 

experiences take place. 

I had a really great opportunity through someone else’s post graduate 
study to participate in a process like this where I had to go through a process and 
identify my own values and reflect and journal about my practice and whether or 
not it aligned. The process was really helpful to me because I listed my top five 
or six values, like transparency, honesty, sharing power, growth, optimism and so 
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on. I started to evaluate myself against those instead of the feedback I was getting 
from people, because you won’t please everyone. 

Every decision you make you will make some happy and some unhappy 
and because I’m naturally a pleaser, that’s a very uncomfortable position to sit in 
because people are unhappy with you and I don’t want people to be unhappy with 
me. But it is that way. So that was a real turning point, I think, in my confidence. 
Just to stop looking for pleasing people and start looking for “Have I met my own 
standard of who I want to be as a leader?” That’s what I reflect on. 

(Conversation, 2014) 
 
As Susan looks inward she identifies not only her values, but also sees that through the 

experience of being involved in the post-graduate study her story shifted. She explains 

that as a pleaser she finds herself in uncomfortable situations when conflict occurs. 

Looking back, however, she comes to see the shifting of her stories to live by. While she 

wasn’t always confident in her decisions, the experience of journaling and reflecting 

helps Susan to see that sometimes people will not be happy or comfortable with 

decisions that leaders must make. The reliving of this experience awakens her to a 

“turning point” in her confidence and leadership. 

Shifting forward to the current stage of her journey, Susan explains that even 

though she has her own reflective practice to guide her, there continue to be role models 

who inspire her. Role models, according to Duncan (1995) are “necessary and quite 

potent” (p. 12).  

We have lots of women in senior leadership and they are great people and 
great role models. I will be honest. Most of them really are great. The ones I’ve 
worked with directly, I’ve been greatly inspired by. My superintendent right now, 
for example, I think is a really terrific leader. I really do. And it really inspires 
me.  

(Conversation, 2014) 
 

I am awakened to the notion that the journey of becoming a leader has no finish line. 

They are always in the process of becoming. Regardless of how long Susan and I have 
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been leaders, there will always be the need to reflect on our practice and the values that 

guide it, and there will always be others to whom we can look for mentorship and 

guidance.  

The experience of being encouraged by both male and female colleagues and 

fellow leaders is one that is familiar to me as well. As I thought with Susan’s stories of 

leadership style, I reflected on those by whom I have been mentored and those who 

continue to encourage and inspire me on my journey as a leader. Like Susan, I too have 

had and continue to have significant female role models who not only inspire me, but 

who have served as mentors along my journey. I too have been encouraged by male 

leaders in the school division and some have also served as mentors for me. As I think 

with my own stories of leadership, I come to see that I have, like many other leaders, 

taken some elements of leading from both the men and women who have and continue to 

inspire me, whose style I admire or whose style is based on values that I recognize as 

being aligned with my own. I have tried them on for fit, left behind what does not work 

and kept what aligns with my own values and personality and therefore feels like it 

works.  

A Leader’s Professional Practical Knowledge 

As you travel to new places, you will learn much from those who have walked 
these trails before you. They will provide you with direction, yet they will respect 
your journey and let you find your own way. They are the travelers of days gone 
by and they have much wisdom to share with you. Listen to their voices and learn 
alongside them. (Whelan, 1999, p. 23) 

 
I listened to Susan’s stories about identifying her values and judging her 

effectiveness and success as a leader based on adherence to her values. Listening to and 

thinking with these stories prompted me to inquire further into them. I wondered, from 
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today’s perspective, how she sees her own leadership style and if she sees that it has 

been guided by her values – the values that guide her as she shifts between her 

professional and personal landscapes. She describes her style and I attend to three 

threads that run continually through the tapestry of her storied life. 

I would describe my leadership style as very relationship based. 
Whenever I try to have any change happen, I really try to work on people one-on-
one, so move things forward through a lot of one-on-one conversations, getting to 
know people, getting to know their strengths. That’s important to me. 
Relationships are very important to me and my leadership style.  

I think it’s an inquiry-based leadership style, so just trying to be open to 
what the setting is and what questions come to me about what needs to happen 
there and then responding to that rather than coming in with a pre-conceived 
notion of how to lead in each setting.  

I try really hard to be strength based, really looking for what’s working, 
rather than what’s not working and then feeding what’s working instead of 
focusing on what’s not working. That’s definitely a huge value that I have. I just 
think it works better, it’s more fun and I think so many leaders, if I can be critical 
for a moment, are very focused on problem-based leadership, responding to 
problems, rather than, not even a solution - because a solution needs a problem - 
so not even a solution-based but strength-based leadership. The problems seem to 
take care of themselves. They almost vanish if you just identify the strengths with 
people and then resource strengths, the weaknesses or the problems tend to be 
small, tend to be easily managed or tend to disappear altogether. 

You have to look for what’s right because it’s very discouraging and very 
easy to look for what is wrong, because people bring you problems. That’s why 
we’re here. I think you have to be really proactive in structuring your day as 
much as you can about what’s right and growing what’s right instead of just 
having to stomp on what’s wrong.  

      (Conversation, 2014) 
 
Relational, optimistic, strength-based, and inquiry-based are the threads that Susan 

weaves as she journeys through her professional and personal landscapes. These are the 

cornerstones of her leadership style and are driven by her values. I hear in this story, and 

in others that she shares, that her style has been shaped by her belief in people and her 

belief in good. She is motivated by knowing that when she focuses on the good in people 
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and the work they do, looking for and tapping into their strengths, that leading, being a 

leader, is “more fun” and works for her.  

The confidence and optimism that emanates from Susan as she reflects on her 

leadership style tell a story in themselves. I ask if she knows from where these values 

were born. I wonder if she has been shaped by her stories of family, school or 

spirituality. I think with my own stories to live by and reflect on the values that came to 

me through the model my mother provided for me. And I ask Susan to think about 

influences on her as she grew up, became a teacher and then transitioned to leadership. 

As she looks inward, outward, forward and backward, her stories to live by unfold.  

I think it’s just how I am. I think it’s my personality. I remember even in 
university, in one of my EPS classes, I was given an assignment. We were 
supposed to follow a student and do a bit of a case study on them and they 
encouraged us to find a problem student and I immediately internally revolted 
then, and I’m not a rebellious person, but I just thought, “I want to study what 
success looks like.” So I found the most successful student I could and did a case 
study on them and got a bad mark. I just want to study success. I want to spend 
my time focusing on that.  

(Laughter and pause to think) I don’t know. (Laughter and pause to think) 
I think the base value of that is optimism and I think I have been a really 
optimistic person and it came easily to me. Maybe that’s why I just love doing so 
many things and I think I come at life with a sense that things are good. It will all 
work out. People are good and if you look for the good in the people or the 
situation, the light will eliminate the dark. It does. 

I really don’t know where it came from (laughing as she thinks about the 
source of her leadership style). I have done a lot of thinking about my models of 
leaders that I admire. Some of it came from there.  

 (Conversation, 2014) 
 

The laughter and pauses that I note in Susan’s sharing helped me to better understand 

this reliving of her stories to live by. Even though she is confident about the kind of 

person she sees herself as being, Susan is at first uncertain about the source of her 

leadership values and style. Each time Susan laughed, paused and claimed she didn’t 
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know, I sensed that the reliving of her experience was awakening her to the beginnings 

of her journey, her natural optimism and how this quality forms the foundation on which 

she has, across time and in many different milieus, forged her leadership style. I think 

with the many experiences Susan has relived throughout our conversations and see in all 

of them the thread of undeterred optimism. Even when faced with difficult and 

challenging experiences as a leader, Susan returns to her belief that people are good. Her 

optimism prevails.  

Susan continued to move back across time as she searched for the experiences 

and people that shaped the leader she is becoming. She brought forward stories of two 

people who had significant roles in shaping her as a leader. 

My dad was a principal also. He was a teacher and a principal. But I don’t 
know that he would have been as naturally optimistic as I am. Perhaps, but I 
really admired the sense of mission that he brought to it, the devotion that he 
brought to it. Coming from my background, which is a strong missions-oriented 
background, religious background, that’s such a huge part of what I am. I really 
have thought about this, that school as my mission, and I just try to put life into 
that.  

And Richard, the first principal I worked with. I guess this is something 
else, just a sense of integrity, doing the right thing, almost no matter the cost, 
really asking yourself. Something he did all the time when we had a tough 
situation, and we had many, was sit with me and ask me what’s the right thing to 
do. I saw him very courageously do the right thing a number of times and I very 
consciously watched that, and reflected on it and tried to bring that, I still think 
about that, and try to bring that to my own leadership.  

(Conversation, 2014) 
 

These stories of influence demonstrate the interwoven nature of Susan’s stories of family 

and stories of leadership. Looking outward at those who influenced her, Susan identifies 

her father, who shares a similar sense of mission and dedication, and a colleague whose 

moral stance runs parallel with her own. Looking inward she attends to her own family 
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values and how they have influenced her as a leader and then connects this with the 

moral philosophy of a colleague whose values were aligned with her own. Susan notes 

the courage and integrity that her colleague modeled for her during her early years of 

leadership and brings it forward to her current role, recognizing that she still reflects on 

and consciously weaves into her own leadership what he modeled so many years ago.  

While Susan speaks often of the people who have helped shape her as a leader, 

she also reflects on experiences that have become part of who she is as a leader. She 

retells a specific experience of visiting a school that was designed to engage students 

through building relationships between student and adults in the school and through 

interdisciplinary, interest-based learning. As a member of a working group that was 

created to explore innovative practices, Susan was a member of the team chosen to visit 

a school whose innovations her school division was interested in learning more about. 

Her very brief story conveys the profound impact this experience had on her as a leader 

and innovator. 

One big impact on me was structural innovation, the Structural Innovation 
Working Group going to visit the Big Picture School. Also hearing these men 
who are just brilliant and they built this school exactly how I feel like I would 
build my own. The members of our group agreed that we were aware of the legal 
aspects [of such an approach to learning] but promised each other we were going 
to build on the best-case scenario and if the worst-case scenario happened, we 
would deal with it. But we weren’t going to build anything on the worst-case 
scenario.  

(Conversation, 2015) 
 

In this brief, relived story I attend to both place and personal/social milieu. School as a 

place is central in all of Susan’s stories. The physical landscape of her experiences is 

where she lives out what she refers to as her mission, her calling. Place is, however, 

woven together with her personal, emotional response to the experience. In this story she 
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retells of the personal response she had to a school “built like one she would build”, not 

so much in the physical footprint of the school building, but in where learning is 

different, the approach to teaching and learning is innovative. As we continued to talk of 

this experience, she told stories of classrooms where students engage in project-based, 

interest-based inquiry learning. She tells stories of a physical space that is conducive to 

relationship building and where the adults in the building focus on engaging the students 

in meaningful ways. Again I am wakeful to her passion and optimism and attend to her 

focus on building the “best-case scenario”. The existential social conditions of this 

experience also played a role in shaping her as a leader. I notice that she refers to the 

supportive group of educators with whom she was travelling. She tells of the “we” and 

the group consensus of focusing on building the “best-case scenario”. She is empowered 

by the commitment of those with whom she is in relation.  

Unsmooth Stories of Leadership 

 “It’s not just women in leadership. It’s just leadership.” (Fielding, 2014) 

In Chapter 2 I explored the challenges and barriers that women in educational 

leadership face. These challenges and barriers range from gender bias, to lack of 

networking, to the difficulty some women have balancing their professional lives with 

their personal lives. I began this inquiry with a particular interest in the challenges that 

women leaders face and have learned that these challenges often result in the unsmooth 

stories that women leaders live. As I inquire into the stories of challenge, I attend to 

these unsmooth stories that result. 

An optimistic and hopeful attitude carries Susan for the most part throughout her 

leadership journey, but she has lived experiences that bring to light the challenges for her 
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in the multiple roles that she lives. There are costs of being a leader and sacrifices made 

by those who choose to lead. Susan has faced challenges and experienced the costs and 

sacrifices as well. As she retells and relives these experiences, however, she considers 

the temporality of them and comes to see how her stories have shifted over time. She 

discovers from where her confidence was born and her emotional strength grown and 

sees leadership, specifically her own perspective of leadership, differently now. As she 

looks back and then forward she tells me how leadership has shifted for her.  

As I’ve gone through this journey and taken on more and more leadership, I’ve 
become more and more invested and more passionate about it and would say that 
leadership is an absolute passion and I did underestimate the importance of 
leadership in a building. That’s where I was naïve. I didn’t realize how much 
impact you could have and that’s exciting. 

(Conversation, 2014) 
 

Knowing that I, as a woman and a leader, have faced challenges and overcome 

obstacles, I wondered what challenges Susan had faced or what obstacles she had 

overcome as she journeyed to her current place as a leader. I puzzled about whether she 

would share openly the challenges she has faced or if her natural optimism would result 

in the telling of only smooth stories. I also wondered if she would offer up the stories 

that we had previously shared as friends in our hallway or lunch conversations, knowing 

that I might include some of these private and personal stories in the research text. I was 

aware of some of the challenges that Susan has faced and know they have been difficult, 

unique and poignant elements of her journey. So when Susan shared with me that she 

wanted her stories heard, wanted someone to listen to what she had to say, the tensions I 

was experiencing subsided. She did retell and relive experiences that are not smooth but 

are raw, emotional and real. Woven into her stories of joy, success and optimism are 
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lived experiences of tragedy, deep emotional and physical pain and coping with the 

responsibilities facing her as a leader.  

Paying the Price to Lead 

Our efforts to be superwomen were not without feelings of immense guilt. We 
talked about wanting to give up at times. . . . Sometimes, I want to throw my 
hands up and say, “You’re right! I can’t do it all!” (Newcomb, Beaty, Sanzo & 
Peters-Hawkins, 2013, p. 674) 
 
In one of our conversations regarding a mentor leader, Susan made reference to 

him always doing the right thing, no matter the cost. I wanted to inquire further into this 

notion that leadership in education comes with a cost, so I asked what costs she had 

experienced as her story shifted on the leadership landscapes.  

There’s a huge personal cost to doing the right thing. It’s hard. It’s really 
hard often. Then professionally, like having tough conversations with colleagues 
when it’s easier to not have them. I think in my experience most leaders choose 
not to be explicit about the ways that people can grow. Those are very hard 
conversations and sometimes people respond well but more often they’re hurt, 
even if you try to structure it in a way that’s productive for them or constructive. 
I am continually reminding myself “what’s the right thing for kids?”  

People not liking you is also the cost. Angry parents often in our jobs too, 
screaming at you, and you develop strategies to try to mitigate those things, but 
they still happen and they hurt. I’m an emotional person and I react in an 
emotional way when people are angry at me. Especially with my own 
background too, having grown up in a more conflict-avoidance home than you 
can possibly imagine. I really have never been comfortable in conflict so it’s a 
funny role for me, to be a principal, in the first place. 

(Conversation, 2014) 
 

Susan’s story of the costs associated with leadership brought forward for me the 

personal cost of shifting relationships and people not liking leaders. She explained in a 

previous story how her friends on staff immediately started to respond to her differently 

when she was appointed to her vice principal role. She was young, inexperienced and 

had a spouse already in an administrative role in the same organization, so there was 
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instant fodder for those who felt the need to see her appointment for less than or 

differently than what it was, an earned and deserved appointment. This causes a bumping 

place for me. Not supporting colleagues and friends who enter leadership seems to be 

counter-productive. If it is a voice that educators want heard, I puzzle about why when a 

friend or colleague takes on a leadership role, we would not see this as benefit to our 

professional situations.  

Susan also retells of other people not liking the leaders in the building. From 

angry parents, students and colleagues who disagree with decisions made or initiatives 

being implemented, being a leader can be personally challenging, alienating, even 

lonely. No one wants to be disliked or alienated because of the role they have within a 

school. For Susan, being in a position where others are unhappy with her is particularly 

difficult because of her upbringing and background of avoiding conflict whenever 

possible. Through the reliving of the personal costs she has experienced, Susan sees that 

over time she has come to accept that others will not always like her, agree with 

decisions she makes or appreciate the difficult conversations that are intended to foster 

professional growth in those with whom she has them.   

Upon my successive appointments from learning leader to consultant and most 

recently to vice principal, I too experienced a similar shift in relationships and felt the 

personally painful sting of not being liked. When I was first appointed to the learning 

leader role in an acting capacity11, those people whom I would have considered friends 

on staff began to treat me very differently. Conversations stopped when I approached a 

                                                             
11 An ‘acting’ role designates a temporary placement of a person in that role. At the 
end of the school year, a person placed in an acting capacity, must formally apply 
for the position if s/he would like to remain in the role.  
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group in the hallway or staffroom. I heard whispers about me being a ‘ladder climber’ 

and recall feeling hurt that people felt the need to project their perceptions of my 

leadership journey onto me, rather than consider that my knowledge, work ethic, existing 

leadership qualities, and interest in facets of education beyond the classroom were 

reasons why I was asked to assume the role when the current learning leader was 

appointed as a vice principal in another school. I am again reminded of the experience of 

a friend telling me that I was one of them now. I have relived this experience many times 

in an effort to understand it and see it as educative. Over time and with the wisdom 

gained through my subsequent experiences as a leader in the division, I have come to 

understand how I can control only my response to the changing relationships. I began to 

seek out others like me. The result is a chosen community, to which I earlier referred, of 

other female leaders without whom my role as a leader would be far more personally and 

professional difficult and far more lonely.  

Leading Authentically 

Today you are you, that is truer than true. There is no one alive who is youer 
than you. (Dr. Suess) 
 
As I discussed in the second chapter, the socialization of women and men is very 

different. Leaders are still often judged by male standards and qualities and women are 

commonly stereotyped as being emotional, which according to male standards is not a 

desirable quality in a leader. Susan and I share our experiences of being emotional 

people, not because we are women, but because we are emotional beings. As she shares 

the following experience of being emotional, I reflect on a casual conversation we had 

about the costs of leadership. She explained that people often like to advise others to not 
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take something personally, but for her, she is a person, so everything is personal. I asked 

her to reflect on her experience of being an emotional leader.  

I’m just so thankful for getting to be older, because I’m glad I’ve been 
emotional and I want to be more that way, not less. I meditate on this a lot, I 
reflect on this a lot, I pray about this a lot, because I just want to face life and be 
who I am and that’s who I am. I think that giving myself the freedom to, the older 
I get the more unselfconsciously, just express emotions and remain professional, 
but if someone dies, I think it’s ok to cry, to shed a tear.  

I’ve come to each of these roles thinking they’ve hired me because I’m 
me and so I’m just going to be me. But I think the more open you are, the more 
vulnerable you are also, because people judge and criticize anyone in leadership, 
that’s just part of the job. But having a close circle of friends I really trust and 
that I know think well of me regardless has been part of what has allowed me to 
live in a more unselfconscious way in my leadership role. 

I’ve tried to be authentic. I really have and so I think the cost of that is 
that when you are being authentic you aren’t always being strategic, right? So I 
think, “Have I been viewed less favourably because I’ve become passionate 
about something in a meeting?” Yes, definitely. Every leadership meeting is like 
that, I mean where everyone is kind of politicking and trying to be seen in a 
certain way. And leaving the room you see a different side of them in terms of 
their comments and expressions. So there’s a real push and pull there for me. I’ve 
become more and more uncomfortable in those rooms because of that.  

I don’t want to be hypocritical. I’m not going to say that there’s never 
been a time where I’ve positioned myself favourably. More likely I just shut my 
mouth rather than to (pause) be really slick and say I like something and then 
leave and say I don’t. I would rather not be promoted if that’s the skill set that I 
need. I’m not opposed to having further leadership roles, but I think the thing that 
erodes you as a human being is that, being inauthentic.  

     (Conversation, May 2014) 
 

Susan positions her desire to be authentic as a challenge in this story. Being 

emotional is also positioned as a challenge of being considered a strong or effective 

leader. As I inquired into her story of being emotional and authentic, I attempted to 

negotiate the tensions I was experiencing around the perception that being emotional is 

not a trait or quality of a strong, successful, strategic or effective leader and that it makes 
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a leader more vulnerable. I puzzle about those leaders who might sacrifice their emotions 

so as not to be considered weak or ineffective and those who judge others for being 

themselves, when that might mean being emotional. This becomes a bumping place for 

me as I consider the dominant narrative of what qualities of leadership are valued. I 

wonder too if being authentic is a quality that many leaders aspire to have or if 

sacrificing a quality such as authenticity is just another cost of leading on the education 

landscape.  

Susan relives her story of being an emotional but professional leader and as she 

moves back and forth across time, looking inward and outward, she connects emotion 

with authenticity and being authentic to being strategic. To be authentic, for her, is to be 

emotional but professional. She is aware of the social milieu in which she leads and 

attends to the necessity of being professional amidst others, but also attends to the reality 

of “shedding a tear when someone dies”. Susan retells storied experiences of the 

politicking and positioning that takes place during meetings with other leaders in the 

division and how uncomfortable this makes her. Looking inward she is wakeful to how 

she feels during those meetings and sees that if she is authentic, she may not be strategic 

and being strategic is equated with being successful and effective. I puzzle about why 

those in leadership roles may not respect the authentic leadership approach of others and 

if this is a residual effect of the historically gender-biased standards by which all leaders 

are still evaluated. Even though Susan does not attribute this to an issue of gendered 

standards, I feel that historically it is. Knowing that she has been hired in each of her 

roles for being herself, however, Susan finds confidence and strength in being herself 
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and being guided by her values and adhering to the personal leadership style that she has 

developed over time.  

In terms of direct and obvious challenges or barriers, I have noticed throughout 

our conversations that aside from the gendered roles of Susan’s family life, she places 

little emphasis on gender being a factor in her leadership journey. I wonder if she has 

experienced challenges because she is a woman leader in a gender-biased institution. 

Looking back at my own journey, I know that I have perceived gender biases in relation 

to who holds the power and whose voices are heard and respected. Like Susan, however, 

I have been supported, encouraged and promoted by many male leaders in the division, 

so gaining access to leadership roles and negotiating the shifting of landscapes as I 

transition to new positions higher up the power pyramid, has not been a challenge I have 

faced because I am a woman. Most recently during a meeting of the secondary school 

principals, division office supervisors, superintendents and the director of the division, I 

attended to the balance of gender in the room. There were equal numbers of women and 

men leaders in the room at each of the four levels of leadership present. I puzzle about 

the number of women and men, noting that it is still not representative of the proportion 

of women and men in the field (Adler, et al., 1993; Coleman, 2001). I wondered, too, if 

the power was as equally shared. In her 2007 study, Greg concludes that “just because 

women are in a position of power does not guarantee they have the same power as their 

male colleagues” (p. 26). I ask Susan directly to think with her experiences as a woman 

leader and reflect on the barriers or challenges she has faced as a result of her gender. 

She retells the following story. 

In terms of direct barriers, (pause), I have to say that my organization has 
supported me vastly. I’ve been promoted pretty rapidly for my age and been 
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entrusted with a lot of responsibility and so I never could say that my gender got 
in the way. But I do spend a lot of time thinking about the dynamics of people 
and the organization, who’s empowered, who’s not, who’s making decisions, 
who’s not, who’s relating to one another. I have an interest in gender too, so I 
look at the women who become successful to the top of our organization. I’ve 
noticed some themes there that intrigue me. (Long pause). So I think there are 
barriers there as well. We still have lots of women in senior leadership.  

There’s not an old boys club. I don’t want to define it that way. It’s not 
like that, but what there is, it’s just when you do activities outside of school with 
a group of people, you play sports, get together to play poker or have a beer, 
decisions are made informally and if you’re not in that circle, you’re not part of 
those decisions and when there’s an “in” there’s also an “out”. And all those 
years that my closest friends at work were those guys, I wasn’t in the poker room 
or at the hockey tournament and I was ok with that. I didn’t want to go there. But 
that’s how guys do business. So I went about building that for myself with 
females. We don’t make decisions though. It’s a support.  

It’s actually only recently that I’ve been comfortable in most female 
relationships, strangely. I would be dead without them. Just dead. I consciously 
decided to start to have female friends. My birthday party a few years ago was 
really the beginning of that, where I started to see this picture of some really great 
women I’m really like-minded with. I should be friends with these people. I have 
had a single female friend throughout my life at all times, but never a community 
of women, a circle of women. I decided I needed that and it happened. I just 
invited them into my life.  

Also ironically and I don’t know if it was a shift in me or a shift in how I 
was viewed by men, but most of my, or some of my close male professional 
relationships, it feels like I had to trade them. It feels like they’ve proportionately 
faded and maybe it’s just that I wasn’t investing in them as much. I don’t know. I 
don’t know what that was all about really, but they’ve kind of gone away. It’s 
just something I’ve noted, I’ve noticed, just wondered about. 

(Conversation, 2014) 
 

Susan’s shared experiences speak to the support she has received as a woman 

leader. As I think about sociality, temporality and place, I note that Susan attends to her 

personal growth as a woman leader and the shifting relationships that have resulted from 

conscious choices she has made in order to meet the challenges of and “survive” being a 

woman leader. Her decision to be part of a chosen community of female colleagues is 
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intentional but not reactive. She looks inward and sees that she invited this community of 

women into her life and knows now the important role they play in her personal and 

professional journey.  

In the relived story above, Susan sees that she was excluded from the poker 

games and hockey tournaments, places where deals were made and things got done, 

noting that she was comfortable with that and did not want to be in those places. There is 

a tacit understanding that no matter how comfortable she has always been in the 

company of men, being a woman leader, at times, posed a challenge in the creation of an 

equal playing field. These were places where women were not routinely invited “in.” 

Susan’s understanding of the way males do business and the places they do business 

awakens in me a conversation we had during her first year as a high school principal. 

She had been requesting some work be done on the facility but had not been successful 

in getting anyone to respond to her request. She was frustrated with her inability to be 

heard. Finally after getting nowhere in spite of repeated requests and phone calls, she 

concluded that if she ever wanted to get anything done in her role as principal, she would 

have to learn to smoke cigars, play poker and participate in the annual teachers’ hockey 

tournament, which was typically attended only by men. So as I think with her story now, 

I see the relived story she shares tells of an experience quite different than the one I 

vividly recall. I wonder if this is an attempt to create coherence or if in the reliving of her 

experiences as a woman leader, her thinking has shifted so that she no longer believes 

that she must engage in male leadership behaviours to be effective. As she looks back 

and then shifts forward to the personal place she is now as a leader, she is, in fact, 

comfortable doing business the way that women do business.  
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Standing in the River – a Legacy 
 

Lives are more variable and unpredictable than ever before, demanding new 
ways of entering adulthood, new eras of maturity, a new approach to death. 
These topics are especially urgent for women, for whom no past culture provides 
adequate models. (Bateson, 2000, p. 22).  
 
While there are common threads in the journeys of women leaders, there are also 

lived, told, retold and relived experiences that are unique to each individual. During our 

shared conversations, Susan talked of facing a challenge that has shaped the leader she is 

becoming and in the reliving of it, she attends to how she has come to terms with it. As a 

leader, she has experienced tragic events that have occurred within her schools and that 

have deeply and profoundly affected the students, the staffs, the communities and the 

leadership, all of whom have lived the experience of the tragedy alongside her. 

Embedded in her stories of leadership, successes, challenges, and family are her stories 

of leading through these tragedies. In the following relived experience, Susan tells of 

death, personal physical pain, anxiety, lack of organizational support, learning, personal 

revolution, and the calm she has finally achieved in the face of unparalleled tragedy.  

The other barrier has been my health, my own health. The last three years 
I’ve had a chronic pain issue and a sleep issue and definitely felt off my game. 
Felt a lot of anxiety and stress trying to deal with really intense situations while, 
and it’s a vicious cycle too, because the intense situations make the anxiety and 
the physical pain worse and the lack of sleep makes the physical pain worse and 
then you can’t sleep because of the pain. Those things make you wonder if it’s all 
worth it too.  

I’ve really had to work through so many deaths in my care, and they’ve 
been so regular and so frequent – one every three months - had me in a place that 
intense stress, loss of sleep, personal anxiety, true anxiety. You could set your 
calendar to it, which I feel is a bit superstitious about. I felt superstitious about it 
a year ago and having had it continue this year was awful, but through all of that, 
I’m not thankful for the deaths, but I have gained wisdom. I absolutely have 
gained skills in dealing with really tragic situations at school. This isn’t the 
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legacy that I want, but it seems like it’s the legacy that I’ve been given, the 
journey I’ve had to walk, but I do feel strong right now and I feel joyful. I feel 
like I appreciate my family. The things that are supposed to happen to you when 
you go through hard times, I feel like are happening to me. I feel like I can see 
depths of meaning that I didn’t see before. I make better decisions, I think. It’s 
just a depth of character that’s supposed to happen when you get old. You are 
supposed to be wise and I feel like I will be. I’m not there, but I will be wise. I 
will, could maybe have, a lot to offer, if people will recognize those things as 
achievements.  

(Conversation, May 2014) 
 

Optimism and hope, wisdom and growth are again the dominant threads in the 

journey through the personal and professional challenges posed by having to regularly 

experience the death of a school community member. As Susan relives her journey as a 

leader who has learned to lead through and cope with the death of students, staff and 

community members, I attend to each of the three dimensions of the narrative inquiry 

space. She too attends to temporality, sociality and place. She shares her personal 

emotional journey of the anxiety and stress of dealing with death and reflects on the 

growth she has experienced. She notes the wisdom she has gained over time and looking 

outward, hopes that she can share her wisdom, offering up all that she has learned and 

come to understand about dealing with tragedy. But it is place where I hear as a silent 

story. As a leader, she is responsible for the facility, both inside and out, as well as the 

people who in any way are connected to the school. In earlier stories, both Susan’s and 

my own, I attend to school as a place where we were shaped to be the leaders we are 

today, where we found our confidence and sense of mission, and where we have carried 

out our stories to live by. School, in Susan’s journey, has shifted from a place of comfort 

and confidence to a place of tragedy, of profound sorrow for many and of almost 
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insurmountable professional challenges. I wonder about the tensions that she must 

negotiate as she attempts to balance the extremes of the places that have shaped her.  

As Susan continued to share her lived experiences with tragic events, the 

challenges shifted from dealing with death to feeling unsupported by division personnel 

at a time when all people involved become victims of the tragedy in their own way. Her 

response was to find her own way through the challenges, seek out personal support, and 

learn and grow by using her own experiences and turning to the community for support. 

This is an echo of her earlier lived experiences as she transitioned into a leadership role. 

Again, Susan looks back over time and then shifts forward to the reliving and the 

learning that journeys with her. 

Our division is in a huge state of denial about what these tragedies do to a 
school, what the administrator goes through, what the supports could or should be 
for the administrators dealing with it and the school. I’ve developed my own set 
of protocols that have got better and better with each one, but we just don’t want 
to talk about it. We really don’t see it as conversation worthy. 

I’ve had so many tragedies to deal with as a leader. There are many many 
that stand out in my mind, where it’s just imprinted on me and my DNA as a 
leader now too. Those literal life and death moments, which just humble you, cut 
you to the core in a bad way but in a good way as well. The second last tragedy 
was a very visceral experience. It was really emotional but also in my working 
through that, it has been a real turning point for me, in the sense of letting go any 
sense of control in a healthy and positive way. I can’t hold tighter and prevent 
things from happening. I really just have to stand in a place of humility and try to 
help no matter what happens. Somehow these last two tragedies have helped me 
turn a corner of being ready to do that and not be afraid of it anymore.  

What stands out for me, as a leader, in this last death is that we really 
turned upside down our support. We went to our Aboriginal community, our 
local community and our Elders to tell us what to do, how to support kids. So I 
became a participant instead of a leader or instead of the director. I’m feeling 
good about having been involved as a leader and being in the place now where I 
knew who to go to and the outcome was so different for the kids, the feel in the 
building was so different, my experience was so different. Everything about it 
was better.  
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I’ve had a personal revolution in my leadership each time I’ve had one of 
these tragedies. I feel really well equipped to know the patterns of what is going 
to happen or what may happen, what kinds of things to be mindful of and to be 
thinking of. And I’m also more mindful of how personally, emotionally how it 
will affect me, how to do self-care, practice self-care at that time. And I didn’t 
know that before. I really advocated for our organization to put those kinds of 
procedures into place or just have someone walk principals through their own 
personal care after, during and after, a tragedy has happened, because we are 
impacted. We are victims often in the same way that the staff and students are, 
yet we’re the ones providing all the support, which is then an additional huge 
stress and pressure because the stakes become very high.  

(Conversation, May 2014) 
 

Each time a tragic event occurred, Susan felt, at the time, like she could not 

survive another one. But she persisted, in spite of feeling unsupported by the senior 

administration who didn’t see the necessity of following up with her after a calm had 

returned to the school and the people affected. She independently discovered new ways 

to cope, stayed strong for those whom she had to lead through it. Each time, she reflected 

on the experience, saw new learning in it and brought that new learning forward to the 

next experience. When it happened again, within the same school year, however, she felt 

like she just couldn’t do it anymore. Again, she persisted. After a conversation with her 

superintendent, she began to feel better. Knowing she was more equipped than anyone to 

assume the load of leading through a tragedy, she began to realize that she did not need 

to rely on the support of the division personnel. She did, however, want someone from 

the senior administration to listen to her and learn something from it. Unfortunately, that 

did not happen.  

 As I unpack her experiences with tragedy, I sincerely hope that giving Susan’s 

lived experiences a voice in this narrative inquiry will not only support her but also help 

others to learn should their journey include having to cope with tragic events. Her 
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journey, her story, has much to offer. As she retold and relived this journey of tragedy, 

she looked forward from the lived experience and attended to the person she is 

becoming.  

There’s a calm to me now. I feel like something has just settled in me. I 
was ready to walk away from leadership entirely. Before I felt frantic and having 
faced so much of the worst and even thrived in many ways through it, I feel calm. 
But it almost killed me. A year and a half ago, two years ago, I said two deaths 
ago that I was one death from a resignation. I meant it. Even this last one, my 
superintendent phoned me that day that Christopher died and said, “How are 
you?” And I said, “We have to talk.” I just felt like I couldn’t do it anymore and I 
was going to ask for a classroom or another role, just somewhere where I 
wouldn’t have to be the face of it, be the front line of it. It just happens to, most 
regularly, be kids I kind of love, that kind of thing.  

I’ve been going to counseling for the last couple of years just to deal with 
the school tragedies because it has a huge residue that it leaves on you IF you are 
going to be open and authentic. I guess you could be more closed off, but that 
takes a toll on you in a different way I think. I’m just trying to stand in the river 
and let the water wash over me. 

(Conversation, May 2014) 
 

The Tug-of-War - Stories of Family 
 

Overall, women have not been successful in offsetting their increasing 
responsibilities in the work place with decreased obligations on the home front. 
(Loder, 2005, p. 743) 
 
The final story that I inquire into continues to explore the challenges of 

leadership, but in this story, Susan shares her lived experiences as a mother and wife and 

how the threads of her family stories are interwoven so tightly with her role as a leader. 

When Susan’s landscape shifted from the classroom to the office, her children were one 

and four years old. She was enrolled in graduate studies at the time and her husband was 

a principal in an elementary school. Those first couple years, she recalls, “were a blur”. 

Aside from her duties as a vice principal and graduate student, she was responsible for 
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childcare, housecleaning, laundry and meal preparation, among the many other day-to-

day household and parenting responsibilities.  

That first year was way easier then it is now in the sense that now I’m far 
more often called out to deal with kid things. There wasn’t kid driving in the 
evenings. I didn’t have any of that. There were school events, but I just brought 
my little ones with me and that was fine. The hard part was writing my thesis 
during that time. And then I went to Danburg High School. That was really 
difficult, because I was writing my thesis. I felt very isolated there. I didn’t have 
a [professional] partner who I connected well with or felt supported by. I 
remember every single day rushing to try to pick the kids up from daycare on 
time and I was always late because there was always a call I had to make and 
things I had to do. That was the pressure of those years, just picking the kids up 
on time.  

 
At the time Susan was living the blurred existence of being a high school vice principal, 

a student and a mother of a toddler and preschooler, I wonder if she knew then that it 

was easier than it would be in the future. I asked if she knew then that it was hard or if 

she was caught up in the excitement of her new role, new school and new 

responsibilities, and she reflected that she saw her situation then as being a very difficult 

one. Looking back from her current lens, she is awakened to how it was actually easier 

then, than it would soon become. She sees now that the most challenging part of her day 

in relation to the family pressures was the recurring stress of picking her children up on 

time.  

When Susan’s landscape shifted and she was moved to a Danburg High School, 

the isolation to which she refers is a salient factor in her experience. A relational leader, 

Susan relives an experience when not feeling supported by a professional partner created 

for her a challenging environment, both personally and socially. Without the trusting 

relationships she had at her first school, the stresses of leadership and family became 

almost insurmountable. Eventually Susan and her husband hired a housekeeper, a 
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laundry service and a college student who acted as her personal assistant. Without these 

supports, Susan felt that she would not have survived in a leadership role.  

An Episode of Chopped  

Women seeking to be included in leadership have had to negotiate the conflicting 
demands made upon them by their dual role as best they could on an individual 
basis. (Greg, 2007, p. 8) 
 
For a parent who is a leader in a high school, one of the responsibilities is 

returning to the school in the evening for events and meetings. In this case, the leader’s 

responsibility exceeds the hours of the school day and steals from the hours available to 

spend with family. Susan retells her experience of having evening obligations at the 

school once her own children were old enough to have their own evening activities.  

Then the kids began having activities too in the evening, so you’re driving 
them around. You’re just not home very often. Even now the kids have 
something every single night during the week and so you come home, it’s a 
Chopped episode of 30 minutes to make dinner, scarf it and off to the next event.  

For me it’s totally dependent on my school assignment. It’s so different 
from one school to another – how close it is to my house, how close it is to the 
kids’ schools. The kids have grown up coming to our schools and that’s been 
some of our family time. The kids still really like coming to school events. We 
just build that in as family time. And one thing about admin that you don’t have 
as a classroom teacher is a bit more flexibility. If the kids have a Mother’s Day 
tea at their school, I can get my colleague to cover me while I run out to do it, 
without as much hassle as a classroom teacher might have. In some ways there is 
more flexibility.  

But what is very hard for me as a high school principal is the load of 
evenings. That’s the unbearable part for me that I really struggle with. And if I 
were to make a different choice about where I wanted to be right now it would be 
around that because from September through around March I’m probably three 
evenings a week at school. And a lot of weekends too, for part of the weekend.  

When I was an elementary principal, it was at most two evenings a 
month. So one principal does not equal another principal in expectation and 
workload at all. That’s where I have regrets and have guilt around that time I’m 
missing with my kids. I’m not sure that’s worth it. I’m pretty sure it’s not worth 
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it. I struggle with it every day. I really do. And then we get to the time of year 
where a lot of the activities ease at school and I think, “Ok, I can manage.”  
 Where I am right now is really handy. It just happens that most of my kids’ 
activities are close to the school. It’s been a lot better than at Danburg where it 
did feel unbearable and I probably would have made a role change or a career 
change soon if I’d stayed there. I just didn’t see my family.  

(Conversation, May 2014) 
 
As Susan relives the experience of work, family, guilt, inequity and time, I attend to her 

attempt to find the balance between work and family. The image of Susan playing a 

never-ending game of tug-of-war with herself floods my senses. Each relived experience 

contains threads of hope that her choice to lead is the right one, but these threads are 

woven around coarser threads of fear and uncertainty that her choice may not be worth 

the time she sacrifices. Even in the midst of her struggle to make it all work, however, 

Susan remains optimistic and hopeful. As I think with this story I come to understand 

that Susan is trying to balance her own internal struggle about what is best for her as a 

professional and for her as a mother and wife. I attend to the ‘back and forth’ 

observations of her role and see that her challenges are as much internal (what she wants 

and is obligated to do as a principal and what is right to do by her family) as they are 

external (physically being present for her family and doing her job well by being fully 

‘present’ as an administrator). Also significant in her stories of family is the inequitable 

division of labour that she must negotiate daily. I wonder if the very nature of this 

struggle is an element that causes other potential women leaders to postpone their 

professional advancement or if, like Susan, many are unaware of the challenges in 

balancing work and family before they commit to pursuing a leadership role. The idea 

that women might be unaware is a bumping place for me. The dominant narrative fosters 

the belief that women’s opportunities for success as leaders are equal to that available to 
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men, but this is not the case (Knowles, et al., 2009). If women are to find success in 

managing their multiple roles, more work must be done to prepare them for the realities 

that continue to exist on the educational landscape.  

Susan optimistically sees that in her role as an administrator there are advantages 

for her as a parent, as well as the disadvantages. She has more flexibility than she would 

have as a teacher and has opportunity to blend her work and family life by including her 

children in the school activities that she feels required to attend. She is also wakeful to 

the role that place has in being able to manage both work and family. Her years at 

Danburg were years of struggle, in part because of the distance she was required to travel 

each day, and in part because she was battling the physical symptoms of the stress and 

anxiety caused by the tragic events she had to lead through and the increasing demands 

of her family life. There is a better chance for her to ‘manage’ if the school to which she 

is assigned is either close to her home, her children’s school or more recently, her 

children’s evening activities. At the time of our conversations, Susan’s assignment was 

in close proximity to her home and her children’s activities, so as she looked backward, 

inward and outward she could see the balance was better than it had been. She was able 

to ‘manage.’ I noted that it was also that time of year when the school activities are fewer 

so time required away from home for work reasons is reduced.  

Also challenging for many women leaders is the role that many women play 

within their families. In homes where the woman is required to assume the traditionally 

held responsibilities of parenting and managing the household, the burden carried by 

women leaders is far greater than that for which a man leader would be responsible 

(Greg, 2007). This inequity presents a challenge for women leaders who aspire to be 
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effective leaders and whose professional goals are to continue moving forward in their 

career taking on greater responsibilities and move higher up the hierarchy of power. 

The traditional roles and responsibilities of being a woman in marriage 
and family is in and of itself a huge barrier and adds a load of stress and pressure 
that has been almost unbearable at times. Honestly, if I knew then what I know 
now about how that would be, I would have been really nervous about applying 
for leadership ever in the first place. I’m glad I did, looking back. Ask me in five 
years, but I’m starting to think it was the right thing for me and I’m glad I’ve 
done it and for my family it’s going to work out. It’ll be just fine. Oh, I’m going 
to get a little emotional (tears began to well up). Like trying to do a good job of, I 
think as women we too, we work, we are relationship focused and I need close 
relationships with all my friends, with my family, with my kids. I need to spend 
time with all those people so just the demands of time have been really 
unbearable at times. It’s been a huge barrier.  

We have close friends where the husband does all the cooking and the 
cleaning. I have this really interesting contrast in my own home because we were 
both school administrators at the same time and I was kind of a step behind him 
(long pause). At one point in life, my husband’s rationale was that he has to get 
home later because he was a school administrator and I was still teaching. But 
when I entered those roles, I still retained all of the duties. Part of that is that I’m 
passive and, again, I don’t seek conflict. But later in my life I’ve learned to re-
balance and force him to re-balance some of that, but he’s not naturally inclined 
to take on parenting or house roles. At all. 

(Conversation, May 2014) 
 

In regards to the barriers that women leaders face within the organization as a result of 

having familial responsibilities, Susan does not feel that women are excluded from 

opportunities because they have family obligations, but she does tell of a direct barrier 

that may prevent some women leaders from taking on more professional responsibilities. 

Time, she notes, is the barrier. Women leaders may have to exclude themselves from 

opportunities because it steals even more time away from the family.  

 No one looks at you and says “she’s a mom so she shouldn’t be” but the ways, 
the times you have to not do a project… I mean I’ve said yes to almost 
everything that’s come my way, but it’s just too much. You have to say no to 
things that would put you on that path, because of the kids. Orthodontic 
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appointments, vet appointments and all that. I do all that stuff. There have been 
times where I’ve rebelled against it. 

Many times I’ve felt like I’m very effective at work and completely at the 
expense of my home and my family. And then there’s times when both of those 
things fall apart. Usually one of them is working well and one isn’t. It’s rare that 
it’s all working well. And I think we take it personally.  

(Conversation, May 2014)  
 

Conclusion - I’d Like to Tell My Younger Self 
 

 If you can meet with Triumph and Disaster 
 And treat those two impostors just the same; . . . (Rudyard Kipling) 
 

After each conversation with Susan and Alexa, I had so many more questions. 

There was so much I still wanted to know about, but recognizing that I needed to 

transition out of the field and begin studying my field notes and field texts and inquiring 

into their stories, I asked for one final conversation between the three of us. We gathered 

at my house after work and continued to inquire into our storied lives. I asked each of the 

women to think with their stories, the many stories that they had shared with me, and 

reflect on new learnings, new understandings or new ways of looking at their lives as 

women leaders that may have resulted from the reliving of so many of their experiences.  

Susan began in the midst of her stories by reflecting on what she would like to 

tell her younger self.  

I’d like to tell my younger self of even a couple of years ago that it will be 
ok. But it hasn’t felt ok for a lot of that time at all. I’ve told you. I really didn’t 
sleep for two solid years and when I think of that, when I think of my kids, who 
seem fine to great, depending on the day, I still worry a lot about have I given 
enough of myself, have I over-invested more in other people’s kids and not 
enough in my own kids. Maybe in about ten years I will know if I’ve made the 
right decisions by them. I don’t know, right now if I had to do it again, I don’t 
know if I would.  

I really don’t know if I would. I have tried really hard and I’m going to 
continue trying hard and I’m still more passionate than even about leadership and 
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how important leadership is. The personal cost has been far more than I ever 
expected. Far more.        

(Group Conversation, June 2014) 
 
Again, as I think with this story I see Susan’s internal struggle. She carries the guilt of a 

woman whose professional aspirations conflict with her personal beliefs and familial 

obligations. This is common to many women leaders who have childcare and domestic 

responsibilities (Knowles, et al., 2009), but knowing that other women have similar 

experiences does not make her journey any less challenging. What seems to carry her 

through her conflicting emotions is her hopeful attitude, thinking that in time, she will 

look back again and know that she was blessed to have been given the opportunity to 

realize her vision for education and feel that her family has not suffered. She 

optimistically looked at the flip side of not knowing if she would make the same choices 

should she be given a re-do.  

I want to say too that I think the flip side to that, when I reflect and look 
back, I think of individual students and just the impact they’ve had on me and I 
think I’ve had on them, and how joyful that’s been. I feel really proud of the 
work, really proud of the work.  

I need ten more years to know if it was the right thing to do. I’m still in 
the valley of it right now. I think in ten more years I will say what a blessing and 
I hope to not have regrets but it’s too soon to tell. 

(Group Conversation June 2014) 
 

Looking forward, Susan accepts that in time she may relive her past experiences 

and accept that she made all the right choices. She considers the sociality of her stories, 

looking inward and outward, and acknowledges that she is proud not only of the work 

she has done and the impact she has had on others, but also the impact that others have 

had on her. She is hopeful.  
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A cluttered Heart 

Leaders on the educational landscape are the keepers and carriers of information. 

As Susan attempts to distill the role of a leader in relation to the information and stories 

s/he must have, hold, and dispense, she relives her experience and sees that she has 

shifted her understanding of being the keeper of information and stories.  

Information is a currency, but sometimes you don’t want to know. You 
really don’t. That’s a big shift I’ve made because I was always really an 
information seeker and wanted to know everything and there might have been a 
part of me that entered leadership because I wanted to be in the know, but I’m not 
wanting to know everything anymore. I’m happy not to know. My brain is 
cluttered enough. My heart is cluttered enough. 

(Conversation, May 2014) 
 

Information is a currency, but the shifting landscapes of Susan’s personal and 

professional lives bring forward for her a deeper understanding of the value of such 

currency. As she reflects she sees that now there is so much for her brain and heart to 

hold, that if she is to make room for personal and essential professional information, then 

there is little room left for extraneous information.  

It’s Not For the Money 

Conversations with Susan were enlightening, interesting, easy and comfortable. 

Her optimism, hope, authenticity and confidence are the threads to which I am constantly 

wakeful. While she struggles with the challenges of being a woman leader, faces 

frustrations in her work every day, and at times puzzles about her choices to be a leader, 

she remains confident that in time the choices she has made both personally and 

professionally will be a blessing and she will have no regrets. I conclude Susan’s chapter 

with her words.  
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I wanted an impact. I wanted, I had a vision for how school should be. I 
knew how I could make a really successful classroom and I felt like I knew how 
almost every kid could come to my class, learn, have a fun time while doing it, 
and I wanted to see if I could create a climate in the school that was the same. 
And I still have that vision and that’s definitely the heat and light of that vision. 
It’s still there or I wouldn’t be doing this. It’s not worth the money, that’s for 
sure.  

(Conversation, May 2014) 
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Chapter 6 – Similar Threads in Unique Tapestries 
 
Still in the Midst – Ending with the Beginning in Mind 
 

Inquiries conclude still in the midst of living and telling, retelling and reliving, 
the stories of the experiences that make up narrative inquirers’ and participants’ 
lives, both individual and social. (Clandinin, 2013, p. 44) 

 
 As I prepared to take my place in the interview, I did a quick mental run 
through of the rest of my day. Even though it was a busy week at school, I was prepared 
and ready. Tonight was the open house at school for prospective families. Because it was 
the first open house that I had organized at the school, I was feeling the pressure of 
coordinating and hosting a glitch-free evening that would please and impress parents, 
students and teachers. I was not as much worried about the parents and students, as I was 
worried about the teachers. They seem to have strong opinions on how such an evening 
should be structured and the new format we had planned for the event was sure to come 
under scrutiny and criticism from those who did not like, want or see the need for 
change. My mind teeter-tottered from the open house event to the presentation I was 
about to give. I tried to get focused on one thing, but I could not stop myself from 
running through a mental checklist to ensure that no detail of the evening had been 
forgotten. 

Once I was seated in the reception area at the division office, I quickly read 
through the presentation I had prepared. Having memorized and timed it, I knew I could 
easily get through it in less than 15 minutes – the maximum time I was given to present. 
As I waited, I realized that I was actually looking forward to this interview. After all, I 
had already been six months in the job for which I was now interviewing. When I was 
informed of which superintendents would comprise the interview panel, I reflected on 
something both Susan and Alexa had shared in our group conversation. They both 
believed that it was good to interview with someone who did not know you because you 
could authentically share what you do and know with someone who does not already 
know that. For the first time in my leadership interviews, one of the panel members 
neither knew me nor had interviewed me before, so I felt like this was an opportunity to 
tell something to someone who did not know me or my career accomplishments.  

As I look back, I realize that I was not actually nervous. I was anxious to do well, 
however, so had thoroughly prepared, perhaps even over prepared. Again, I recalled the 
group conversation with Susan and Alexa where both retold stories of over preparing for 
interviews. I recognized that somehow knowing I was like these other women, even in 
some small way, gave me comfort and strength. We had common threads in each of our 
unique journeys. 

      (Journal Entry, March 2015) 
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I entered this narrative inquiry in the midst of my life as a woman leader and in 

the midst of the participants’ lives and am leaving in the midst as well. At no time, 

however, was I more awakened to being in the midst than I was when I began to 

conclude this narrative inquiry. As I looked back at my narrative beginnings and the 

personal and social milieus in which I began the inquiry, it seemed logical to conclude 

the research text with my most recent leadership experience. Looking back, I now see 

that this story, this moment, came out of all the other moments and points toward a 

future (Clandinin, 2013). Once again, I reflected on the experience of a day and attended 

to the shifting of landscapes and shifting of my stories to live by.  

As I move forward in my leadership journey, I continue to live in the midst of my 

storied experiences and continue to be shaped by them. After this last interview, I 

reflected on and journaled about the experience. In doing so I attended to the story of my 

first leadership interview, which I relived in Chapter 1. In each of these two stories are 

woven very similar threads of personal-social milieu, as well as place, which I had not 

expected to discover. Looking inward, I became aware of how much I, as a leader and a 

woman, have grown since that time, weaving new threads into my tapestry. I am also 

awakened to a confidence and assuredness of myself as a leader that I did not see or feel 

before. I also feel the support and community provided through the lived experiences of 

Susan, Alexa, the women of my chosen community and other women whose stories I 

hold. I am awakened as well to the common narrative threads that each Susan, Alexa and 

I have woven into our unique tapestries. Through the living, telling, retelling and reliving 

of my experiences, my understanding of who I am and who I continue to become as a 

woman leader has deepened and shifted.  
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When I began to puzzle about the journeys of women leaders, I was personally 

motivated by my own experiences, the need to make sense of these experiences and how 

they were shaped by choices I had made. I puzzled about what experiences had shaped 

the leader I was becoming and how my stories to live by had shifted as I moved into the 

educational leadership landscape as a woman. Attending to the multiplicity of my storied 

life as a woman, leader, academic, wife, mother, and so on, I also puzzled about how the 

many roles could be successfully woven together, in turn providing personal and 

professional satisfaction and balance in my life. I experienced tensions when my stories 

to live by bumped up against the dominant narrative of leadership and women as leaders. 

I attempted to navigate the tensions that arose not only when my place as a teacher 

shifted to my place as a leader but also when my personal and professional relationships 

changed as my landscapes shifted. In each stage of my leadership journey I attempted to 

negotiate the tensions that arose between my professional and personal lives and those 

that arose around my identity as a woman leader and my identity as a leader whose 

gender should not, as I believed, be relevant in the holding of power or voice amongst 

other leaders. As I continued to puzzle about my journey, I also wondered about other 

women leaders and their journeys. 

A Return to the Practical and Social Justifications  

If we are alerted to the work being done by the various discourses we are 
invoking, we can then more effectively reflect on and change limiting and 
disempowering discursive practices, such as those that have marginalized women 
in the field of educational leadership. (Court, 2005, p. 16) 

 
In an effort to contextualize this research into the lives of women leaders 

practically, theoretically and socially, I attended to how narrative inquiry would fit with, 

enlarge, or shift the social, practical and theoretical conversations around the experiences 
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of women leaders (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Through hearing the unique stories of 

women leaders, I was able to raise questions about leadership theory and development 

and “illuminate the experiences not only of and for other [women leaders] but also of 

how the discourse of the social and theoretical contexts” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 

124) has shaped the landscapes and personal-social milieus in which they live and lead.  

I have given voice to the storied lives of women leaders with the intent to break 

the silences that continue to travel with us. While I am aware that I have not nor cannot 

tell the whole story, I have restoried the experiences of Susan and Alexa and brought my 

own storied experiences metaphorically alongside theirs in an effort to offer practising 

and aspiring leaders opportunities to reflect upon their own life stories and share in the 

stories of others so that they might make meaning of, learn and grow from the retold and 

relived experiences. This process, according to Turner and Mavin (2007) is “a more 

powerful approach to leadership development . . . [than] focusing upon traditional 

models and theories of how to ‘be’ a leader” (p. 388). It is my hope that this research can 

thus inform leadership development theory and practice.  

Echoes of Experience 

Our hope is to create research texts that allow audiences to engage in resonant 
remembering as they lay their experiences alongside the inquiry experiences, to 
wonder alongside participants and researchers who were part of the inquiry. 
(Clandinin, 2013, p. 51) 

 
When I began this narrative inquiry, I had a set of preconceived notions about 

what I might discover as I explored the lived, told, retold and relived experiences of the 

participants. I had, after all, thought about leadership experiences for many years and had 

for a long time used a feminist lens to define those experiences. During the composition 

of my narrative beginnings, previous tensions of interpretation returned. As I relived and 
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retold my stories, I was awakened to who I was within the inquiry space and the 

narratives of experience that I brought to the participants’ narratives. I puzzled about 

how my own experiences might influence the way I would interpret the participants’ 

stories and wondered if I would be able to authentically represent their experiences as I 

moved from field and interim texts to the research text. I puzzled about conversations I 

would have with Susan and Alexa and wondered if I would lead the conversations or 

probe further so that I might hear what I was expecting to hear. Knowing that tensions 

are educative spaces, however, I inquired into the tensions I was experiencing and my 

knowing shifted. I have come to understand that I am not an objective inquirer but am 

part of the world that I am creating. I came to accept that during the move from field to 

interim texts I would create opportunities to move back and forth with the participants 

and the texts we were composing and in this way ensure authentic representations of 

their stories. Most importantly, I understood the critical need to maintain a view of Susan 

and Alexa as individuals, not as exemplars of a category or as representatives whose 

experiences I could generalize.  

The goal of this narrative inquiry is thus to provide the unique experiences of 

women leaders and attend to these experiences in a manner that honours individuals, 

without focusing on the singular notion of the category of ‘woman’ or homogenizing 

women’s experiences (Lindemann Nelson, 1995; Stead & Elliot, 2012; Wrushen & 

Sherman, 2008). To this end, I have constructed individual chapters in which the day-to-

day lived experiences of Susan and Alexa would, independent of each other and of my 

findings from the literature, be the knowledge around which I develop my research. This 

approach is grounded in the Deweyan theory of experience in which growth results 
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through reflection on the continuity, situation and interaction of ordinary experiences. It 

is my hope that by giving voice to each of the participants’ storied lives, honouring their 

experiences as knowledge, and bringing my own storied experiences metaphorically 

alongside theirs, I have provided for other leaders the opportunity to find community, 

support, learning, or insight as they attempt to make meaning of their own experiences. It 

is also my hope that I have contributed to existing leadership research, theory and 

development.  

While it is not my intent to categorize or generalize, I have been awakened to 

resonances across our experiences and have attended to the “educative promise” 

(Clandinin, 2013, p. 76) that these resonances hold. In these spaces “snapshots of . . . 

experience can provide future and present administrators with an opportunity to share the 

experiences vicariously . . . [They also] provide rich information and an invitation to 

reflect on the implications of the experience[s]” (Duncan, 1995, p. 5). Turner and Mavin 

(2007) maintain that “by analysing commonalities that leaders share, experiences can be 

more fully understood . . . and enable a contribution to existing approaches and theory of 

leadership” (p. 383) and can potentially contribute to existing leadership theory and 

leader development. As I moved back and forth between and within field texts, interim 

texts and finally the research text, I attended not only to the three-dimensional narrative 

inquiry space, but also to the many layers of narrative that were present, the potential 

narrative intersections, and the common threads of narrative that emerged (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000). Working with field texts, constructing interim texts and composing this 

final research text, I was awakened to the echoes across and within our stories. 

Sometimes there were echoes between either Susan or Alexa’s experiences and my own. 
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In other instances, the same retold or relived stories echoed throughout all three of our 

experiences. As I explore the resonances I use them to look forward and find possible 

social and practical learnings. 

Entering into Leadership – Here’s your keys 

It is also in the hearing of others’ stories that we can metaphorically lay our 
stories alongside another’s seeking resonances and reverberations that help us 
reimagine who we might become. (Clandinin & Raymond, 2006, p. 103) 

 
Both women and men make the decision to enter leadership at different times in 

their careers and for different reasons. The arc of a woman’s career is typically different 

than that of a man’s (Greg, 2007; Kruger, 2008; Loder, 2005; Marczynski & Gates, 

2013). Women generally enter leadership later in their career than do men, in part 

because they choose to remain longer in teaching roles than their male counterparts and 

often they wait until their domestic responsibilities are more manageable and better 

aligned with the responsibilities demanded by leadership roles (Greg, 2007; Marczynski 

& Gates, 2013). The motivation to enter leadership is also unique to each individual. As 

Alexa and Susan shared their stories of entering leadership, I attended to the 

individuality of each woman’s experiences both in motivation and timing, but I also 

attended to the common threads that emerged. As I brought forward my own stories, I 

could see similar threads that created resonances between our experiences. 

Understanding that the common experiences are socially significant, I have attended to 

them in a way that may help other women leaders to make meaning of their own 

journeys.  

There are two elements of our entry into leadership on which I have chosen to 

focus:  Motivation to enter leadership and early experiences as leaders.  
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The Inciting Force 

 We are both representatives and unique. (Bateson, 2000, p. 228) 
 

In the sharing of our stories, Alexa, Susan and I reflected on where our leadership 

journeys began. As we travelled back across time and brought our stories forward, 

common narrative threads emerged. Alexa and I, for example, retold experiences of 

strong, humble mothers who modeled the work ethic, dedication and commitment that 

became organically embedded in our stories to live by.  A common thread that wove 

itself through all of our storied experiences was the realization that regardless of our 

leadership roles, we are, at heart, teachers.  In spite of the stories of family and stories of 

teaching that we connected to our leadership journeys, none of us recalled becoming 

teachers with the goal of moving into leadership. This, according to Hall (1996), is the 

“typical female path of advancement” (p. 72). As we looked back, however, and brought 

forward our stories of school, each of us relived early teaching experiences and 

conversations with colleagues that shifted our thinking. In the reliving of these 

experiences we shifted from seeing our entry into leadership as “accidental” as Susan 

explained, “getting something to stick” as Alexa described, or being “seduced” as I 

claimed, to an intentional choice that in each of our situations, arose from conversations 

prompted by colleagues and administrators with whom we were working at the time. 

Notably, in each situation a male colleague or administrator initiated the conversation 

that shifted our thinking and motivated us to consider leadership. Once our thinking had 

shifted we looked to other leaders, both women and men, for advice, guidance and 

mentorship. Even though there were not, at the time that Alexa and Susan entered 

leadership, many female leaders to whom they could look as role models, they sought 
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and found the support they needed. I too sought out other women leaders on whom I 

might rely for mentorship and support. Once our thinking shifted, so too did our 

landscapes and our stories to live by. Both Alexa and Susan were appointed vice 

principalships directly from their teaching roles and while I remained in the same school 

in a teacher-leader role, the landscape on which I lived my stories with colleagues and 

friends on staff began to shift.   

Early Experiences  

New principals focus first on issues of survival and control, move through a 
period of stability and maintenance, and then develop an interest in leadership 
and professional confirmation. (Smulyan, 2000, p. 78)  
  
 
The retelling and reliving of our early school experiences included for each of us 

a “non-example of leadership” situation. As I searched for my place of experience, I 

recalled the story of Mr. Fulton, the principal who I believed used his gender, stature and 

position of power, to intimidate or control me. The reliving of this experience drew for 

me a clear picture of what I had, even as a new, inexperienced teacher, envisioned a 

leader to be or do and not be or do. I asked Alexa when she had first begun thinking 

about leadership, and she looked back over time reliving an experience she had as a first-

year teacher when an administrator’s style created a place of tension for her as a teacher. 

Susan shared a story of an early leadership experience and her observations of effective 

and ineffective leaders. Reflecting on a non-example and bringing it alongside the other 

educative examples of leadership she had experienced during her career, Susan 

concluded that she could develop what was necessary to be a strong leader. Her reliving 

of this story, along with my own and Alexa’s stories, awakened me to the profound value 
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of our early experiences, particularly when we bring them forward and reflect on them 

through our current lens of experience and wondering. 

Laying a Foundation to Lead 

I’m going to need a theoretical base. I need to expand my capacity as an 
academic too. (Alexa Fielding, 2014) 
 
Other common threads in our journeys include the pursuit of higher education. 

Before formally entering into leadership, Susan and Alexa began graduate studies. Susan 

and I were personally motivated and began our graduate studies, not in administration 

but in curriculum and instruction, before identifying leadership as a potential future. 

During her studies, however, Susan began to think more consciously about leadership 

and felt the need to have more of a voice within the school. At this time she also took 

more interest in the decision-making processes and operations of a school. I began a 

graduate studies program while I was a core leader, but my purpose was solely the 

fulfillment of a long-time personal goal that I had abandoned years before when the 

demands of my work and family became too overwhelming. Once I had begun my 

graduate work, however, I was quickly awakened to the theoretical foundation I was 

building as a teacher-leader. Alexa began her studies with the intent of ensuring a 

theoretical foundation on which she could build a future in leadership. It too was a 

personal endeavor, however, not a professional obligation. As I reflect on our common 

stories, I wonder if the pursuit of higher education was in itself a motivating factor of 

which we were unaware at the time. Or was it the leaders we were already becoming that 

motivated us to further deepen our understanding of education regardless of future plans?  
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Drinking From a Fire Hydrant 

There’s a lot of technical things you have to know, so it was crazy. (Susan Aimes, 
2014) 

 
Entering leadership is a unique experience for each person who chooses the 

journey. The motivation, timing, process and personal situation is different for every 

leader. When Alexa and Susan relived their early experiences of becoming leaders, 

however, I was awakened to experiences that resonated again with my own.  

 Alexa and Susan both applied for leadership positions in the spring. Both were 

appointed vice principals directly from their teaching roles, both started in new schools 

with new leadership teams and both reflected on having to ‘hit the ground running’. 

Alexa tells of spending every day during the summer in an effort to understand her new 

role and be prepared but ultimately compared her overwhelming experience to drinking 

out of a fire hydrant. Susan tells of starting at a new school, with a new leadership team 

and a new leadership model. Neither had any formal (or informal) leadership preparation 

or development. Susan was handed the keys. Alexa searched in vain for the book.  

As Susan and Alexa retold and relived their experiences through their current 

lens of wisdom and understanding, they laughed – not a joyous laugh, but a head-shaking 

laugh, a laugh that conveyed disbelief that they survived, in spite of being overwhelmed 

by the work and other plotlines they were living at the same time and receiving little to 

no support or training. I sensed that only in the reliving of these experiences, were both 

Susan and Alexa awakened to the absence of leadership preparation, training or 

development and, looking forward, the effect this has had on them as leaders still in the 

midst on their professional landscapes. During our group conversation, Alexa decided 

that maybe she should write the book of leadership, but realized that it would have to be 
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a graphic novel as women in leadership would not have time to read the book. Another 

woman leader and friend suggested that perhaps a digital version of the book, such as a 

YouTube video or TED Talk, might be an even more accessible medium for women 

leaders. Susan noted that new leaders continue to be similarly inducted. Identifying past 

and current processes by which new leaders are placed in leadership roles resonated very 

loudly with my experiences. 

Entering leadership, for me, was a more gradual process than it was for either 

Susan or Alexa, but the induction process of receiving no development and limited 

support was the same. My first leadership role was a teacher-leader role for which I 

applied and was appointed. When I assumed the role, I had only my observations of the 

previous core leader on which to base my knowledge of the duties and responsibilities I 

had assumed. There was no role description or definition, no rubric against which I could 

assess myself, and no feedback. The following three leadership roles happened quite 

differently, but the induction process continued to be the same. I did not initially apply 

for the next three roles I have held but was offered each one in an acting capacity for the 

remainder of the school year. In each situation, I was appointed not at the beginning of a 

school year, but in the middle of a semester or school year. As a result, I had no time to 

adjust, no time to prepare, and no time to even unpack my belongings in a new place. 

These were definitely hit-the-ground-running experiences. There was no book. And like 

Susan and Alexa, I received no guidance, no leadership training, support or development 

and not only did my existing professional relationships continue to change, but I also had 

to forge new relationships. After assuming the role of core leader, I was abruptly 

awakened to the shifting social milieu when a trusted colleague accused me of being one 
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of them. I was left to compose a life on a new landscape without the professional 

practical knowledge to do so with confidence. 

Playing Multiple Roles 

The challenge for mother-educators is to engage in a constant search for their 
own development while there is a multitude of relationships and expectations of 
‘others’ that further define them. (Knowles, et al., 2007, p. 338) 

 
While some women achieve success and recognition as they seek to excel as 

leaders and mothers, wives and sisters, colleagues and friends, others find the journey 

challenging and struggle to find success. Many women have difficulty reconciling the 

multiple roles they play, the socially constructed expectations placed upon them in these 

roles and the commitments that they have within each of the roles. The struggle to 

reconcile this multiplicity often leads to feelings of inadequacy and guilt (Knowles, 

Nieuwenhuis & Smit, 2009). The imposition of impossible and unrealistic expectations, 

according to Knowles et al., is a result of societally constructed and deeply embedded 

expectations of the ideal mother and ideal worker. In spite of these expectations, women 

are attempting to “become more effective in their competing roles . . . [coming] to terms 

with who they are when balancing their multiple role expectations” (p. 341). The cultural 

assumptions, beliefs and values on which the expectations are founded have historically 

been the norm; therefore, women who attempt to deconstruct their multiple and 

competing roles are often situated outside of what is considered socially acceptable.  

My experiences as a mother and leader certainly echo the above challenges of 

thriving within the multiplicity of my life. Susan and Alexa retold and relived stories of 

experience that also echo this same tension. Even though Alexa and I temporarily left 

our teaching careers in an effort to secure some kind of balance in our lives and Susan 
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did not, the personal and social milieus in which we have lived, and continue to live, as 

leaders, wives, mothers and so on reflect the commonality of our journeys as we struggle 

to make sense of our accomplishments, pride, guilt, inadequacy and regret. The 

following stories resonated across our shared experiences.  

Playing school 

 I think we’re always students. (Alexa Fielding, 2014) 

Whether it is a personal quest or a professional obligation, taking graduate 

studies and writing a master’s thesis or a doctoral dissertation, while working in a 

leadership role, and managing domestic responsibilities can be challenging. Bringing 

forward experiences of managing family, work and personal pursuits motivated Susan 

and Alexa to see this time in their lives differently now than they did then. They looked 

inward, attended to their personal and social milieus both then and now, and were 

awakened to place as significant elements in their journeys. Because I am still in the 

midst of writing a master’s thesis, I have a perspective different from theirs, but I too 

have stories of managing the challenges posed by and negotiating the tensions caused by 

living out multiple roles, one of which is my role as a student.  

In the reliving of her stories of starting graduate studies, writing a thesis and 

assuming her first leadership role as a vice principal, Alexa reflected first on her role as a 

mother and wife. She retold stories of the non-negotiables in her household, such as 

Sunday dinners with family and attending her children’s activities, as well as the “mess” 

they lived in and the “craziness” of those years. She also tells of the support she received 

from her husband and children. She explains, “The kitchen table, we never saw it again! 

The kids were, in their own ways, proud of what I did, but I think it was annoying 
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because I was always going to class or I had crap all over the place” (Conversation, May, 

2014). While Alexa looked back and retold this story of attempting to balance her 

multiple roles, she laughed a great deal and I reflected on her experience of the 

experience noting that it appears so much more manageable now in the reliving than it 

was then. Throughout this narrative inquiry, my understanding has shifted. I now see that 

through the reliving of our stories we are able to reimagine who we are and what 

experiences have shaped us to be the individuals we are becoming. I wonder if this is 

how we create coherence in our lives and smooth our stories. 

This shared experience resonated with my own stories of non-negotiables, 

children and academic life. In spite of the time commitment to my paid work and my 

work as a student, there were, and continue to be, family commitments that I am not 

willing to compromise. Like Alexa, I adhere to our Sunday family dinner routines, 

regular family visits to see my aging father, and family-event attendance. This adherence 

to non-negotiables undoubtedly adds stress to the roles I live out on other landscapes. In 

an effort to reduce the tensions caused by negotiating place as I shift from role to role, I 

have incorporated an office into my home. The kitchen table, like Alexa’s, has 

disappeared under the burden of my research. And my young adult children, while proud 

of what I am doing, are at times annoyed with the time I dedicate to my personal 

academic commitments. Looking back over time, I am awakened to the metaphorical 

hats that I have worn and still wear and see that I may have two or three hats on at a time 

or be wearing just one, but always holding another in each hand, ready to shift roles as 

required.  
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Susan’s stories of family, school and personal academic goals also echo similar 

tensions and challenges. Entering into the graduate studies program when her children 

were very young, Susan’s goal was not leadership. Within the year, however, she had 

transitioned from teacher to leader, adding a new dimension to her professional life and a 

challenge to her personal life. But Susan’s challenge was not only the shifting between 

the multiple roles and the time constraints this placed on her as a leader, mother, wife, 

student and so on.  Her challenge, her enemy, was also the isolation she experienced 

when she moved as a vice principal from the first school where she felt supported by her 

colleagues to her next appointment at a school where she did not have a professional 

partner to whom she felt connected. Being a deeply relational person, the feelings of 

isolation caused Susan stress that presented continued difficulties as she worked to write 

a master’s thesis, develop as a leader, adapt to a new environment, and maintain her 

domestic responsibilities. As she looked back and inward at this experience, she was 

awakened to what she sees now were the greatest pressure of those years as “just picking 

the kids up on time” (Conversation, May, 2014). I, on the other hand, attended to Susan’s 

reliving of the experience and the sadness that crept into her voice clouding her 

persistently optimistic tone. Living the multiplicity of her life was difficult. The 

isolation, for Susan, was debilitating.  

Playing House 

[Women] have not relinquished their deeply entrenched sense of duty to care . . . 
They hold on to the culturally entrenched idea that expected patterns of 
behaviour exist that they must live up to. (Knowles, et al., 2009, p. 341) 

 
Women today continue to struggle with the work-family balance. Loder (2005) 

draws attention to the continued inability of women to “offset their increasing 
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responsibilities in the workplace with decreased obligations on the home front” (p. 743). 

This is in spite of the increased numbers of women who are entering educational 

leadership and the calls to change workplace demands, policies and the societally 

constructed gender-role expectations. At the center of the work-family balance is the 

notion of not having enough time, specifically work time and family time. Even though, 

according to Loder (2005), women leaders “are expected to adopt the same working 

patterns as their male counterparts” (p. 750), they also continue to carry the uneven 

burden of childcare and other domestic responsibilities. This results in time shortages.  

Adding to the difficulty of negotiating the challenges posed by lack of time is the 

lack of role models for women leaders. In their 2008 study, Wrushen and Sherman 

concluded that women devising strategies to aid in the balancing of family and work 

“have few role models for how negotiation between work and home can be achieved” (p. 

466). It is not surprising then, that time was a resonant thread in the stories of Susan and 

Alexa as well as my own.  

  As I composed my narrative beginnings, I was awakened to the notion of work 

as a time thief. I was a victim of not having enough time outside of work because I put 

too much time into working, both at school and at home. Susan and Alexa also shared 

stories of the work-family balance and both, in their relived experiences, expressed guilt 

and regret for the time that leadership has stolen from their families. Susan, who assumes 

the bulk of responsibility for her children and household, spoke of when the balance was 

“manageable” and when it was “unbearable”. Place and personal milieu become central 

to her story as she connected the balance or imbalance to the school where she was 
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assigned and her own personal well-being. She looked inward and identified guilt and 

regrets. 

I have regrets and have guilt around that time I’m missing with my kids. I’m not 
sure that it’s worth it. I’m pretty sure it’s not worth it…I just struggle with it 
every day. When I think of my kids, I worry a lot. Have I given them enough of 
myself? Have I overinvested in other people’s kids and not enough in my own?  

(Conversations, June 2014)  
 
Alexa, looking backward and inward, also relived experiences and saw them in new 

ways. She too identified guilt and regret about the time she spent apart from her family 

because of her leadership roles.  

Maybe I did in some ways neglect my family. I worked every day in the summer 
. . . I don’t do that anymore. I think I’ve put my time in. But I recognize too, I 
didn’t have that balance. I couldn’t find that balance. I was just always working, 
always working, to the detriment of my family, time with my kids. I should have 
been enjoying that time. I probably would have been a better educator, a better 
administrator . . . I just couldn’t see that.  

(Conversations, June 2014) 
 
These stories were particularly poignant moments for me as a researcher. I knew the 

guilt about which they spoke. As their stories resonated with my own, I felt a sense of 

community and knowing someone else has lived a similar story, I somehow felt relief. 

My own journey began to make sense. I hope that as others experience the relived stories 

that they too will feel a sense of community and their understanding of the leadership 

journey will shift.  

Chosen Communities  

There is more subtle dynamic than similarity when groups withdraw from the 
majority and hang out together, and this is the pleasure of differing among 
themselves. (Bateson, 2000, p. 8) 
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Finding the work-family balance is a part of the leadership journey for women 

who have chosen the conventional path of being a wife, mother and leader.  Many 

women leaders also face the challenge of finding a network of supportive colleagues and 

friends. The challenge can be in finding time to belong to a network, either formally or 

informally, or it can be in finding the network of supportive women whom one can trust. 

Coleman (2010) promotes the importance of belonging to a social network claiming that 

networks “act as bridges to parts of the social system to which members are not 

otherwise connected” (p. 770), therefore offering advantages to those who belong. They 

can be formal, informal, personal or prescribed. Networks also offer a social milieu 

which can provide opportunities for women to share experiences, garner the support of 

trusted friends or colleagues and grow in self-confidence. They also provide 

opportunities for mentoring and coaching, which according to Duncan (1995) are 

necessary and vital components of leadership development.  

 One such example of a network is Lindemann Nelson’s (1995) community of 

choice that I have earlier described. Within a chosen community, its members create 

space to tell “narratives of resistance and insubordination” (p 24). These counterstories 

have the potential to “challenge and revise” (p. 24) the dominant narratives of the found 

communities in which we are embedded. Susan, a relational person, tells of a chosen 

community that she believes she “would be dead without . . . Just dead” (Conversation, 

May 2014). After struggling with feelings of alienation and isolation and acknowledging 

that she needed friendship with women like her, Susan began to form a network of 

friends and colleagues. The women in her network are or have become trusted friends 

who also happen to be women in educational leadership roles. With these women, Susan 
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has found a “moral space” where she is free to be an individual, where she can share in 

the lived experiences of other women, and where she can continue to develop into the 

leader she is becoming.  

Susan’s stories of identifying the need for and developing a chosen community 

resonated with my stories. My first leadership experience brought with it feelings of 

alienation and isolation. I referenced earlier the changes in collegial relationships when I 

assumed my leadership roles. As I entered into the liminal spaces between teacher and 

leader, I began to experience loneliness caused by the alienation that seemed to come 

with my new role. As I shifted landscapes and places of practice, the alienation 

continued and the loneliness increased. The more responsibility I had as a leader, the 

further distanced I began to feel from teacher friends and colleagues, so I too have 

membership in a chosen community. In this community, I no longer feel trapped in the 

borderland spaces between teacher and leader. It is a place of learning, of confidence and 

of support. It is a place where I can be an individual but share in the experiences of 

others and feel supported on my journey.  

Costs and Sacrifices 

There is a sacrifice and you have to be prepared to sacrifice. (Fielding, 2014) 
 
One of the tensions I experienced after the shared conversations with Alexa and 

Susan was that some of their lived and told experiences were outside of the experiences 

that I encountered in the literature. Some of the studies I read included brief references to 

feelings of loneliness and isolation or the costs and sacrifices associated with leadership, 

but these concepts were not further or thoroughly developed in the studies. My 

experience was confirmed in the literature. Turner and Mavin (2007) claim that “seldom 
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does mainstream leadership research reveal the internal angst, emotions, self-

questioning, self-doubt or the thoughts and feelings associated with different experiences 

of becoming a leader” (p. 378). I puzzled about why this critical element of leadership 

was not more fully explored. It was a narrative thread that resonated loudly throughout 

the stories of Susan, Alexa and me. So I attended to this tension in an effort to better 

understand angst, emotions, and self-doubt as collateral damage of the costs and 

sacrifices inherent in leadership. In doing so my understanding shifted. I was awakened 

to the bumping up of our narratives against institutional narratives of leadership. 

To admit to feeling lonely, having made sacrifices and paying the price of being a 

leader meant that we had to also admit to being vulnerable, another under researched 

aspect of leadership (Turner & Mavin, 2007). Attending to the bumping places caused by 

inquiring into our vulnerabilities can open educative spaces. Fortunately, the participants 

trusted enough in the relationship we had developed to be vulnerable and relive their 

unsmooth stories.  

The Price Tag 

I wasn’t prepared to cope with the expectations of others on how I was to behave 
as I moved into this role of increased responsibility and high status. (Duncan, 
1995, p. 9) 
 
There are identifiable personal and professional costs associated with leadership. 

Susan and Alexa openly shared their experiences of paying the price. Aside from the 

time stolen from personal lives, some of the costs include being lonely, being judged, 

scrutinized and disliked or carrying the burden of others’ stories and tragedies. Other 

costs come, according to Susan, “at the expense of our souls.” She explains that 

constantly dealing with discipline, tough teacher situations or dissatisfied parents “can 
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erode a leader’s soul” (Conversation, May 2014). As she looked inward and outward, 

then back over time she concluded, “There’s huge personal and professional costs to 

doing the right thing. It’s hard. It’s really hard often. People not liking you is the cost. 

Angry parents screaming at you is the cost. Being authentic…[and therefore] not always 

[being] strategic is the cost. People judge and criticize anyone in leadership” 

(Conversation, May 2014).  

A cost not often acknowledged and one I did not discover in the literature is the 

cost of one’s physical health. As leaders who, in the division in which we work, can be 

responsible for up to 100 staff members and 1500 students, looking after our physical 

health can become secondary to looking after the business of leading a school and 

tending to those for whom we are responsible. Susan has spent many years suffering 

crippling physical effects of work-related stress. Coping with repeated tragedies and 

other difficult school situations compounded by the stress of living multiple roles 

resulted in Susan living with chronic pain, but taking time from work to heal was not an 

option she explored. This story overlaps with a recent experience of my own. Placing my 

physical health secondary to my new role as a vice principal, I suffered almost 

irreparable damage to my eye. Instead of taking the weeks required to properly heal after 

having surgery on my eye, I chose to return to work early so that I could live up to the 

“expectations . . . of the ideal worker that [are] firmly embedded in society’s cultural 

assumptions, values and beliefs that [have been] elevated to the norm” (Knowles, et al., 

2009, p. 334) I paid a steep price for this misguided decision.  

As we relived our stories of cost and sacrifice, we were awakened to the naiveté 

with which we entered leadership. None of us had anticipated or were prepared for the 
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costs. No one had warned us. No theory had informed us. But in the reliving of her 

experiences, Alexa cautions that we must be prepared for the costs and sacrifices. How, I 

wonder, can we prepare others so that they can anticipate or understand what future 

stories of leadership may hold? It is my hope that this research text provides some 

preparation to both individuals and leadership literature. 

There are also sacrifices that leaders make. There is less time to invest in 

friendships so often our relationships with colleagues and friends shift, even wane. There 

are also perceptions of leaders constructed by those outside of leadership. These 

perceptions are constructs that have the power to interfere with collegial and personal 

relationships. Susan notes that as soon as she became a leader, her friends immediately 

treated her differently. I too have experienced this on my leadership journey. Alexa, 

looking backward and bringing her experiences forward, notes that she didn’t lose 

friends, but attends to not investing as much time in them as she should have and now 

feeling the effects of this. These relived experiences have for her become forward-

looking stories, however. She is awakened to what she needs to do now and continue 

doing in the future. “I’m just this person starving to get something. I want to do fun 

things now because I denied myself so many things. I want to do goofy, frivolous 

things.”  

For a high school leader, the load of evening commitments at the school means 

that personal activities or family time is sacrificed. Susan reflects on her evening 

commitments, “What’s really hard for me as a high school principal is the load of 

evenings. That’s the unbearable part for me, the part I really struggle with” 

(Conversation May 2104). I have also experienced the unbearable load of evening 
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commitments. As I endeavor to complete my research, settle into a new leadership role 

which I assumed in the middle of September, and manage the multiplicity of my life, I 

am overwhelmed with the sacrifices I have to make in order to fulfill my leadership 

obligations outside of the traditional work day hours.  

Another sacrifice that resonated across our stories is the solitary nature of an 

educational leader. Alexa looks inward at the solitude and at times resulting loneliness 

that she has experienced over her years as a leader. “I am an administrator. I have to 

make decisions. That’s what I do. Decision-making is very solitary. That’s why you have 

to go to what you’ve got on the inside. You have to be pretty strong. You have to learn to 

be alone. I think leadership is incredibly lonely” (Conversation, June 2014). Susan’s 

experiences echoed this exact notion. “Every decision you make will make some happy 

and some unhappy and … I don’t want people to be unhappy with me. But it is that way. 

You have to learn to be alone.” In my most recent role as a vice principal, I too have 

experienced the solitary nature of decision-making. In spite of my collaborative style and 

wanting to insure the inclusion of teachers’ voice as we respond to needs or plan 

professional learning, some decisions must be made alone. Some decisions will cause 

discontent. And some decisions will further impact the relationships I am working to 

build. But they are my decisions to make, alone.  

We also shared overlapping stories of the constant responsibility of school 

leaders. Susan, Alexa and I all shared storied experiences of the inability to relinquish, 

even briefly, the leadership responsibilities we have within our schools and the school 

division. As Alexa relived her experiences, she questions the sacrifice. “It’s a weighty 

thing you have to wear. I don’t know if it’s always worth it. I don’t think [the work] is 
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ever done. I think maybe more than anything leadership is just constant responsibility. 

That’s what I think I don’t like about it” (Conversation, May 2104). She continued by 

reflecting on how her understanding of the responsibility has shifted over time. In her 

early leadership experiences she was not prepared for and did not fully understand the 

level of responsibility. She sees now that she was “naïve and foolish” and that not being 

appropriately prepared for the “weighty” responsibilities of leadership is “folly”. But as 

she looks back and forward and considers the place and social milieu in which leaders 

live out their responsibilities, she sees now that being fully aware of the burden of 

responsibility is the obligation of the individual leader. Again I wonder, how are leaders 

prepared for this knowledge.  

Leaving in the midst 

Losing the myth of happy ever after, we have gained a reality of multiple and 
creative beginnings and a new chance to be the artists of our lives. (Bateson, 
2000, p. 127) 

 
As I reflected on this most recent stage of my journey, exploring the experiences 

of women leaders, I searched for a way to conclude my work. Writing the final chapter 

awakened me to the extremes of emotion that I had been experiencing. I was anxiously 

looking forward to completing the work that had, for many months, consumed my time 

and my thoughts. But I was also experiencing a sense of melancholy. My understanding 

of narrative inquiry as method and phenomena had shifted and I was able to see the 

deeply relational nature of the work with which I had engaged. During the time I was 

composing the final research text, I had not been in conversation with the participants in 

the same way I had been when I was creating field notes and interim texts. We had 

shared personal and professional spaces, laughed, cried and been vulnerable as we shared 



226 
 

our storied lives. As I began to compose interim texts, I continued to live with their 

stories. I could reimagine their body language. I could hear the intonations in their voices 

when they retold and relived experiences. I could sense their passion, their guilt and their 

pride as I read and reread the field notes. So when the time came to let go, I turned to the 

words of Clandinin and Connelly (2000) who warn that “Good narrative working 

relationships carry with them a sad and wistful sense of the possibility of temporariness” 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 72). I now understand.  

Throughout this narrative inquiry, the participants and I looked backward, 

forward, inward and outward, and considered the temporality of our experiences, and the 

places they existed and continue to exist.  “We [told] remembered stories of ourselves 

from earlier times as well as more current stories. All of these stories offer possible 

plotlines for our futures”.  (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 60). And now it is to the 

future that I look.  

Redirecting the Conversation 

We are complicit in the world we study. Being in this world, we need to remake 
ourselves as well as offer up research understandings that could lead to a better 
world. (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 61) 

 
Narrative inquirers acknowledge that we enter into inquiries in the midst and 

leave them in the midst, knowing that the experiences relived within the final text will 

continue on and be lived, told, retold and relived again as readers engage with the text. 

Life stories are continuously being constructed and revised. We can therefore learn from 

them not only at or close to the time of the living and telling but also much later during 

the retelling and reliving (Barone, 2007). In this way, our stories have a future. “Again, 

drawing on Dewey, any change needs to take into account not only the knowledge, 



227 
 

values and background of the people involved, but also their hopes, intentions, and 

wishes for the future” (Clandinin & Connelly, 1998, p. 156). It is my hope that 

conversations about and study of women leaders will carry on and continue to be 

informed by the every day lived experiences of women leaders.  
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