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Introduction 

While it is a rare leadership theory that does not occasion some controversy and 
debate, servant leadership has generated more than its fair share (Schroeder 2016). 
First propounded in the 1970s by Greenleaf (1977)—who based it on his own intu-
itions and experiences—it has, ever since, remained somewhat conceptually elastic. 
Even its name has been seen as oxymoronic, bringing together, as it does, two prac-
tices—those of servant and leader—that are not an obvious pairing (Ragnarsson 
et al. 2018). Never settled has been the question of whether or not it should be 
hyphenated: ‘servant-leadership’ conveys the notion of leadership in a servant style, 
whereas ‘servant leadership’ would be leadership by a servant. When commentators 
have justified their advocacy of it by reminding their readers that it has been the 
preferred style of many a religious guru, they have faced criticism for not speaking 
on the level of managers and executives who are looking for a grounded and readily 
implementable programme (van Dierendonck 2011). 

Compounding the problems are the cultural and moral frames around Greenleaf’s 
ideas. Titled ‘The Servant as Leader’, his seminal essay (Greenleaf 1977) is specific in 
its ethical perspective, its chief interest being in how those who identify primarily as 
servants can be leaders, not with how leaders can adopt the attitudes and approaches 
of servants. It is axiomatic for Greenleaf—and those who echo his views—that being 
a servant precedes and predates being a leader (Cerit 2009). Such ideas may come 
across as novel in the capitalist, competitive and results-driven society of the USA, 
in which they were developed (Stewart 2012), but, elsewhere, their reception would 
quite possibly be very different. 

Happily, in educational terms, the matter is quickly dealt with, most schools 
around the world resembling each other in terms of organisation and leadership—or,
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if not, in facing many of the same struggles and challenges (Stewart 2013). Still, the 
slipperiness of the concept per se cannot be completely ignored. Indeed, its often-
cited elements (Stewart 2017) offer a description, but not, in and of themselves, a 
clear line of demarcation between it and other forms of leadership. Most lists consist 
of listening skills, empathy, a capacity to heal, awareness, persuasiveness, an ability 
to conceptualise, foresight, stewardship, a commitment to the growth of others and a 
focus on building communities (Spears 1998; Crippen and Willows 2019). The major 
theme of these is that a servant leader has a powerful follower-orientation (Russell 
and Stone 2002) and a desire to create professional or learning environments based 
on wellness and trust: ‘healing’ should be taken literally as indicating a concern for 
the physical and psychological health of group or organisational members. 

Eva et al. (2019) distils the characteristics to their three essential components: 
motive, mode, and mindset. The first refers to the leader’s desire to serve others, 
the second the individualised nature of such service and the third a willingness to 
place followers within the context of broader community development. From these, a 
definition is arrived at that almost entirely disregards the leader’s own needs in favour 
of those of his or her followers. Eliot (2020) suggests that servant leaders are tasked 
with helping others to grow. Reinke (2004) emphasises stewardship, making of the 
servant leader a trustee of an organisation, caring for it through service and self-
abnegation, if not self-sacrifice. For Blanchard (1998), a servant leader recognises 
the limits of his or her expertise and empowers followers. 

Most definitions are incomplete in their own ways. The streak of idealism in 
writings on the topic is highly evocative but tends to obscure details about how to 
operationalise the given features. It could, moreover, be argued that those features are 
commonplace—what makes them peculiar to servant leadership? Greenleaf (1977) 
gives little guidance, since, in much of his writing, he talks solely about ‘leadership’, 
the ‘servant’ part being assumed. In finding a suitable definition, that of Canavesi 
and Minelli (2022) provides a good basis: servant leadership is leadership of which 
the very purpose is the fulfilment of the needs of followers, customers, and other 
stakeholders. Such fulfilment is not merely a by-product of other purposes—such as 
maximising profit or meeting organisational goals—it is the priority for the leader. 

Whether, and in what ways, this is applicable to educational settings as a driver 
for improvement is the substance of this chapter, which begins by considering 
servant leadership’s role in addressing issues facing twenty-first century teachers 
and learners. It then goes on to look at how the servant approach compares to, and 
aligns with, other leadership theories. Next comes an examination of servant lead-
ership’s current and potential positions within educational organisations. Finally, a 
model is proposed that will allow for the full operationalisation of servant leadership 
within schools, colleges, and universities.
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Servant Leadership and Twenty-First Century Educational 
Challenges 

Despite its apparent vagueness, servant leadership enjoys growing prominence in 
the literature, mainly because of the rapidity, and profundity, of the changes through 
which global education is currently going. Calls for fresh and imaginative thinking 
are both legion and urgent. According to the OECD (Schleicher 2012), the old order 
of conformity, memorization and fixed knowledge in learning is giving way to a 
world in which adaptability, an orientation towards continuous improvement and an 
ability to negotiate multiple realities are the skill set of the successful pupil, student, 
or worker. With many of the functions of a traditionally-educated mind outsourced 
to Google, ‘soft’ or ‘transferable’ skills—such as communication and teamworking 
(Matteson et al. 2016)—are gaining popularity as fixtures on the modern curriculum. 
Added to this is increasing diversity among learners, necessitating ever-more targeted 
and personalised educational experiences (Forghani-Arani et al. 2019). Justice in 
education has come to be seen less as meeting an overall standard, than responding 
to individual’s perceptions of fairness (Kauppila et al. 2022). 

Recent writing on servant leadership has attempted to rise to these challenges. 
Sims (2018), for example, argues that a servant leader should possess ‘diversity 
intelligence’. Proposed as a new and fundamental feature of servant leadership, it 
resonates with the conventional emphasis on empathy (Bauer et al. 2019) and the 
requirement for the connective tissue between servant leaders and their followers to 
include an awareness of cultural and individual contexts, bolstered by meanings co-
created and goals mutually met (Abbas et al. 2020). That such a practice promotes 
in schools and colleges a culture of ‘deep learning’—in which emotional healing 
and reflection are significant parts of the academic mix—has been demonstrated by 
research (Shafai 2021). 

None of this is to suggest that servant leadership is the cure for every ill. Gonaim 
(2019) has found that servant leaders can be perceived as weak and ineffectual by their 
followers and that spending time on the needs of individuals delays the attainment of 
team or organisational goals. Other authors have noted a passivity in servant leaders— 
to the extent that it is difficult to believe that they would aspire to leadership roles 
in the first place (Verdorfer 2016). Inconsistencies in the effect of servant leadership 
on followers have been identified by some studies (Ghasemy et al. 2022). 

Perhaps the biggest query is around the basic characteristics of servant leadership, 
which are more applicable to people than processes and so—as the above referenced 
sources would seem to indicate—are arguably less concerned with leadership than 
leaders. Servant leadership can, then, be categorised under philosophy, or attitude of 
mind, rather than practice (Trompenaars and Voerman 2009). The distinction may 
seem like a fine one, but it does mean that, when siting servant leadership within 
education, the focus ought to be on how it can potentially work under, and with, 
other approaches, enriching them, rather than standing alone as an all-embracing 
prescription for action in its own right.
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Servant Leadership in Context 

Servant and Transformational Leadership 

In exploring the question of how servant leadership relates to other theories, transfor-
mational suggests itself as most relevant (Taylor et al. 2007). The attributes of trans-
formational leadership as usually identified (Ismail 2018)—individualised attention, 
intellectual stimulation, idealised influence, and inspirational motivation—map well 
against those of servant leadership (Mehdinezhad and Nouri 2016). Likewise, the 
requirement for servant leaders to influence others, develop communities and antic-
ipate future directions, finds echoes in the work of transformational leaders. That 
the success of both servant and transformational leadership is ultimately located in 
follower motivation (Bush 2003) is an important connection between the two forms. 

That said, the differences are surprisingly stark. At the heart of servant leadership 
is the absence of power, humility filling the resulting gap (Sousa and van Dieren-
donck 2017). This is not so with the transformational style, which is predicated on 
the charisma of the leader (Williams et al. 2018). Transformational leadership is 
also explicitly goal-focused in a way that servant leadership is not. Transformational 
leadership may well involve followers internalising the vision of a leader (Berkovich 
2018), but they do so with a view to bringing about some kind of real-world change 
or improvement (McCarley et al. 2016). The developmental aspects of servant lead-
ership, on the other hand, are personal, there being no inevitable broader impact 
(Serrat 2017). 

The two types of leaders thus play opposing roles in the building of follower moti-
vation, although that is said with the caveat that psychology as a discipline has largely 
abandoned simple schemata, treating with caution modifiers such as ‘extrinsic’ and 
‘intrinsic’ in conversations about what is now regarded as a complex, protean, condi-
tion (Reiss 2012). Even so, transformational leaders should be conceived of as 
external motivating agents, with a relationship to followers that admits of asym-
metry: a follower will respond to transformational leadership as an individual, but 
the leadership will, in all probability, be presented to a group (Adams et al. 2018). For 
servant leaders, the role is that of catalyst—through listening and empathising—the 
motivation coming from within the follower, rather than from the leader’s vision. That 
servant leadership is a one-to-one relationship is the major enabler of this process 
(Arain et al. 2019). 

Overall, it can be said that the scope for servant leadership to enhance and inform 
transformational leadership is not as wide as might be expected. If improvement in 
educational organisations needs to be pushed through by a transformational leader, 
then it is to be doubted that he or she would optimise their effectiveness by adopting 
all the features of servant leadership.



5 Servant Leadership: Operationalising an Oxymoron 75

Servant and Distributed Leadership 

Perhaps a better match for the servant approach would be distributed leadership, 
especially in its more informal guise (Harris et al. 2019), which has increasingly 
come to be seen as the sine qua non of a well-run school (Hartley 2016). It is, of 
course, inherent to any hierarchical organisation chart, which represents leadership 
role-holders at different levels (Jarvis 2021). More prevalently, though, it is evinced 
by members of an organisation who have no formal authority, but who are able 
to influence their colleagues through quotidian social and professional interactions 
(Parker 2015). 

Importantly, distributed leadership is to do with interactions between leaders and 
followers, not the style of an individual leader (Spillane 2006), making of it a work-
able medium for servant leadership (Van De Mieroop et al. 2020). Distributed leaders 
do not have to assume a servant mentality, but, for those who do, considerable benefits 
can accrue. They may, for example, be accepted as role models by their colleagues 
(Wang et al. 2017). Given this, how servant leadership might inform the work of 
both role holders in the formal hierarchy of an educational institution and informal 
distributed leaders is worth examining in more depth. 

Servant Leadership for Principals and Teachers 

The Servant Principal 

As Taylor et al. (2007) argue, there is no necessary contradiction between servant 
leadership and formal organisational structures. Bringing the two together, however, 
involves stripping away the power and control mechanisms that are generally the 
animating forces of a hierarchy (Charalampous and Papademetriou 2021). The 
servant principal is one who values and develops people in order to build a sense of 
community. He or she will put others first, behaving authentically, his or her leader-
ship being a genuine expression of him- or herself and open to input and comment 
from colleagues and followers (Terosky and Reitano 2016). Of the servant leadership 
features discussed earlier, listening is in prime position here. 

Most principals would probably protest that they do this already, but, as with much 
that pertains to servant leadership, the differences are more those of philosophical 
stance than practice, the requirement being for principals to think of themselves as 
servants. This may sound banal, but it is a vital first step, since leadership in any form 
is intimately bound up with self-identity (Armstrong and McCain 2021). Although 
a major flaw of servant leadership theory is its proneness to describing what leaders 
are, not what they do, it would be a mistake to forget that the one entails the other. 

It may further be mentioned—legitimately—that principals are appointed to run, 
and represent, a school or college as an institution and so that is where their loyalty 
should lie: their trusteeship must be of the culture and traditions of the organisation
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with the aim of ensuring that they survive into the future (Bier et al. 2021). In locating 
the organisation as an entity distinct from the people within it, this contention is 
counter to servant leadership assumptions. 

That is not to say that a servant principal is careless of the organisation as a 
whole (stewardship is key), but he or she views it through the lens of its members. 
Acting with a servant mindset, a principal will be less concerned with organisational 
priorities, policies, rules, and bureaucracy than the welfare of the people that he 
or she leads (Insley et al. 2016). It is frequently said that leadership is an indirect 
process (Bush 2010)—a leader realises organisational goals through people—but, 
with servant leadership, a further remove is added—the leader focuses on helping 
individuals to realise their goals and those individuals then go on to realise the 
organisation’s goals. 

An ancillary benefit is the enhanced job satisfaction that has been found to be a 
feature of those who work under servant principals (Al-Mahdy et al. 2016; Ghasemy 
et al. 2022). It must be admitted that most research on job satisfaction has concentrated 
on transformational leadership, the servant style being ripe for further investigation, 
but, even so, followers of those principals who have demonstrably adopted a service 
approach report greater levels of commitment to their schools as organisations and 
a firmer sense of their own roles than those led in other ways. The servant prin-
cipal’s chief capability is that he or she can create inherent job satisfaction—that 
which comes from the work, not contingent rewards (Cerit 2009). This is one of a 
number of reasons why rates of staff retention are relatively high in servant principal 
environments. 

The servant principal behaviours that are cited as most effective in bringing about 
these outcomes centre on endowing teachers with a sense of purpose that aligns 
with the school’s purpose (as opposed to the principal’s purpose). When spoken 
to persuasively in a non-judgemental way, teachers are prepared to buy in to new 
initiatives, which they might otherwise resist. They also value personal development 
and capacity-building opportunities that are distinct from pragmatic organisational 
requirements. Connected to this is teachers being especially motivated when they 
feel that their welfare is a matter of concern for their leaders (Terosky and Reitano 
2016). Figure 5.1 shows the characteristics of the servant principal.

Servant Teacher Leadership 

Another important determinant of job satisfaction among teachers is the engendering, 
by principals, of collaborative work cultures (Hargreaves 2019). This opens up the 
possibility of servant leadership occupying more collegial spaces, but, again, notes 
of caution have to be sounded. Even though distributed leadership has been posi-
tioned as compatible with the servant approach, it (like transformational leadership) 
can be critiqued for ultimately being fixated on organisational effectiveness, rather 
than personal growth (Cerit 2009). Nonetheless, informal distributed leadership, the
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Fig. 5.1 Characteristics of the servant principal

variety that often segues into so-called teacher leadership, can still be promoted as a 
vehicle for servant leadership within schools. 

Unsurprisingly, about teacher leadership there is little consensus in the literature 
(Ng et al. 2018). Indeed, it is not unknown for articles to be published that use the 
term without making any attempt to define it (Wenner and Campbell 2017). What 
most authors do agree on is that it is applicable to members of a school’s staff whose 
main activity is teaching, but who take on leadership roles beyond the classroom 
with the intention of improving the general quality of teaching and learning, as well 
as influencing policy and strategy. Whether this is confined to teachers with defined 
roles—formal or informal—or those who simply offer mentoring, guidance, and 
support on a peer-to-peer basis, depends upon the author consulted (Stewart 2012). 

In that a servant style has the potential to thrive in the presence of leadership 
distribution, a teacher leadership school offers a highly promising environment for 
it. Even so, teacher leadership does not differ from any other type of distributed 
leadership in requiring that it be tolerated, if not mandated, by the top formal leaders 
(Harris 2010). An essential pre-requisite for servant teacher leadership is a servant 
principal: any alternative structure is highly unlikely. 

Teacher leadership itself can be viewed as hospitable to the servant approach 
in a number of ways. Firstly, teaching is, by its very nature, a servant leadership 
enterprise (Bowman 2005). Teachers are leaders in their classrooms with an exclusive
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Fig. 5.2 Characteristics of servant teacher leadership 

focus on the development and growth of their pupils (Wenner and Campbell 2017). 
Secondly, informal teacher leadership beyond the classroom is not energised by the 
position power that goes along with hierarchy-endowed status (Crippen and Willows 
2019). Informal teacher leaders are, therefore, obliged to utilise a whole palette of 
strategies (for example, mentoring less experienced colleagues, working to create the 
conditions for teaching and learning, networking within and across organisations), 
most of which bear a striking resemblance to those available to servant leaders. 
If a teacher leader is to have a beneficial influence on his or her colleagues, then 
he or she must, for example, be empathetic (Supovitz 2018). Figure 5.2 shows the 
characteristics of servant teacher leadership. 

Teacher leadership would seem to be a sound vehicle by which servant leadership 
can help to promote school effectiveness and improvement (Noland and Richards 
2015), but the problem of how servant leadership would operate on a day-to-day 
basis has yet to be solved. Having put on the servant mantle, how would a teacher 
leader affect his or her colleagues and, ultimately, influence pupil outcomes for the 
better? 

Servant Leadership in Action 

One possibility is professional learning communities (PLCs), which are a vouched-
for means of developing teachers professionally, having been found to make a positive 
impact in most places where they have been tried (Fuller and Templeton 2019). As 
Hiatt-Michael (2001) observed, professional learning communities can only work in
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an atmosphere of servant leadership because those who lead must be learners along 
with everyone else. 

The nature of PLCs is another area of disagreement among commentators (DuFour 
et al. 2010). Beyond their involving a move towards collegiality and the prioritisation 
of learning for constant improvement, nothing like a single definition has emerged 
(Stoll et al. 2006). For Bell and Bolam (2010), PLCs can and should be a natural 
part of what a school does. By this logic, a PLC is cultural, involving teachers 
discussing their experiences, both good and bad, in order to learn from them. As an 
ongoing methodology, a PLC admits of servant leadership in its implied openness to 
vulnerability—participants are required to be humble, making of their professional 
practice a public resource, the better to invoke a spirit of communal sharing. 

To others, a PLC is closer to being a specific event or series of events. Hord 
(2009), for example, describes PLCs as constructivist development opportunities 
realised through, perhaps, a weekly meeting at which best practices are talked about 
in an atmosphere of equality and mutual trust. Other examples might be externally 
provided courses, work based CPD and self-evaluations, all of which forge a bond 
between structured learning and everyday practice (Stoll et al. 2006). 

Either way, a PLC is an avowedly distributive phenomenon, the characteristics of 
which—in whatever form—overlap to a large degree with those of servant leader-
ship. A PLC is collaborative, a channel for personal and professional development, 
conceptually based and dependent on its members listening and empathising with 
each other. It is also, obviously, foresighted in being deliberately constituted as a 
strategy for improving pupil outcomes (Doğan and Adams 2018). A participant in 
a PLC seeks to enhance the welfare of others, receiving, in return, the help and 
guidance of those others. 

Admittedly, the marriage between servant leadership and a PLC is not totally 
harmonious. The former is an ongoing modus operandi, whereas the latter might 
be more visible in discrete activities. Moreover, the standard objection, that PLCs 
are goal-orientated and institutional, whereas servant leadership has more diffuse 
aims and objectives, could be raised. That PLCs have been found to best channel 
transformational leadership is also worth noting (Voelkel 2022). Notwithstanding 
any of this, as a practical outlet for the philosophical positions elucidated in servant 
leadership theory, mutually supportive PLCs represent a good option. 

Conclusion 

Servant leadership remains profoundly relevant in the twenty-first century due to its 
alignment with contemporary leadership needs. In an era marked by ethical concerns, 
servant leadership’s emphasis on ethical decision-making and values-driven lead-
ership resonates with modern expectations. It addresses the priorities of today’s 
schools, such as teacher well-being, job satisfaction, and professional development 
(Al-Mahdy et al. 2016; Ghasemy et al. 2022). Furthermore, servant leadership fosters 
positive relationship, empathy, and adaptability, crucial qualities that promote school
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effectiveness and improvement. Moreover, servant leaders play a vital role in educa-
tion, preparing students with the skills and values essential for twenty-first-century 
success, including critical thinking and ethical decision-making (Forghani-Arani 
et al. 2019). 

As attractive as it appears prima facie, servant leadership presents problems to 
any real-world leader wishing to make it the cornerstone of his or her practice and 
style (Youngs 2007). Vague associations with morality, authenticity and even ‘love’ 
(van Dierendonck 2011) lend the concept charm, but little in the way of a readily 
graspable set of recommendations for action. The evangelistic tone of much writing 
on the subject adds complications—it can scarcely be a co-incidence that servant 
leadership has been enthusiastically taken up by those with an interest in spirituality 
and faith-based education. 

Of course, many criticisms of servant leadership could equally be made of other 
theories touched on here. Authors have described distributed leadership as no more 
than a way of ‘stretching’ leadership within a group or organisation (Spillane 2006). 
Distributed leaders still have to be transformational, transactional, or instructional. 
Unfortunately, no manual of how to ‘do’ transformational leadership, to take one, 
exists. The only guideline is that it should link to the organisation’s larger goals. 

A servant leader, it can be proposed, is perfectly capable of filling the same role 
in relation to distributed leadership, but he or she is even less well provided for as 
far as practical tips are concerned. In part, this is a natural consequence of servant 
leadership being positioned unequivocally as leadership rather than management 
(Kantanen et al. 2015). It is about inspiration and vision, not the nuts and bolts of 
performing particular tasks. It is geared towards positive change—in which respect, 
it is not unusual (Leithwood et al. 2008)—but could be clearer as far as bringing it 
about is concerned. Transformational leadership has the virtue of being supported 
by a robust body of empirical research: this can still not securely be stated of servant 
leadership. Many articles about it are largely theoretical and prescriptive; those that 
report research in professional settings do not always base their conclusions on 
data gathered using comparable, or provably valid, methodologies (van Dierendonck 
2011). 

Be that as it may, this chapter has been an attempt to isolate ways in which 
servant leadership could be useful to teachers and leaders in educational contexts. By 
alighting on PLCs, it gives one suggestion. PLCs, when properly arranged, allow the 
flourishing of all forms of distributed leadership, as well as input from the principal, 
thus playing to servant leadership’s strengths. It does need to be stressed that servant 
leadership is a choice: simply creating a PLC will not spontaneously bring servant 
leadership into being. However, a PLC does include within it a number of strategies 
through which the philosophical content of servant leadership theory can be given 
expression as an approach to maximising educational effectiveness.
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Doğan S, Adams A (2018) Effect of professional learning communities on teachers and students: 
reporting updated results and raising questions about research design. Sch Eff Sch Improv 
29(4):634–659

https://www.ijicc.net/images/vol_13/Iss_4/13438_Abbas_2020_E_R.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2015.1047032
https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2015.1047032
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359432X.2019.1609946
https://doi.org/10.1002/jls.21724
https://doi.org/10.1002/jls.21724
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2019.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143217714253
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143217714253
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-73644-6_23
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-73644-6_23
https://doi.org/10.3200/TCHS.78.6.257-260
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10672-021-09381-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143209339650
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143209339650
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2019.1623925
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2019.1623925
https://doi.org/10.12806/V18/I2/T4


82 A. Jarvis

DuFour R, DuFour R, Eaker R, Many T (2010) Learning by doing: a handbook for professional 
learning communities at work, 2nd edn. Solution Tree Press 

Eliot JL (2020) Resilient leadership: the impact of a servant leader on the resilience of their followers. 
Adv Dev Hum Resour 22(4):404–418. https://doi.org/10.1177/1523422320945237 

Eva N, Robin M, Sendjaya S, van Dierendonck D, Liden RC (2019) Servant leadership: a systematic 
review and call for future research. Leadersh Q 30(1):111–132. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua. 
2018.07.004 

Forghani-Arani N, Cerna L, Bannon M (2019, Mar) The lives of teachers in diverse classrooms. 
OECD education working paper no. 198. https://doi.org/10.1787/8c26fee5-en 

Fuller MJ, Templeton NR (2019) Principal as servant-leader: an embedded-descriptive single-case 
study of one prekindergarten school’s efforts to build teacher capacity in foundational skills. 
ICPEL Educ Leadersh Rev 20(1):190–204. https://www.icpel.org/uploads/1/5/6/2/15622000/ 
elr_volume_20_1__fall_2019.pdf 

Ghasemy M, Akbarzadeh M, Gaskin JE (2022) Being satisfied and serving communities as outcomes 
of servant leadership in the academic context: policies based on a multi-level structural equation 
model. Asia Pac Educ Rev 23(1):69–86. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12564-021-09702-z 

Gonaim FA (2019) Leadership in higher education in Saudi Arabia: benefits, constraints and chal-
lenges of adopting servant leadership model by department chairs. Int J Educ Pract 7(2):101–111. 
https://doi.org/10.18488/journal.61.2019.72.101.111 

Greenleaf RK (1977) Servant leadership: a journey into the nature of legitimate power and greatness. 
Paulist Press 

Hargreaves A (2019) Teacher collaboration: 30 years of research on its nature, forms, limitations 
and effects. Teach Teach 25(5):603–621. https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2019.1639499 

Harris A (2010) Distributed leadership: evidence and implications. In: Bush T, Bell L, Middlewood 
D (eds) The principles of educational leadership & management, 2nd edn. Sage Publications, 
pp 55–69 

Harris A, Jones M, Adams D, Cheah K (2019) Instructional leadership in Malaysia: a review of 
the contemporary literature. School Leadersh Manag 39(1):76–95. https://doi.org/10.1080/136 
32434.2018.1453794 

Hartley D (2016) Economic crisis, technology and the management of education: the case of 
distributed leadership. Educ Manag Adm Leadersh 44(2):173–183. https://doi.org/10.1177/174 
1143214549974 

Hiatt-Michael DB (2001) Schools as learning communities: a vision for organic school reform. 
School Commun J 11(2):113–127. https://www.adi.org/journal/fw01/Hiatt-Michael.pdf 

Hord SM (2009) Professional learning communities: educators work together towards a shared 
purpose. J Staff Dev 30(1):40–43. https://learningforward.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/hor 
d301.pdf 

Insley R, Iaeger P, Ekinci A, Sakiz H (2016) An evaluation of teachers’ opinions about the servant 
leadership behaviours of school principals. Educ Process Int J 5(3):223–235. https://doi.org/10. 
12973/edupij.2016.53.4 

Ismail A (2018) Transformational leadership: an evolving concept. In: Adams D (ed) Mastering 
theories of educational leadership and management. University of Malaya Press, pp 47–68 

Jarvis A (2021) Untangling collegiality and distributed leadership: equality versus utility. A 
perspective piece. Manag Educ. https://doi.org/10.1177/08920206211057980 

Kantanen K, Kaunonen M, Helminen M, Suominen T (2015) The development and pilot of an 
instrument for measuring nurse managers’ leadership and management competencies. J Res 
Nurs 20(8):667–677. https://doi.org/10.1177/1744987115605870 

Kauppila O-P, Ehrnrooth M, Mäkelä K, Smale A, Sumelius J, Vuorenmaa H (2022) Serving to help 
and helping to serve: using servant leadership to influence beyond supervisory relationships. J 
Manag 48(3):764–790. https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206321994173 

Leithwood K, Harris A, Hopkins D (2008) Seven strong claims about successful school leadership. 
School Leadersh Manag 28(1):27–42. https://doi.org/10.1080/13632430701800060

https://doi.org/10.1177/1523422320945237
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2018.07.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2018.07.004
https://doi.org/10.1787/8c26fee5-en
https://www.icpel.org/uploads/1/5/6/2/15622000/elr_volume_20_1__fall_2019.pdf
https://www.icpel.org/uploads/1/5/6/2/15622000/elr_volume_20_1__fall_2019.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12564-021-09702-z
https://doi.org/10.18488/journal.61.2019.72.101.111
https://doi.org/10.1080/13540602.2019.1639499
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2018.1453794
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2018.1453794
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143214549974
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143214549974
https://www.adi.org/journal/fw01/Hiatt-Michael.pdf
https://learningforward.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/hord301.pdf
https://learningforward.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/hord301.pdf
https://doi.org/10.12973/edupij.2016.53.4
https://doi.org/10.12973/edupij.2016.53.4
https://doi.org/10.1177/08920206211057980
https://doi.org/10.1177/1744987115605870
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206321994173
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632430701800060


5 Servant Leadership: Operationalising an Oxymoron 83

Matteson ML, Anderson L, Boyden C (2016) “Soft skills”: a phrase in search of meaning. Portal 
Librar Acad 16(1):71–88. https://doi.org/10.1353/pla.2016.0009 

McCarley TA, Peters ML, Decman JM (2016) Transformational leadership related to school climate: 
a multi-level analysis. Educ Manag Adm Leadersh 44(2):322–342. https://doi.org/10.1177/174 
1143214549966 

Mehdinezhad V, Nouri F (2016) The relationship between elementary school principals’ transfor-
mational leadership and spiritual well-being. Manag Educ 30(2):42–49. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
0892020616643160 

Ng AYM, Subramaniam G, Li L (2018) Teacher leadership within and outside the classroom. In: 
Adams D (ed) Mastering theories of educational leadership and management. University of 
Malaya Press, pp 139–156 

Noland A, Richards K (2015) Servant teaching: an exploration of teacher servant leadership on 
student outcomes. J Scholarsh Teach Learn 15(6):16–38. https://doi.org/10.14434/josotl.v15i6. 
13928 

Parker G (2015) Distributed leadership in English schools in 2014. Manag Educ 29(3):132–138. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0892020614567244 

Ragnarsson S, Kristjánsdóttir ES, Gunnarsdóttir S (2018) To be accountable while showing care: the 
lived experience of people in a servant leadership organization. SAGE Open 8(3):1–12. https:// 
doi.org/10.1177/2158244018801097 

Reinke SJ (2004) Service before self: towards a theory of servant-leadership. Glob Virtue 
Ethics Rev 5(3):30–57. https://spaef.org/article/624/Service-Before-Self-Towards-a-Theory-of-
Servant-Leadership 

Reiss S (2012) Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Teach Psychol 39(2):152–156. https://doi.org/10. 
1177/0098628312437704 

Russell RF, Stone AG (2002) A review of servant leadership attributes: developing a practical model. 
Leadersh Org Dev J 23(3):145–157. https://doi.org/10.1108/01437730210424 

Schleicher A (2012) Preparing teachers and developing school leaders for the 21st century: lessons 
from around the world. OECD Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264174559-en 

Schroeder B (2016) The effectiveness of servant leadership in schools from a Christian perspective. 
BU J Graduate Stud Educ 8(2):13–18. https://www.brandonu.ca/master-education/files/2010/ 
07/BU-Journal-of-Graduate-Studies-in-Education-2016-vol-8-issue-2.pdf 

Serrat O (2017) Knowledge solutions: tools, methods, and approaches to drive organizational 
performance. Springer 

Shafai AA (2021) Servant-leadership in higher education in Saudi Arabia. In: Mathew P, Song J, 
Ferch SR, Spears LC (eds) Global servant-leadership: wisdom, love, and legitimate power in 
the age of chaos. Lexington Books, pp 253–276 

Sims CM (2018) The diversity intelligent servant leader: developing leaders to meet the needs of 
a diverse workforce. Adv Dev Hum Resour 20(3):313–330. https://doi.org/10.1177/152342231 
8778009 

Sousa M, van Dierendonck D (2017) Servant leadership and the effect of the interaction between 
humility, action, and the hierarchical power on follower engagement. J Bus Ethics 141(1):13–25. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-015-2725-y 

Spears LC (1998) Insights on leadership: service, stewardship, spirit, and servant-leadership. Wiley 
Spillane JP (2006) Distributed leadership. Jossey-Bass 
Stewart T (2012) Classroom teacher leadership: service-learning for teacher sense of efficacy and 

servant leadership development. School Leadersh Manag 32(3):233–259. https://doi.org/10. 
1080/13632434.2012.688741 

Stewart V (2013) School leadership around the world. Educ Leadersh 70(7):48–54. https://www. 
ascd.org/el/articles/school-leadership-around-the-world 

Stewart JG (2017) The importance of servant leadership in schools. Int J Bus Manag Commer 
2(5):1–5. http://www.ijbmcnet.com/images/Vol2No5/1.pdf

https://doi.org/10.1353/pla.2016.0009
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143214549966
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143214549966
https://doi.org/10.1177/0892020616643160
https://doi.org/10.1177/0892020616643160
https://doi.org/10.14434/josotl.v15i6.13928
https://doi.org/10.14434/josotl.v15i6.13928
https://doi.org/10.1177/0892020614567244
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244018801097
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244018801097
https://spaef.org/article/624/Service-Before-Self-Towards-a-Theory-of-Servant-Leadership
https://spaef.org/article/624/Service-Before-Self-Towards-a-Theory-of-Servant-Leadership
https://doi.org/10.1177/0098628312437704
https://doi.org/10.1177/0098628312437704
https://doi.org/10.1108/01437730210424
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264174559-en
https://www.brandonu.ca/master-education/files/2010/07/BU-Journal-of-Graduate-Studies-in-Education-2016-vol-8-issue-2.pdf
https://www.brandonu.ca/master-education/files/2010/07/BU-Journal-of-Graduate-Studies-in-Education-2016-vol-8-issue-2.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/1523422318778009
https://doi.org/10.1177/1523422318778009
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-015-2725-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2012.688741
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2012.688741
https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/school-leadership-around-the-world
https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/school-leadership-around-the-world
http://www.ijbmcnet.com/images/Vol2No5/1.pdf


84 A. Jarvis

Stoll L, Bolam R, McMahon A, Wallace M, Thomas S (2006) Professional learning communities: 
a review of the literature. J Educ Change 7(4):221–258. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10833-006-
0001-8 

Supovitz JA (2018) Teacher leaders’ work with peers in a quasi-formal teacher leadership model. 
School Leadersh Manag 38(1):53–79. https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2017.1389718 

Taylor T, Martin BN, Hutchinson S, Jinks M (2007) Examination of leadership practices of principals 
identified as servant leaders. Int J Leadersh Educ 10(4):401–419. https://doi.org/10.1080/136 
03120701408262 

Terosky AL, Reitano MC (2016) Putting followers first: the role of servant leadership in cases of 
urban, public school principals. J School Leadersh 26(2):192–222. https://doi.org/10.1177/105 
268461602600201 

Trompenaars F, Voerman E (2009) Servant-leadership across cultures: harnessing the strength of 
the world’s most powerful management philosophy. Infinite Ideas 

Van De Mieroop D, Clifton J, Verhelst A (2020) Investigating the interplay between formal and 
informal leaders in a shared leadership configuration: a multimodal conversation analytical 
study. Hum Relat 73(4):490–515. https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726719895077 

van Dierendonck D (2011) Servant leadership: a review and synthesis. J Manag 37(4):1228–1261. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206310380462 

Verdorfer AP (2016) Examining mindfulness and its relations to humility, motivation to lead, and 
actual servant leadership behaviors. Mindfulness 7(4):950–961. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-
016-0534-8 

Voelkel RH Jr (2022) Causal relationship among transformational leadership, professional learning 
communities, and teacher collective efficacy. Int J Leadersh Educ 25(3):345–366. https://doi. 
org/10.1080/13603124.2019.1690699 

Wang L, Jiang W, Liu Z, Ma X (2017) Shared leadership and team effectiveness: the examination 
of LMX differentiation and servant leadership on the emergence and consequences of shared 
leadership. Hum Perform 30(4):155–168. https://doi.org/10.1080/08959285.2017.1345909 

Wenner JA, Campbell T (2017) The theoretical and empirical basis of teacher leadership: a review 
of the literature. Rev Educ Res 87(1):134–171. https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654316653478 

Williams R Jr, Raffo DM, Clark LA (2018) Charisma as an attribute of transformational leaders: 
what about credibility? J Manag Dev 37(6):512–524. https://doi.org/10.1108/JMD-03-2018-
0088 

Youngs H (2007) ‘There and back again’: my unexpected journey into ‘servant’ and ‘distributed’ 
leadership. J Educ Adm Hist 39(1):97–109. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220620701194366 

Adrian Jarvis Ph.D., is a Senior Lecturer at University of Huddersfield, UK, specialising in 
educational leadership. He has previously worked as an assistant professor at University of 
Nottingham Malaysia.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10833-006-0001-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10833-006-0001-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/13632434.2017.1389718
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603120701408262
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603120701408262
https://doi.org/10.1177/105268461602600201
https://doi.org/10.1177/105268461602600201
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726719895077
https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206310380462
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-016-0534-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-016-0534-8
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2019.1690699
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2019.1690699
https://doi.org/10.1080/08959285.2017.1345909
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654316653478
https://doi.org/10.1108/JMD-03-2018-0088
https://doi.org/10.1108/JMD-03-2018-0088
https://doi.org/10.1080/00220620701194366

	5 Servant Leadership: Operationalising an Oxymoron
	Introduction
	Servant Leadership and Twenty-First Century Educational Challenges
	Servant Leadership in Context
	Servant and Transformational Leadership
	Servant and Distributed Leadership

	Servant Leadership for Principals and Teachers
	The Servant Principal
	Servant Teacher Leadership

	Servant Leadership in Action
	Conclusion
	References


