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"'Sir, | beg to differ!" .

*Pauline CHOW Lo Sai

Prologue
*| think this is the first time ever a surf-board rider is used on the cover of a

book on education management.” If my memory serves me right — and the
hundreds of distinguished guests laughing on the occasion of the Hong
Kong School Principals' Conference 2008 held at the Hong Kong Institute
of Education (HKIEd) on May 29 2008' can bear me witness — this was
the exact opening remark made by Professor Brian J Caldwell,
world-renowned school transformation expert, as he presented a
PowerPoint slide similar to the one shown here.

Professor Caldwell was virtually equating the principal of a school with an extreme sport player — a surfer going solo in
the big blue waves! If Professor Caldwell was being dramatic, if he wanted to be politically correct or if he simply wanted
to be funny, then judging from the response of those present, he had certainly achieved all these purposes. | was among
the audience. That opening remark and the resounding laughter disturbed me until the end of the whole speech. During
the question and answer session, | had to hold myself back from raising my hand. The question | wanted to pose the
professor so much was on the tip of my tongue — how can you draw an analogy between a school principal and a surfer?
Eventually | did ask him the question, but that was at the end of the session, when | walked up to him as he was being

whisked off by other celebrities. | wasn't honoured with a response.

Extreme sports

According to Wikipadiaz. an "extreme sport" is "a media term for certain activities perceived as having a high level of
inherent danger. These activities often involve inherently uncontrollable variables such as speed, height, high level of
physical exertion, highly specialized gear or spectacular stunts.”" Athletes participating in these activities compete not
only against other athletes, but also against environmental obstacles and challenges including snow conditions for
snowboarders, rock and ice quality for climbers, and wave height and power for surfers. There are several characteristics
common to most extreme sports. The first would be they have a younger-than-average target demographic and that they
tend to be more solitary than traditional sports. An additional hallmark of an extreme sport is its counter-cultural aura - a

rejection of authority and the status quo by disaffected youth.

Surfing as an extreme sport

Surfing, like all water sports, carries the inherent danger of drowning. Although a surfboard may assist a surfer in staying
buoyant, it cannot be relied on for floatation, as it can be separated from the user. Anything that a surfer's body comes
into contact with may be dangerous. This includes sand bars, rocks and reefs. Collisions with these objects may cause

e unconsciousness or even death.
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In terms of hlston,r surfing was a central part of ancient Polynesian culture, and the chief was the most skilled wave rider in
the community with the best board made from the best wood. According to the Wikipedia entries, surfing permeated ancient
Palyneslan society, including religion and myth, and Polynesian chiefs would demonstrate and confirm their authority by the
skills they displayed in the surf.

A surfer as school principal? Principal as a surfer?

After reviewing what we should know about extreme sports and surfing as an example of such a sport, let us for a moment

(&

examine if in any way a school principal should be a surfer or whether a school could benefit if the principal were to become

one.

First, surfing projects the image of a dissatisfied youth who has a protest statement to make by intentionally riding the
challenging waves risking the dangers of drowning and collision with rocks or reefs. As he stands there all alone, he is
executing various maneuvers such as turning and carving to prove that he is the strongest. He might even be rotating his
turn and re-entering backward. The rule of the game is that the more dangerous the procedure is, such as "tube riding"
when a surfer maneuvers into a position where the wave curls over the top of him forming a "tube" with the rider inside the

haollow cylindrical portionof the wave, the more coveted and sought after goal it is in surfing.

When a surfer wins the championship, he has but himself to congratulate and nobody else to thank. If he fails, he alone is
both the culprit and the victim. Of course, a champion has a coach or maybe a sponsor to get him started but that is not part
of the image. In brief, surfing represents a diverse culture based on riding the naturally occurring process of ocean waves. It
is definitely not fair to generalize that all surf-riders are reckless people but then that is the exact image of a surfer as

perceived by the general public

Do we want an egoist, a soloist or a non-conformist of a diverse culture to serve as school principals? Do we need such
character traits in a school principal, qualities including self-adulation, reckless risk-taking? We certainly don’t! Well then
where is the analogy?

Organizations do need great leaders but not egoists

In his book Good To Great — Why some companies make the leap... and others don't, Jim Collins reports what his research
team discovered as the key concepts that permitted some companies to go from "good” to "great”. Although principals of
schools are not exactly chief executive officers (CEOs) of companies, schools as organizations, the same principles should

also apply.

One of the good-to-great companies examined in Collins' study was Kimberly-Clark. Darwin E Smith, the Chief Executive
from 1971 to 1991 created a stunning performance with the company generating stock returns 4 .1 times the general
market. "It was an impressive performance, one of the best examples in the twentieth century of taking a good company

and making it grsats.'And yet Darwin Smith, "a man who carried no airs of self-importance” was not much known,

Jim Collins describes Smith as "a Level 5 leader — an individual who blends extreme personal humility with intense
professional will". So "extreme"” is not in risk-taking but in "humility”. Collins goes on to elaborate how Level 5 leaders, the
highest in his 5-level leader hierarchy, deals with "ego”. Needless to say, these high-ranking executives do have ego and |
 self-interest and are extremely ambitious, but "they channel their ego needs away from themselves and into the larger goal
of building a great company...their ambition is first and foremost for the institution, not themselves"
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In this book, Jim Collins reiterates that he gave his research team "explicit instructions to downplay (writer's own italics)
the role of top executives so as to avoid drawing the over simplistc conclusion of crediting or blaming the leader...yet
extenswe researches found that leaders do make the difference from good companies to great companies and what
makes a great leader is "humility + will = Level 5" leadership.” Put simply, it is "a duality of professional will and personal
humility". And great leaders like Darwin Smith shunned public adulation whereas public attention and personal adulation
are exactly what a surfer riding the waves is aspiring for.

What kind of leaders do organizations need?
Peter Senge in his The Fifth Discipline — The Art & Practice of The Learning Organization posed groups of managers this

question: Imagine that your organization is an ocean liner, and that you are the "leader”. What is your role? 3

When evaluating these mangers' various replies, Peter Senge has his own answers ready: the leader is the designer with
tasks concerning developing vision, values, and purpose or mission, the steward of taking his own vision as a calling he
is responsible for. And for organizations that truly excel, the leaders should be able to "tap people's commitment and
capacity to learn at all levels in an organization”. Such organization has no

place for self-seeking egoistic leaders.

In Primal Leadership — Learning to Lead with Emotional Intelligence, the writers describe the CEO Disease — the leaders
are so feared that the people around him "withhold important (and usually unpleasant) information.”* Any school
principals who dare to surf the big waves must be seriously ill of this disease. Leaders are to provide safety for the
organization to grow. Their focus should be on "relationship management — teamwork and collaboration”. Great leaders
are themselves able team players who "generate an atmosphere of friendly collegiality and are themselves models of
respect, helpfulness, and cooperation. They draw others into active, enthusiastic commitment to the collective effort, and

build spirit and identity. They spend time forging and cementing close relationships beyond mere work obligations.” 4

What kind of leaders do schools need?

The same message of caution is echoed in Anderson's Accountability in Education. Successful schools are stable
schools because "stability in terms of commitment to the school over time, is needed to shape the school culture and
climate””.

The literature review on leadership in Caldwell's collaborative work with Spinks, Leading the Self-managing School, does
mention that an element of risk-taking in the management of human resources is needed but should be "selective” and

started "on a small scale™®,

The book includes an extensive discussion on the role of principals in achieving the culture of excellence in schools.
Principals are first to work with others in the schools' community “to define elements of excellence which are relevant to
their setting, and to identify and resolve inconsistencies between these and the various manifestations of culture in their
schoaols.” For this to happen, "a shared commitment and concerted action among individuals® is needed with the school
leaders able to 'see the larger picture’. They should also be adept in focusing the attention of members of the school's
community on matters of importance when they manage the schoaol symbols including words, actions and rewards.
Schools are and should be accountable to students, parents, local community, education system, the local government,

~ national government and community in general. There is absolutely no room for risk-taking of extreme intensity and

uncertainty.
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At a more recent symposiumm, while drawing from the findings of a study in six countries, including Australia, China,

England, Finland, the United States and Wales, Caldwell emphasized that four sets of synergies would need to be created
- in schools.

- He was referring to:
*Amuuntability. autonomy and choice *Intellectual, social, spiritual and financial capital;
*Education, economy and society; and *Passion, strategy and trust.

He went on to say that "the key to secure success for all students in all settings and school transformation is to bring
strategies together and make them effective. To build this strength and secure such alignment requires outstanding

leadership and governance.”

This was the same theme Caldwell presented at the Hong Kong School Principals’ Conference 2008. "In the 21st century
setting, concerns of education, economy and society have to be aligned. Schools need to find the right balance between its
intellectual, social, spiritual and financial capital, and school leaders are required to articulate a compelling vision with
passion, strategy and trust." In the same breath when he was presenting the school principal as the surfers, Caldwell was

also calling for principals to strike the rightbalance.

Also at this conference, Professor Cheng Yin-cheong, Acting Vice President (Research and Development) at HKIEd and
Chairman of the Organizing Committee, echoed Professor Caldwell's call for synergies. "This Conference is testimony of
the common desire of school leaders, academics and policy makers to develop a closer working relationship. The

participants came in anticipation of creating synergy from their collective experiences and working together.”

Conclusion

So after the initial laughter over the surfer analogy, everybody at the conference was once again sober. Risk-taking was not
in the agenda. After all, salt at its best is for seasoning. It is not food. Less is better than more. Schools do not need extreme
sports players as principals. And principals do not need to go to extremity to prove their authority.

If analogies are required to present a clear picture, why not the school as the philharmonic orchestra and the principal as
the director? If sports are needed, then the school as a football team and the principal as the captain. As Hong Kong has
just hosted the Olympic Equestrian event, let us use horse as the analogy. Schools need work horses, not show horses.

e
. Notes

i 1. The Hong Kong School Principals’ Conference is an annual event jointly organized by HKIEd, the Hong Kong Subsidized Secondary Schools Council and the Subsidized
; ry Schoals Council, and co-organized by the Hong Kong Special Schools Council. This year, the one-day event, with keynote speech and seminars covering educational
. policy, leadership, and leaming and teaching drew arcund 1,000 school principals and deputy principals of primary and secondary schools, together with policy makers and
‘education practitioners. Professor Caldwell was the keynote speaker

| 2. Wikipadia is the free open content encyclopedia project operated by the Uniled States-based non-proft Wikipedia Foundation, By April 2008, Wikipedia had over 10 million

| in 253 languages. Tha English edition had over 2,400,000 articles as of July 2008, These artickes have been written collaboratively by volunteers around the world and
can be edited by anyone with access to the Internet. The conlents, therefore, contain original research or unverified claims, which are 1o be handled with discretion.
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