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Introduction and Purpose 
Many people talk about transformation. Discussions often surround what conceptually we 
are considering and envisioning as transformative leadership, and where there are examples 
where we may see it at play. To date, these transformational stories remain more evident 
in pockets than at scale. When people are faced with talking of transformation, the room is 
often filled with people who say “yes” and who agree philosophically, but more often, they 
return to the tyranny of the urgent of their daily leadership lives and the transformation 
agenda moves to the back burner or fades away to the corners of silence. There is little 
time for reflection on what the transformative work looks like in context and there are few 
opportunities to consider how the work unfolds in practice. This is the reason for this Tool 
Kit, designed to provide leaders both in formal or informal roles to reflect upon practice and 
consider how to begin the transformational changes to which we aspire. Our Tool Kit is about 
a system mindset and practices that include addressing systemic racism, and our ongoing 
fight for equity and equality for all learners. 
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Why would you be better off if you knew these skills? - Youth 

The youth of today inherit a planet dramatically unlike the one that parents of today inherited. The 
graduating class of 2024 was born in an era where social media was only in its infancy, global warming 
was not presenting anywhere near the dramatic weather patterns and systems we see today, and the 
caustic fires of discontent and intolerance were relegated to corners of the earth rather than erupting in 
the major democracies of today. We are urgently in need of a path to a healthy and sustainable society 
and planet, and the future of society is in our schools today. Where do we begin to have this common 
conversation and where do we outline steps that we can be taking on a journey of transformation? 
Incremental adjustments will not address the chasm of needs and it’s time that we created space to hear 
the voices of those who will inherit our planet and challenges and that is the youth of today. 

 
To create space for the voices of youth to be heard and to begin a transformational conversation, we 
need to be speaking with common language and understandings. That conversation also includes not 
only a close examination of the values and beliefs that guide individuals, but it needs to include how 
those beliefs and values translate to working in teams, and across systems. This Tool Kit is designed 
to begin the conversation, and to start to consider the steps necessary to a transformation of our 
learning and society. 

 
This Tool Kit proposes five key elements to spark the conversation and to begin the transformation. We 
are asking youth to consider the ‘spirit’ they carry with them every day. A spirit that can be shaped to 
create an inclusive, welcoming, and sustainable society and planet. The spirit of the work must unfold 
in context and developing a ‘contextual literacy’ is critical if we are to leverage voice and translate it to 
action. Once clear about their values and context, it’s time to talk about their agency. That agency is a 
‘connected Autonomy’ where you are not only independent actors, but also they feel and see a 
connection to a larger purpose. 

 
As a whole, this spirit of humanity, unfolding in context, and both autonomous yet connected then 
links a view where youth start to see more than their own class, neighbourhood and community. They 
see a ‘systemness’ where their actions can have an impact far beyond their local horizon. Finally, 
these youth, given voice, choice and optimism to make a change, will create the conditions to create 
a new legacy of leaders. Those who believe, those who care, and those who are willing to transform 

their context will become legacy leaders for a better tomorrow. The intentions of this Tool Kit are to 

begin that journey. 



CORE CONCEPTS FOR SYSTEM TRANSFORMATION: LEADERSHIP  TOOL  KIT 4  
 

 
Why would you be better off if you knew these skills? – Adults 

For those who have dedicated their professional (and personal) life to education, you likely did so 

knowing that you have entered not only into the world of learning, but you also entered into a world 

of social justice. You wanted not only to improve the life chances of every child, you wanted a better 

society and healthy planet. 

 
In today’s context, we are seeing some of these concepts fraying at the edges, if not deeper. There 

are many reasons why we are facing these challenges, but the real discussion is not to delve too 

deeply into the why, but more into the ‘how’ of getting to a better place. That better place is not an 

incremental change, but a transformation of the systems in which we are embedded. Transformation 

often begins with at the very least common language. What do we mean by transformation? 

Transformation for whom, for what, and how do we begin? 
 
 

This Tool Kit begins the context of a transformational journey by attempting to create a common 

set of language and understanding of what we are attempting to accomplish. It begins with an 

examination of self and moves to systems which is not uncommon as a framework, but it also 

signals a call to something larger. This call is one that asks leaders to examine their own inner 

values, desires and actions, the very ‘spirit’ of their work. That inner spirit and values must be put 

into practice in context. The literacy of reading landscapes of organizations, relations and structures 

is key to any effective leader. Leaders also need to honour both the importance of co-constructing a 

common purpose, and yet honouring the importance of self-agency, Autonomy, to do great work in 

concert with context and others. 

 
Finally, it’s through this deep work that the leaders today need to help guide and shape the leaders 

of tomorrow. This leadership legacy acknowledges life-long work, and the impact not only in the 

current context, but in the generations to come. 

 
Through this Tool Kit, we want to explore common language, values, intentions, and an 

acknowledgement of just what a transformational journey may look like in service of our schools, our 

societies and our planet. 
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This Tool Kit contains action guidelines for 5 core leadership concepts (see Figure 1) 
 

Figure 1: Core Concepts for System Transformation: 
Leadership Tool Kit 

 
 

 
 

The intention is to have us consider how we could work to interconnect all of these 
competencies and concepts into a whole. Leadership is about not only what people do 
up front, and all along, but it’s also about what they do in-between through relationships 
and paying constant attention to context. Overall, this Tool Kit provides a new, and we 
think, more powerful and more complete ‘lexicon’ of system transformation. There has 
never been a time when more focused individual and collective leadership from all levels 
of society is required. This Tool Kit will help you as an individual or as a member of a 
group, whether you are an adult or youth. Leadership is about impact and context; not 
about age or experience. The leadership for an adult may be a department or an 
organization, for youth it is about their own context in school or in the community. 
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All of those working at the system level in education know that leadership can be both 
extremely challenging and enormously rewarding. To address the complexity of today, 
many systems are looking for ‘transformation’ and our sense was that while many talk of 
such a massive shift, too often we are just playing around the edges of what is at the heart 
of transformative space. There are fabulous stories of change, but people still wonder how 
they will get there. People are also looking for something practical and easily accessible 
and this is how the Tool Kit emerged. No ‘Kit’ is a recipe for success, but we can help 
people begin to reflect on their own context and journey. And to consider ways they can 
achieve greater progress. Note also that we define leadership widely to include both young 
people as well as adults. 

 

 
Our intention is to change the narrative of districts and systems. To change cultures, 
practices and direction, there needs to be different stories that emerge. What is the 
narrative of your system, what is the narrative you want, and how will you get there? 

 
“We do not learn from experience per se, we learn from reflecting on experience” is a 
quote often attributed to John Dewey. The Tool Kit is designed to support and nurture 
reflective practitioners. We encourage people to begin to document and examine 
their practices, and then reflect upon those practices individually or in small groups. 
Reflective practices are about self-awareness, self-examination, and continuous 
learning and growth. This learning is often done most powerfully in social settings. 
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To support your new practices, we suggest that individuals or small groups reflect on 
their leadership, their organization and the changes that they are seeking. Begin the 
documentation of your own narrative of change by asking yourself questions such as: 

a. How do you see the concept of Spirit Work manifesting in your school/ 
district’s culture and practices? 

b. Reflect on a challenge your school/district faced. How did an understanding 
of its context guide the processes that were designed, and the actions taken? 

c. Reflect on a project or initiative where Connected Autonomy played a key role 
in its success. What did you learn from this experience? 

d. Reflect on the legacy you aim to leave as a leader. What steps are you taking 
to achieve this? 

e. Reflect on your (or your organizations) role within the larger system. How 
do you see your (or your organizations) actions taking into account, and 
contributing to systemic change? 

 
 

We started this journey in an attempt to respond to what we are hearing from Districts in 
widely differing contexts. We look forward to your thoughts and learnings from the Tool 
Kit, which will no doubt be revised based on our own learnings and the stories you are 
willing to share and discuss with us. We are all accountable for the future of our children 
and our society. Lorna Earl once said, “accountability is a conversation” and we look forward 
to our conversations with you in support of the Spirit of our collective work. 

 
Michael and Jordan 
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How to Use the Tool Kit 
A starting point is to read the five core concepts to come to understand how they fit together 
as a whole. As readers explore these concepts, they come to understand how they fit 
together, and how the Tool Kit can help move people from self-examination to system impact. 
After considering each independently, the final consideration should be a reflection on how 
the entire framework is intended to come together as a whole. 

 
 
 
 

 
1 2 3 4 5 

 

SELF 

You are building an awareness 
of your own understanding 

and level of action and you are 
beginning to work with others 
on integrating these concepts 

and skills. 

OTHERS 

You are working 
in concert 

with others to 
broaden and 
deepen the 

impact of your 
leadership. 

SYSTEMS 

Your personal awareness, 

your leadership skills and your 

collaboration with teams and 

others influences an entire system 

or organization. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We recognize that these elements are interconnected, and a leader cannot separate their 
work into discreet boxes. As leadership unfolds, it is however critical to think of a level of 
personal awareness, how that awareness unfolds as practice, and finally how that practice 
expands and diffuses to influence an entire organization. 
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It is important to understand the overall goal and intention of the Tool Kit. Leadership is a 
complex process unfolding in diverse and unique contexts and rooted in the relationships 
between and amongst people and groups. What we are presenting is a guide intending to 
move one toward the overall concepts in service of system transformation. The journey of a 
thousand miles begins with a single step and we hope that these steps of personal reflection 
and introspection begin to move your leadership work forward. 

 
We are not differentiating between youth and adults because we feel that we have not 
adequately tapped into the power of youth. Thus, we are presenting these concepts as 
accessible to all regardless of age and experience. Using this Tool Kit with youth means 
recognizing that the text may be modified to represent the individual leader’s context more 
adequately. The context of an adult within an organization and system is different from 
that of a youth in school and classroom, but the differences are more about relationships, 
context, and potential impact than they are they are about the nature of leadership that has a 
beneficial impact. 
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Core Concepts for 
System Transformation 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Spirit Work 
Spirit Work represents the deep commitment of humans to preserving and enhancing 

all life in the universe—human and nature. It is the shared humanity and deep care and 

commitment for all living things and beings. It is not spiritual, in a religious sense, it 

represents a connection to, and appreciation of something larger than self. 

 
Spirit Work in our use defines the development of self, well-being and learning, it is the very 

purpose of education for all. We also define learning and leading as a universal goal, where 

everyone is simultaneously a learner and leader. Our ‘framework’ is intended to define and 

guide the development of Spirit Work and it applies to children, youth, and adults. 

 
In education, Spirit Work can be defined as the actions and accomplishments that leaders 

and others undertake to enable everyone to cope, grow and develop under the complex 

and adverse conditions of contemporary society. It can help people realize their purpose 

and place in today’s world. 
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Spirit Work has its roots in Indigenous values and is embraced by increasing numbers of the 

young and the old across the globe. This connection and care for something beyond your 

immediate self is also missing in many individuals and societies, and as such undercuts the 

survival of living a sustainable life on this planet. Spirit Work isn’t just about living a healthy 

and good life, it’s also about nurturing the planet we live on and caring for all its inhabitants. 

It is about realizing the precious nature of the balance and interconnectedness between and 

among things. It’s about an awakening to your presence, and your impact. 

 
Spirit work in education concerns well-being and learning, especially in their close relationship 

to each other. It applies to all participants. It needs to be a universal characteristic applying 

equally to all races, the young and the old. Spirt work itself concerns both individuals and 

collectivities of all sizes. 

 
In earlier times, such as the decades after WWII the concept moral purpose was in vogue and 

connoted a commitment to ‘raise the bar and close the gap’ of learning for all students. The 

conception of success was narrow referring mainly to ‘academic learning’, and testing. These 

concepts were deeply rooted in intellectual functions and abilities. Aside from the fact that 

nearly all systems stalled or declined in the past 25 years or more, the definition of moral 

purpose was narrow omitting ‘well-being’ while focusing on a few core subjects without 

reference to fundamental global competencies such as the 6Cs (Character/Compassion, 

Citizenship, Collaboration, Communication, Creativity, and Critical Thinking’). 
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Personal Reflection and Assessment of Current Leadership 

 

SELF 
You are building an awareness 

of your own understanding 
and level of action and you are 
beginning to work with others 
on integrating these concepts 

and skills. 
 

 

1 2 

OTHERS 
You are working 

in concert 
with others to 
broaden and 
deepen the 

impact of your 
leadership. 

 

3 

SYSTEMS 
Your personal awareness, 

your leadership skills and your 

collaboration with teams and 

others influences an entire system 

or organization. 

 

4 5 

 
 
 

 

Area of Development 1 2 3 4 5 

Demonstrates awareness of self, 
others, and systems including local, 

regional, and global systems. 

     

Demonstrates an understanding 
of the importance of emotional 
well being. 

     

Understands the powerful link 
between well-being and learning 

     

Recognizes the importance of 
simultaneously being a learner 
and leader. 

     

Appreciates and can recognize 
that leadership is about individual 
and shared humanity, and their 
constant cultivation. 
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Contextual Literacy 
Contextual Literacy concerns one’s knowledge of, commitment to, and caring for the situation 

in which one lives. For leaders (again, for young and old) this means that to lead effectively 

one has to ‘know’, value, and commit to understanding the context as a precondition for 

helping to support and enrich the context for all members. This concept contains several 

key elements that would be essential to become a lead learner. These key elements may be 

nuanced depending upon the context and time. When someone joins a new organization, or 

when a child transitions between classes or schools, (i.e. is new to the context), they must, to 

a certain extent, become an ‘apprentice’ (learner) in the new context—learning from others 

who already live in the context or who are also navigating new experiences and relationships. 

In a balanced way we could say that newcomers are both apprentices, and experts — they 

bring some knowledge and skills to the new situation; and they have something new to learn. 

The context is also changed as soon as they become agents in this new reality. One cannot 

separate from the context, you become part of the context at the moment of arrival and 

impact it in various ways depending upon your actions, or lack of action. When the entire 

environment changes, when there is substantial system disruption (as it did during the 

pandemic) everyone becomes an apprentice to a certain extent. 

 
Contextual knowledge is essential for engaging effectively with those in the situation in order 

to develop the knowledge and commitment essential for system improvement. Contextual 

knowledge is immersion, trial and error, and growth through relationships and time. The 

relationships, to build on the spirt work, is not just with people, it is relationships with the 

environment including structures and processes. A leader becomes both agent and actor in 

the new realm. 

 
When you combine ‘spirit work’ and ‘contextual literacy’ you essentially create the conditions 

for compassionate, connected and committed leaders and members to improve and even 

transform ‘the setting in which they live’. 
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Personal Reflection and Assessment of Current Leadership 

 

SELF 
You are building an awareness 

of your own understanding 
and level of action and you are 
beginning to work with others 
on integrating these concepts 

and skills. 
 

 

1 2 

OTHERS 
You are working 

in concert 
with others to 
broaden and 
deepen the 

impact of your 
leadership. 

 

3 

SYSTEMS 
Your personal awareness, 

your leadership skills and your 

collaboration with teams and 

others influences an entire system 

or organization. 

 

4 5 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Area of Development 1 2 3 4 5 

Knowledge of context in which one lives 
     

Identification of relationships and 
interconnectedness 

     

Demonstration of care, for relationships, 
for context 

     

Works as apprentice, learning new contexts 
and connections 

     

Helps people within, and the system itself 
focus on indicators of progress and impact 

     



CORE CONCEPTS FOR SYSTEM TRANSFORMATION: LEADERSHIP  TOOL  KIT 15  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Connected Autonomy 
Connected Autonomy is not a continuum. It is the single state of being simultaneously 

connected to, and autonomous within a given context. We find the term collaboration too 

vague when it comes to sorting out what it means. Connected Autonomy is also complex, but 

it allows one to explicitly consider connection to others, and commitment to one’s own values 

and situation. It allows you to reflect on your degree of Autonomy in each group situation, but 

also to recognize that Autonomy is connected to a larger purpose, and intent. Connected 

Autonomy enables you to consider your contributions to the group, what you are learning 

from the group, how you are shaped by the group in support of your own agency. These 

contributions and learnings occur whether you and the group are simultaneously benefitting. 

It is through the acts of engagement and reciprocity that connections can be deepened and 

enriched. 

 
It is also essential to consider the three concepts together in their two-way and multi-way 

interactions: Spirit Work, Contextual Literacy, and Connected Autonomy. Our Tool Kit will 

enable you to process such interactions. 
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Personal Reflection and Assessment of Current Leadership 
 

SELF 
You are building an awareness 

of your own understanding 
and level of action and you are 
beginning to work with others 
on integrating these concepts 

and skills. 
 

 

1 2 

OTHERS 
You are working 

in concert 
with others to 
broaden and 
deepen the 

impact of your 
leadership. 

 

3 

SYSTEMS 
Your personal awareness, 

your leadership skills and your 

collaboration with teams and 

others influences an entire system 

or organization. 

 

4 5 

 

Area of Development 1 2 3 4 5 

Articulates how Autonomy and connectedness 

are interrelated 

     

Demonstrates how a connection to others and 
an external purpose shapes and strengthens 
their own Autonomy 

     

Considers how Autonomy can strengthen and 
support a larger spirit purpose 

     

Identifies the importance of Autonomy within 
a group setting while contributing to the group 
as a whole 

     

Recognizes the essential learnings from groups 
and society and how those learnings can be 
simplified to support a personal agency 

     

Demonstrates agency and action in addition 
to reciprocity that enriches groups and 
collective action 

     

Seeks clarity, challenges assumptions, and 
recognizes a deep sense of moral purpose 
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Legacy Leaders 
Legacy leaders are simultaneously engaged in several dimensions of leadership. They are 

aware of being effective leaders in the immediate situation (through spirit work, contextual 

literacy, and connected Autonomy); they ‘model’ what such leadership looks like; they act as 

mentors, guides, navigators and nurture a culture of leaders learning from each other. The 

end result is that the main mark of an effective leaders is not only their impact on the bottom 

line of increased well-being and learning, but also how many good leaders they leave behind 

—this is ‘legacy leader’. 
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Personal Reflection and Assessment of Current Leadership 
 

SELF 
You are building an awareness 

of your own understanding 
and level of action and you are 
beginning to work with others 
on integrating these concepts 

and skills. 
 

 

1 2 

OTHERS 
You are working 

in concert 
with others to 
broaden and 
deepen the 

impact of your 
leadership. 

 

3 

SYSTEMS 
Your personal awareness, 

your leadership skills and your 

collaboration with teams and 

others influences an entire system 

or organization. 

 

4 5 

 
 

 

Area of Development 1 2 3 4 5 

Has a personal vision of what effective 
leadership includes 

     

Understands how contextual literacy and connected 
Autonomy impact and spread leadership 

     

Demonstrate a deep sense of moral purpose and 
through spirit work impact not only their local 
context, but the larger whole 

     

Demonstrate skills as guides and navigators for others. 
     

Nurture the well-being and leadership abilities of others 
     

Create a culture where leadership flows amongst 
groups and an organization 

     

Grow the ability of individuals, teams and organizations 
to expand their leadership impact and abilities 

     

Demonstrate actions and results – they get things 
done and in doing so, they increase the strength and 
resilience of those around them 
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Systemness 
Systemness consists of one’s awareness of the ‘systems’ in which they live –locally, regionally, 

country-wide, and internationally. Since the Pandemic, people, especially the young, have 

become more aware that there are larger systems, and that they do affect their lives (mostly 

adversely). Thus, more people at all levels are amenable to considering how to engage and 

affect the larger systems such as: by mitigating certain forces; using their own agency and 

connected Autonomy to alter the system; working to achieve greater coherence by filtering 

out distractors, and even in some cases altering the very system itself. 
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Personal Reflection and Assessment of Current Leadership 
 

SELF 
You are building an awareness 

of your own understanding 
and level of action and you are 
beginning to work with others 
on integrating these concepts 

and skills. 
 

 

1 2 

OTHERS 
You are working 

in concert 
with others to 
broaden and 
deepen the 

impact of your 
leadership. 

 

3 

SYSTEMS 
Your personal awareness, 

your leadership skills and your 

collaboration with teams and 

others influences an entire system 

or organization. 

 

4 5 

 
 

 

Area of Development 1 2 3 4 5 

Recognize and can articulate how they are connected 
locally, regionally, nationally and internationally 

     

Can identify international forces that have impacted 
their lives and leadership 

     

Demonstrate an ability to mitigate forces that can 
negatively impact local leadership 

     

Continually work to simplify external forces and 
distractors to allow for attention to what is 
most important 

     

Have the ability to synthesize, simplify, and act 
     

Communicate with skill and clarity in ways that 
connect differing parts of systems 

     

Demonstrate and articulate how local actions can 
and do influence larger systems 
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The Future 
We believe that this Tool Kit takes us to a new level of leadership. It raises the question 

of where we are in the development of ourselves, our relationships with each other, and 

our relationships with the environment. Ultimately, we hope to provide a framework that 

supports a rich, rewarding and interconnected civilization. Human evolution is a combination 

of genes, culture, and consciousness. There has never been a time when more people, 

especially the young, have been aware of their own and others’ humanity. Accompanying 

this is the awareness that our future, and even our very existence is being threatened. At the 

same time there is a growing desire to take action, but little sense of what to do and where 

to start. We believe that this Tool Kit provides a framework for action, a focus, and pathways 

to move forward individually and collectively. To take but one major force Artificial 

Intelligence (AI) has rapidly become a powerful but unknown entity. Our Tool Kit enables 

people to mobilize and act in the face of the ever-complex conditions. This Tool Kit is 

intended to help focus leadership from all quarters in the service of our individual and 

shared humanity. 
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Contact us to explore the use of the Tool Kit : 

https://michaelfullan.ca/contact/ 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  


