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Leadership Statement

Growing up I often heard that I was a natural born leader. I assumed these comments were made because I always held leadership positions on the sport teams I played. As I got older and started my professional career I became a manager for a dot.com company, an Information Technology (IT) consultant, and a Camp Director. However, in each of these positions I was easily replaceable and often heard the expression that “anyone can be a manager”. In each of these positions I managed staff, resources, and a budget. In the eyes of the organizations I worked, my skill set and leadership ability did not set me apart from everyone else. I may have gained the experience of hiring and dismissing employees, collaborating and training staff, manage over $1M in resources, writing resource manuals, developing partnerships, and writing contracts and grants, but it was never enough to keep me in one position for a long period of time. The jumping from job to job and career to career played a toll on my self-confidence as a person and a leader. After finishing my Masters in Education degree I felt more confident about myself, because I had a tangible career skill that was defined by society. As I began teaching and working with students with disabilities I found myself gravitating towards mentoring and leadership positions without officially being in those positions. 
As I learn more about the theories and philosophies of leadership I believe most of my leadership positions, official and unofficial, I was acting from Maxwell’s model of The Five Levels of Leadership (2001). I believe I was working from the Permission level and People Development level. I never assume that I am better than someone else, and I always assume someone has more knowledge than I. Therefore, I think it is important to develop relationships with the people I work with. Through these relationships, I focus on how I can help them, how I can make their life easier, and how I can show them a skill that will make their job easier. Through the relationship building process, I hope that each individual sees the value in us learning and working together.
In my current position as a special education teacher for students with emotional disabilities (ED), I am constantly in a position of change. Every school day presents different scenarios and situations that have to be dealt with in a timely manner. As described in Bolman and Deal (2008), Dane and Pratt describe the characteristics of the “blink” process. The blink process is a very fast, unconscious process where the individual processes information instantly, sees a meaningful pattern, and is able to develop an effective course of action based on the information known and presented at the time (2008). I believe the blink process is a framework I developed over the years to handle the various business and leadership roles and meetings I experienced. 
As a career choice, I would never have consciously chosen to become a special education teacher. However, by luck or influence, I fell into the special education field and found I had more passion for it than I would have thought. The passion stems from the connection I feel with students with disabilities, especially students with ED. As a child growing up I had a speech impediment that affected my self-confidence and my ability to interact with my peers. I was misunderstood and felt alienated. These are many of the same feelings that students with ED feel. I believe because of my past experiences I can better relate to and understand how students with ED feel. The connections and success I see of my students each academic year continues to give me the motivation that what I am doing is important to someone.
	I believe students with emotional disabilities need to make a connection with his or her teacher before any learning can begin. The student needs to feel safe and secure in his or her learning environment and, over time, come to realize that his or her ideas and opinions will be valued. Students with emotional disabilities have experienced so much pain, disillusionment, disappointment, and failure throughout his or her educational careers that they often have lost the ability to believe in themselves or in success. A special education teacher needs to be empathic and sensitive to the needs of the student; however, they need to be firm with their expectations and guidelines. In order for a special education teacher to connect with the student, I believe the teacher needs to show the student that they have faced hardships throughout their own life and have prevailed, that they make mistakes and can admit when they are wrong, and be able to share about themselves while maintaining emotional and ethical boundaries. Over time, these actions by the special education teacher will help bridge the gap between the student and the teacher and open up the lines of communication for the student to learn.
	I believe a special education teacher teaches more than just academics to a student. A teacher educates the student on how to be successful in life within school, outside of school, in the community, with his or her family, and into the future. I cannot change my student’s past experiences, but I can help them grow and learn from his or her mistakes and hardships in order for them to believe in themselves and to create a future.
	The reason I want to become a leader in the field of special education is because I believe there needs to be a change from one way of thinking to another. I believe there needs to be a paradigm shift in how the world views education and teachers. In our culture and society we are encouraged to think outside of the box. Bolman and Deal (2008) wrote a whole book on the importance of reframing how we think to find better solutions. But how often are ideas discovered “outside of the box” accepted? More importantly, how “outside of the box” is our thinking to begin with if we are being instructed by teachers who learned in the box. The field of education in general needs to take a more pluralistic approach to teaching students. Nelson Goodman once quoted, “There are as many worlds as there are ways to describe them” (Eisner, 1993, p. 6). The school of tomorrow would allow students to choose how they learn. Students would be able to choose between learning through art, music, invention, imagination, technology, cultural, problem solving, or qualitative and quantitative systems. Through this new school approach I want to challenge the foundation of our educational practices and develop something better for the students of the future. I want to research and develop an educational model that will embrace enjoyable and active learning, which focuses on thinking and understanding of information that is transferable across subjects. I want to encourage students to ask questions and explore the questions they develop in their minds. I want students to feel encouraged to become a contextual knower, and be open-minded and listen to other ideas. Lastly, I want to teach students how to develop critical friendships through their peers and mentors in order to develop a more successful educational practice. In essence, Fullan (2008) states it best, the goal is “to move the student toward self-reliance” (p. 88). 
In conclusion, I know that I need more education and exposure to educational models in order to make my dream come true. I believe through my Ph.D. program I will learn the tools necessary to become an effective leader and be exposed to different research and educational models. My continued education and past leadership experience will provide me with the knowledge to implement lasting change. I expect the change I will make through my leadership will be through utilizing Ernest Shackleton’s leadership traits as outlined by Morrell and Capparell in Fullan’s (2008) book, The Six Secrets of Change. I believe in building relationships with the people I work with, teaching my peers how to be better and more efficient, encouraging their success, working through mistakes, and admitting when I am wrong or I need help. As Fullan (2008) states, “the world is not for your taking, but it is for your making” (p. 17). But no matter how much experience and training I receive, I can only make a different educational model if I am surrounded by confident individual leaders who are able to make the right choice in any circumstance given the information they are presented (Fullan, 2008). 
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