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The world we lead in…
Polycrises

Polycrisis constitutes a set of interrelated, 
interdependent, and mutually reinforcing 
crises. Climate change, the pandemic 
health crisis, growing global inequality, 
misinformation, increased hunger, 
heightened nuclear danger, pollution of air, 
land, and seas, and threats to democracy 
interact and are mutually reinforcing.

(Patton, 2024)



The world we lead in…
Dominant and Competing Logics

• Polarised political discourse, competing 
rights and the rise of right-wing populism 
challenge the conception and practice of the 
democratic school leader (Säfström & 
Månsson, 2022). 

• Existential global threats; war, pandemics and 
climate change (Apple et al., 2023), require 
critical, political, ethical and anticipatory 
responses (Gencer & Batirlik, 2023; 
Söderström & Seiser, 2024).



The world we lead in…
Education as Activist?

• Education is always a political act, which can 
be used both to maintain the status quo and 
to promote social change (Freire, 1985).

• Education leadership as activist and political; 
leadership praxis for the advancement of 
social justice (MacDonald, 2024; Smyth, 
2012).
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Deficit Thinking?

gap

(Alford, 2024: Chaudhary, 2022; Cushing, 2023a; 
Cushing, 2023b;  Department of Education, 

2025; Scottish Government, 2025)



The world we lead in…







How do school leaders navigate:

• Increased community tensions around immigration?
• Staff (or others) who feel that their personal/ religious 

views are being compromised?
• The rise of incel culture?
• Polarised views around the purpose of education?
• Requirement to make decisions that undermine your 

core personal/professional values?
• Conceptions of identity and gender?
• War and conflict?





Developing 
Critical 

consciousness



Critical Consciousness
While humanity cannot predict how current threats to the 
future of democracy will unfold, we can learn, critique and 
unlearn […] the paradigms through which humanity has 
created the polycrises threatening our world today. 

(Mitchell, 2025)

1) What is the impact of political turbulence and polycrises
on educational vision and provision, now and in the
future?

2) How does political and policy ambiguity impact on the
school leadership role?

3) How do school leaders ensure equity and social justice
remain central to your leadership?



The Enhanced Political Awareness Programme
(Glasgow, Scotland)

“to strengthen leaders’ understanding and

critique of the education policy and political

context in Scotland. With a focus on

research, theory and practice it will extend

participants' political literacy and their skills

and confidence in navigating the political

context to support strategic, informed,

critical leadership praxis in their school and

local authority” [district] (Education District,

2024).



The Enhanced Political Awareness (EPA) Programme
(Glasgow, Scotland)

Policy

PraxisResearch

EPA

Criticality
Interpretation

Political Literacy
Questioning

Activism
Courage

Critical Consciousness
Leadership and Teaching

Data/Evidence
Experience

Interrogation
Knowledge



Believing that change is possible is one thing; 
committing to making change is another. 
Critical action requires educators to make 
concrete commitments and take actionable 
steps to change school practices, policies, and 
their own behaviors…. to empower teachers 
and students as civic agents…. support 
teachers’ development as transformative 
intellectuals and civic agents that connect 
teaching and learning to social transformation 
and community activism. 

(Lash & Sanchez, 2022, p.4).

Change is Possible



“[CLP] is action that involves critique, and, where 
necessary, transformation of the taken-for-granted 
discourses/ideologies, practices, structures, and 
relationships that shape and characterize 
educational practices” (Mahon et al., 2018, p. 467).

A critical leadership disposition that is “morally, 
socially and politically informed” (Francisco et al., 
2023, p. 938) with practice of leading that is 
intentionally underpinned by “critical questioning 
related to the social, moral and political purpose of 
education” (p. 938), to advance democracy, social 
change and humanity. 

Mitchell et al., forthcoming (my emphasis)

Conceptions of Critical Leadership Praxis



The Enhanced Political Awareness (EPA) Programme
The Research Study



The Challenges of Transfer



The Study: RESEARCH QUESTIONS

University
Site of Learning and

Site of Practice

School
Site of Learning and

Site of Practice

Learning → Practice Transfer

1. What factors support or undermine the application of participants’ learning from the EPA 
programme in school and local authority (district) contexts?

2. How can the university provider and local authority support and enhance participants’ 
critically conscious leadership practice, during and on completion of the EPA programme?



The Study: Theoretical Framework

Feminist 
Theories

(hooks, 2000)

Marxist 
Theories
(Madhavi & Rao, 

2024)

Systemic Structures of 
Power and Oppression



©University of Glasgow School of Education

Methods

Contextual support or 
isolation in sites of 

practice

Competing
priorities and 

ideologies 
that intersect 

all system 
levels

Agency to be politically 
acute social justice 

leaders 

Leader 
compliance

and/ or 
activism

• Semi-structured one-

to-one interviews 

(Moenandar et al., 

2024) with eight 

former EPA 

participants.

• Thematic Analysis 

(Braun and Clarke, 

2013)

Interview
Focus



©University of Glasgow School of Education

Tokenism / 
Authenticity

Risk / 
safety

Capacity / 
Resourcing

Findings:
Broad Themes



©University of Glasgow School of Education

• Experiences ranged from tokenistic lip-service, box 
ticking or treading the safe line, to authentic critical 
engagement in the more risky leadership that explicitly 
challenges oppressive discourses and practices.

• Challenge to authentic CLP: we're looking at the 
authority [district] from a responsibility level of risk 
management, value for money basically… playing the 
politics around the different agencies.

• The different dispositions within the participants’ 
leadership teams were identified as key factors in the 
determining the level of authenticity of CLP in their 
contexts.

• Right-wing arguments about not essentially wanting 
young people to be educated in social justice and 
equalities issues within schools.

Tokenism / 
Authenticity



©University of Glasgow School of Education

• Appreciation of investment from the district and the 
school, with participants able to attend this [EPA 
programme] during school time. However, there is a lack 
of capacity in the system.

• Seeing what education needs to do to make things 
better…that can be sometimes overwhelming because 
you're in the business of running your school, running 
your establishment.

• Support from principals ranged, from my head [principal] 
[…] when I talk to him, he supports the work [of anti-
racism] but then he says he can’t give any time for it on 
the working time agreement, to a more positive 
experience: My headteacher has recently just kind of 
gone through a [University Provider] course as well, so I 
think that the understanding of time to get your reading 
done… I've been quite fortunate that the time’s being 
provided for me.

Capacity / 
Resourcing



©University of Glasgow School of Education

• Tensions between the moral and ethical purpose, and the 
politically mandated compliance anticipated of leaders: 
There seems to be a kind of… a safe silence, I guess. It's 
like I certainly feel that headteachers are very loud in their 
schools and very quiet in their authority [district].

• Constraint to participants’ freedom or engagement with 
media to critique local or national policy: A kind of cagey 
balance as a practitioner and getting involved […] we’re 
supposedly encouraged to be critical and enquiring, but 
they’re [Scottish Government] not open to being 
challenged.

• Contextually specific enablers and/or risks to agency and 
professional or psychological safety: the challenge can be 
political. It can be financial, it can be about competing 
demands. It also comes from people with power.

• Sense of isolation and risk to career progression.

Risk / 
safety



• Invite and value voice and critique from the 
profession in political and policy spaces; 
value placed on the role and experience of 
the leader in context.

• Political and educational actors in the 
‘ecosystem’ should promote and articulate 
the merit of CLP as a leadership norm. 

• Critical attention to factors that support or 
constrain participants’ application of CLP in 
their spaces of practice, as a fundamental 
characteristic of the learning, reflection and 
critique embedded in teacher and leadership 
development programmes.

Implications for the profession



An alternative 
lens?



Gamot and Hyman, 2025







1. What/whose ideas and voices do we value? How do we 
transfer ideas and words to practice?

2. What do we need to know and understand about how young 
people experience the world?

3. What processes and practices will foster school communities’ 
critical consciousness, their heightened awareness of the 
world and the power structures that shape it?

Becoming teachers for social justice entails moving students 
through intentional processes and practices to foster critical 
consciousness.

(Styslinger et al., 2019)
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