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R E P R O D U C I B L E

Table 8.1: Competing Mental Representations in Schools

Learning leaders must constantly be on the lookout for competing mental representations and bring 
these conflicts to the forefront for discussion and analysis. The table shows competing mental repre-
sentations with regard to leadership, change, teaching, learning, and students. 

Below each set of competing mental statements is a Likert scale. Identify to what degree you are 
committed to one representation or another, with - 5 being the least and + 5 being the greatest degree 
of identification. A score of 0 means that you see both perspectives equally.

The genesis of change in our school: the principal’s office or the classroom? 

Schools can’t change until something significant happens in the principal’s office.

vs.

True change happens when new actions are taken in the classroom.

Principal’s office 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Classroom

Leadership: a position or a capacity to influence? 

In our school, people become leaders once they are given a job title.

vs.

Leadership is the capacity to influence the environment, allowing staff with talent and 
vision to step up when they are ready. 

By position 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Capacity to influence

Fear: use it or keep it at bay?

We make progress by using fear to keep people in line.

vs.

We make progress by diminishing fear in the culture.

Using fear 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Keeping it at bay

The leader’s role: safe stalwart or risk taker? 

We lead by example by always playing it safe.

vs.

We lead by example by taking bold but calculated risks in the name of change.

Safe stalwart 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Risk taker
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The leader’s role: master or servant? 

We get the most out of others by giving them very clear direction and constant supervision.

vs.

We get the most out of others by identifying their needs and supporting their growth.

Master 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Servant

The leader’s role: finding faults or finding strengths? 

Our job is to find faults in others and correct or replace them.

vs.

Our job is to adroitly find strengths in others and nurture them.

Faults 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Strengths

Change: episodic or continuous? 

We expect change in our school to come in fits and starts.

vs.

We know that change is the only thing that’s constant.

Episodic 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Continuous

Collaboration: cheating or learning? 

Teachers and administrators work in relative isolation, and collaboration  
is almost analogous to cheating.

vs.

Collaboration is a corporate expectation and is seen as the key to learning.

Cheating 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Learning

Change solutions: prepackaged or cocreated?

Leaders decide on a change plan and then systematically implement it,  
attempting to secure buy-in.

vs.

Change plans are cocreated, relying on the vision, goals,  
and aspirations of everyone involved..

Prepackaged 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Cocreated
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The purpose of school: reflect and maintain community standards  
or advance them?

Leaders (including teacher leaders) continue to construct a school in the image of the 
community, reflecting current standards and beliefs.

vs.

Leaders (including teacher leaders) create a school designed to advance community 
standards and support purposeful community improvement and renewal.

Reflect 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Advance

Teaching: teaching curriculum or teaching students?

Leaders (including teacher leaders) work to ensure the content is taught.

vs.

Leaders (including teacher leaders) work to make sure the students learn. 

Curriculum 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Students

Assessment: catching and sorting or identifying and intervening?

Assessment is used to catch students who are lazy  
or unprepared en route to sorting them out.

vs.

Assessment is used to identify learning challenges and establish a plan for intervention.

Catch and sort 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Identify and intervene

Learning goals: teaching to standard or adding value?

Our role is to ensure that students reach a prescribed standard.

vs.

Our role is to recognize students’ capacity and work toward systematically  
adding value and helping the students realize growth and improvement.

Reaching Standard 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Adding value

Student capacity: empty vessels or unharvested fields?

Students are empty vessels who come to school to be filled with knowledge.

vs.

Students come to school with unseen talent and skills, like fields waiting to be 
harvested by teachers—and by the students themselves.

Vessels 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Fields
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Recalcitrant learners: rejected and ostracized or embraced and studied?

We reject struggling or recalcitrant learners due to their poor performance, 
 attitude, and inability to get along with others.

vs.

We carefully study recalcitrant learners and treat their behaviors  
as symptoms leading to a treatment and a cure. 

Rejected and ostracized 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Embraced and 
studied

Snapshot of good teaching: teacher in motion vs. students in motion? 

Teachers are seen as effective if they are very busy and active in their classrooms.

vs.

Teachers are seen as effective if the students are very busy and active in their 
classrooms.

Teacher in motion 5—4—3—2—1—0—1—2—3—4—5 Students in motion
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