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School leadership is messy, but coaching can help school leaders step back from the demands 
of everyday work and focus on their leadership.

Although every coaching conversation is personalized and every context is unique, many school leaders 
face similar issues. In Embracing MESSY Leadership, Alyssa Gallagher and Rosie Connor—directors of 
global educational leadership nonprofit BTS Spark—synthesize the experience gained from coaching 
more than 20,000 school leaders around the world and highlight the universal challenges.

Here, the authors unpack the key traits and mindsets of the MESSY leadership model, and provide 
practical strategies and tools that have helped school leaders strengthen their leadership practice:

Meaning Making: Create a shared vision and engage others by collaborating 
more effectively. 

Emotional Connection: Build deeper, more trusting relationships to give feedback and 
hold difficult conversations.

Sensing the Future: Think creatively and tackle entrenched school improvement problems 
through experimentation and innovation.

Seizing Momentum: Be proactive, gain control of how you prioritize your time, and embrace 
new ways of working.

Your Presence: Build confidence by identifying the barriers that hold you back and learning 
how to overcome them. 

The MESSY leadership model embraces the human side of school leadership and helps school leaders 
feel confident, well equipped to handle all challenges, and lead in a complex world.
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Foreword

Rebuilding education systems in a post-pandemic world is a process of 
collective transformation that will reimagine, reinvent, restructure—and 
improve—schools in ways we have never seen. As school leaders look for 

policies that will help them in this process, their role is entering a new spring, 
making proactive and visionary school leadership more important than ever. The 
transformation of education can start in everyday practice in schools, but it won’t 
be easy, and it will require bold, innovative thinking about what school could be.

A clear, shared vision has always been central to successful school leader-
ship, and now more than ever, leadership with a common purpose and shared 
direction is essential. Thankfully, this is the beating heart of Alyssa Gallagher and 
Rosie Connor’s Embracing MESSY Leadership.

Two MESSY tools and strategies are worth highlighting here. The first is 
seizing momentum, which is about urging school leaders to be proactive and 
embrace new ways of thinking and working. Systemic change will likely continue 
to be slow and can’t be taken for granted, so acting now, based on professional 
wisdom and expertise, is a critical part of effective leadership. The second is 
sensing the future, which requires leaders to think outside the box and ask ques-
tions such as “What could school be like?” Experimentation and innovation are 
the most promising tools to support leaders as they address daily challenges to 
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school improvement. The ability to engage in this future-focused thinking with 
colleagues is another aspect of leadership that we need in a post-pandemic world.

Change is slow without significant mindset shifts. This is no less true in 
school settings. Coaching and leading educators within schools to create new 
elevated mindsets is a precondition to systemwide cultural transformation.

The book you hold in your hands is a guide to proactive, collaborative, and 
inclusive education in a world that continues to be characterized by uncertainty, 
growing inequalities, and disruption. It not only offers new ways to think about 
leadership in times such as this but also contributes to every school leader’s prac
tical toolbox to tackle everyday challenges. The MESSY leadership model identifies 
and delivers personalized advice about three key principles of school leadership.

First, school leaders should prioritize adaptability and flexibility to navigate 
uncertainties—especially in a post-pandemic world. The ability to swiftly adjust 
to changing circumstances, whether they are related to public health, technology,  
or educational policies, is crucial. This includes embracing hybrid learning models 
(i.e., combining in-person and online learning), accommodating diverse student 
expectations and needs, and being prepared for potential disruptions to teaching 
and learning. School leaders should also foster an educational culture that values 
innovation and continuous professional learning, encouraging teachers and staff 
to adapt their approaches in ways that best serve students who live in communities 
that are constantly evolving.

Second, leaders need to recognize and address the social and emotional impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Importantly, they should prioritize the mental health 
and well-being of both students and staff. Indeed, implementing comprehensive 
preventive mental health programs, promoting work-life balance, and creating a 
supportive environment for open communication are essential. Demonstrating 
empathy in decision making and understanding the unique challenges faced by 
individuals within the school community also fosters a sense of belonging and 
resilience.

Third, it’s essential to recognize that a heightened focus on equity and inclu-
sion is now required in schools. School leaders must work together with their 
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communities to eliminate educational inequalities that were exacerbated by 
or during the pandemic. This involves ensuring equitable access to technology, 
resources, and educational opportunities for all students. Furthermore, leaders 
should actively seek to address systemic inequalities with policymakers and their 
colleagues in other public sectors, engage with diverse perspectives, and create a 
learning environment that is inclusive and supportive of students from various 
backgrounds. Prioritizing equity in decision-making processes will contribute to 
a more just and resilient education system.

School leadership is key in addressing these principles in daily practice. 
Leading schools—and the diverse groups of people within them—is sometimes 
difficult, often imperfect, and always messy. Experienced school leaders know 
this and also understand the value of coaching and mentoring one another. Lead-
ership, as research has shown, is a team sport, not an individual race for awards or 
recognition. The data behind this book also make this clear: Modern school leaders 
value and expect professional feedback, collegial empowerment and support, and 
a focus on the human side of school leadership.

—Pasi Sahlberg
professor of educational leadership,

University of Melbourne
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School Leadership Is MESSY . . . 
and School Leaders Know It!

School leadership is messy. If you are a school leader, you may have already 
felt this intuitively for a long time. Maybe you attended a leadership pro­
gram or have a degree in educational leadership and were inspired by what 

you learned . . . and then found it really difficult to apply in practice. Maybe you 
start each term with high aspirations for how you intend to raise the quality of 
teaching and learning . . . only to find that each week is swallowed up by an end­
less list of “messy people issues” to deal with.

We hear your pain! We lead the not-for-profit initiative BTS Spark, and our 
coaches have supported more than 20,000 school leaders around the world. 
Coaching conversations offer an opportunity for school leaders to pause amidst 
the busyness of their everyday work and develop their leadership capabilities. 
Coaching also provides a space for leaders to reflect on their practice, talk through 
their toughest challenges, and identify new approaches.

We have witnessed the most amazing transformations. Our coaches help 
school leaders discover their own greatness. Along the way, they renew their sense 
of purpose, make breakthroughs in even the most broken working relationships, 

1

1
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and find ways to collaboratively lead their school communities and improve the 
quality of education they provide to their students. Amazingly, 99  percent of all 
leaders who engage in coaching with BTS Spark report making a significant posi­
tive change in their leadership.

This book is grounded in the reality of leading schools: the lived experiences 
of thousands of school leaders—principals and team leaders—who have benefited 
from professional leadership coaching. If you have never been coached, then 
hopefully you will benefit from hearing others’ stories (the quotes embedded in 
each of the chapters come directly from leaders being coached), learning some 
tricks of the trade, and using some practical strategies and tools our coaches use 
to support school leaders with their biggest issues.

“Knowing that other school leaders have the same 
challenges and have found solutions has been 

really affirming.”

What Are the Biggest Issues School Leaders Face?
School leadership can be a lonely business. When you’re first promoted to lead 
a team or department, you may suddenly find yourself on your own. In previous 
roles, you likely had a network of colleagues you could talk to, sharing highs and 
lows, trading tips and resources, and so on. In the new role, though, you find 
yourself managing former peers (maybe even some of your friends) and the 
dynamic has fundamentally changed. Fast-forward a few years to when you’re a 
principal, and you may feel lonelier still: in the spotlight, under pressure to be all 
things to all people, and unable to confide in anyone for fear of breaking confi­
dentialities or appearing weak.

Another challenge is the complexity of working with adults, be they teachers, 
staff, parents, other school leaders, or colleagues in your school district. As one 
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school leader explained, “I feel so much more confident working with children. 
It’s what I was trained to do as a teacher. Adults are a whole different ballgame.”

This book synthesizes our research from coaching thousands of school 
leaders over a five-year period (2018–2022). Most of these leaders were based 
in North America, the United Kingdom, and Australia, but others were from a host 
of different countries, including Singapore, Kenya, South Africa, and Indonesia. 
They included school principals, assistant/deputy principals, department heads, 
instructional coaches, and some directors and superintendents. Even though their 
locations and job roles varied widely, the differences in their coaching needs did 
not vary as much as you might expect. Many of the challenges school leaders face 
are, indeed, universal.

When a school leader is talking with a coach, both understand that it’s a safe 
space and all conversations are confidential. This sense of safety and security typi­
cally allows school leaders to open up and speak their truths. At the outset, each  
school leader needs to agree with their coach on their key objective: the shift they 
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would most like to make in their leadership. Usually, this is closely tied to a sticky 
challenge with which they are grappling.

Although every coaching conversation is one-to-one and personalized—and 
every school leader’s context is unique—many face quite similar issues. Indeed, 
when we analyzed a sample of 1,700 school leaders’ coaching objectives, we iden­
tified these nine common issues, ranked in order of frequency:

1.	 Giving feedback; having the courage to hold difficult conversations and 
hold others accountable.

2.	 Empowering and coaching others; not fixing others’ problems; delegat­
ing and letting go.

3.	 Engaging others; getting buy-in; influencing others to change their practice.
4.	 Building confidence and personal authority; overcoming “imposter 

syndrome.”
5.	 Slowing down; being less task-oriented; taking the time to be more 

people-oriented.
6.	 Getting things done; managing time; not procrastinating.
7.	 Attending to one’s well-being and resilience; learning to say no; setting 

personal boundaries.
8.	 Seeing the bigger picture; prioritizing; taking the time to think strategically.
9.	 Creating a shared purpose; building a team vision; fostering greater 

collaboration.

Now imagine that you are embarking on a coaching journey and your coach 
asks you what your biggest win would be as an outcome of your coaching con­
versations. What would you name as your top issue? Is it one of the nine issues 
we identified or is it unique?

The Human Side of School Leadership
It’s interesting to note that many of the top issues named by school leaders tap 
into their relational skills. Giving feedback, empowering others, getting buy-in, 
and building collaboration all require highly developed interpersonal skills, 
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and many others draw on our all-important intrapersonal skills (e.g., self- 
confidence, slowing down, managing your personal resilience).

Around half of all BTS Spark coaching conversations focus on supporting 
school leaders with relational leadership: widening their interpersonal skillset 
and strategies to handle complex interpersonal issues and work effectively with 
other teachers, school leaders, parents, and district colleagues. Around one-third 
of our coaching conversations focus on helping leaders develop their intra­
personal skills: building their confidence, increasing their self-awareness, and 
deepening their emotional intelligence.

“I’ve had a lot of professional development in the 
past, but coaching has been like the missing piece 

in the puzzle for me. My coach helped me to work out how 
to support teachers and empower them. It’s fundamentally 
changed the way that I work and lead.”

These priorities may not be a surprise to you. Nevertheless, they are rarely 
adequately reflected in leadership development programs offered to school 
leaders. Many courses continue to emphasize technical management skills  
(e.g., budgeting, human resources, health and safety), school improvement plan­
ning, and curriculum development. These are, of course, important, but we 
need to consider a “both and” approach here. It is unhelpful to expect school  
leaders to improvise their responses to scores of daily interpersonal challenges— 
especially since we know a silent majority of school principals globally have had 
little or no training for the job (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, 2014).

We use the phrase the human side of school leadership to emphasize the impor­
tance of both interpersonal and intrapersonal skills that school leaders need 
to utilize (Slade & Gallagher, 2022). If you need further confirmation of this,  
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look no further than the word cloud in Figure  1.1, which depicts the keywords 
that came out most strongly from our recent analysis of over 6,500 summary 
notes taken by coaches after their coaching conversations with school leaders.

We do not intend to slide into the well-worn debate between instructional and 
transformational leadership; we believe this has been set up as a false dichotomy.  
It is a no-brainer that the quest to improve the quality of teaching and learning 
needs to serve as a north star to guide how school leaders spend their time, atten­
tion, and resources. Instructional leadership approaches can serve as helpful guides 
here. However, school leaders can only effectively drive change and improvement 
efforts by building capability and inspiring their teams, thus epitomizing the trans­
formational leadership approach. What schools today urgently need is a combi­
nation of both instructional leadership and transformational leadership.

Recent research points to the importance of a combination of development 
strategies that include instructional, pedagogical, and transformational leader­
ship to guarantee schoolwide success (Day et al., 2016). Great schools have great 
leaders who significantly influence and create improvements in teaching and 
learning, school culture, and the school’s overall operation. All these improve­
ments indirectly improve student learning outcomes.

F I G U R E  1 . 1
Word Cloud Showing Most Common Keywords in Coaching Conversations
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Balancing the Me, Us, and It of School Leadership
What do we mean by the human side of school leadership? One model that 
helps many school leaders is super simple: the Me Us It model. Imagine three 
overlapping circles, where each circle represents an element of your work.  
The three circles are

It: This includes all the work you do as a school leader to provide a high- 
quality education for students and anything you do that improves teach­
ing and learning, including activities such as teacher observation and 
evaluation, professional development, strategic planning, and budgeting.

Us: This includes all the relationships you have with stakeholders and the 
culture you want to create in your school in order to provide a high- 
quality education.

Me: This is the kind of leadership you need to model (and the personal shifts 
you may need to make) in order to achieve your goals for it and us.

Ideally, you want each element (Me, Us, It) to receive equal attention, but 
that is rarely how it plays out. As a school leader, you are probably continuously 
juggling all three without realizing it. That juggle is difficult, though, and many 
school leaders find that their time and attention is so overwhelmingly focused  
on It—putting student learning first, as it should be—that they neglect investing 
sufficient time in forging effective working relationships (i.e., Us) . . . and the Me 
component is often left behind completely!

“I know that I have to put on my own oxygen mask 
first so I can be effective for staff and students . . . 

but it’s hard to do in practice.”
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You Matter . . . Hugely
Does it matter if the Me takes a back seat? Surely, the student learning experi­
ence should be what it’s all about? One could argue that the needs of the adults 
in a school—the needs of you and your colleagues—should take a back seat to 
students’ needs, but is that sustainable?

Students’ needs should be paramount. There’s no arguing that. Still, students 
both need and deserve great leaders. If you’re trying to make any changes to 
improve the quality of education that your students receive, then you’re going 
to need buy-in from teachers, staff, parents, and the students themselves. Don’t 
underestimate the importance of investing in the Us; it’s essential to build the 
capability of colleagues, engage with stakeholders, and nurture the culture in 
your school that will support the changes you want to see.

Most importantly, don’t neglect the ultimate truth: you matter enormously. 
Numerous studies point to the massive impact that the quality of school leader­
ship has on the quality of education that students receive. Leithwood and col­
leagues (2008) famously cited school leadership as “second only to classroom 
teaching as an influence on pupil learning” (p. 28). This was qualified in a more 
recent article and the original claim revised: “School leadership has a significant 
effect on features of the school organization which positively influences the 
quality of teaching and learning. While moderate in size, this leadership effect 
is vital to the success of most school improvement efforts” (Leithwood et  al., 
2020, p. 6).

The Wallace Foundation analyzed data from 22,000 principals and made the 
startling finding that replacing an ineffective elementary school principal (rated 
at the 25th percentile for leadership effectiveness) with an effective elementary 
school principal (rated at the 75th percentile) produces average student gains 
across the entire school amounting to three months of learning in both math and 
reading (Grissom et  al., 2021). Very simply stated, effective school leadership 
positively influences student achievement. You can debate how leadership effec­
tiveness was ranked, but this does give pause for thought.
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The MESSY Leadership Model
It’s clear that school leaders matter, and it therefore pays dividends to invest in 
your leadership. In this book, we’ve crystallized the latest in leadership thinking 
and provide practical strategies and tools to strengthen your leadership capabil­
ities. The original MESSY leadership model arose from work with leaders across 
all sectors (private, public, and not-for-profit). During the height of the COVID-19 
pandemic, chief learning officers from more than 40 of the world’s top organi­
zations were interviewed to gain a better understanding of the types of leaders 
who were most successful at leading their organizations through a period of great 
uncertainty (Connor et al., 2020). Out of that work, the term MESSY leadership 
evolved to describe the surprising traits these leaders exhibited (Figure 1.2).

Once the notion of MESSY leadership was born, we found that the associ­
ated concepts gained strong traction among school leaders. Through numerous 
conference keynotes, we shared the key themes around MESSY leadership with 
school leaders at all levels and discovered that they not only loved having the 
so-called messiness of their jobs out in the open but also enjoyed being chal­
lenged with an aspirational model of leadership they could strive toward. All that 
was missing were practical strategies that would help them expand their leader­
ship toolkit and make confident steps toward becoming MESSY leaders.

Our coaches of course do this—one conversation at a time. They draw on BTS 
Spark’s expansive curriculum of 33 leadership mindsets and coach school leaders 
to unlock their potential, shift their mindsets, and embrace new approaches to  
strengthen their leadership practice. (More on this in Chapter  7.) This book 
attempts to share these insights, strategies, and tools with you.

F I G U R E  1 . 2
The MESSY Leadership Model
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Your Journey to Becoming a MESSY Leader
Over the next five chapters, we will unpack the five key traits and mindsets of 
MESSY leadership. Adopting these specific mindsets will make it easier for you 
to lead in a complex world:

Meaning Making will help you create a shared vision and engage others
(both staff and stakeholders) in this work by collaborating more effectively.

Emotional Connection will help you build deeper, more trusting working
relationships to give feedback and hold difficult conversations where 
needed.

Sensing the Future will help you think outside the box and tackle entrenched
school improvement problems through experimentation and innovation.

Seizing Momentum will help you be proactive, gain control of how you
prioritize your time, and embrace new ways of working.

Your Presence will help you build your confidence as a leader, understand
what holds you back, and learn how you can overcome this.

The final three chapters will then show how you can make a shift in your 
mindset to create a sustained shift in your leadership practice, along with strat­
egies you can use to coach others on your team. This is what transformational 
leadership coaches do well, of course, but we will help you understand the prin­
ciples behind mindset work and share some basic approaches to get you started.

There is no prize for reading every chapter in order. In fact, we encourage 
you to dip in and out of chapters as they feel relevant to your current leadership 
experience and journey. If you have a pressing need to address, why not fast- 
forward to the relevant chapter?

Each chapter includes

•	 A key challenge to identify the larger problem to be solved.
•	 A key idea that challenges conventional leadership wisdom and embraces

new perspectives to get you thinking about your leadership differently.
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•	 A detailed description of the relevant mindset shift so you can get a clear
understanding of what it entails.

•	 A MESSY monitor, which encourages you to self-reflect on where your
current leadership practice lies with respect to this aspect of MESSY
leadership.

•	 Case studies that illustrate how other school leaders have embraced this
new way of working, with support from our coaches. (All case studies are
based on real school leaders we have coached, but various details have
been changed to ensure total anonymity.)

•	 Insights from our amazing coaches around the world.
•	 Practical tools that provide scaffolds for integrating key MESSY concepts

into your everyday conversations and leadership practice.
•	 Tips and “aha moments” from school leaders that relate helpful advice to

understand new concepts and embrace new strategies. (You’ll find many
of these show up in sidebar quotes throughout the book.)

• Go-do actions that challenge you to immediately apply MESSY leader­
ship tools and ideas in your everyday work.

Above all, we hope that this book will help you find a simple way to lead 
in today’s complex world. We have worked with dozens of MESSY Pioneers— 
practicing school leaders across four continents who have embraced and trialed 
the MESSY leadership concepts—and been inspired by their efforts. As a result, 
we have woven many of their experiences into this book so it can serve as a prac­
tical handbook. For a printable toolkit of MESSY leadership resources to share 
with your team, go to btsspark.org/messyleadership.

We stand on the shoulders of giants: 20,000 school leaders who have engaged 
in coaching with us to strengthen their leadership, 300 coaches in 37 countries, 
and 1,000 leadership experts within our organization. With that kind of support, 
our job as authors was easy.

Schools need MESSY leaders. We wish you all the best in your efforts to 
become a MESSY leader.
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