
Does the world really need more leaders? 
 
A quick scan of school websites brings a realization that, increasingly, the 
mission statements of many schools are almost identical.  It is true that they may 
be in a different order but the words are the same.  Everybody seems to be 
offering an education that is ‘holistic’, ‘child-centered’, ‘balanced’, ‘global’ and 
which promotes the crucial ‘21st century skills’.  Leadership is another such 
word and countless schools now seem to be suggesting that they are churning 
out future leaders by the dozen; I am left wondering what a world populated by 
countless leaders will look like, particularly because the image of leadership 
conveyed is often that of an individual in a position of responsibility making 
important decisions. Surely not everyone can be in charge.  
 
Some months ago a parent sent me an article from the New York Times in which 
the author asked if there was any room for the ordinary any more.  Was there a 
place for the child or teenager (or adult) who enjoys a basketball game but is far 
from Olympic material; who plays the violin but not to concert standard; who 
will be a good, decent citizen but won’t be a world leader? She went on to quote 
Brené Brown, a research professor at the University of Houston Graduate School 
of Social Work and author of the book ‘The Gifts of Imperfection’ who wrote that, 
“In this world, an ordinary life has become synonymous with a meaningless life.”  
All too often, the rhetoric of success is defined by accolades and the 
extraordinary, and the effect is that parents are increasingly anxious that there 
just isn’t going to be enough room for even the straight-A, piano-playing, hard 
working child.   Going to a lesser university or ‘just being average’ will in some 
way doom children to a life that will fall far short of what we want for them. 
 
The Times article struck home and I was reminded – somewhat uncomfortably – 
of an incident after securing what I thought was an outstanding graduation 
speaker.  The person in question was a world famous climber, who had both 
saved lives and been saved by others, and who had made numerous first ascents 
of mountains across the globe.  In a moment of hubris I made a comment to a 
colleague to the effect that the speaker moved the school away from the normal, 
boring, middle-aged businessman or woman.  Back came the reply, what a shame 
for Mr or Mrs Middle-Aged.  They were probably just wasting their time being 
decent people, supportive partners and loving parents rather than being heroic. 
 
I don’t by any means wish to devalue the extraordinary.  The world needs 
extraordinary individuals to act as agents for change.  The world also needs 
inspirational leaders who will bring about greater stability, peace and 
understanding.  But I do think that it is wrong to imagine that only extraordinary 
people can bring about change and to confuse the words ‘ordinary’ and ‘normal’ 
with ‘insufficient’ or ‘impotent’.  It was not at all the case that my mountain 
climber necessarily had more to say that was worth listening to than Mr or Mrs 
Middle-Aged just because of their experiences in a very specific context or, 
ultimately, that they had had a more beneficial effect on society. 
 
More and more the modern conception of leadership is about the use of 
influence rather than positional power.  Leaders are now said to lead by 



mobilizing people around a compelling vision of the future and by inspiring them 
to follow. They show people what is possible; they energize and give people a 
sense of purpose.  They also leave them with a deeply seated sense of 
accomplishment when the work is done.   Though position is important - it gives 
access to information and resources that otherwise can makes a particular task 
far more difficult to achieve – it is not essential and the best leaders act as 
teachers, mentors, and role models regardless of what it says on their nameplate.   
They accomplish the most important parts of their work collaborating with 
others to gain support and cooperation in order to drive strategy and accomplish 
goals.  
 
And though it is not what schools mean when they use the word on their 
website, thought about this way we can all be leaders.  Ordinary people leading 
ordinary lives can produce extraordinary results if the weight and focus of that 
group is sufficient.  I suspect that hundreds or thousands of people taking 
informed and compassionate decisions can have a more lasting effect on history 
than the words or actions of a single individual even though these decisions, 
these ‘unhistoric acts’ in George Elliot’s words, are made by a “number who lived 
faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.”   Clearly I hope that schools 
will help to produce extraordinary people; people who will take an issue by the 
horns and shake up the world.  However I also hope that those same schools and 
colleges will help to produce a far greater number of nurses, carers in old 
people’s homes, loving parents and supportive friends who recognize that their 
collective actions could have a far greater and much longer-lasting effect on 
society. 
 
 


