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“Leadership, in the final analysis, is the ability of humans to relate deeply to 

each other in the search for a more perfect union. Leadership is a consensual 

task, a sharing of ideas and a sharing of responsibilities, where a leader is a 

leader for a moment only, where the leadership exerted must be validated by 

the consent of followers, and where leadership lies in the struggle of a 

community to find meaning for itself.”  

William Foster 
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Critical Leadership Theory 
 

 

William Foster, a scholar in the field of education, has identified 4 criteria for the 

definition and practice of critical leadership.  He says that leadership must be critical, 

transformative, educative and ethical.  

 

Central tenets of critical leadership theory 
 

Leadership must be critical: 

-Examines and critiques previous/current conditions of social life and holds up certain 

ideals for comparison. 

-Critiques existing power structures in society. 

-Critically reflects continually on the relationship between one’s positions and on the 

societal context (historical and contemporary) in which one operates.   

 

Leadership must be transformative: 

-Leadership is oriented towards social change. 

-One’s goal is to enhance freedom and democracy.  

-Sees leadership as change, not control. 

-Realizes human agency in others to affect societal change. 

-Shares power with others. 

-Values relationship between leaders and followers where leaders create other leaders so 

leadership becomes a shared and communal process.  

-Identifies and leverages timely moments and opportunities. 

 

Leadership must be educative: 

-A leader can present both an analysis (enables personal and organizational self-reflection 

to occur) and a vision (addresses alternative possibilities). 

-One’s goal is to emancipate others by empowering others to have control over their own 

lives. 

-Invites and creates mechanisms for critical dialogue. 

 

Leadership must be ethical: 

-Acts/uses power ethically and thus encourages others to act ethically. 

-Addresses question of whose interests are being served and strives to serve the interests 

of those who are not typically served. 

-Focuses work on marginalized groups, namely those that are underserved, 

underrepresented or face oppression in society.  

 

 

Source: Foster, W. (1989).  Toward a critical practice of leadership.  In J.Smyth (Eds)., 

Critical perspectives on educational leadership, (pp. 39-62).  London: Falmer.
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Reflection/Discussion Questions  
 
Leadership is “critical”:  

-How am I being “critical” in my social action project? 

-What is my project critiquing? 

 -What societal power structure am I challenging? 

 -How am I being mindful of my social position in relation to the broader context  

of my work? 

-How have others practiced this notion of being “critical”? Draw upon your experiences 

in groups/organizations/projects/service. 

-How can I be more “critical” in my service project? 

 

Leadership is “transformative”: 

 -What does ‘social change’ and the ‘common good’ mean? 

 -How does my social action project work towards social change and the common  

good? 

-How am I sharing power with others in my work? 

-What have you learned about this idea of  “empowering others” and “sharing power” 

from observing and working with others in community?  

-How can I share power with others more in my service project? 

 

Leadership is “educative”:  

-What is my vision for my service project? What is the ideal I am striving towards? 

 -How am I practicing reflection as I engage in my service project?  

-How can I help others to learn and reflect about the issues my project is working on? 

 

Leadership is “ethical”: 

 -What does it mean to be ethical? 

-Why are you doing national service?  What is your motivation? 

 -Whose interest is my service project serving? 

 -How am I serving the interests of those not typically served? 

  

 

 

 

“Those of us who attempt to act and do things for others or for the world without 

deepening our own self-understanding, freedom, integrity, and capacity to love, will 

not have anything to give others. We will communicate to them nothing but the 

contagion of our own obsessions, our aggressivity, our ego-centered ambitions, our 

delusions about ends and means.” 

-- Thomas Merton, Philosopher 
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MINDFULNESS and CONTEMPLATIVE PRACTICE 

 

 
Mindfulness:  

 

“The ability to bring back the confused and distracted mind to a relaxed and 

precise attention on the present moment experience.”   Naropa University 

Faculty Retreat 

 

“The art of conscious living.”  Jon Kabat-Zinn 

 

“Mindfulness is not thinking, interpreting, or evaluating; it is an awareness 

of perception. It is a nonjudgmental quality of mind which does not 

anticipate the future or reflect back on the past.”  Center for Contemplative 

Mind in Society 

 

“Mindfulness means maintaining a moment-by-moment awareness of our 

thoughts, feelings, bodily sensations, and surrounding environment. 

Mindfulness also involves acceptance, meaning that we pay attention to our 

thoughts and feelings without judging them—without believing, for 

instance, that there’s a ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ way to think or feel in a given 

moment.”   Greater Good in Action Science-based Practices for a 

Meaningful Life – University of CA, Berkeley 

 

Contemplative Practice: 

 

A practice undertaken with the intention to quiet the mind and to cultivate a 

personal capacity for deep concentration, presence, and awareness.  Ideally, 

the insights that arise from the mind, body and heart in this contemplative 

state can be applied to one’s everyday life.  

 

Contemplative Practices cultivate a critical, first-person focus, sometimes 

with direct experience as the object, while at other times concentrating on 

complex ideas or situations. Incorporated into daily life, they act as a 

reminder to connect to what we find most meaningful. 

 

Contemplative practices are practical, radical, and transformative, 

developing capacities for deep concentration and quieting the mind in the 
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midst of the action and distraction that fills everyday life. This state of calm 

centeredness is an aid to exploration of meaning, purpose and values. 

Contemplative practices can help develop greater empathy and 

communication skills, improve focus and attention, reduce stress and 

enhance creativity, supporting a loving and compassionate approach to life.    

The Center for Contemplative Mind in Society (Mirabai Bush and Arthur 

Zojanc) 

  

 

Meditation and Higher Education: Key Research Findings  

 
Cognitive and Academic Performance  

• Mindfulness meditation may improve ability to maintain preparedness and orient 

attention.  

• Mindfulness meditation may improve ability to process information quickly and 

accurately.  

• Concentration-based meditation, practiced over a long-term, may have a positive 

impact on academic achievement.  

 Mindfulness meditation increases memory and attention skills 

 

Mental Health and Psychological Well-Being  

• Mindfulness meditation may decrease stress, anxiety, and depression.  

• Mindfulness meditation supports better regulation of emotional reactions and the 

cultivation of positive psychological states.  

 

Development of the Whole Person  

• Meditation can support the development of creativity.  

• Meditation supports and enhances the development of skills needed for 

interpersonal relationships.  

• Empathetic responses are increased with meditation and mindfulness practices.  

• Meditation may help to cultivate self-compassion.  

 

Health 

 Mindfulness meditation boosts the immune system 

 Mindfulness meditation eating practices can help fight obesity 

 
Toward the Integration of Meditation into Higher Education: A Review of Research. Astin, 

Brown, Shapiro, 2008. http://www.contemplativemind.org/archives/830 

 

 

 

 

http://www.contemplativemind.org/archives/830
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Tree of Contemplative practices – Artwork by Carrie Bergman, the 

Center for Contemplative Mind in Society 
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The Tree of Contemplative Practices 

 
Description of the “Branches” 

 

Activist Practice: Work, service, and activism as practice. 

 

Creation Process Practices: An artistic manifestation of contemplation, 

in which process is emphasized more than product. 

 

Generative Practices: “Generative: the ability to give birth, to bring 

into being, or to evoke.” Practices done with the intention of generating 

devotion to God/Spirit/the Divine, or evoking compassion, loving-

kindness, etc. 

 

Movement Practices: Practices that emphasize movement as a path to 

awareness and connection. 

 

Relational Practices: Practices that involve communicating either with 

others or oneself in a reflective process. 

 

Ritual/Cyclical Practices:  Practices done either alone or in community 

to mark passages of time or milestones in a person’s life, to 

acknowledge and/or catalyze change. 

 

Stillness Practices: Practices that cultivate stillness, with the intention 

of quieting the mind, increasing awareness, and/or creating space for 

God/wisdom to come forward. 
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Examples of Contemplative practices    What are your practices? 
 

African dance 
Aikido 
Altar building 
Appreciative Inquiry 
Art 
Astrology 
Basque mysticism 
“Bearing witness” 
Brushwork/calligraphy 
Bubble baths 
 
Buddhist practices – 
general 
Dzogchen practices 
Koan practice 
Mahamudra meditation 
Metta (lovingkindness) 
Tibetan Buddhist 
visualization 
Tong-len 
Vipassana (insight 
meditation) 
Zazen 
Chanting 
 
Christian practices – 
general 
Centering prayer 
Devotional prayer 
Ignatian spiritual exercises 
Labyrinth walking 
Lectio divina 
 
“Connecting” 
Contemplative dialogue 
Contemplative movement 
Dance 
Earth-based rituals, Pagan 
practices 
Fasting 
Gardening 
Hindu practices 
 
Indigenous practices – 
general 

Council circle 
Invoking the ancestors 
Medicine wheel creation 
Storytelling 
Sweatlodge 
Vision quest 
 
Jewish practices – general 
Hitbonenut 
Shabbat 
Teshuvah 
Tefila 
Tzedakah 
 
Listening – “deep 
listening” 
Mandala making 
Mantra practice 
Martial arts 
Massage 
 
Meditation – general 
Guided meditation 
Mahamudra meditation 
Transcendental 
Meditation – Siddhis 
Vipassana (insight 
meditation) 
Zazen 
 
Mindfulness practice 
Music 
Nature – solitary time 
Open Space Technology 
Pilgrimage 
Prayer 
Qi gong 
Quaker practices – general 
“Listening to the inner 
voice” 
Clearness committee 
 
Reading sacred texts 
Reflective Practices 
Sabbath 

Shamanistic practices 
Singing 
Storytelling 
Sufi practices 
Swedenborgian practices 
T’ai chi 
Vigils 
Walking meditation 
Writing/journaling 
 
Yoga – general 
Hatha yoga 
Kundalini yoga 
Shiddha yoga




