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How many different ways can we think about leadership?
It’s been a recurring theme throughout most of my adult 

life. I have a passion for leadership that’s akin to my passion for 
art—both are often impactful beyond what we know. Through-
out our NAEA community, we’ve talked a lot about leadership 
as art, about transformative leadership, and about leadership 
service. And we’ve explored leadership in venues and formats 
ranging from the inaugural National Leadership Conference 
held in 2014—to the new NAEA School for Art Leaders launched 
last July—to our new L2L (Leader to Leader) quarterly webinars 
launched last month. All of these efforts are about supporting 
you as leaders beginning with your work context—K-12 schools 
or school districts, museums, universities, or community based 
organizations—and providing opportunities to sharpen your 
leadership skills even further to answer the call to service as 
state, regional, and national leaders. NAEA’s attention to lead-
ership ensures the vibrancy of our field and the art education 
professional community.

We’ve given thought to the concept of leadership, the intellec-
tual constructs of leadership, and to the meaning and modalities 
of leadership. And in this “year of the user experience,” I chal-
lenge you to further explore your own experience of leader-
ship—from the way you lead your work as an art educator in the 
spaces and places you interface with students and colleagues, to 
how you personally experience your growth and development as 
a leader.

Can you identify those leaders who have had the greatest 
impact on you and your work? What were the lessons learned? 
In your work with students, what is their experience of you as 
the leader? And, what is your experience of students as leaders? 
Are you the voice of authority, the facilitator, the assuager of 
student awkwardness? Are you the “servant leader” working in 
service to your students? Do student leaders emerge through 
the creative process of artmaking or perhaps through facilitating 
peer learning—coaching others through their own challenges. 
Leadership is an intriguing hybrid of been-there/done-that 
confidence and edge-pushing creativity—both traits of consum-
mate leadership. For me, leadership is much like approaching 
a blank canvas; it requires vision enabled by discipline and 
courage.

And I believe art educators are natural leaders. Let’s stretch it 
beyond the art room—consider a different platform for experi-
encing leadership—the recently passed Every Student Succeeds 
Act (ESSA). ESSA pushes authority back out to the states; that 
means that it’s even more urgent for each of us to take the lead 
in advocating for the essential value of visual arts education to a 
21st-century education.

Maybe this means reassessing your own experience of what it 
means to lead, and presenting at the local school board meeting 
or testifying before your state board of education. The experi-
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ence of leadership as an advocate for art education is somewhat 
unique in both its challenges and its sense of fulfillment. You’ll 
have an entirely different experience of collaboration than 
that of faculty meetings. You’ll have a different experience of 
purpose—being part of a movement that is much larger than 
yourself. Being a leader in the crusade to gain a rightful position 

for arts education is a leadership experience unlike any other.
And writing about the experience of leadership is no easy task. 

It’s hard to evoke the variables that such experiences capture. 
The twenty-five art educators who comprised the 2015 class of 
the NAEA School for Art Leaders (SAL) designed and executed 
bold leadership experiments over this past year that took vision, 
courage, and conviction. Their recent experiences of leader-
ship were shared in Chicago and will be archived in Virtual Art 
Educators to encourage and support—and hopefully inspire—
your own action. If you’re ready to experience a deeper under-
standing of leadership, apply to the 2016 SAL Class (http://bit.ly/
NAEASAL), register for the NAEA National Leaders Conference 
(http://bit.ly/NAEANLC); or volunteer to serve in your state or 
national association.

It was Nike who evoked experience and awakened a passion 
for movement and competition against oneself. Their slogan, 
“there is no finish line,” was all about focusing on the process 
rather than the product, the journey rather than the goal, and 
the experience rather than the accomplishment—something we 
often encourage our art students to do.

The experience of personal leadership development doesn’t 
stop, so keep the momentum through the end of the school year. 
Keep imbuing your students with the experience of discovery, 
exploration, and experimentation. Lead them to feel thrills, anx-
iety, pride, and wonder. Keep the momentum as you create new 
experiences that develop your skills and nurture your passion 
for teaching and leading—for art education.

And share your triumphs and your pratfalls—we all have 
them—after all, it’s part of the experience! Leadership is not 
easy, even for those professionally trained. But as an artist, as 
an educator, it’s important for you to exert your leadership now. 
And the NAEA community is here to support you in that role, no 
matter how you choose to experience it. Reach out and do it!
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