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Emotional literacy

The leadership gold dust

Melissa Martin


Key points

•Influential leaders harness emotional literacy to influence and lead others through challenging times.

•Emotionally literate leaders respond and apply mana-enhancing practices.

•When leaders intentionally foster emotional literacy, they enhance the school’s culture and positively impact all stakeholders.

•Leaders who invest in growing their emotional literacy capabilities inspire others to invest in themselves and amplify their self-awareness, emotional awareness, social awareness, and positive psychology.






Emotional literacy is at the heart of effective educational leadership. It supports organisational culture and change management, as well as teaching and learning outcomes. The research reported in this article was designed to help explain emotional literacy and its influence on school culture. Interviews with four primary school principals about their leadership practices demonstrate how they fostered emotional literacy and the flow-on impact on their school culture.




Introduction

Beneath the surface of every educational organisation emotions, narratives, norms, and values influence how individuals behave. This collectively, implicitly or explicitly, creates the cultural climate of each organisation (Deal & Peterson, 2016). Consequently, unconscious attitudes and behaviours can affect how people think, feel, and act. When underlying negative attitudes and behaviours become the norm within a school setting, it creates a culture of disconnected, passive, or reactive educators. When a new educator joins an established unhealthy culture, they interpret the unwritten rules and tend to either succumb to the status quo or risk becoming isolated (Deal & Peterson, 2002). By consciously investing in fostering emotional literacy practices with all staff and stakeholders, leaders can mitigate the risk of an unhealthy culture and egocentric behaviours developing (Crawford, 2010; Dasborough et al., 2015; Leithwood & Beatty, 2009). This article takes a deep dive into the questions: What is emotional literacy? and How can an explicit focus on emotional literacy help to create a thriving staff and school-wide culture?

What is emotional literacy and why is it important for leaders to focus on?

Steiner (2003) introduced emotional literacy in the late 1970s, essentially promoting it as intelligence with a heart.  His model identified five emotional literacy fundamentals:

•knowing your feelings

•having a heartfelt sense of empathy

•learning to manage emotions

•repairing emotional damage

•emotional interactivity (Steiner, 2003).

Individuals can develop emotional literacy by becoming attuned to emotionally driven behaviours presented by themselves or others, responding with integrity, and taking responsibility for thoughts and actions. By bringing an intentional focus to their personal beliefs, values, and actions, individuals can improve their emotional capabilities.

The term emotional literacy is more conducive to an educational context than is the term emotional intelligence (Alemdar & Anilan, 2020; Meekums, 2008; Sharp, 2001). There are similarities between emotional literacy and emotional intelligence theories and some authors use the words interchangeably.  However, there are important semantic differences (Alemdar & Anilan, 2020; Park, 1999; Weare, 2004). The term emotional intelligence suggests that it is innate and finite and tends to focus on an individual’s ability to comprehend and manage emotional information (Alemdar & Anilan, 2020; Weare & Gray, 2003). In comparison, the term emotional literacy is broader and connects to other concepts that also develop over time, namely language, culture, and wellbeing (Crawford, 2007; Haddon et al., 2005).  Emotional literacy holds more positive connotations than emotional intelligence from a growth mindset standpoint.

Leaders have a crucial role to growing emotional literacy within themselves and their schools.  Schools are charged with emotional beings and daily events that provoke emotional responses. Although a leader cannot have complete control over the climate, they can be strategic in how they navigate themselves and others through these challenges (George et al., 2007; Hargreaves & Fink, 2004; Leithwood & Beatty, 2009; Yamamoto et al., 2014). Therefore, educators must have emotional literacy skills to effectively filter their emotions through a regulation process, enabling them to express their thoughts and feelings respectfully. If school leaders do not invest in developing these skill sets, they put themselves in a vulnerable position by implicitly encouraging undesirable behaviours, such as explosive emotional responses at one end of the spectrum and avoidance or withdrawal at the other (Leithwood & Beatty, 2009). Over time, failure of leaders to focus on developing their and others’ emotional literacy can contribute to continual employment changes, hostile staff cliques, staff burnout, and children mimicking negative adult behaviours. This creates an unhealthy culture where people focus on surviving rather than thriving.

Leaders in recent times have had to navigate their schools through COVID-19, increased employment challenges, internal and external emotional demands placed on teachers, and a lack of external support for diverse learners. Subsequently, these challenges create emotional labour by implicitly and explicitly expecting educators to suppress their surface and deep emotions to achieve an organisation’s goal (Tsang, 2011). Although leaders cannot have complete control over the climate, they can be strategic in how they navigate themselves and others through these challenges (George et al., 2007; Hargreaves & Fink, 2004; Leithwood & Beatty, 2009; Yamamoto et al., 2014).  Educators must enact emotional literacy to effectively filter and regulate their emotions to enable them to express their thoughts and feelings respectfully.

Unfortunately, leaders with low levels of emotional literacy tend to apply a bandage approach. They ignore what is happening by living in the hope that “toxic ringleader/s” will leave when they introduce a new initiative (Woods & Carlyle, 2002). However, the literature suggests that new initiatives often fail when implemented without consideration of the emotional process of change and the underlying culture of an organisation (Leithwood & Beatty, 2009; Mahfouz et al., 2021; Roffey, 2008). The dictum “culture eats strategy for breakfast”, recognises that if leaders do not address an organisation’s culture they risk sabotaging the longevity of any change process.

Research approach

The master’s study reported in this article posed the research question: “How do educational leaders foster emotional literacy in their schools, and how do they perceive this impacts school culture?”

Participants and context

In 2021, seven New Zealand primary school principals were invited to participate. The invitation explained the research intentions, participation involvement, ideal outcomes, and their rights as participants, including confidentiality. Four of those seven principals agreed to be participants (see Table 1).

Purposive sampling and maximum variation were applied for this research by specifically selecting principals based on the insights they would bring, and the variation included gender, years of experience, time in the role, and socioeconomic contexts (Flick, 1998). Other professionals identified these principals as leaders developing or embedding emotional literacy practices with their staff.


Table 1. Participant information
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Methodology

The four semistructured interviews took place via Zoom or in person (depending on locality) and took between 60–90 minutes. The interview schedule consisted of 13 questions and was used flexibly. Questions included, for example:

•Can you tell me how emotional literacy became a practice you wanted to invest in and foster in your school?

•As a leader, what capabilities did you need to foster this practice?

•Can you describe how the awareness of emotional literacy has impacted the relationships within your school?

•Can you think back to the time when you began developing emotional literacy at the school? What was the culture like then?

•How has emotional literacy contributed to developing the daily pressures of education?

•What advice would you give to your past self?

Each interview was voice recorded and, once transcribed, returned to participants to ensure their thoughts were captured accurately. Once transcript forms were released, a thematic analysis was applied.

Findings and discussion

This section discusses the three significant contributions that the participants’ narratives make to the education sector. First, the data revealed that influential leaders value emotional literacy by starting with themselves. Secondly, the data illuminated that influential leaders connect and attain their followers by growing their self-awareness, emotional awareness, social awareness, and positive psychology. Thirdly, leaders signalled that intentionally fostering emotional literacy positively impacted individual leadership capabilities and enhanced the school’s culture.

1. It starts with the leader

The data revealed that each leader had a reflective moment that motivated them to invest in emotional literacy. This aligns with Veach et al.’s (2002) belief that defining moments can lead to a journey of self-discovery and an increase in abilities and strengths to make a difference. Their “why” remained strong even when experiencing discomfort and challenge, encouraging them to brave the emotional literacy wilderness (Sinek, 2011). Scholars posit that influential educational leaders support and foster the development of emotional literacy by intentionally helping their teams to identify and develop effective strategies to navigate the cognitive, social, and emotional complexities of their roles (Beatty, 2000; Crawford, 2010; George, 2003).

Furthermore, the participants highlighted that when they intentionally amplified their emotional craft, they gained the confidence and capabilities to support teachers, subsequently positively impacting the children. This requires significant skill, reflection, self-development, and knowledge of self and others. Consequently, when the purpose is clear, regardless of the contextualised challenges, emotionally literate leaders will strategically begin to influence, apply, and model emotional literacy practices (Beatty, 2007; Covey, 2020).

John shared words of encouragement for the journey:

Start with yourself. Read, and give yourself time and space to understand what you will find. Find people you feel safe to start being vulnerable around and extend the group as you go. But you can’t ask others to be vulnerable if you are unwilling to do that yourself.

Each participant echoed these words. They started their journeys by looking internally and becoming comfortable with their strengths and weaknesses, and natural leadership platforms, and they identified core beliefs, values, and personal standards. Admittedly, each participant expressed that self-discovery requires courage, vulnerability, and continual reflection; it is layered with many emotional challenges and does not have an endpoint. Through this process, the leaders identified things they disliked about themselves, such as habits and personality traits. That did not necessarily mean that they needed to change; instead, they became aware of it and the impact it could have. Therefore, leaders who focus on themselves develop their capabilities and confidence to lead with head, heart, and intuition (Brown, 2018 & Newman, 2007).

Moreover, this process allows them to find their authentic selves, creating consistency between their words and actions. These behaviours inspire followers to trust their leader and encourage them to reflect on their own actions (George, 2003). Consequently, this creates a genuine emotional connection between leader and follower.

Emotional literacy competencies

Participants illuminated that influential leaders attract and connect with followers through positively growing collective emotional literacy. For this to occur, leaders must invest in self-awareness, emotional awareness, social awareness, and positive psychology practices. This investment helps followers recognise their positive and negative intricacies, natural leadership platforms, and aspirations. The analysis of the semistructured interviews identified four vital overarching and intersecting themes crucial for fostering emotional literacy and contributing to thriving school cultures (see Figure 1). The research participants identified these competencies with supporting descriptors and practical strategies. It is important to note that there is a natural overlap with some of the practical strategies (see Tables 2, 3, 4, and 5). Thus, they have been allocated to the best-fitting competency to present these findings.

Self-awareness

Self-awareness is “the ability to focus attention inward and study oneself as though looking in a mirror” (Ashley & Reiter-Palmon, 2012, p. 2). This process requires courage, honesty, and vulnerability as the individual engages in self-reflexive thought, self-examination, and introspection. Furthermore, this illuminates how personal strengths, aspirations, beliefs, values, and weaknesses affect how individuals think and behave (Ashley & Reiter-Palmon, 2012). The leaders identified self-awareness as one of the most crucial competencies to foster and shared their strategies for developing this (see Table 2). Max said: “You cannot ask people to do the work if you have not done it yourself.” The leaders supported this. Kara added: “You must know yourself, your stress triggers, and strategies to overcome it, strengths and weaknesses, personal goals, and be aware of your impact.” Therefore, successful leadership surfaces when people look inward and acknowledge how critical experiences have shaped their worldview, understand their motivations, respond by rethinking themselves, redirect their moves, and reshape actions for the greater good (Showry & Manasa, 2014).

Table 2.  Practical strategies for developing self-awareness




	Three practical strategies
•Learn more about yourself through personality and leadership surveys, 360 assessments, reflective questions, and coaching conversations.

•Intentionally schedule a time to learn about your strengths, weaknesses, and the impact they have on you and others.

•Take time to identify your: why, beliefs and values, and non-negotiables and explore how these have been generated.
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Figure 1. Emotional literacy competencies and the descriptors that leaders promoted based on this research





Emotional awareness

Primary schools are saturated with emotional beings, ranging in age, world views, strategies, and comprehension levels. Thus, emotional awareness is a vital competence that influential leaders utilise to reduce suppressed emotions and reactive responses (Crawford, 2007; Hochschild, 1983; Mahfouz et al., 2021; Tsang, 2011; Yamamoto et al., 2014). The participants shared the various emotional challenges they encountered while navigating colleagues, children and whānau expectations, with emotional reactions ranging from minor to extreme. Examples of this included a death within the school community, defiant behaviours that were contributing to teacher exhaustion, and the feeling of not being able to balance home–life and school–life expectations. Subsequently, leaders need to effectively regulate their emotions and communicate them in a socially acceptable manner. This means becoming attuned to emotions others express through verbal and non-verbal cues and responding in a mana-enhancing way. Thus, the participants became intentional about recognising and validating their stakeholders’ emotions and teaching them practical strategies to amplify their emotional awareness (see Table 3).

Table 3.  Practical strategies for developing emotional awareness




	Three practical strategies
•Understand and utilise resources grounded in Māoridom, such as Te Whare Tapa Wha (Durie, 2001) and Tū Rangatira (Ministry of Education, 2010), crucial resources for developing the emotional awareness of kaiako and tamariki.

•Create a list of shared bucket-filling activities and regularly refer to these.            

•Utilise and encourage the use of experts when we need to reach out for support.








Social awareness

Goleman (2017) suggests that socially aware leaders are service-orientated and have empathy and organisational awareness. This is demonstrated by understanding others’ emotions and perspectives, taking an interest in their concerns, and recognising and meeting stakeholders’ needs (Goleman, 2017). The data highlighted the importance of being aware of and respecting others’ needs, building and nurturing relationships, championing others to achieve their goals, being socially observant, having compassion for others, establishing genuine connections, and being aware of their impact on others (Steiner, 2003; Weare, 2004).

The participants shared some practical strategies that they have applied to develop their individual and collective social awareness (see Table 4). As Kara said: “People are the most critical asset within a school, and it is essential to create climates with people at the heart of the decisions.” Therefore, when delivering messages, socially aware leaders know that there is a human on the other side upon whom their words and actions will inevitably impact. However, they can minimise negativity by being genuine about their communication and being aware of their body language, tone, facial expressions, placement in the room, and the impact this has on others (Brown, 2018; Newman, 2007).

Table 4.  Practical strategies for developing social awareness




	Three practical strategies
•Use real-life scenario cards to teach kaiako and tamariki to read the verbal and non-verbal communication of others.

•Intentionally schedule time with colleagues to ensure genuine relationships between leaders and followers.

•Learn to interpret what specific behaviours are being communicated and discuss the impact they could have on relationships—positive psychology.







Positive psychology

Gable and Haidt (2005) describe positive psychology as a scientific approach that supports humans to reach their optimal condition by applying strengths and virtues that empower individuals, communities, and organisations to thrive. This aligns with the leader’s growth mindset, enabling them to develop high-functioning cultures. Moreover, positive psychology allows leaders to navigate daily leadership challenges confidently through a strengths-based perspective. Leaders are aware of the risks but intentionally choose to see the positives and growth that could arise from a challenging conversation or experience (Gable & Haidt, 2005). Thus, leaders apply positive psychology as a strategic approach to improving wellbeing, environmental climate, and overall workplace engagement (Gable & Haidt, 2005; Park & Peterson, 2008).

The leaders discussed how they had intentionally espoused values within their educational context. These included compassion, empathy, resilience, faith/hope, relational optimism, vulnerability, and passion. The leaders aspired to apply these while communicating with colleagues, tamariki, and other stakeholders and share strategies for developing this (see Table 5). Additionally, each participant emphasised that, regardless of the content of the conversation, the messages must be delivered with clarity, compassion, and respect. Max shared his golden rule when preparing for challenging conversations: “People do not remember what you do or say. They remember how you make them feel.” Subsequently, when these values are modelled and fostered, they create the foundations for developing cultures of high trust, honesty, appropriate expectations, inclusion, consistency, and genuine relationships, allowing all stakeholders to thrive during adversity (Park & Peterson, 2008).

Table 5.  Practical strategies for developing positive psychology




	Three practical strategies
•Put one’s ego aside, and model vulnerability and courage.

•Actively value people and communicate with clarity and compassion.

•When things go wrong, take extreme ownership, and specify how and why.








2. How does emotional literacy impact the school culture?

The participants identified 14 positive cultural shifts from explicitly fostering emotional literacy within their context. This consisted of hauora being valued by all, mana-enhancing practices, regular shared and individual professional learning, clarity around school vision, high trust, shared language, alignment between values and actions, manaakitanga, inclusive practices, distributed leadership, appropriate expectations across the school, reflective practice, a safe and supportive environment, and genuine relationships. It is essential to acknowledge that these 14 outcomes were a snapshot of time but represent a to-date impact journey of fostering emotional literacy based on the data analysis.

Each participant’s interview highlighted that the leader applied vital strategies to improve the school culture (see Table 6), and these contributed to how they approached situations. The leaders expressed a notable improvement in cohesion across the school and responses to children experiencing social and emotional challenges. Colleagues approached problems with compassion and courage by becoming more responsive rather than reactive. Subsequently, relationships felt genuine, and individuals were intentionally taking time to form relationships and work collaboratively.

Most importantly, staff were beginning to be vulnerable by effectively expressing their cognitive and emotional challenges. Kara shared that she utilised te ao Māori resources to amplify her staff’s emotional literacy and continuously encouraged staff to increase their awareness of communication and its impact on all stakeholders (see Table 3). This exposed the connection between te ao Māori and emotional literacy practices and the significance this has had on growing a school culture predominantly represented by Māori and Pasifika. Ergo, these intentional acts create positive ripples at various levels and a culture that genuinely values people as their authentic selves.

Table 6.  Practical strategies for developing an emotionally literate culture




	Three practical strategies
•Be inclusive, consistent, and provide the community with appropriate language and skills.

•Invest in an eco-systematic approach to grow emotional literacy at all levels. An eco-systematic approach is collaborative, includes all stakeholders, and identifies what successful emotional literacy looks like at all levels (micro, meso, exo, macro, and local).

•Engage in regular workshops that include all stakeholders to navigate and understand emotions and apply strategies to regulate themselves safely.







Conclusion

These findings are interwoven and organically strengthen each other. For example, when leaders actively strive to improve their emotional competencies and intentionally support others to do the same, they create genuine relationships, collectively increasing communication, capabilities, and the capacity to deal with challenging emotional situations through courage and compassion (Goleman, 2017; Steiner, 2003; Weare, 2004). Leaders who model these behaviours create the conditions for authenticity and vulnerability (Crawford, 2007; Hochschild, 1983; Mahfouz et al., 2021; Tsang, 2011; Yamamoto et al., 2014). Therefore, for emotional literacy to positively impact school culture, leaders must continuously foster emotional literacy practices at each eco-systematic level (Brown, 2018; Lupton, 1998; Roffey, 2008; Woods & Carlyle, 2002).

So what, now what?

This study identified the importance of educational leaders intentionally investing in emotional literacy, the specific emotional literacy competencies to invest in, and some practical actions that others could enact. The study revealed:

•First, to build a positive emotional culture, leaders must start with themselves.

•Secondly, influential leaders attain and connect their followers by growing their self-awareness, emotional awareness, social awareness, and positive psychology.

•Thirdly, emotional literacy improves individual leadership capabilities and enhances a school’s culture.

In the past decade, we have seen significant changes to the educational landscape, an increase in external and internal emotional pressures resulting in emotionally charged beings and events that occur daily and require careful navigation (George et al., 2007; Hart, 1998; Leithwood & Beatty, 2009; Yamamoto et al., 2014). School leaders cannot singlehandedly control a school’s emotional climate and culture. However, they can influence it by being attuned to their staff and stakeholders, responding with mana-enhancing practices, and ensuring cohesion between actions and words. Thus, leaders must be courageous, hold the mirror up and ask themselves: How do I contribute to ambiguity and the emotionally laden culture? What can I do to influence a thriving, well-rounded school community? The success and the impact of timeless emotional literacy practices will depend on a leader’s ability to start with one’s own self.
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