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ABSTRACT  

Young women’s leadership is an area frequently overlooked in educational leadership 

development.  When it is addressed, it is often done so from the perspective of adults 

resulting in planned learning opportunities being disconnected from the contexts in 

which young women lead.  This thesis brings young women’s voices into educational 

leadership conversations and illustrates the importance of including their beliefs and 

understandings about leadership when developing an alternative approach to 

leadership development.  

 

This thesis describes a qualitative, collaborative action research study conducted 

between 2007 and 2008 with twelve Year Twelve female secondary school students 

from a Catholic Girls’ School.  This research sought the perceptions and views these 

young women held about leadership in the secondary school context.  The students 

were involved in co-constructing a leadership development programme (Revolution) 

with the researcher and participating in it.  After the delivery of the leadership 

programme the students and the researcher evaluated both the programme and the 

process by which it came about.  The questions that guided this research were: 

1.  What are young women’s beliefs about leadership and how are these 

influenced by contextual factors in their secondary school? 

2. What would a leadership curriculum that was co-constructed through an 

adult/student partnership look like? 

 3.  How effective is the process of co-construction in developing a youth 

leadership programme and how successful is the programme in developing 

leadership understanding? 

Within an action research framework youth-adult partnerships were formed that 

allowed the voices of the young women and the researcher to be included in the 

process of designing the leadership programme.  The students and the researcher met 

regularly in the process of creating a collaborative learning community to share 

perceptions, create, participate in and reflect upon the leadership programme.  Semi-

structured interviews and focus groups were used to ascertain the young women’s 
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beliefs and perceptions about leadership as well as their preferred ways of learning, 

what content should be included in the programme and how the programme should be 

structured, both prior to participating in the programme and after completing the 

leadership programme. 

 

First, the perceptions and understandings about leadership that the young women held 

about leadership were addressed.  The findings indicated that the school was a site of 

significant influence on the young women’s beliefs and understandings of leadership 

and the opportunities to develop and practice leadership.  There was a wide range of 

beliefs about leadership ranging from very basic to highly complex and this 

influenced the process of co-constructing the leadership programme. The changes to 

these understandings were later explored after participating in the Revolution 

leadership programme and this process served as a means of evaluating the 

effectiveness of the leadership programme. 

 

Second, the process of co-construction that created the content and structure for the 

created leadership programme was examined.  The findings indicated that co-

construction was an effective way to create a relevant and authentic leadership 

programme for young women.  It was also a highly complex process that required 

significant efforts to balance input and share ownership between the researcher and 

the young women.  The co-constructed programme was different from programmes 

constructed by adults, was influenced by the school context and challenged the young 

women’s existing views of teaching and learning.  Overall, both the co-construction 

process and the leadership programme itself enhanced the young women’s leadership 

understandings and feelings of ownership towards the learning process, and was 

enjoyable.    

 

This study adds to the sparse literature on young women and leadership as it provides 

details of how young women perceive and practice leadership in the secondary 

school.  This research suggests that involving young women in designing their 

leadership learning experiences can help ensure the experiences are meaningful and 

relevant to the contexts in which they practice leadership. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 

 

My Definition of Youth 

 

Youth was backyard archaeology 

With mom’s pots and pans 

And obsolete kitchen utensils. 

Youth was making a mountain 

For the worms in the moist ground 

And plastering our buddies with mud 

To dry and rinse off in the cool sprinklers 

Of the pet cemetery in Mary’s yard. 

Youth was climbing trees and having sales in the shade, 

Throwing overripe apricots at boys we had crushes on 

And dancing uncovered in the fall rain, 

All in suburbia where nature still penetrated, 

Where my friend, Lisa bloomed in my yard 

And by all accounts still proudly stands 

For some growing girl to befriend. 

 

(Malik, 2003) 

 

When people think back to their memories of youth they may meet an overwhelming 

array of feelings and thoughts. The poem above may trigger fond memories and 

reminiscences for some, but for others, their youthful experiences may have been less 

than pleasant. From stumbling through turmoil and uncertainty, through to celebrating 

the perceived freedom and carefree existence of childhood, personal memories and 

representations of youth are situated within different and changing social, political 

and cultural contexts.  Consequently, this can result in many different conceptions of 

what it means to be a ‘youth’.  Although young people in New Zealand appear to be 

at the cutting edge of social and cultural change, the sociology of youth has failed to 
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explain the complexities that these changes have engendered and, therefore, the 

implications created for New Zealand secondary schools and other stakeholders 

involved in youth development approaches, specifically leadership development, have 

lacked attention.  Youth in New Zealand society are immersed in a large and 

fluctuating variety of popular cultures such as fashion, leisure pursuits and forever-

changing trends.  A vast number of contexts within which youth are engaged, such as 

schools, families and community groups further complicate this situation.  Schools are 

seen as prime places in which youth develop.  However, it is questionable whether the 

means used by schools to address youth development has kept pace with New 

Zealand’s rapid societal changes and the changing educational needs of young people. 

 

This thesis examines an alternative approach to youth leadership development.  It 

addresses designing and implementing leadership development opportunities with 

young women in a secondary school context.  Many commonly held notions of 

leadership in secondary schools assume that teachers and staff are the primary sources 

of leadership.  They are frequently viewed as the ones responsible for and capable of 

guiding and making change within schools (Sather, 1999).  Therefore, involving 

young women in leadership and leadership development opportunities can be a 

complex process.   There are many anecdotal accounts from students about their 

experiences of leadership within the school environment.  My own experience is that 

teaching and management staff in secondary schools often make many assumptions 

about student leadership; for example, who can and cannot lead, what the role of 

student leaders is within the school and how best to prepare young people for 

leadership.   It is the mixture of these assumptions combined with the complex nature 

of adult-focused, traditional approaches to school leadership contexts that makes 

perceptions of leadership fractious and fragile (Sather, 1999). Traditional approaches 

to student leadership (for example designating positions such as Head Girl, Peer 

Group Leader, Cultural Captain, President of Student Council and Sports Captain) 

often thrust students into new positions of leadership and responsibility.  In many 

instances, these labelled roles are assumed with minimal training and preparation 

(Leventhal, 1999), yet the demands and expectations placed on these new leaders are 

high (Funk, 2002; Saunders, 2005). 

Although researchers acknowledge a difference between adult and youth leadership, 

when leadership development opportunities are presented to young people, they are 
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often designed with reference to research and models that are focused on adults who 

are managers in businesses and organizations or administrators involved in the 

management of a school (MacNeil, 2006; Posner, 2004).  I believe that it is also 

necessary to understand leadership from the perspective of young women as feminist 

leadership literature indicates that women experience leadership differently to men 

(Coleman, 2003).  This will provide a greater understanding of how young women 

perceive leadership roles and how they develop relevant leadership skills pertaining to 

the contexts within which they exercise leadership.   I also believe it is essential that 

young women are involved in the creation of their leadership learning approaches so 

that the design and content of the learning opportunity is relevant to the contexts in 

which they exercise leadership and their needs are better met. 

 

Whilst acknowledging that there are a multitude of definitions for youth leadership 

and that researchers find it difficult to agree upon one, for the purpose of this research 

I have drawn on the work of Kress (2006) who defines youth leadership as “the 

involvement of youth in responsible, challenging action that meets genuine needs, 

with opportunities for planning and decision making” (p. 51).   This definition broadly 

encompasses youth as active agents of change and emphasizes that the context in 

which leadership is exercised is very important. 

 

Background to this Research 

 

Prior to embarking on this research I was a teacher in a girls’ secondary school in 

New Zealand.  It was during my time there as the Year 13 Dean
2
, that I observed 

young women being required by staff to take on leadership roles within the school.  

There was minimal preparation for the few opportunities that were available to 

students and in most years, leadership preparation was generally non-existent except 

for a loosely termed ‘leadership camp’.  The camp was at the end of Year 12 and all 

students in that year level went on a marae
3
-based residential course.  Here they 

participated in peer support activities which they would teach to new students in Year 

9 the following year.  This meager ‘leadership’ experience was seen by the school as 

                                                
2
 A position of pastoral care where a teacher on staff oversees a Year group of students alongside of 

their teaching position. 
3
  A Marae is a traditional meeting place deemed sacred by Maori (Indigenous New Zealanders).  
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enough to prepare the young women to fulfill the leadership roles expected of them 

by the school.  Of course, it was also enough time for staff to select the student 

leaders for the following year.  The 3-day camp became a popularity contest, a 

baptism by fire for those wanting to lead, and a painful ordeal for those who did not.   

As a feminist, I was concerned on a number of levels.  Firstly, the way that leadership 

was promoted within the school, solely through formal leadership roles that provided 

opportunities for only a handful of students, gave students the message that leadership 

was reserved for ‘the finest’.  Secondly, I was concerned by the lack of progressive 

leadership development opportunities provided to the young women.  Thirdly, I was 

disheartened by the message that the young women got from seeing student 

leadership existing only in the final years of school.  As a result, many of the young 

women were not engaging in leadership practice within the school, or outside of the 

school prior to this year level or once they had left school after their final year.  This 

led to my first encounter with leadership development with young women in the 

secondary school, which I recorded in my research journal and which I used for my 

first piece of leadership research with young women in 2004. 

 

Sarah shuffles into the hostel meeting room, her slippers scuffing the already worn 

carpet as she slowly and deliberately moves across the floor.  With a Milo 

carefully balanced on top of a Cosmo magazine, she looks at me and exhales a 

sigh of what could only be read as frustration.  Placing her mug on the coffee 

table, she looks over to one of her peers, rolls her eyes and plunges herself into a 

space on the awaiting couch.  “How long will this take, I’ve got study,” her eyes 

piercing mine, “…AND I’ve got better things to do.”  

 

As a teacher of young women in a secondary school I recall the occasion above, 

stemming from the invitation by a school principal in 2004 to provide leadership 

guidance for a group of young women in their final year of schooling.  I responded to 

this request by designing and implementing what I thought to be an effective 

leadership development programme for a group of young women aged between 16 

and 17 years old.  Supported by postgraduate study in the area of leadership, I scoured 

my lecture notes, theories and course readings to design a programme which focused 

on defining, explaining and practising leadership.  The programme took place the 

following term and upon reflection, I am now not surprised about the ‘not-so-positive’ 

response I received from the students.  As Sarah illustrated in the example from my 

research journal, the desire to learn, be involved and be engaged in what should be a 
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positive learning experience, was non-existent.  Upon consideration, I can now see 

that the content of the programme was far removed from the actual contexts in which 

the young women exercised their leadership, and the definitions and theory were 

irrelevant to their day-to-day experiences.  I cringe as I reflect and feel apologetic, 

and even embarrassed that I subjected anyone to such a learning [or not] opportunity. 

 

After completing the delivery of this leadership programme, I thought to myself that 

there had to be a better way to teach young women about leadership.   I was a feminist 

who was supported by my core value of social justice. What should have been 

important was the leadership experiences of the young women, not the theories and 

definitions of leadership.  These experiences and the context in which they exercised 

their leadership should have been central.  I therefore set about redesigning how I 

might go through this process differently.  The under-pinning philosophy for the 

design and implementation of the second leadership programme described in this 

thesis was that it had to be a collaborative process between the young women and 

myself (Saunders, 2005). Also, it was critical that the programme be relevant for this 

group.  An imported leadership programme created by adults, for adults, was not 

likely to meet the needs of the young women in a secondary school.   But before 

sharing specific details about how I approached the research design and 

implementation it is important to first contextualise this research and examine youth 

leadership development within the secondary school context. 

 

The last decade has seen an increase in the area of youth leadership research.  Studies 

about student perceptions of leadership and approaches to students learning about 

leadership are coming to the fore (see Arendt & Gregoire, 2006; Cress, Astin, 

Zimmerman-Oster & Burkhardt, 2001; Funk, 2002), as researchers grapple with 

balancing deficit views of young people and positive youth development approaches.  

This growing body of research has contributed to a new research agenda that 

emphasizes the importance of progressively developing student leadership ability 

within school contexts.  However, although this research can inform us about young 

people and their leadership development, a greater need exists.  There is a call from 

students in schools and researchers alike (Fertman & van Linden, 1999; Libby, 

Sedonaen & Bliss, 2006) for leadership learning to be more relevant to the lives of 

young people. I believe that students should be involved in the creation of these 
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learning experiences so that their needs can be met.  Including and valuing student 

voice should be central to this process.  Perhaps, I thought, if students were engaged 

in school decision-making approaches and were viewed as active agents of change, 

which extended their roles beyond a consultative function, students would be more 

likely to engage in conversations about learning and how schools can better meet their 

learning needs as developing leaders. 

 

Within New Zealand there is a dearth of research pertaining to young people and 

leadership in secondary schools contexts.  Possible exceptions to this include current 

blanket strategies proposed by the Ministry of Youth Development (2003), which aim 

to increase youth participation opportunities in communities through the provision of 

youth council forums.  However, these do not specifically focus on youth leadership, 

or school environments.  Furthermore, they represent gender within youth 

development strategies as unproblematic.  International studies encompassing youth 

leadership make little mention of gender, and findings are frequently treated as 

homogeneous, no matter whom the participants in the research were.   Within the 

growing body of research on youth leadership, there is little study into the area of 

young women in secondary school contexts.  Some exceptions include the historical 

work of Crockett, Losoff and Peterson (1984), Morris (1991) and Edwards (1994) 

who explored girls’ perceptions of leadership characteristics.  More recent work from 

Mono and Keenan (2000) explored designing and facilitating after-school leadership 

programmes with young women in secondary schools and focused on the impact of 

adolescent development on their leadership development.   Within tertiary education 

Kezar and Moriarty (2000) and Sperandio (2000), broadly focused on young women’s 

experiences of leadership as college/university students and explored opportunities for 

leadership in these contexts.   

 

With little recent attention paid to young women and leadership in schools Mullen 

and Tutan (2004) believe there is an urgent need in this area and claim, “much more 

research is obviously needed for making an accurate determination of the 

contemporary status of female adolescent leadership” (p. 315).  They go on to state, 

“While there appears to be forward momentum for positive change in the area of 

female adolescent leadership in pockets throughout society, much has yet to be 

accomplished” (p. 315). 
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The Focus of this Research 

The primary purpose of this research was to use a collaborative action research 

approach to co-construct and evaluate a leadership development curriculum with a 

group of young women.  I believed that by understanding their leadership beliefs and  

their leadership contexts learning experiences could be designed to develop their 

leadership practice in a meaningful and relevant way.  From my study of the literature 

and previous work in this area, I believed that the use of adult-student partnerships 

(presented in the form of learning communities) and the inclusion of student voice in 

the negotiation and evaluation of a leadership development curriculum would assist in 

the creation of a leadership programme that met the needs of this particular group of 

students.  A second purpose of this research was to explore and synthesize the 

international literature on youth development and youth leadership development as it 

pertained to young women in secondary schools and to identify the constructs used to 

define leadership.  This informed the collaborative process of leadership development 

used in this research. 

 

This research aimed to encourage school communities and students to develop an 

understanding of young women’s perceptions about leadership and observe how a 

specific model of leadership curriculum development may assist in creating a 

sustainable leadership culture within secondary schools.  Understanding young 

women’s beliefs about leadership may provide an insight into how leadership learning 

within the secondary school context can be constrained or supported through different 

approaches.  By trialling one way of learning about leadership, which used learning 

communities to co-construct a leadership curriculum, I believed it might be possible 

to indicate how effective co-constructed leadership programmes can be. 

 

This research will assist in constructing new ways of thinking about youth leadership 

within secondary schools, specifically within a New Zealand context.  The research 

will also contribute to the on-going debate regarding the importance of including 

student voice in school decision-making and curriculum design processes.  The 

questions that guided this research were: 

1.  What are young women’s beliefs about leadership and how are these 

influenced by contextual factors in their secondary school? 
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2. What could a leadership curriculum that was co-constructed though an 

adult/student partnership look like? 

 3.  How effective is the process of co-construction in developing a 

leadership programme with young women and how successful is the 

programme in developing their leadership understanding? 

 

The Structure of this Thesis 

Chapter One introduced the research and provided a rationale for the study.  In 

Chapter Two the literature review examines key literature relevant to this research.   

In this literature review I examine and critique literature related to leadership and 

youth leadership development with a specific focus on young women.  I examine the 

concept of youth and youth development approaches and outline approaches for 

involving young people in designing curriculum – learning communities, youth adult 

partnerships, co-construction and the concept of student voice. 

 

Chapter Three outlines the methodological approach used in this research and 

introduces qualitative research using a feminist theoretical lens.  The ideas 

surrounding qualitative feminist research, my role as a researcher within an action 

research process and ethical considerations will be discussed and the general 

framework of this research genre will be outlined.    

 

Chapter Four outlines the methods used to gather information within the collaborative 

research environment.  I make comment on the validity and trustworthiness of this 

research.  The conclusion of the chapter offers a description of the research process.   

 

Chapter Five presents the research findings relating to the young women’s beliefs and 

their understandings about leadership.   The chapter is made up of five sections.  The 

first section outlines the influence of the school context.  The second section reports 

on what the young women believed made a good leader.  The third and fourth 

sections present the findings related to opportunities for learning and practising 

leadership.  The fifth section outlines the barriers and constraints to leadership 

practice and learning that the young women perceived and experienced. 
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Chapter Six discusses the findings from Chapter Five and interprets them in light of 

the current literature.   

 

Chapter Seven presents the findings with regard to the co-construction process and 

the leadership programme.   There are three sections to this chapter.  The first section 

outlines the findings related to the co-construction process.  The second section 

reports on the leadership programme that was created.  The third section presents the 

findings related to the changed and developed leadership understandings of the young 

women from having being involved in the leadership programme and the co-

construction process. 

 

Chapter Eight discusses findings in Chapter Seven related to the co-construction 

process, enhanced leadership understanding and the leadership programme in light of 

the current literature.   

 

Chapter Nine is the final chapter of the thesis and provides a summary of the findings 

that were discovered.  This chapter also outlines the challenges and limitations of this 

research from the methodological, sociological and developmental perspectives. This 

chapter highlights implications for those involved in leadership development with 

young women and suggests areas for future study.  An epilogue concludes the thesis. 

 

The following chapter is the literature review and explores the concept of leadership 

and current youth leadership beliefs, with a particular focus on young women and 

leadership
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CHAPTER 2  

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction to the Literature Review 

Youth leadership development is a complex area to address within the literature.  It 

encompasses many facets that require consideration such as what leadership can be, 

the contexts where leadership takes place, young people’s views of leadership and 

factors that impact on how they learn to be leaders.   These aspects are all closely 

linked and consequently, influence each other.  When investigating sociological 

literature it is evident that scholarly publications relating to youth leadership 

development are situated predominantly within bodies of literature pertaining to youth 

and youth development, and less frequently, educational leadership and school 

improvement. The focus of this research was on developing leadership with young 

women; therefore it was important to situate this literature review within the context 

of youth development inside the secondary school.  This chapter provides a 

theoretical foundation for the research and engages with literature from a wide variety 

of sources.  Further literature is also included Chapters 6 and 8 when the findings are 

discussed.  This literature review crosses a number of areas in order to provide a full 

background to the essential elements related to this research. These areas have been 

synthesized and the literature reviewed in this chapter is organized into three key 

parts. 

 

Organisation of the Literature Review 

The first part of the literature review will contextualize the research and address the 

landscape of leadership and youth leadership development.  Firstly, it explores the 

concept of leadership and specifically focuses on youth leadership within the school 

context.  Literature relating to leadership, women and leadership and youth 

perceptions of leadership is synthesized.   In order to contextualize the research, 

examples from secondary schools in the New Zealand context were sought but 

unfortunately few were found.  Therefore studies from the contexts of Australia, the 
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United States, the United Kingdom and Hong Kong have been addressed.  To 

highlight the specific context of this research, the organization and structure of the 

Catholic School is explored. 

 

Part two of this literature review examines the dominant discourses of youth and 

youth development that have influenced youth leadership development approaches in 

schools and communities.  This provides an overview of the concept of youth, 

common beliefs and the implications these hold for youth development approaches 

such as leadership development in schools.  The notion of positive youth development 

as an alternative approach to developing leadership with young people in schools is 

examined.  

 

Part three of this literature review examines the processes of involving young people 

in programme design and implementation.  This part of the literature review involves 

an exploration into creating communities of learning and youth-adult partnerships.  

Consequently, the concepts of co-construction and the negotiation of content for 

learning student voice as vital ingredients to these processes and will also be 

explored.  I present and critique the concept of student voice and its presence and use 

in school settings and within collaborative learning environments.  To conclude the 

chapter, each part of the literature review are linked together and their relevance to 

this research topic and the research questions in particular illustrated.   

 

The literature reviewed in this chapter was derived from a variety of sources.  The 

search for literature scoped a range of education databases (for example PROQUEST, 

ERIC, EBSCO) and incorporated a range of journals that were accessed through 

online and hard copy sources.  The journals came from the areas of youth 

development, educational leadership, research methodology, feminist literature and 

education.  Books were also sourced from the library at the University of Waikato.  

Current literature on young women and leadership in secondary school contexts was 

scarce so at times there was reliance on studies of general youth leadership research 

that covered both genders, and extended beyond the secondary school into tertiary 

contexts.  Ministerial documents from the New Zealand Government and international 

policy from the United Nations were also utilized to contextualize the work within 

global and national field of research literature.  As a number of different contexts used 
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different terms to describe similar concepts, the search terminology used required a 

broad scope and related to youth leadership, student leadership, and youth leadership 

development.  With regards to the creation of the leadership programme the terms co-

construction, curriculum negotiation, integrated curriculum, student voice and 

learning communities were used.   

 

The following section examines the concepts of leadership and more specifically, 

youth leadership.  Young people’s perceptions of leadership are shared and the 

complexities of youth leadership development outlined.   As this research focused on 

young women, feminist literature relating to women and leadership is examined, and 

areas specific to this research such as gender stereotyping, socialization and 

patriarchy are set against the background of the Catholic School context. 

 

LEADERSHIP:  MAKING A CASE FOR YOUTH LEADERSHIP 

Leadership is a complex concept.  Drawing on the work of Burns (1978), Bennis and 

Nanus (1985) state, “leadership is the most studied and least understood topic in any 

of the social sciences” (p. 4).  An extensive search of the literature highlighted that a 

multitude of definitions for leadership exist and it is far beyond the scope of this 

literature review to explore them all.  Early writers such as Stogdill (1974) concluded, 

“there are almost as many definitions of leadership development as there are persons 

who have attempted to define the concept” (p. 259).  Contemporary writers such as 

Ford (2005) emphasize the difficulties in attempting such a feat and declare; 

…to define and describe leadership is to recognize its slippery nature, its 

meaning shaped by both the individual’s own experiences, personal 

background and reflexive thoughts and by those of all the other people 

involved within the local context. (p. 243)    

 

There is a considerable body of literature addressing leadership in educational settings 

and concepts relevant to this research include (but are not solely limited to) youth 

leadership (Fertman and van Linden, 1998; MacGregor 2007), distributed leadership 

approaches (Harris, 2003; Spillane, 2006), feminist leadership (Blackmore, 1993, 

1999; Coleman, 2002; Court, 2004, Fitzgerald, 2006; Strachan, 2002), collective 

leadership (Denis, Lamouth & Langely, 2001; Frost & Durrant, 2003), learning and 

leadership (Fullan, 2002; Gunter, 2001; Kouzes & Posner, 1995; Robertson & 
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Strachan, 2001; Senge, 1990; Strachan & Saunders, 2007), expanding leadership 

capital within school settings (Sergiovanni, 1992) and constructivist leadership 

(Lambert, 1998; Sergiovanni, 1992).   It is not within the scope of this literature 

review to explore all of these areas.  What is essential however is to illustrate the 

complexity and difficulty in defining leadership and make a case for including youth 

leadership within the mainstream literature related to educational leadership. 

 

Shertzer, Wall, Frandsen, Guo, Whalen and Shelley (2005) go as far as to describe the 

emergence of two paradigms of leadership.  The more conventional view of 

leadership, labelled industrial, contains many of the traditional views of leadership 

from the twentieth century, such as leadership being the property of the individual, 

leadership pertaining to formal situations, and the idea that the terms leadership and 

management can be used interchangeably (Williams, 2006). This view focused on 

adult-based leadership theories with the aim of answering the question - what makes a 

good leader? Much of the research at this time addressed the qualities and traits of 

good leaders (Bennis, 1959; Burns, 1978; Yukl, 1981).  There are also various 

critiques of the many traditional leadership theories which sit in this paradigm such as 

‘great man theory’, ‘situational leadership’ and ‘trait theory’ approaches.  For 

example, Rost and Barker (2000) believe that this paradigm is inappropriate for 

educational settings as it does not take into account the complexity of social 

relationships, gender, or accommodate the motivations of those who exercise 

leadership.   

 

As leadership theories continue to develop, contemporary research and writing 

provides a paradigmatic shift in thinking about what leadership can be.  This second 

approach is often referred to as the postindustrial paradigm.  Its features are drawn 

from recent research and literature upholding assumptions of leadership being based 

on relationships and being collaborative in nature (for example, Kouzes & Posner, 

1995; Rost, 1993).  In this paradigm, leadership is viewed as a concept that does not 

reside in an individual and can be shown by anyone, not just those who are labelled as 

leaders. Leadership is viewed as distributed (Harris, 2003; Spillane, 2006), and 

designed to create change (Shertzer et. al, 2005).  This approach emphasizes what 

leadership can be (Wheatley, 1999), and shifts the view of leadership from leadership 
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requiring a formal position, to a more holistic leadership approach taking into account 

what Blackmore (1993) describes as the leadership context.  

 

Context is an essential aspect to consider when investigating leadership within this 

paradigm. Harris (2003) believes that leadership has different meanings for different 

people and this is dependent on context.  Osborn, Hunt and Jauch (2002), state, 

“Leadership is embedded in context.  It is socially constructed in and from a context 

where patterns over time must be considered and where history matters” (p. 789).  

Because of its contextualized nature, defining leadership is difficult and at times 

problematic.  It is therefore important to present the views of leadership that have 

informed this research, in order to set a perimeter and foundation for further comment 

and discussion.  As a basis for this research I have drawn on the work of MacNeil 

(2006), and make use of her definition which articulates leadership as a relational 

process that combines “…ability (knowledge, skills and talents) with authority (voice, 

influence, and decision-making power) to positively influence and impact diverse 

individuals, organizations and communities” (p. 29).  This definition has been 

selected as the components described in it resonate with key areas that hold 

prominence in the design and collaborative processes of this research and it aligns 

closely with my views of youth leadership development. 

 

This definition challenges the traditional notions of person-centred leadership 

theories.  However, much of the current literature, especially in the area of youth 

leadership development, still attempts to define leadership in terms of acquiring 

specific skills (Hay & Dempster, 2004), describing a list of characteristics which 

make an effective leader (Hogan & Kaiser, 2005) and prescribing what curriculum 

should be included in youth leadership programmes to develop such skills 

(MacGregor, 2007). This research sits within the postindustrial leadership paradigm, 

acknowledging the importance of relationships and context as part of leadership and 

the belief that leadership can be shown by anyone, not just those people holding a 

formal position or role relating to leadership.  However, such a belief is not 

necessarily common in the area of youth leadership, so it is timely to examine the 

common themes related to youth leadership in the secondary school. 
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The following section provides a perspective on current beliefs, trends and issues 

pertaining to youth leadership and youth leadership development.  Within the 

boundaries of this research, the emphasis will be on current youth leadership 

approaches, with a section to follow which focuses on young women and leadership. 

 

Youth Leadership  

Leadership is complex; it is not a simple concept.  However, understanding 

and appreciating the complexity of leadership is a prerequisite to supporting 

and challenging adolescents to be the best leaders possible.  (Fertman & van 

Linden, 1999, p. 9) 

 

As noted above by Fertman and van Linden (1999), it is important to have an 

understanding and appreciation of the complexities surrounding youth leadership.  

The purpose of this section is to examine firstly how the concept of youth leadership 

is defined and represented in the literature; secondly, to investigate ways in which 

youth leadership development occurs and what impacts on this; and thirdly, illustrate 

the perceptions that young women have of leadership in the literature.  

 

Youth leadership is a notion that has been present and accepted in society and 

community life over many years.  Historically it has been seen as a way of preparing 

young people for future life and has frequently been located in schools, homes, 

churches, clubs and community organizations.  Schools are often viewed as prime 

places to learn leadership skills and Rogers (1991) believes that schools have the 

greatest responsibility for the education of youth leaders. Nearly every secondary 

school seems to express a commitment to the development of students as leaders.  

Mission statements exude promises of practising citizenship and developing well-

rounded individuals.  Some schools even offer specialized programmes with the aim 

of helping students to develop their leadership skills (Boatman, 1999; Cress, Astin, 

Zimmerman-Oster, & Burkhardt, 2001; Shertzer et. al, 2005).   

 

However, youth leadership is a relatively new concept in the area of academic 

research (Libby, Sedonaen & Bliss, 2006), and research focusing on youth is sparse. 

Leadership development research is frequently aimed at educational administrators, 

principals and senior teachers (Sergiovanni, 1999; Wallin, 2003) and young people 
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are noticeably absent from educational leadership research (MacNeil, 2006; Libby, 

Sedonaen & Bliss, 2006; Ricketts & Rudd, 2002; Schneider, Holcome-Ehrhart & 

Ehrhart, 2002).  Over the last decade research and publication in the area of youth 

leadership and leadership development has slowly increased.  However, much of this 

literature focuses on young people at university or college (for example, Cress, Astin, 

Zimmerman-Oster, & Burkhardt, 2001; Logue, Hutchens & Hector, 2005), resulting 

in a dearth of research focused specifically on the secondary school context and 

young women.  A number of researchers call for closer attention to be paid to the way 

that young people learn about leadership within this setting and many researchers 

argue that youth leadership within the school setting overall remains an often-

neglected notion with a confusing array of definitions and practices (Karnes & 

Stephens, 1999; Ricketts & Rudd, 2002).   

 

Within the literature, the themes relating to youth leadership fall into two broad 

categories.  The first category aims to identify personal characteristics in young 

people that assist with successfully exercising leadership.  Efforts in this category 

focus primarily on the individual with little consideration of the context in which they 

exercise leadership.  Examples in the literature illustrating this individual approach 

can be seen in the work of Van Linden and Fertman (1998) who define youth leaders 

as;   

…individuals who think for themselves, communicate their thoughts and 

feelings to others, and help others to understand and act on their own beliefs; 

they influence others in an ethical and socially responsible way. (p. 17) 

 

Nevertheless, this definition acknowledges that anyone can be a leader and that 

leadership is a set of skills that can be learnt and practised. Leadership development is 

presented as a dynamic process, proposing that there are certain stages which 

adolescents encounter as they develop their leadership.  

  

The second category of youth leadership themes present leadership as a socially 

constructed notion and illustrates leadership as a form of social relationship.  

Leadership is viewed as involving more than the individual, taking into account the 

local and global context in which leadership is exercised.  For example, Rost and 

Barker (2000) who challenge many of the historical approaches to learning about 

leadership and the individualized focus that leadership has had in the past, argue that 
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future leadership approaches must divorce themselves from being viewed as residing 

within the individual.  They call for a focus on social change and developing 

leadership to influence such change.  Within the school context Wallin (2003) 

similarly acknowledges that leadership is bigger than an individual and believes that 

student leadership involves the student, the school and the greater community. 

Similarly, Libby, Sedonaen and Bliss (2006) argue that relationships are also 

important and believe, “A full definition of youth leadership must encompass values, 

power and action; without power sharing, a theory of change, and action, youth are 

not exercising leadership, but taking steps to plan and implement activities prescribed 

by adults” (p. 23). 

 

There are distinct differences between the literature focusing on leadership 

development for youth and adults. Literature focusing on the broad concept of adult 

leadership often targets issues of authority (for example, decision-making power and 

influence) where adults are often put in the context of real-life situations so that these 

aspects can be practised.  Much of the literature generated in the area of youth 

leadership development addresses the concept of developing leadership ability.  This 

literature focuses on how to lead and develop specific leadership skills, such as public 

speaking, running meetings and planning projects.  Osberg, Conner and Strobel 

(2007) suggest there are two paradigms to youth leadership development; firstly, a 

focus on individual developmental processes and secondly, contextual practices and 

supports which facilitate leadership development.   

 

Initially focusing on the individual, Kouzes and Posner (1987) identified three key 

avenues where leadership learning occurred.  Firstly, like MacNeil and McLean 

(2006) and Bisland (2004), they believed that experience was important, however, 

they felt that this learning was predominantly trial and error, as many young people 

were launched into formal leadership positions during their senior years of schooling, 

and this might not necessarily be a positive experience.  Second, they identified role 

models and unstructured learning opportunities as a way that learning might happen 

and encouraged students to model their leadership behaviour on examples within and 

outside the school context. Third, the one avenue they viewed to be the most 

successful, yet the least focused on as a legitimate learning tool, was that students 

could learn leadership through structured learning opportunities.   
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Shertzer et al (2005) claim that approaches which focus on structured learning 

opportunities need to be broad and encompass the relevant student context.  Their 

research explored the influence of demographics on the leadership perceptions of 

college students and focused on creating structured learning opportunities as a means 

of allowing students to learn about leadership within their current leadership 

environment.  By providing these structured learning opportunities, the learning 

environment, context for leadership and the acknowledgement of existing leadership 

knowledge had to be considered and acknowledged within the research design 

process.  Interestingly, Van Linden and Fertman (1998) who investigated how young 

people learn about leadership encapsulated many of these areas but also highlighted 

that unstructured learning opportunities were also important.  They stated: 

Teenagers learn to be leaders by watching the people around them act as 

leaders.  Leadership is learned by watching, imitating, and practicing with 

people.  It involves trial and error and learning from mistakes and successes 

alike. (p. 48) 

 

Believing in a progressive development of leadership learning they propose the 

following aspects for consideration.  Firstly, there needs to be an awareness of 

leadership potential and abilities.  Secondly, a stage of interaction results in a 

strengthening of these abilities leading to an increase in confidence and a growth in 

leadership behaviour.   Lastly, it is proposed there should be mastery of specific 

leadership skills relevant to certain contexts.  I acknowledge that many feminists 

refrain from using this term because of its often gendered usage, however, in the case 

of this research, and the dearth of literature addressing youth leadership, I felt it 

important to illustrate the scope and nature of the models available. 

 

Within the second paradigm key themes in the literature highlight contextual practices 

and support structures that facilitate leadership development and draw attention to 

processes of programme design and the influence of school structures.  There is a 

focus on building relationships with others, often through collaborative effort, for 

example, youth-adult partnerships (DesMarais, Yang & Farzanehkia, 2000).  An 

essential part of youth leadership development is the inclusion of student voice and 

encouraging young people to participate in decision-making (Osberg-Conner & 

Strobel, 2007).   
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Kouzes and Posner’s (1987) seminal work which created a leadership development 

instrument specifically for young people is an example of such collaboration.  It 

continues to be updated and developed (Posner, 2004) to ensure that it has remained 

relevant and useful as a tool for young people to learn about leadership.  This model 

was developed through holding interviews and creating case studies with American 

college youth leaders.  This group of young leaders was studied and interviewed to 

find out what they thought were critical aspects of their success as leaders.  

Information from these responses was analyzed and a Leadership Practice Inventory 

(LPI) was created which included the five key leadership practices of “Modeling the 

Way, Inspiring a Shared Vision, Challenging the Process, Enabling Others to Act, and 

Encouraging the Heart”, (Posner, 2004, p. 444).  This was trialled twice more on 

groups of college students who suggested small changes to the LPI. Although pitched 

at university-aged students, it also encourages leadership development outside of 

formal leadership positions.  

 

Van Linden and Fertman (1998) make the assumption that by learning about these 

five key leadership practices young people will acquire the necessary information 

about leadership to develop their interpersonal skills (such as decision-making and 

communication) and attitudes towards leadership in order to take up leadership 

positions and roles.  However, Avolio (1999) found in his study of how youth learn 

and show leadership that youth could elect to show leadership in a variety of settings 

and social arrangements and he dismisses the idea that youth must have a formal 

position of leadership in order to develop leadership capabilities.  He found that 

through learning about leadership across an array of contexts, young people were able 

to develop a more rounded approach to working alongside others and, through 

choosing activities where they influenced others, youth were also able to continue to 

develop their leadership skills more effectively in later life.    

 

It would appear from the literature that there are few studies that relate to leadership 

from the perspective of youth, and in particular, young women.  When studies are 

reported, they frequently illustrate views from university students with limited 

attention paid the secondary school context.  In the small amount of literature which 

exists on young people’s understanding of what leadership can be, the focus tends to 

be on what characteristics make a good leader.  Many young people attach certain 
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characteristics to students who exercise leadership within the school setting.  For 

example, in their evaluation of two leadership development programmes which 

involved under-served youth, Martinek, Schilling and Hellison (2006) stated that 

many young people associated leadership with being “good looking, athletic, wealthy 

or smart” (p. 141).  Students also linked leadership to popularity, personal looks and 

being older, about being the boss, being something that adults do, and something 

which is difficult to do (Van Linden & Fertman, 1998) and academic ability 

(MacGregor, 2007).  Such stereotypical thinking can create barriers for students and 

limit the opportunities they perceive they can be involved in, and show their 

leadership.  In a New Zealand study comparing leadership views across generations, 

Levy, Carroll, Francoeur and Logue (2005) found that most of the 21 Generation Y 

youth (those born between 1978 and 1994), that they interviewed identified 

themselves as “leaders in waiting” (p. 21).  This age group was less likely to identify 

leadership as a position and more likely to identify leadership with “people they 

believe in, those with credibility and qualities they admire rather than those in the 

right position in an organisation” (p. 21). 

 

 

Factors Which Impact on Youth Leadership Development 

There are a number of factors that impact on the development of youth as leaders. 

Despite the fact that many current researchers have identified a new era of youth 

leadership, many youth development approaches are designed and created using the 

historical and industrial paradigm of leadership.  Even current researchers in the field 

of youth leadership admit to creating youth leadership development approaches based 

on adult leadership constructs, due to the lack of research in the youth leadership area 

(for example Schneider, Holcombe-Ehrhart & Ehrhart, 2002).  

 

Posner (2004) emphasizes that many of the planned opportunities for young people to 

develop their leadership are designed on traditional business models with a 

managerial focus, which hold little relevance for youth and the contexts within which 

they exercise their leadership.  Kress (2006) points to a need to conceptualize youth 

leaders and their learning opportunities differently from adult leaders.  Siedentop 

(1995) believes there is a void when it comes to identifying, teaching and providing 

practice in many key areas of youth leadership and such teaching usually falls back on 
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adult pedagogies situated within traditional traits-based approaches to learning 

leadership. Similarly, Klau (2006) states “…at worst leadership programs are 

described as an almost negative space into which practitioners project their own 

beliefs about what youth need”  (p. 60). 

 

Differences between youth and adult leadership approaches exist due to the way that 

youth are viewed by society and the fact that youth have not been involved in school 

decision-making in the past.  Youth are often identified as a group needing to be 

‘fixed’, or as a group needing assistance in order for positive development to occur.  

Kress (2006) believes this can result in adults positioning youth as passive consumers 

of leadership development programmes rather than active participants. 

 

It is obvious that youth leadership is a difficult concept to clearly define and it is 

therefore no surprise that students may not necessarily recognize what they are doing 

as leadership.  Van Linden and Fertman (1998) claim that because of the way 

leadership is presented to young people (frequently through formal positions), many 

students do not believe that they are leaders and do not seek out opportunities to 

exercise their leadership.  The ways that leadership is viewed within a school 

influences how opportunities for learning and showing leadership are presented.  In 

her work researching a leadership development initiative provided by the National 

College of School Leadership in the United Kingdom, Jane McGregor (2007) 

examined instances of student involvement and the role that students played in 

improving learning in schools.  Her findings revealed that how a school perceived 

leadership was a significant factor that influenced student leadership potential.  

Schools that viewed leadership as a relational process rather than presenting 

leadership as a hierarchical structure were more likely to be sites of student capacity 

building, allowing students to show leadership more effectively.   

 

The ways that adults view student leaders is also significant.  When young people and 

leadership are referred to or defined in youth leadership literature, it is often with a 

future orientation, focusing on preparing young people to be leaders later in life when 

they are adults.  An example of this is the work of Rost and Barker (2000) who call 

for leadership educators to orient themselves towards preparing participative citizens 

and producing future leaders and model citizens for a democratic society.   Similarly, 
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Thompson (2006) makes the connection between leadership learning and the 

possibilities this provides for societal equivalencies and the reproduction of specific 

social values.  MacNeil and McLean (2006) criticize this approach and argue that this 

view dismisses the current leadership value, possibilities and abilities of young 

people.  For this research it was essential that the project acknowledge the current 

leadership abilities of the young women and provide meaningful opportunities for 

these abilities to be developed and incorporated into planning and action right from 

the beginning of the programme, not leaving them for opportunities later in the future. 

 

Opportunities for involvement are very important for the development of leadership 

(Kezar & Moriarty, 2000; Logue, Hutchens & Hector, 2005), but within the school 

context there may be few opportunities for students to learn and apply their leadership 

skills.  The inheritance of historical leadership regimes within the school such as 

prefect systems and traditional leadership roles such as Head Girl and Sports Captain 

provide a small number of students (often those who are already inclined to show 

leadership) with a short burst of leadership experiences, for which they are often ill-

prepared and the expectations to be successful are high.  Karnes and Stephens (1999) 

strongly advocate that young people need to be provided with the opportunity to 

practice their leadership in safe and supportive environments and state: 

Leadership experiences can help motivate young people and assist them in 

learning.  Although leadership is a skill that can be taught, it is also an art that 

must be practiced.  For this reason, youth need to have opportunities available 

within the school…to participate actively and assume leadership roles and 

responsibilities.  (p. 62) 

 

MacNeil (2006) believes that many approaches that schools currently use are not as 

effective as they should be, often providing a tokenistic approach.  For example, she 

believes that the frequent common practice of:  

…simply inviting youth to be a part of the “leadership team” doesn’t mean 

that young people will come away with a self-concept of “leader”, or 

improved leadership skills, or that they will have had opportunity to influence 

the group’s direction or make decisions. (p. 37)    

 

Other researchers claim that the ways in which leadership opportunities in many 

schools are structured frequently lack authenticity and meaning (Kress, 2006; 

MacNeil 2006; Saunders, 2005).  Examples of this can be seen in secondary schools 

where students are involved in running school activities over short periods of time, 
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with minimal support and no progressive leadership development, or participating in 

‘mock’ leadership situations to practice their leadership.  These opportunities lack the 

authenticity required for meaningful engagement, leadership capacity building and the 

sustainability or continuation of leadership learning.  Harris and Lambert (2003) 

propose that if the concept of leadership was understood to be about more than the 

person, and encompassed the ideas of relationships rather than positions and roles, 

then leadership practices and opportunities to lead could be spread throughout the 

school.  McGregor (2007) purports that for this to happen, there would need to be the 

formation of values-driven relationships, rather than focusing on role-based 

arrangements. It is therefore timely that MacNeil and McClean (2006) call for 

authenticity in youth leadership development and demand: 

…we [adults]  must create opportunities for young people to do more than 

hear stories of great leadership or participate in skills-building activities.  We 

must work to create those contexts and relationships where young people can 

engage in the action of leadership, where they can practice and demonstrate 

leadership in an authentic and meaningful way. (p. 100)   

 

In order for authentic leadership development to occur Kress (2006) suggests that 

collaboration is essential and that providing an environment where young people feel 

valued, are able to be part of a supportive group and where opportunities for active 

participation are valued and encouraged is essential. Similarly, Libby, Sedonaen and 

Bliss (2006) call for a more collaborative approach to leadership education and state: 

As partners in leadership, ideally young people and adults come together to 

plan, problem solve, learn and strengthen their relationships with each other 

and in the community. (p. 22) 

 

This was a consideration for the planning of the research reported in this thesis, and 

students were given the opportunity to create an environment where a close learning 

community could support both their learning and leadership experiences.  

 

According to Kress (2006), adults create leadership agendas and this has resulted in 

students leading with less accountability and involvement within the wider school 

community.  MacGregor (2007) believes adults are yet to accept the true depth of 

young people as leaders and strict parameters for leadership created by adults divide 

students into ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ excluding some youth from leadership 

opportunities.  MacNeil (2006) along with others (Seidentop et al, 2004) call for 



Chapter 2 – Review of Literature 

 34 

planned and progressive leadership development in school settings that allow young 

people to reflect on situations that require leadership. Likewise, Fertman and van 

Linden (1999) believe that adolescents’ ability to use their skills and to recognize the 

situational influences that can support and promote leadership are critical to 

recognizing and displaying leadership potential.  Furthermore, Libby, Sedonaen and 

Bliss (2006) encourage those involved in youth leadership education to expand our 

understanding about what youth leadership can be, stating:  

Our thinking about youth leadership development may be better informed by a 

broader, more contextual approach that incorporates the unique experiences of 

the individual, the larger context of the leadership practice, and the specific 

opportunities for voice, influence and decision making. (p. 39) 

 

However, rather than prescribing a specific leadership curriculum DesMaria, Yang 

and Farzenhkia (2000) suggest four critical elements that they believe are essential 

when considering youth leadership development. These include youth/adult 

partnerships, providing young people with decision-making power and responsibility, 

a broad context for learning and practice, and the recognition of young people’s 

experience, knowledge and skills.  These areas were foundational when designing the 

collaborative aspects of this research project.  

 

Ricketts and Rudd (2002) developed a conceptual model for youth leadership.  This 

was created through a meta-analysis of youth leadership development literature.  They 

also espoused the need for structured leadership education, believing that there was a 

lack of information regarding leadership development for young people.  Drawing on 

the work of Bloom (1956) and Fertman and Long (1990) they constructed a 

conceptual model (Figure 1) for youth leadership learning, proposing five dimensions 

and three stages of personal development. The five dimensions of the conceptual 

model were: (1) Leadership Knowledge and Information, (2) Leadership Attitude, 

Will, and Desire, (3) Decision Making, Reasoning, and Critical Thinking, (4) Oral 

and Written Communication Skills, and (5) Intra and Interpersonal Relations. They 

recommended that such a model should serve as the first step in developing a 

curriculum designed to teach leadership to youth in formal educational settings 

(Ricketts & Rudd, 2002, p. 2). 



Chapter 2 – Review of Literature 

 35 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Model for Youth Leadership Curriculum. From “A comprehensive 

leadership education model to train, teach, and develop leadership in youth” by J. 

Ricketts, & R. Rudd, (2002) Journal of Career and Technical Education, 19(1), 

p. 7.  

 

This model is used with permission from the author and was adapted to create a 

framework for beginning the co-constructive processes with the students involved in 

this research.  This model required adaptation as it focused solely on the individual as 

a leader and did not move beyond this, in a relational sense, only through the 

development of interpersonal skills.  Therefore, I drew on the work of Kouzes and 

Posner (1995) and made the three key areas of awareness, interaction and integration 

explicit, as these would contribute to exemplary leadership and create an approach for 

collaborative leadership learning.  This approach included challenging and expanding 

existing leadership knowledge and practices, inspiring a shared vision, enabling 

others to act, modeling the way and encouraging the heart.   

 

The key themes in the work of Kouzes and Posner (1995) provided this research with 

a framework to begin the co-construction process.  For example, modeling the 

behaviour expected of a leader and what the young women expected to see in others 

was important within the leadership programme.  Providing opportunities and space 

for others to develop and grow as leaders was an essential part of the learning 

community.  Working together towards a shared goal and contributing to reaching the 
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goal was an important part of the co-construction process.  Encouraging the heart was 

an important part of the existing school environment which emphasized caring for 

others and genuine acts of kindness.  Understanding the background and complexities 

of youth leadership was essential in order to grasp the challenging aspects of this 

research.  In addition, this research focused on young women.  It is therefore essential 

to investigate the literature surrounding young women and their beliefs about 

leadership. 

 

Women and Leadership 

… we must never lose sight of the facts that the leaders we are 

discussing are women, that doing leadership may differ for women and men, 

and that leadership does not take place in a genderless vacuum.  

 (Yoder, 2001, p. 815) 

 

Feminist critiques of leadership are set in a wider social context.  Research on women 

and leadership in educational settings illustrate a number of significant aspects that 

can impact on women’s representation and leadership practice (Grogan & Shakeshaft, 

2009). Within formal educational settings, some researchers highlight a number of 

barriers women face in advancing through formal leadership pathways (Coleman, 

2009).   Consequently, the role of the leadership context becomes significant and 

Blackmore suggests “research is needed to further explore the significance of the 

relations between context and leadership practice in order to comprehend how context 

shapes the practice of leadership” (p. 80).  

 

I have found the vast and ongoing feminist critique of leadership within the literature 

useful in shaping my understanding about what it means to be a woman leader.  Key 

issues related to the leadership context such as gender stereotyping, socialization into 

leadership, and the impact of patriarchy are prominent themes in educational 

leadership literature and may be considered relevant to this research.  It is therefore 

important to acknowledge how these issues may potentially impact on the young 

women in this research.   

 

The gender stereotyping of leadership styles is based on gendered socially constructed 

norms (Hoff & Mitchell, 2008; Schmuck, 1996).  It is these norms which frequently 
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position men as the natural candidates for leadership and continue to marginalize 

women’s ways of leading and even exclude them from being involved in leadership 

(Blackmore, 2002; Court, 1994; Shakeshaft, 1989). The notion of leadership being 

equated with masculinity is not new (Alimo-Metcalfe; 1998; Kezar & Moriarty, 

2000).  In her work, Yoder (2001) draws our attention to the notion of gender in 

leadership and the influence that gender can have on leadership opportunities for 

women.  She believes that when issues of gender are left unchallenged major 

limitations to encouraging young women into leadership opportunities can be created.  

Kezar and Moriarty (2000) indicate: 

Traditional models of leadership tend to be exclusive and represent an 

orientation to leadership derived from those traditionally in positions of power 

that is mostly Caucasian, male, upper-middle-class orientation to leadership.  

(p. 55)   

 

Gender socialization can influence what could be the respective roles and behaviours 

for men and women leaders.  Eagly and Johannesen (2001) highlight that “gender 

roles spill over to influence leadership behaviour in organisations” (p. 787) resulting 

in the behaviours of female leaders being compared to the leadership of males.  Some 

researchers assert that the leadership attributes of women and men are significantly 

different, while others claim both genders can employ androgynous leadership 

approaches (Blackmore, 2009; Collard, 2005). 

 

Over the last decade within the debates surrounding gender and leadership, many 

researchers in the area of women’s leadership report that women tend to focus more 

on relationships and participation, sharing power and responsibility and 

deconstructing hierarchies, emphasize reciprocity and conceptualize leadership as 

collective rather than individualistic (Billing & Alvesson, 2000; Blackmore, 1989; 

Court, 2003; Kezar & Moriarty, 2000). With women there is often an emphasis on the 

need to empower and care for others, and work in consultation and collaboration with 

consensus (Eagly et al, 2001). Research in the area of educational leadership also 

highlights leadership behaviour which tends to be authoritarian, task orientated and 

aggressive is frequently associated with traditional masculine leadership approaches 

(Sherman, 2000). 

 



Chapter 2 – Review of Literature 

 38 

However, the notion of gender socialization and leadership is a highly debated topic 

leading Eagly and Johannesen (2001) to purport that, “whether men and women 

behave differently in leadership roles is a much debated question” (p. 781).  For an 

extensive review of gender and leadership the work of Eagly and Johnson (1990) is 

useful.  Their meta-analysis of over 350 gender comparison studies in the area of 

leadership found no differences in styles for those leaders in formal leadership 

positions.  Many researchers have raised questions about the usefulness of comparing 

the leadership practices and approaches of women and men (for example, Blackmore, 

1998; Eagly & Johannesen, 2001; Shakeshaft, 1989), with a number of these 

researchers highlighting how problematic this can be.  Blackmore argues that the 

“process of popularization of women’s ways of leading discourse treats women as 

homogeneous group without differences in race/class/gender or in beliefs” (p. 57), 

and does not necessarily consider the diverse contexts in which women lead.  It is 

therefore timely that Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) synthesize the significant number 

of leadership studies related to ways in which women lead and highlight five key 

ways that women show their contextual approach to leadership – relational leadership, 

leadership for social justice, leadership for learning, spiritual leadership and balanced 

leadership.  

 

The patriarchal nature of leadership is also an area which has received attention in 

educational leadership literature.  Historically, much research on leadership has often 

been equated with masculinity (Billing & Alvesson, 2000).  Male dominance, 

especially in the area of leadership, has been legitimated through social and social 

structures that remain unchallenged.  Schmuck (cited in Bush & Coleman 2000) states 

 Not only do most leadership theories deny the experience of women in school,  

 theories of leadership are fraught with biases and unspoken assumptions about  

 the role of gender in organizations.  Most theory has focused only on males in  

 organisations. (p. 29)  

 

This has lead to many aspects of leadership being presumed to be natural for males 

and seen as the norm and “the activities of women are always seen as less significant 

than those of men” (Coleman, 2002, p. 11).   Such socialization has lead many women 

to believe that leadership was unacceptable for their gender (Curry, 2000). Walker 

and Dimmock (2002) assert that the culture of an organisation can have a significant 

impact on beliefs and understandings about leadership practice.  This is because 
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educational leadership is influenced by the values and beliefs and rituals associated 

within a community. They hold the belief that organisational culture is the result of 

the rituals, symbols and heroes that are created within the organisation and which can 

be managed or changed.  This is very much influenced by the societal culture that 

refers to the basic assumptions shared by groups of people in a society.  

 

The context of this research involved the community of a Catholic secondary school.  

As such, it was important to consider the impact that gender stereotyping and 

patriarchy on the young women and their leadership.   The ideology of patriarchy 

(also termed by hooks (2002) as institutionalized sexism) has had a “…decisive 

impact on the fate of women in most cultures around the globe and has tended to 

reinforce authoritarian values over democratic norms” (Richter, 1990, p. 525).  This 

dominance is frequently written into societal rules and laws (and with regard to this 

research is evident in the Catholic church system).   

 

One example illustrating the pervasive patriarchal culture of the Catholic secondary 

school was shared by Joanna Manning – a secondary school teacher with the Catholic 

School Board of Metropolitan Toronto.  In 1992 after challenging the patriarchal 

nature of the Catholic Church through her criticisms of the Pope, she was dismissed 

from her teaching role because the school believed her actions might have a negative 

influence on her students.  Later, when reflecting on the events at that time, Manning 

(1995) explains in her article Speaking Against Patriarchy: Women in the Catholic 

School System, that even though a number of inequalities exist in all school systems 

such as the lack of female role models for girls and the dominance of ‘old boys’ 

networks, they are fostered, reinforced and legitimized in the Catholic system by the 

attitudes of men in power.   For example she states: 

By barring women from ordination, by insisting that women cannot represent 

God to humanity, by refusing to refer to God in all but male language, the 

Church legislates discrimination against women as part of its very essence as a 

community…inherited denominational rights of Catholic school boards clash 

with the individual rights of teachers and subvert the aspirations of women in 

church and society…(p. 15)  

 

It was not until she focused her case of dismissal on the freedom of speech for 

teachers and the rights of the individual, rather than for herself as a woman who was 

being discriminated against by the Catholic Church that she was reinstated to her role.  
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In the context of this research such events highlight the importance of being aware of 

the dominant cultures and values of the Catholic Church system and how these may 

be played out through school culture. 

 

Research focusing on women in Catholic educational settings is frequently pitched at 

adults.  The work of Collins (2005b), investigated the experiences of Dominican 

women teaching and leading in New Zealand schools.  She examined the complexities 

of power relations and highlighted how these have impacted on both women’s access 

to and barriers to leadership.  However, investigation of the complexities of power 

relations and the influence of the Catholic Church has often neglected to address 

gender within the realms of youth leadership development and learning.  Just as Court 

(1997) became aware that many of her experiences and values as a woman leader 

were absent in leadership literature, I too found that as I became conscious of my own 

leadership and the leadership of other women, the voices of young women were 

noticeably absent.   

 

Young Women and Leadership 

Gender is a prominent and recurring theme within youth leadership research 

literature, however, much of the research literature is focused on university students 

with a scarce focus on secondary school students.  Frequently quoted research 

includes the work of Kezar and Moriarty (2000) who examined gender in relation to 

leadership style and peer evaluation.  Their research explored college students and 

leadership development opportunities. In their large quantitative study of nearly ten 

thousand college students, Kezar and Moriarty (2000) found that gender had a 

significant influence on students’ self-perceptions of leadership ability. They asked 

young men and women to rate their own personal leadership abilities.  Their results 

showed that men often ranked themselves more highly than women, with women 

noting an increase in their learning about leadership but not necessarily their ability to 

lead.  They found that women often had a lower perception of themselves as leaders 

than men and that participation in leadership learning opportunities, such as 

development programmes was a strong predictor of future leadership ability for many 

women.  Kezar and Moriarty called for those who work in the area of youth 

development to recognize that perceptions of leadership differ between genders and 
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that leadership development processes differ amongst groups of students and 

practitioners should plan learning opportunities accordingly.   

 

Other researchers who have studied the influence of gender on young emergent 

leaders and their self-perceptions of leadership effectiveness, for example Pratch and 

Jacobwitz (1996) found gender to have a significant influence. Their research 

explored the effects of gender, coping, and motivational orientation in evaluating 

individual leadership.  Participants in their study included business studies students in 

a leadership development programme.  A number of different matrices and 

personality tests were used to gauge peer and self-ratings and predict peer ratings of 

leadership.  The findings revealed significant gender differences in the area of 

motivation with men showing a higher motivation to lead alone, and women 

illustrating a more communal and social approach to leadership.    Findings from this 

research highlighted females often perceived their personal leadership effectiveness as 

lower than that of males, males had more opportunity to participate in formal 

leadership opportunities and females had less aspiration to lead.  Komives (1994) 

assessed the self-perceptions of empowering leadership and the styles practiced by 

successful female student leaders. She found female student leaders to be most 

comfortable with empowering leadership practices of enabling others to act and least 

skilled in challenging the process.  This supports much adult research that investigates 

what influences the leadership practices of males and females (for example, 

Ridgeway, 2001). 

 

However, Kolb (1999) who analyzed gender as a predictor for holding positions of 

leadership found that the practices between male and female student leaders showed 

few differences.  The only significant difference was found in the perceptions that 

women had of their leadership ability.  These were lower than that of males.  

Similarly, Posner and Brodsky (1994) in their study of college students and student 

perceptions of effective leaders, revealed perceived effective leadership practice did 

not vary according to gender.  In their research, they noted that effective leaders 

amongst students were both male and female.  They found that leaders who were 

deemed effective, engaged in challenging, inspiring, enabling and encouraging others 

and role modelling were both male and female.  One possible limitation of this study 

could be that the participants in the research were college students who were already 
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in formal positions of leadership (for example, executive committee members, or 

presidents of sororities), and already identified as successful leaders.  It could be 

questioned whether similar outcomes would result if students who were not in 

formalized leadership positions, or seen as emerging leaders, or involved in informal 

leadership practice were the research subjects.  

 

Among the challenges of providing youth with meaningful and authentic leadership 

contexts and opportunities, arises an even greater challenge – to involve young 

women in leadership and decision-making roles within the secondary school.  Three 

studies found to be of significant relevance to this research were focused specifically 

on young women and leadership development.  Firstly, the work of Edwards (1994) 

examined correlates and predictors of leadership in school-aged girls. She found that 

young women who were perceived as leaders by their peers were thought to be 

competent at organizing others, goal setting and generating ideas.  Popularity and 

physical attractiveness were aspects deemed by the young women as important for 

leadership.  These characteristics superseded others characteristics such as sensitivity 

and thoughtfulness.   Although these results provide an insight into what the young 

women perceived as important for leadership it is important to be aware of the context 

in which this research took place.  The young women in this study were Girl Scouts 

and as such, practiced their leadership within a relatively socialized and task-

orientated environment.  This may have influenced the view of leadership that the 

young women initially had and also the type of leadership encouraged or modeled to 

them by others. 

 

Second, Denner, Myer and Bean (2005) highlighted in their work with 164 adolescent 

girls that it was important to legitimate a range of leadership styles.  They believed 

that by forming respectful relationships between adults and the young women, 

leadership development programmes were more likely to be successful and role 

modeling was a key factor for this to happen. 

 

Third, a research project by Mono and Keenan (2000) examined the impact of an 

after-school girl’s leadership programme.  Based firmly on democratic principles 

similar to those of Beane and Apple (1995), adults from outside the school designed a 

leadership development programme based on the feedback and requirements 



Chapter 2 – Review of Literature 

 43 

described by the young women.  Although when evaluated, the feedback from 

students and teachers indicated the programme to be successful in developing 

leadership knowledge and self-confidence in the young women, the researchers found 

that the lack of teacher involvement inhibited leadership practices being transferred 

back to the classroom and used the phrase “it takes a whole school to deliver the 

program” rather than a group of individuals (p. 9).  With this in mind, within the 

secondary school there are powerful socializing factors that impact on young women.  

Mullen and Tuten (2004) suggest that  

…opportunities for developing females as leaders coexist with the constraints 

of sex role stereotyping.  It is possible that new ideas and improved practices 

are gradually being produced within the imperfect systems of secondary 

education, but in what form and to what extent remains to be seen.  (p. 292)  

 

However, while progress is being made towards involving young women in 

leadership roles in educational settings, such as school environments, sexism remains 

an influence on young women’s leadership practices and opportunities.  Using the 

work of Mitchell and Webber (1999) to support their findings, Mullen and Tuten 

(2004) illustrated practices that encouraged young women to appear non-threatening 

while assuming leadership roles within the school.    Ridgeway (2001) purports such 

actions can lead to the development of hierarchies that favour male access to positions 

of leadership and reinforce genderized leadership beliefs and patriarchal leadership 

structures.  

 

My research was designed to identify young women’s current beliefs about leadership 

and look at what informed their leadership understanding.  This was a prime 

opportunity to look at what has influenced these beliefs within a single-sex Catholic 

girls’ school.   It is therefore timely to outline the context in which this research took 

place – the Catholic Secondary School. 

The Culture and Organisation of the Catholic School 

 

An understanding of the unique aspects of the Catholic School is essential as a means 

of situating this research.  The history of Catholic Schools in New Zealand began over 

a century and a half ago where the first Catholic School was opened in Auckland in 

1841 (Grace & O’Keefe, 2007). After the signing of the Treaty of Waitangi, and a 



Chapter 2 – Review of Literature 

 44 

marked increase in the European population numbers, the number of Catholic schools 

markedly increased throughout New Zealand.  However, in 1877, the New Zealand 

Government passed an Education Act that was deemed by the Bishops within the 

New Zealand Catholic population to be highly secular in its orientation.  As a 

consequence the Bishops of the Catholic Church set about establishing a new network 

of schools which mirrored the values and teachings of the Catholic Church.  The first 

Catholic secondary schools commenced in the 1880s (Catholic Education Office, 

2011). 

 

By the 1970s the increased Catholic population placed pressure on schools resulting 

in many of them experiencing financial hardship.  Approaching the central 

government of that time for support the government agreed to help fund operational 

costs for schools with distinctive religious or philosophical special character.  This 

would allow them to preserve their special character.  This system of partnership with 

the state school system is called Integration, and a school participating in it, is called 

an Integrated School.  State-integrated schools; 

…teach the New Zealand Curriculum but keep their own special character 

(usually a philosophical or religious belief) as part of their school programme. 

State-integrated schools receive the same government funding for each student 

as other state schools but their buildings and land are privately owned.   

(Ministry of Education, 2009, p. 3) 

 

The culture of a Catholic school is shaped by the notion of its special character which 

shows distinctive religious underpinnings.  For example, a Catholic school expresses 

the core beliefs, values, traditions, symbols and patterns of behavior which provide 

meaning to the school community and which help shape the lives of students, 

teachers, and parents (Cook, 2001, p15). The nature and purpose of education within 

the Catholic school encompasses more than the transactional nature of teaching and 

learning.  According to O’Donnell (2001) the links between intellectual, spiritual and 

personal development are central to the aims of Catholic education and highlights. 

“The aim of a Catholic education is to enable the student to develop a harmony 

between knowledge, understanding, personal values, and a Christian worldview 

by creating and maintaining a Catholic culture in an educational context”. 

(O’Donnell, 2001, p. 19). 

 

A fundamental principle of social justice lends itself to be a central underpinning 

value of the Catholic school and there is an emphasis on interaction, collaboration and 
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inclusiveness (Lavery, 2003).  Interestingly in his work, Cook (2001) highlights the 

importance of maintaining the status quo and Catholic traditions within the contexts 

of Catholic education.  He emphasizes the importance of traditions and heroes and a 

‘creed’ for living which is passed on from one generation to another.  For example, in 

the following passage, he states; 

Catholic school culture is a “way of life” rooted in Christ, a Gospel-based 

creed and code, and a Catholic vision that provides inspiration and identity, is 

shaped over time, and is passed from one generation to the next through 

methodologies that capture and stimulate the Catholic imagination such as 

symbols and traditions, heroes and heroines (Cook, 2001, p. 16). 

 

Therefore the tradition of the Catholic Church permeates the school culture and the 

school reflects the values of its wider community.  As highlighted by Hargreaves, Earl 

and Ryan (1996) all schools have a set of core values which ultimately shape the 

culture of the school.  The Catholic school environment is no different, however, what 

is distinctive is that many of the values which shape the Catholic school culture are 

pre-determined by the Catholic Church (O’Donnell, 2010, p. 24).   Many of the 

historical dominant characteristics of the Catholic secondary school in New Zealand 

continue to highlight a significant level of gender socialization.   Furthermore, the 

social structure of the Catholic Church shows clear systems of leadership that are 

patriarchal, hierarchical and caste-like in many ways (Spencer, 2005).  For example, 

leadership positions such as bishops and priests are held by men only and these 

systems were not to be challenged.  O’Donnell (2001) purports there were two main 

historical functions of the Catholic school.  Firstly, the socialization of young people 

in the social fabric of the nation and secondly, the development of their religious 

understandings and practices as active members of the Catholic Church.   In a way, 

the school was given the role of being a social broker for the church and was 

responsible for ensuring the practices, beliefs and traditions of the church were passed 

on to those who walked through its gates and this included the aspects of patriarchy, 

hierarchy and socialization mentioned above.  
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Structure and Leadership of the Catholic School 

 

Due to the unique nature of the Catholic school, to further situate this research it is 

important to draw attention to the structure and organization of Catholic Schools.  

Although each school may be unique in its culture and school community, there are a 

number of characteristics which are shared by Catholic secondary schools. 

 

Within the Catholic school there is an expectation that a certain number of teaching 

positions are ‘tagged’ for teachers who are able to participate in the Religious 

Instruction which supports the special character of the school.  However, all teachers 

within the school are expected to be role models of Christian values for students 

(O’Donnell, 2001), and are responsible for sharing the values of the school.  

Leadership within the school is complex and as illustrated by Grace (2002), 

successful leadership in Catholic schools is closely related to the cultural and spiritual 

capital that a principal has.  O’Donnell (2001) presents the Principal as both a cultural 

and educational leader who is responsible for maintaining the special character of the 

school.  Belmont and Cranston (2009) concur and state:   

“School principals hold the unique responsibility as guardians of a Catholic 

heritage…Drawing from their resources of cultural and spiritual capital, 

principals, through their daily actions, were attending to and safeguarding the 

Catholic identity of their schools in their leadership role.” (p. 301) 

 

However, merely by fulfilling their role as a school leader, principals are positioned to 

reinforce the traditional systems and hierarchical structures of the Catholic Church, 

with their practices engendering patriarchal systems of leadership.  In some cases this 

may marginalize women from leadership opportunities and formal leadership roles.  

One other important leadership role within the school is the link to the Church – the 

Director of Religious Studies.  In order to preserve the special character of the 

Catholic School, this position was required by all Catholic State Integrated schools to 

ensure that Catholic values were upheld and represented in the school’s day to day 

life. With such social mechanisms in place to maintain these values Spencer (2005) 

highlights in his investigation into the organization of the Catholic Education 

structures in New Zealand, “…education is a social institution particularly resistant to 
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social and cultural change: once the pattern is set, the tradition created, it is extremely 

difficult to change it” (Spencer, 2005, p. 118).  

 

As can be seen, there is a level of complexity that needs to be considered when 

completing research within the Catholic school environment.  This research was 

designed to work alongside a group of young women to design an alternative 

approach to leadership development.   As the context of research is shaped by those 

who interact with it, it is important to explore the way that young women are 

positioned within the discourses of youth development. The following section 

examines these discourses of youth development in the literature.  It unravels the 

complexities of defining youth and examines the differing and changing constructions 

of youth as a contextually situated phenomenon, highlighting the influence this has 

had on youth development approaches in schools. 

 

CONCEPTUALIZING YOUTH AND YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 

 

The literature on youth and youth development reveals a wide scope in the ways that 

they are both represented.  This has resulted in the efforts of those researching to 

understand ‘what youth is’ and how to best enhance young people’s life experiences 

being neither clear-cut nor well defined. Definitions of youth vary considerably 

depending on the legal, social and political context (Gray, 2002; Pittman, Diversi & 

Ferber, 2002) and the meaning of youth is rapidly changing as young people actively 

construct their own group identities (Granger, 2002).  Young people’s experiences are 

now so diverse that Wyn and White (1997) concede it has almost become 

meaningless to try and categorize young people.  These varied understandings of 

youth have a significant impact on the way that youth development approaches are 

viewed and consequently designed.  This is a compelling enough reason to examine 

these current understandings of youth and youth development with relevance to this 

research.  In synthesizing the literature, I found an immense volume of work 

highlighting the area of youth development
4
.  It came evident that there were three 

key paradigms relating to youth development, all of which have been informed by 

                                                
4
 For comprehensive literature reviews examining the New Zealand context and youth development 

see McLaren (2002) and Ministry of Youth Development (2009). 
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discourses pertaining to defining youth – youth development as a rite of passage, to 

solve a problem and to empower. An examination of these follows and I highlight 

how perceptions of youth have influenced youth development approaches.   

 

Youth Development as a Rite of Passage – An Institutional Approach 

One prominent theme in youth research is the discourse of age.  This concept 

emphasizes symmetry between an individual’s biological and social processes, 

occurring within a certain time frame (Wyn &White, 1997). Wyn and White’s (1997) 

research investigated the numerous ways youth were represented in the community.  

They found that viewing youth as an age category was used mainly for policy and 

institutional purposes. Examples of this are apparent in many national and 

international policies, for example, in the World Youth Report, the United Nations 

uses 15-24 years to define youth (United Nations, 2007).   In New Zealand policy, the 

official definition of ‘youth’ used by the Government spans the ages of 13 to 25 years 

(Ministry of Youth Affairs, 2002). However, while youth is a convenient label 

frequently used as a categorization of young people based on their age, not all cultures 

fit into this Westernized image of youth (Barry, 2005).  Definitions of childhood and 

youth are social and cultural constructs that vary according to culture, ethnicity, 

gender and class (Milne, 1999) and different cultures adopt concepts to describe 

young people. For example, in a paper discussing Pacific children’s participation in 

research, Suaalii and Mavoa (2001) note that: 

Samoans, Tongans and other Pacific communities differentiate between child 

and adult according to life stages, often including rites of passage such as 

sexual or marriage unions or engagements in official public activities. (p. 40) 

 

This description leads to a second significant theme in the literature, which presents 

youth as an evolutionary concept.  Throughout their adolescent years, young people 

are believed to be in a period of transition to adulthood (Lesko, 2001).  In this view, 

the catch phrases of “storm and stress” (Hall, 1904, p.14) and “identity crisis” are 

often used to describe youth as a life stage that young people pass through on their 

way to adulthood which contains a period of undue stress and turmoil (Wong, 2004).  

These discourses draw on and feed historical theories related to developmental stages 

(Erikson, 1965), and reinforce the assumption that young people need to pass through 

a series of developmental phases before emerging from this process having ‘found 
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themselves’.  This transition is seen as a time of great complexity where young people 

are deemed by adults to be confused and trying to find their way. This view of youth 

assumes that there is a finite cut-off point where one has one’s own identity formed 

and that having this makes one an adult and ready to take part in adult life.  

 

In many cultures it is these rites of passage and involvement in the wider community 

that define what it means to be a youth and what it means to be an adult. However, 

Wong (2004) argues that such a view is not so clear-cut either and suggests that 

confusion arises when young people are expected to relinquish the dependent roles 

they play in the stage of childhood, but they are not supposed to be as independent as 

their adult counterparts who make decisions and choices.  Similarly, Miles (2000) 

suggests that in a rapidly changing world, the transition into adulthood was not a 

straightforward process and argued that young people were therefore in need of 

guidance from adults.  Research supporting this notion is common.  For example, in 

their work with high school youth, Larson and Walker (2006) found that the students 

and their teachers frequently made reference to needing to be “prepared for the real 

world” and there was the feeling that youth were sheltered and ill-prepared to 

encounter the “complex, fast-paced, hardball and risky real worlds of adult 

interchange” (p. 245).  Findings in their study revealed that adults, especially 

teachers, played a critical role in shaping how young people were viewed and how 

they viewed themselves.  Teachers played key roles in supporting young people 

through this process of proposed preparation.   As a result of such discourse, youth 

development approaches shaped from these views are frequently based on preparing 

young people to be adults.  This can include transition programmes from school into 

the workforce.   

 

Youth Development to Solve a Problem – A Preventative Approach 

A second paradigm of youth in the literature is that young people are problems that 

require fixing.  Within this framework youth are often viewed as a potential threat to 

society’s long-cherished values such as responsibility and fairness (Ministry of Youth 

Affairs, 2002).  This discourse rests on the assumption that young people are 

uncontrollable, but, if exposed to the right social conventions, could be tamed.  Youth 

are frequently presented as either actively ‘deviant’ or passively ‘at risk’ and 



Chapter 2 – Review of Literature 

 50 

sometimes as both simultaneously.  Bessant (1993) highlights the popular dual 

representation of young people, which conceptualizes youth as a threat and inherently 

bad, while at the same time, youth being the focus of hope and optimism, and being 

intrinsically good but vulnerable.  

 

Lerner (2002) and Overton (1998) discuss the dangers of viewing youth as deficient 

and as problems to be managed to avoid ‘at-risk’ behaviour. They believe that this can 

lead to some young people having low self-esteem and wanting to participate in high-

risk activities such as drug use and sexual activities. Moreover, Roth, Brooks-Gunn, 

Murray and Foster (1998) argue that simply being problem-free is not enough to 

prepare young people for adulthood.  Pittman and Irby (1996) suggest that youth who 

are perceived as problem-free may not necessarily experience ‘storm and stress’ as 

purported by Hall (1904).  Wyn and White (1997) make the point that the focus on 

problematizing youth and categorizing them into a single entity differentiated only by 

‘normal’ and deviant (or at-risk) contrasts markedly with the perspectives that young 

people have about themselves.  Young people see themselves through a variety of 

lenses and align their perceptions of themselves closely with specific social contexts 

(Griffin, 2004).  From their research, Jeffs and Smith (1995) found that young people 

did not want to be seen as being in a state of deficit.  Indeed, it was a state that they 

wanted to leave behind.  They provided evidence that young people wanted to be 

treated as adults, and have the opportunity to engage in the same or similar activities 

as those older than themselves.  Young people saw themselves as belonging to 

cultures that are accessible within their communities and create their identities from 

these (Hendry, 1993).  For example, they label themselves as skaters, as musicians, as 

popular, where the categories of ‘age’, ‘transition’ and being seen as a ‘problem’ are 

not often mentioned.   

 

The focus of youth development approaches designed from this view grew out of the 

understandings that it is easier and more cost effective to prevent problems rather than 

deal with them when they had occurred (Hamilton, Hamilton & Pittman, 2004). 

Examples of these youth development programmes include drug use, safe sex, 

bullying forums, alcohol awareness workshops and truancy prevention.  The aim of 

the many prevention approaches is therefore, to reduce or eliminate risk factors and 

increase protective factors.  It may therefore be helpful to investigate an alternative 
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model of youth development, which extends beyond criteria of age and the prevention 

of problems.  

 

 Youth Development to Empower – A Positive Youth Development Approach 

The past decade has brought increased consensus regarding preferred strategies for 

youth development. This shift has led to the formation of an alternative model, 

described by Hamilton, Hamilton and Pittman (2004) as positive youth development.  

This third paradigm of youth development emphasizes moving away from a 

prevention or needs-based approach to a preparation or what is often defined as a 

strength-based approach (Pittman, Ferber & Irby, 2000).  Pittman and Wright’s 

(1991) work examined the changing focus of youth development approaches and 

highlighted their increasing popularity.   

 

The positive youth development approach is based on the assumption that every 

young person has the potential for successful, healthy development and that all youth 

possess the capacity for positive development (Lerner, Brentano, Dowling & 

Anderson, 2002).  This approach is broader than the individual. It must therefore be 

viewed as a combination of all of the people, places, supports, opportunities and 

services that young people need to be happy, healthy and successful and meet their 

basic needs (safety, caring relationships, and connections to the larger community 

while striving to build academic, vocational, personal and social skills). Pittman 

(1991a) states that a positive youth development approach recognizes that preventing 

problem behaviours is not all that is needed to prepare youth for their future.   

 

Positive youth development approaches locate young people within a community-

based framework.  An example is Pittman and Irby’s (1996) framework that outlined 

three basic principles that should guide the development of programmes, policies and 

the evaluation of positive youth development in schools.  It is these three principles 

that supported the development of this research.  The first principle of positive youth 

development is that any community must have a vision of what it wants for its young 

people.   This community can take many forms, for example, it could range from 

being a community setting in a town or city, through to a school community of staff 

and students. In the case of this research, it was a partnership between the young 
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women and myself within a community of learners.  The second principle reinforces 

the idea that young people grow up in these communities, not within the programmes 

that are provided, therefore the overall context in which development occurs must be 

considered.  The third principle strongly states that youth must be seen as in 

partnership with adults, and that as stakeholders, they have a critical role to play in the 

formation and implementation of positive youth development programmes in schools 

(Pittman & Irby, 1996). 

 

 These seminal ideas have been revolutionary in reconceptualizing youth and have 

been brought to the forefront in much recent research. The Adolescent Project Team 

of Partners for Children (2001), based in New York, was instrumental in addressing 

the development of youth through this lens of positive youth development.  The 

research team argued that youth development research and practice required a 

collaborative approach which emphasized youth strengths and that adults working 

alongside young people should focus on supporting and empowering them rather than 

on the problems and deficits that surround them.  This approach presents positive 

youth development as a process leading to adulthood.  But rather than a period of 

storm and stress, as previous discourses imply (such as Hall, 1904), it is an 

empowering journey that automatically involves all the people around a youth—

family, school and community.   It is therefore essential to consider the context in 

which youth development takes place to contextual this research. 

 

Youth Development in the New Zealand Secondary School Context 

 

In New Zealand, many researchers in the area of youth development emphasize that 

current approaches to youth development should acknowledge the importance of 

using a positive youth development framework.  However, the literature outlines 

many differing understandings of what positive youth development is highlighting an 

area that is worthy of investigation. 

 

Key literature guiding New Zealand schools in youth development approaches 

includes the Youth Development Strategy in New Zealand (Ministry of Youth 

Affairs, 2002).  These guidelines were based on the United Nations Convention on the 



Chapter 2 – Review of Literature 

 53 

Rights of the Child (UNCROC), the principal international treaty for children and 

young people.  The following six points of the New Zealand Strategy for Youth 

(Ministry of Youth Development, 2002) explain that youth development: 

• is shaped by the big picture of society and communities, allowing the input of 

all cultures; 

• is about young people being connected to these contexts and communities 

within many social groups; 

• is based on a consistent, strengths-based approach such as resisting ‘risk’ and 

enhancing protective factors; 

• happens through quality relationships between young people and adults.  This 

includes areas such as being heard and being responded to; 

• is triggered when young people fully participate in the planning and 

implementation of youth development initiatives.  This helps them to control 

what happens to them and what happens around them; 

• needs good information about the lives of youth and the contexts within which 

they live. 

These points clearly reinforce Pittman and Irby’s (1996) three principles of positive 

youth development and also acknowledge additional factors in youths’ lives that also 

contribute to reaching positive outcomes.  Leading on from the points in this strategy, 

the importance of engaging the community to support youth was acknowledged and 

the Ministry of Youth Development (2005) recently published a guide for schools and 

local communities which encourages adults to engage youth in decision-making 

processes locally, regionally and nationally.  This emphasis on youth participation as 

active citizens is a key feature of many current positive youth development 

approaches.  In 2009, the Ministry of Youth Development released a substantial 

report outlining the key aspects of positive youth development within New Zealand.  

Using examples from two core positive youth development programmes, they 

summarized that in order for positive youth development to be successful 

programmes should; 

 …focus on a competence- rather than a deficit-based paradigm and a holistic 

view of young people should be used taking into account the contexts where 

they are from and the settings they exist in. Activities included within a youth 

development programme should allow young people to have the opportunity 

to experience supportive adult relationships, develop relationships with their 

peers, feel a sense of belonging and being valued, develop positive social 

values and norms, build and master skills, develop confidence in one’s 
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abilities to master one’s environment (a sense of personal efficacy), make a 

contribution to one’s community. (Ministry of Youth Development, 2009, p. 

9) 

 

It is also noted by the Ministry of Youth Development (2009) that effective youth 

development programmes; 

…have high aspirations for, and expectations of, young people, are well 

planned, with activities deliberately designed to progressively build on 

existing skills and competencies, have high quality activities delivered by a 

skilled and confident workforce, have skilled and empathetic staff who stay 

long enough to build trusting relationships with young people, have a 

‘deliberate learning environment’, meaningfully involve young people in 

choosing and designing activities, have increasing opportunities for young 

people to make decisions and to take on leadership roles as they mature and 

gain more expertise, structure that is developmentally, culturally and 

environmentally appropriate.  (p. 9)  

 

Traditional national youth-serving organizations like Rotary, Peer Support, Scouts 

and Guides provide evidence of a range of community youth development 

opportunities already available.  It is not the purpose of this literature review to 

provide a review of these sites for potential youth development.  However, the one 

context which has specific relevance for this research, often seen as arguably the most 

important place for youth development, is the secondary school (Granger, 2002). 

 

Positive Youth Development in the Secondary School 

Current youth development approaches in secondary schools appear to be predicated 

on the traditional belief that youth are problems or in a stage of transition and that the 

experience of youth is the same for all youth (Hamilton, Hamilton & Pittman, 2004; 

Wyn & White, 1997).  There is an assumption by those planning youth development 

opportunities that development occurs at a similar pace for all individuals and, 

therefore, programmes will work no matter who the youth are.  

 

Firstly, often blanketed under labels such as ‘at-risk’, youth development in schools is 

often addressed through a needs-based approach where youth are positioned as a 

problem to be fixed.  Under this category, there is a focus on prevention strategies and 

the guarding against less-than-desirable outcomes.  It is questionable whether these 

programmes and opportunities offered to young people reflect the three underlying 
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principles of positive youth development outlined earlier by Pittman and Irby (1996). 

Youth development is sometimes used as a means of solving perceived problems such 

as drug use, teen pregnancy, bullying or smoking. “Making it happen... Strengthening 

youth development in schools” (Ministry of Youth Development, 2005) is an example 

of a New Zealand-based resource focusing on positive youth development.  This 

resource encourages boards of trustees, principals and teachers to apply positive youth 

development approaches more effectively within their schools.  It is based on the six 

principles of the Youth Development Strategy Aotearoa (Ministry of Youth Affairs, 

2002) mentioned previously on page 52 and provides ideas about how the concepts of 

youth development might be used effectively in schools and the community.  

However, although this resource promotes itself as a tool for positive youth 

development, many of the messages are from a deficit viewpoint, which can 

ultimately position youth as problems.  This guide also has a strong emphasis on 

educational achievement and as Pittman and Irby (1996) suggest outcomes should aim 

to move beyond the academic skills and competencies that are the focus of most 

schools to address aspects of identity and personal development.  Important aspects 

which are frequently ignored include belonging and self-worth, communication, 

leadership development, citizenship, physical and mental health and social 

involvement.  In the New Zealand context such an omission is of great significance as 

the key competencies of the New Zealand Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007) 

purport to focus on thinking, using language, symbols, and texts, managing self, 

relating to others, participating and contributing  – all of which could be considered as 

important aspects of leadership.  Although these aspects are important, alone, they are 

not sufficient.  Many of them could not exist without a dimension of leadership being 

present and this is yet to be specifically acknowledged within the New Zealand 

Curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007).   

 

The second common view of youth as a period of transition encourages an approach 

where youth are prepared for leaving the school environment through courses such as 

career counselling and job seeking assistance.  I have seen examples of this in 

secondary schools where portraying youth as an age category was illustrated in health 

education classes where certain pieces of knowledge were imparted at certain age 

levels rather than based on the needs of the group or individual.  Given the common 

themes in many schools, it is timely to ask whether such approaches are meeting the 
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needs of youth, or whether schools need to re-examine their understanding of youth 

development and moreover, their opportunities to work alongside youth?  Moreover, 

many youth development opportunities presented in this way are formed around 

specialist topics.  The content in these programmes is frequently designed either by 

outside providers, has generic content, is mass-produced for delivery to large numbers 

of students and is not specifically tailored to meet the needs of particular groups.  A 

common example in New Zealand schools is the DARE programme addressing youth 

drug use (New Zealand Police, 1995).  This does not reinforce the principle of 

positive youth development that encourages youth to work in partnership with adults.  

 

Alternatively, school-based positive youth development challenges schools to think 

differently about young people (Thomsen, 2004).  When schools use positive youth 

development approaches, youth are no longer seen as problems to be solved, risks to 

be mitigated, or vessels to be filled (Astroth, Brown, Poore & Timm, 2002).  Rather, 

youth are seen as partners in their own personal development.  They have voices that 

deserve to be heard and have suggestions to be acted upon. Thomsen (2004) argues: 

 …youth are people to be empowered rather than made to be compliant.  They 

are resources to be tapped into rather than liabilities to be managed.  They are 

understood to be in the process of becoming adults, allowed to experiment 

with their ideas and to resolve any errors that might occur in the process. 

(p.80) 

 

The three basic principles of positive youth development emphasized by Pittman 

(1991b) suggest a number of elements need to be present for positive youth 

development such as leadership learning to occur.  Key aspects involving knowing the 

content required, involving youth in the planning of their learning experiences and 

ensuring that the approach utilized is based on the principles of positive youth 

development are some considerations for schools to address and were paramount to 

the design of this research.   

 

In summary, youth development cannot be a highly sophisticated and complicated 

prescription for fixing troubled children. Youth development is about people, 

programmes, institutions and systems, which provide all youth, troubled or not, with 

the supports and opportunities they need to empower themselves.  It is well known 

that schools are busy places, and because of this, youth development issues can be 
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sidelined. The literature has highlighted that a considered and planned approach is 

required by schools in order to address the development of youth in schools.  This 

approach suggests that adults should also listen to the voices of youth in order to help 

them develop what many researchers (Benson, 2003; Granger, 2002) call  ‘assets’ 

such as personal identity and self-esteem and create strong support networks, in order 

to assist them in reaching their potential.  

 

This section has outlined the concepts of youth and how these have informed youth 

development approaches. The following section extends the notion of positive youth 

development by examining the literature related to youth adult partnerships and 

student voice as a way of utilizing a collaborative process for designing leadership 

curriculum.  

 

INVOLVING STUDENTS IN PROGRAMME DESIGN AND 

IMPLEMENTATION 

The tide is turning from the antiquated notion of students as passive 

recipients of teaching, to a new recognition on the interdependence that 

is necessary between students and adults.  (Fletcher, 2004, p. 4) 

 

Within educational contexts it is frequently teachers who are the designers of 

curriculum and instruction (Scratchley, 2003).  Because of this, Beane (1990) has 

suggested many young people have little control over their learning experiences 

because the conditions under which they learn have been determined almost entirely 

by adults. Within the school environment this culture positions young people as 

passive recipients of adult protection and knowledge (Smith, Taylor & Gollop, 2000), 

and places youth in powerless situations with no meaningful role other than as what 

Kress (2006) describes as passive consumers of information which lacks relevance to 

their lives.  This research was designed to challenge this traditional notion and, as 

emphasized by Fletcher (2004) above, set out to reshape the relationship between the 

teacher and the student.   This research was founded on the notion that young people 

and adults could work together in partnership within a learning community to share 

their voices and make decisions to create a leadership development programme.  It is 
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therefore important to examine these key aspects integral to this research – learning 

communities, co-construction within youth adult partnerships and student voice.   

 

Young people have an important contribution to make in helping adults understand 

what their lives are like and how they want to learn.  This can be achieved by 

involving them in decisions about their learning.  The literature surrounding young 

people and decision-making within school communities is generally based on one of 

two United Nations Initiatives:  The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (1989) (UNCROC) and the 1998 United Nations Lisbon Declaration on Youth 

Policies and Programmes (The Lisbon Declaration).  However, in New Zealand, the 

Treaty of Waitangi
5
 is also relevant as Mäori draw on cultural knowledge to establish 

appropriate ways in which rangatahi (youth) can best participate in decision-making.  

Despite these conventions, declarations and treaties, the processes of involving youth 

in decision-making in schools is still in its infancy as evidenced by those calling for 

further action in this area (for example, Bishop & Glynn 1999; Campbell, 2000; 

Ruxton, 1998; Zeldin, Petrokubi & MacNeil, 2007).   

 

Research investigating the benefits of youth consultation is rapidly expanding and 

many researchers espouse the benefits of involving students in school decision-

making processes and curriculum design (Lodge, 2005; McGregor, 2007; Rudduck & 

Flutter, 2004; Thomson & Gunter, 2005).  Involving young people in decision-

making about their learning can make the content relevant as the process gives them 

the opportunity to have a say on content, learning approaches, programme structure 

and contexts that are important to them.  For example, in a report commissioned by 

the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development (1992), young people were 

interviewed on what they wanted and needed from adolescent development 

programmes.  They wanted activities that were constructive and engaged their bodies, 

hearts and minds.  They wanted safe places to go and hang out and they wanted 

structures balanced with choice, as they wanted to play a role in determining the 

programme.  Learning and practicing skills was also an important part of their 

learning along with spending time with adults who cared about them.  Above all, they 

                                                
5
 A significant and historical New Zealand document signed in 1840, outlining an agreement in which 

M!ori gave the Crown rights to govern and to develop British settlement, while the Crown guaranteed 

M!ori full protection of their interests and status, and full citizenship rights (Waitangi Tribunal, 2010). 
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wanted to have fun.  This research was a powerful way of challenging assumptions 

made about the way young people wanted to learn with the aim of further meeting the 

needs of youth, through researching students’ perspectives.  These perceptions young 

people have about their learning have provided researchers and educators with a 

much-needed source of knowledge, and this can play a key role in creating better 

conditions for learning in the future (Scratchley, 2003).    

 

According to Scratchley (2003) adults make assumptions about what is important for 

young people to know and do and fail to ask young people what they think, resulting 

in the creation of ‘one-size-fits-all’ and ‘top-down’ approaches to learning.  These are 

frequently based on their own experiences and Stanton-Rogers, Stanton-Rogers, 

Vyrost and Lovas (2004) warn there is a need for adults to step away from using their 

own personal experiences on which to base new youth development programmes 

stating: 

…if we [school staff]  have a concern for what current life is like for today’s 

generation of young people, or what may help them in their futures, we cannot 

use our own experiences of being young or the aspirations we then held as 

much of a guide.  If we want to promote the life opportunities of young 

people, if we want to help them to prepare for their futures and make well-

informed choices about them, then we need to find out about this ‘new world’ 

in which they are growing up. (p.117) 

 

Involving young people in decision-making about their learning can increase the level 

of engagement that they have with the learning material.  Morgan and Streb (2001) 

examined the impact of involving students in decision-making about their learning in 

community service-learning projects.  Using a pre- and post-survey with 200 

secondary school students in 10 different schools in the United Kingdom, they found 

that if students were involved in planning their learning where they have a high 

degree of ownership, their self-concept and engagement improved, and they were 

more likely to be tolerant toward others.  Within the New Zealand context, Bishop 

and Glynn (1999), believed students were able to develop an authoritative voice in the 

learning process when they positioned themselves, negotiated and were involved in 

meaningful decision-making that affected their learning.  

 

The literature suggests that useful information can be gained on the effectiveness of 

youth development programmes by consulting young people.  However, one 
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significant area lacking within the literature is the evaluation of how effective such an 

approach is from the viewpoints of the young people themselves. In one of the few 

studies addressing this, Stafford, Laybourn, Hill and Walker (2003) sought the voices 

of youth in evaluating youth consultation processes and found some negative aspects.  

The young people they interviewed felt very strongly that youth consultation needed 

to be purposeful, fair and representative across a wide range of students and that it 

required a genuine commitment from all involved.  One student was quoted as saying, 

“Consultation should be a genuine attempt to listen seriously to young people’s views 

and act on them, not just a window-dressing exercise conducted for the benefit of 

adults about issues already decided” (p. 365).  One way of actively and authentically 

engaging young people in decision-making about their learning is through creating a 

community of learners.  The elements integral to this process will now be explored.   

 

 

Creating a Community of Learners Through Youth-Adult Partnerships  

 

One important aspect of the research presented in this thesis was ensuring that the 

voices and experiences of the young women and the researcher (me) were included.  

This was one way to take account of the changing nature of youth and acknowledge 

the diverse experiences that the young women involved in the research would bring 

with them, and also utilize the knowledge I brought as a researcher of leadership.  The 

research was therefore based upon the creation of a learning community, which 

involved me and the young women.  This learning community extended the notion of 

youth-adult partnerships, which are frequently commented on in the literature, and 

situated this research in a partnership between young women and an adult.  The 

following section introduces the concept of learning communities and partnerships 

and examines the appropriateness of their use for this research.  

 

Learning communities are groups of people who value each other as learners and 

provide structures for investigation, dialogue and action in which all members can 

participate (Fullan, 1995).  Such communities create and allow for new approaches to 

learning and, as described by Stoll (2003), have the ability to deal with change, 

develop and hold a shared understanding of goals and what is important and are open 
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to new ideas.  Other broad characteristics include collaboration, shared leadership and 

ongoing learning (Roberts & Pruitt, 2003; Senge, 1990a). Gabelnick, MacGregor, 

Matthews and Smith (1990) highlight similar defining characteristics but, on a 

slightly smaller scale, stating that a learning community could be:  

…any one of a variety of curricular structures that link together several existing 

courses - or actually restructure the curricular material entirely - so that students 

have opportunities for deeper understanding of and integration of the material they 

are learning, and more  interaction with one another and their teachers as fellow 

participants in the  learning enterprise. (p.  19) 

 

The definition of a learning community is continually evolving to meet the diverse 

needs of learners and their changing communities (Kilpatrick, Barrett & Jones, 2003).  

Learning communities illustrate mutual respect (Robertson & Scott, 1996) and, as 

Feldman (2000) purports, aim to “…strike a balance between individuality and social 

connectedness....[as  we begin to] see the essential role that relationship, participation, 

reciprocity, membership, and collaboration must play in any theory of  human 

development that aspires to guide us” (p. xiii).   A sense of agency, belonging and 

embracing diversity are also essential elements that Watkins (2005) believes are 

illustrative of effective learning communities.   

 

Taking this concept a step further Robertson and Scott (1996, p. 8) address the 

relationships between the teacher and the pupils within learning communities and 

emphasize the need for using a “power-to” approach as opposed to a “power-over” 

approach when building a community of learners. However, taking a constructivist 

approach to creating a community of learners, Carlsson-Paige and Lantieri (2005) 

advocate for a power with model.  This leads to the notion of learning together with 

all community members contributing, collaborating and participating in the creation 

and sense-making of knowledge, as expected within true learning communities.  

Creating productive learning communities with students provides opportunities to 

develop and strengthen the relationship between the teacher and the student.  Within 

learning communities this can be achieved through the creation of youth-adult 

partnerships. 
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Youth-Adult Partnerships:  Creating Learning Partnerships With Young Women 

Youth-adult partnerships are relationships constructed in a way that encourages youth 

and adults to work collaboratively in creating programmes and taking action on issues 

of interest. Mitra (2008) defines youth-adult partnerships as “relationships in which 

both youth and adults have the potential to contribute to visioning and decision 

making processes, to learn from one another, and promote change” (p. 222).  She 

acknowledges many benefits of such arrangements ranging from teachers and 

students working together to gain an outcome that neither group could have reached 

alone, through to addressing equity issues and injustices.  Youth-adult partnerships 

are based on mutuality between youth and adults in the teaching and learning 

arrangement.  Within this relationship, each person sees themselves as a valuable 

resource with each age group offering something unique (Zeldin, Petrokubi & 

MacNeil, 2007).  Recent literature encourages schools to explore youth-adult 

partnerships.  Zeldin, Larson, Camino and O’Connor (2005) believe:  

…the divide between the youth and adult worlds is complex, multi-faceted, 

and sometimes downright inscrutable for parties on both sides of the divide.  

Researchers have important roles in creating strong and sustainable 

relationships across generations.  (p. 7)   

 

The literature highlights a number of benefits of utilizing youth-adult partnerships.  

Engaging youth in positions of partnership assumes that they have the opportunity to 

make decisions.  Zeldin (2004) proposes that this will increase commitment from 

young people towards their community.  Similarly, Manefield, Collins, Moore, Mahar 

and Warne (2007) in their extensive account of the historical and changing perception 

of youth voice in education, believe that partnerships in education are highly valuable 

and “involving students as partners in their education strengthens their self-esteem 

and respect and provides practical agendas for improvement that have student 

support” (p.14).  

 

Examples of successful youth-adult partnerships in education are becoming 

increasingly prominent in educational change literature.  Denner, Meyer and Bean 

(2005) bring to our attention the potential benefits of youth-adult partnerships in 

female leadership development as a way of addressing the unique challenges faced by 

adolescent girls and building upon their individual strengths.  They researched the 

relationships within the Young Women's Leadership Alliance. Investigating the 
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relationships between 164 girl leaders and five adult women leaders over duration of 

three years they found three key practices for successful programmes with young 

women and included, “legitimizing a range of leadership styles, creating a way for all 

voices to be heard, and creating a norm of respectful disagreement.” (p. 87).  

Moreover, further aspects which contributed to the adult leaders being successful in 

building relationships with the young women was to provide guidance rather than 

instruction, and created an environment where girls felt comfortable to speak their 

minds and acknowledged the importance of building strong peer relationships 

amongst group members. Zeldin, Larson, Camino and O’Connor (2004) warned that 

“strong relationships do not emerge spontaneously” (p. 5) and in order for these to 

occur knowledge about youth adult partnerships and a significant amount of effort 

and planning are required.  

 

Research and guidance which focuses on how to create authentic partnerships and 

involve students as active participants in school decision-making is sparse (Mitra, 

2008).  Research by Bishop and Glynn (1999) in a project called Te Kotahitanga, 

exhorts the inclusion of student experiences and ideas as being key areas to consider 

in the processes of planning and designing a school curriculum.  A decade later, in 

further research on Te Kotahitanga, Bishop, Berryman, Cavanagh and Teddy (2009), 

highlighted the importance of using culturally appropriate pedagogy to improve the 

educational achievement of Mäori students in New Zealand.  This was again thought 

to be revolutionary as it aimed to engage youth people in collaborative learning 

processes.  Through the creation of interdependent relationships between adults and 

students and the legitimatization of student voice through research outcomes, this 

collaborative approach to teaching and learning resulted in the increased educational 

achievement of many Mäori students in secondary schools.  This research 

acknowledged more than the school environment and utilized a Kaupapa Mäori 

theory of teaching and learning with the aim of incorporating the knowledge of the 

individual, school, family and the wider community. 

 

However, within the partnership relationship, there are some important aspects to 

consider.  Camino (2005) supports the use of youth-adult partnerships but warns that 

misguided approaches can leave both parties discontented with outcomes. Examples 

of these approaches include holding the belief that young people need to do 


