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The scene is a familiar one to Catholic schools throughout the United States: the principal, president, or head of school 

has announced his/her retirement after many years in that position. Several questions begin to swirl: Who will be his/her 

replacement? Is there an in-house candidate? Should we conduct a national search? Should a consultant lead the search? 

Is there someone in the pipeline to replace him/her? Will this school be able to survive without his/her leadership? Why 

are there so few interested candidates? These and many more questions are the reality that Catholic schools are facing 

all over the nation. The question that looms the largest is: what are we doing to prepare for this inevitability? 

The Role of the Board
Change in Leadership

LEAD

By Marco Clark

Blessed Father Basil Moreau, C.S.C., founder 
of the Congregation of Holy Cross, stated, 
“Education is the art of bringing young people 
to completeness.” The figure above describes 
the mentorship cycle for developing “complete” 
leaders for Catholic education. A Complete 
Catholic School Leader is grounded in and 
passionate about mission; models humility, 
transparency, authenticity, and joy; places 
an emphasis on personal mentorship; builds 
self-efficacy by creating opportunities to lead; 
invites prospective leaders to collaborate with 
top leadership.

The Complete Catholic School Leader

•	 Is	passionate	about	the	mission	and	 
the success of the school

•	 Models	humility,	transparency,	 
authenticity, and joy

•	 Places	an	emphasis	on	personal	 
mentorship

•	 Builds	self-efficacy	by	creating	 
opportunities to lead

•	 Invites	emerging	leaders	to	collaborate	with	
top leadership

The Complete  
Catholic School  

Leader

Invites emergent  
leaders “to the  

balcony” to see the  
big picture; provides 
personal mentorship, 
support, professional 

development and  
training

Invites emergent  
leaders “to the table” 
with an emphasis on 
collaboration, shared 

leadership, and 
team synergy

Builds self-efficacy  
by creating  

opportunities  
to lead

Strongly rooted 
in mission, driven 
and passionate 

about  
making a  
difference

Models humility, 
authenticity,  
transparency,  

and joy

One of the most significant events in 
the life of a school is a change in leader-
ship. Yet, as the research indicates, tak-
ing an unplanned approach to leader-
ship succession is a pervasive crisis that 
must be confronted. Part three in this 
series on succession planning will focus 
on what I consider to be the moral 
obligation that current leaders, boards, 
and central offices have to prepare for 
the inevitable transitions in leadership 
facing our schools.

Leadership Matters 
Results of my research on succession 
planning in Catholic schools, conducted 
for my doctoral dissertation at Creigh-
ton University, suggested that when it 
comes to succession planning, the most 
effective leaders are those who take an 
active role in the leadership develop-
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ment and personal formation of their 
employees.

Jim Collins (2001) in his book 
Good to Great, coined the phrase Level-5 
Leadership to describe leaders who 
“build enduring greatness through a 
paradoxical blend of personal humil-
ity and professional will.” Leadership 
author Alexandre Havard (2007) in his 

book Virtuous Leadership developed a 
leadership model that is rooted in the 
science of virtue and is influenced by 
the classical Greek philosopher Aristotle 
and Christian philosophers St. Thomas 
Aquinas, St. Thomas More, and St. 
Augustine. The essence of leadership, 
according to Havard (2007) are the 
virtues of magnanimity and humility. 

He believed that true leaders are mag-
nanimous in their dreams, visions, and 
sense of mission and in their capacity to 
challenge themselves and those around 
them (Havard, 2007). Havard, like Col-
lins, emphasized that this must also be 
balanced with humility.

The leaders of each of the study 
schools bear a striking resemblance to 
the leaders described by Collins (2001) 
and Havard (2007). First, each of them 
had strong and lofty ambitions for their 
school. They were deeply committed 
to, as one President stated, “something 
much bigger than myself,” namely, the 
Holy Cross mission. They were also de-
scribed as humble, authentic, transpar-
ent, joy-filled, and focused on others. 
They accentuated the positive rewards of 
administration, displayed great passion, 
and were charitable in their words and 
actions. Further, they took a personal 
interest in mentoring emerging leaders 
and created a culture of mentorship 
throughout their school. Each also made 
a concerted effort to give emerging lead-
ers opportunities to lead with increasing 

Invite them “to the bal-
cony.” Personally mentor 

and support them. Provide 
professional development 
opportunities. Encourage 

reflective practice. Help them 
to see the big picture, the 
joys, and the importance  

of their work.

INVITATION

An apprenticeship model for Catholic 
educators emphasizes the strategic and 
proactive approach current leaders should 
take to identify prospective leaders and 
cultivate emergent leaders by exposing 
them to new experiences which builds 
their self-efficacy, provide opportunities 
for personal mentorship, and invite them 
to collaborate with other leaders.

Invitation to Lead— 
An Apprenticeship Model for 
Emerging Catholic School Leaders.

Invite them to take on 
new initiatives. Create 
opportunities for them 
to lead in smaller roles, 

committees, initiatives, etc. 
This builds self-efficacy.

Invite them to “the table” 
to collaborate with  

other leaders where they  
can observe other  

administrators and learn 
the value of collaboration.

A Succession  
Planning Guide

Transition from an  
unplanned approach to  
a strategic succession  

management model

Research by Fitzgerald and Sabatino (2014) indicated that 50% of U.S. Catholic schools do not include succession 
planning in their strategic plans. Rather, most take a hire and hope approach to replacement planning (Fink, 2010). 
Adams (2010) found that by taking a focused and intentional approach to succession planning, non-profits are better 
prepared to address the succession challenge.

Succession Planning: Thinking and Planning Strategically

Hire and Hope
Unplanned
Disruptive

50% of Catholic schools  
have not included  

succession  
planning in their  
strategic plan 

The Role of the Board in  
Succession Planning
•	 Adopt	more	positive	attitude	and	

language about succession

•	 Create	an	organizational	culture	
that fosters leadership development 
throughout the organization

•	 Engage	in	a	regular	review	of	the	
leadership

•	 View	leadership	transitions	as	an	
opportunity to elevate the school 
(continuous improvement)

•	 Understand	school’s	culture,	goals	and	
objectives, the community they serve, 
and its structure and processes

•	 Create	a	written	succession	plan
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levels of difficulty. Finally, these leaders 
were known to be collaborative in their 
decision-making. These characteris-
tics made their leadership positions 
more attractive, broke down barriers 
of misconception about school leader-
ship, built the self-efficacy of emerging 
leaders and inspired others to consider 
pursuing leadership positions. 

The Role of the Board
Research conducted by Fitzgerald and 
Sabatino (2014) found that 50% of 
Catholic schools in the United States 
have not included succession plan-
ning in their strategic plan. This is an 
integral role that the board must fulfill. 
Fortunately, through education and 
too many bad experiences, nonprofit 
boards have advanced significantly in 
recent years in their acceptance and use 
of succession planning practices. No 
longer are boards avoiding the conversa-
tion as many are adopting more positive 
language and attitudes about succession, 
are developing strong emergency back-
up plans, creating succession policies 
and are creating an organizational cul-
ture that encourages the growth of new 
leader. When boards engage in a regular 
review of leadership they are promoting 
the long-term success of the organiza-
tion that they serve and reinforcing 
their role as stewards. Simply having the 
conversation about leadership succes-
sion emphasizes the importance boards 

place on leadership formation, selection 
and continuous growth. 

An important goal for boards 
should be to create a written succession 
policy. This policy not only provides a 
framework for the important conver-
sation and planning for a leadership 
change, but it also provides a structure 

organizational strengths and aspirations 
or goals, an executive transition plan 
and timeline, and a leader development 
or talent management plan. This ongo-
ing process will help the organization to 
be prepared for planned and unplanned 
leadership transitions. By nurturing and 
supporting existing and potential lead-
ers, a nonprofit organization improves 
their chances substantially to ensure 
effective leadership over time. 

Concerted Cultivation
By combining leadership development 
with a systematic and strategic succes-
sion planning policy, Catholic schools 
will be able to move away from the “hire 
and hope” approach of replacement 
planning, and rather, focus on leader-
ship formation for succession. Through 
the collective efforts of leaders in Catho-
lic schools, by concertedly cultivating 
leadership we can create a reservoir of 
leaders who are better prepared than 
ever to lead Catholic schools. In the 
past, creating successors for educational 
leadership positions tended to be taken 
on by individual champions rather than 
by institutions, dioceses, boards, and cur-
rent leaders. Aligning our efforts with 
the professional practice of planning for 
leadership succession will not only help 
Catholic schools to get in front of the 
pending leadership crisis but will posi-
tion our schools for success for genera-
tions to come. 

Research conducted by 
Fitzgerald and Sabatino 
(2014) found that 50% 
of Catholic schools in  

the United States have 
not included succession 

planning in their  
strategic plan.

and process to guide an organiza-
tion when change occurs. Having a 
policy helps reduce the anxiety created 
during the uneasy time following a 
job departure or announcement and 
reduce the chances for a failed transi-
tion. In essence, a written policy adds 
clarity and security at an unclear and 
insecure time.

Contained in this succession plan 
should be an emergency back-up plan 
for the executive director, a sustain-
ability review or report that highlights 
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