
METAPHORS OF LEADERSHIP IN POLISH EDUCATION 

Joanna Kołodziejczyk 
Jagiellonian University, Institute of Public Affairs (POLAND)  

Abstract 
The cognitive, emotional and persuasive functions of metaphors are well known - in resorting to 
metaphors, users transfer a literal meaning onto a divergent dimension, allowing for the experience 
and understanding of a thing in terms of another. By examining the metaphors employed by other 
users of language, researchers gain access to the world images they construct and the socio-linguistic 
determinants of their cognition. Analysis of metaphors has become a central feature of 
phenomenological research in organizational management and leadership, particularly in the 
interpretive paradigm. This article analyses the understandings of the phenomenon of leadership 
shared by school principals in Poland, looking through the lens of the metaphors employed in their 
definitions of the term. The author analysed 171 semi-structured interviews with a stratified sample of 
school principals in Poland, conducted as part of a diagnosis of leadership competencies 
commissioned for a project co-funded from the European Social Fund. Stratification considered three 
criteria: time in office, the type of community served by the school, and the gender of the respondent. 
The author aimed to catalogue the metaphors employed by the respondents and to perform a 
hermeneutical reading of the emerging patterns in their images of a leader. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Educational leadership is nowadays defined in various ways, depending on the adopted theoretical 
approach and applied typologies [1] [2] [3]. This paper discusses the question of how school heads 
understand and define educational leadership. Metaphors of educational leadership formulated by 
school heads were the subject of our analyses. 

Researchers point out that metaphor is omnipresent in our everyday lives, not only in the language but 
also in the way we think and act [4]. Metaphor is one of the stylistic devices, defined in the works of 
Ancient masters crucial for the development of humanities, such as Aristotle’s “Rhetoric,” and then in 
innumerable works on poetics and rhetoric created throughout the world. Metaphor as a stylistic 
device has been used in elocution as a use of words that is purposeful and adequate to thoughts. 
However, it is a specific use of words that transfers the literal meaning of words into its other, 
figurative dimension. This device, particularly in literature or in prepared public performances, is often 
of artistic values, which result from the poetic function of language (in Jakobson’s understanding), 
focused on the linguistic code, the selection of words that make up the metaphor. In common 
language, where metaphors are often conventionalized, the poetic function would not be primary. 
What is important though is its cognitive function, apart from the poetic one, of understanding and 
experiencing things in terms of other things. That is because metaphorical nomination reflects human 
intellectual and cognitive faculties. From the perspective of cognitive linguistics, metaphor is a way of 
coding information typical for natural languages [5]. However, as cognitive linguists point out, 
metaphor is in fact external to linguistic matter and discourse, being a mental phenomenon, as Lakoff 
puts it—an ecological factor of linguistic activity [4] [5]. Metaphor is in addition an effect of a diachronic 
process—the created conceptualization of objects and states, being the basis for nomination, has 
most often a historical character [5]. The use of a particular metaphor is then determined by the 
habitus of a particular individual, if we use Bourdieu’s words. No wonder than that the cognitive power 
of metaphor fascinates many researchers. Through analysis of metaphors created by people, we can 
reconstruct the world created by metaphors but also look into how the vision of the world locked in 
metaphor influences the attitudes and activity of people. 

Metaphors are also used in research concerning organizations, management and leadership, 
particularly in the interpretative paradigm [6] [7] [8]. Authors who deal with leadership and 
management in education also reach for metaphor analysis. They look into, among other things, how 
the use of specific metaphors determines the perception of school, how it limits the perception, closing 
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it in a linguistic-cognitive trap, and how it influences the thinking of school heads, administrators and 
present or future educational leaders about their role in schools [9] [10] [11] [12]. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
The aim of the research was to catalogue and interpret the metaphors of educational leadership. For 
that purpose, we used the archives of data from the research of 2013 and 2014 carried out within the 
project “Leadership and management in education – elaboration and implementation of the system of 
formation and training of heads of schools/educational institutions,” co-funded by the European Social 
Fund. The project was carried out by the Jagiellonian University in Krakow and the Centre of 
Educational Development in Warsaw. The research had a mixed character and was carried out in two 
stages. 

The first stage consisted of a survey directed via Internet to all heads of schools and nursery schools 
in Poland. The surveys were filled in by ca. 8% of all school heads or 2824 persons. The respondents 
answered the questions which competencies listed in the survey are important for an educational 
leader and assessed the level of utility of those competencies. At the second stage of the research, 
171 IDIs were conducted. The interviews were conducted from March 2013 to January 2014. The 
interviewed individuals were randomly selected among all the respondents who had filled in the 
surveys in the first stage of the research. The sampling was based on the following criteria: gender, 
tenure as school head, school type.  

The entire interview was divided into three parts and was a standardized interview. In the first part, the 
respondents were asked about the understanding of the notions “leadership” and “management” and 
about the relations between these terms; in the second part, the respondents were asked to tell how 
they understand the main areas of educational leadership; the third part concerned the competencies 
of educational leaders—the respondents were asked about their reflections on which of the 
competencies listed in the survey they consider their strengths or weaknesses and how they would 
like to develop them. 

The analysis made for the purpose of this study concerned the respondents’ answers to two questions 
in the interview: 1) how would you define the term “leadership,” 2) What is the main task of educational 
leader? The questions did not contain any suggestion that the respondents should tap into metaphors 
in their responses then. It was the subject of the analysis, basing on Lakoff’s thesis that metaphors are 
common in our everyday lives [4], if school heads would use metaphors in their statements anyway. 
All used metaphors were excerpted from the materials, then categorised and interpreted. In the 
presentation of the results, codes of the used interviews (e.g. 596 MB) were indicated in brackets. 

3 THE RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH 
The analysis allowed for distinguishing 5 main groups of metaphors, focused around such categories 
as: 1) character, 2) body/senses, 3) one road, 4) merging/uniting, 5) no pattern. The exemplification of 
the listed categories is as follows: 

1. character 

a. commander  

Leader is like a chief in school, the one who can lead a troop like a commander. If the school heads 
commands teachers, students well, the entire machine goes forward (596 MB). 

b. scout leader 

Leadership—someone who manages, who leads, is the head of some group, I can relate it to scouts 
where the scout leader is the one who leads (48_MF). 

c. a frightening and inaccessible person 

Leadership is a repulsive term, to me it is a frightening and inaccessible person (1200_AR). 

d. the British Queen 

A school head is like the British Queen: he or she reigns but does not rule. It is necessary to build a 
team and on one hand pull the ropes and on the other hand make decisions individually when it is 
needed (381_AR). 
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e. cowboy 

I can start with a joke: „cattle first, cowboys behind,’ as someone has once said, people need to be led 
in such a way that they go and then the leader needs to stand behind, control them and see if 
everything goes as it should (2002_MR). 

f. the one who leads the herd 

A leader is the one who can lead the herd towards the better (1996_AK). 

A leader is someone who runs the herd. He or she shows what has to be done, how it has to be done, 
what goals have to be reached and how it should be done (942_AK). 

g. guide 

Inspire, guide both students and teachers (1696_bg). 

A leader is someone who can make others follow him (565_MR). 

For me a leader is someone who gives example but also someone whom we follow (2664_AK). 

I believe that every leader is a guide, a master, an architect (828_PD). 

h. a person who makes others follow 

It is all about making all those people follow you in common directions, towards common goals, 
priorities, tasks (802_MR). 

i.draught horse 

Leadership means being at the head of some group. It means, using a metaphor, that you need to be 
like a draught horse which sets the direction and the rest follows. That’s it (789_AK). 

2. body/senses 

a. Strong arm 

Leadership is a certain ability to take actions connected to taking the lead, holding everything on one’e 
arms (…) It is about a strong-arm regime. (277_PD). 

Leadership… it’s a person who has to have a strong arm, cannot be to conciliatory, but cannot also be 
like someone who balks and nothing will make him move… he has to follow his wisdom (48_MF). 

b. keep one’s finger on the pulse 

I think it as an understanding person but also has to keep his finger on the pulse so that the 
employees do not use him (2640_PD). 

c. ears like radars/big ears 

A leader needs to have ears to catch like a radar what is good for this environment, for this institution, 
its surroundings, to fulfil his role the best (522_PD). 

I am an authoritative personality, I know that when it is necessary I need to be firm, but when it comes 
to making these big decisions my ears are huge (7_MB). 

d. eyes—looking from above/looking ahead 

I define the school head’s role, as a person who has an aerial view, sees the place where he or she 
was appointed—the school from above, he or she can see everyone. It is the broadest perspective—I 
can see my students, I listen to their needs, problems, expectations. I look at teachers—it is also a 
group of people with their problems and needs (1134_MR). 

(…) often people who treat leadership like they are on the pedestal, look somewhere from above at 
everything and only my opinion matters, they don’t consider others’ opinions—they feel bad, have a 
problem (408_MR). 

It has to be someone who looks more ahead then the rest (419_JZ). 

e. thumping one’s feet 

I put a lot of emphasis on the atmosphere, I allow for a lot, I hope for cooperation until the employee’s 
freedom crosses the barriers, then I thump me feet (1455_AK). 
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f. genes  

Leadership is charisma. It is not something that can be learned, you can either have it or not. You 
cannot acquire it or learn. You just have to have it in you, in your genes (1791_MR). 

g. attracting people 

 [A leader] attracts and makes the whole community follow him (1830_AR). 

Someone has once said that a leader should not push but pull, attract people to follow him 
(1486_MR). 

h. infecting others 

I imagine that it is someone who has a vision, knows what he wants to do, to achieve and knows how 
to infect others with it (1960_JZ). 

3. one road 

a. road towards the Sun 

[Leadership] is like a road towards the Sun (531_JZ). 

b. journey in one direction 

We are all responsible for the image and goals and we all sail in one direction (802_MR). 

To me leadership is a sort of work with people that makes us all go in the same direction, but 
everybody their own way (1166_AK). 

Leadership: setting the road for the team that I dispose (1919_bg). 

4. merging/uniting 

Because an institution like school is a merge, a conglomerate of all individuals, extremely different 
from one another in their predispositions, but also a sort of conciliating them around one common 
interest (2593_PD). 

The ability to grasp everything as one entity (277_PD). 

A leader is someone who sets the directions of development, sets the goals and then delegates the 
responsibilities. He or she takes care that it all do not fall apart (234_JT). 

5. no pattern 

A leader is someone who [can] break free from the mold or frames in order to fulfil the common vision 
(38_MB).  

A leader can plan, motivate, organize this work and he or she must be brave, is not afraid of breaking 
stereotypes (38_MB). 

4 DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS 
In the metaphors of educational leader that use characters, power, hierarchy, submission and 
inaccessibility were highlighted (commander, the Queen, scout leader, cowboy). A few times the 
metaphor: herd-herd leader occurred, suggesting the need to control the ‘herd,’ leading the ‘herd,’ lack 
of autonomy, thoughtlessness, obedience of the ‘herd.’ Other associations were evoked by people 
who considered leader a guide—a charismatic inspirer. Here, a leader is someone who makes people 
follow him or her, whom people do not have to but want to follow, who supports, accompanies, helps, 
‘captivates.’ A guide was also associated with ‘a master’ or ‘an architect’ and these notions connote: 
mastery, creating, planning, building etc. These examples show that metaphors were used the most 
frequently to describe two types of leaders—autocratic and charismatic (inspiring). 

The second category used in metaphorical nomination was body—its different parts, senses, body 
movements. Leadership was connected to ‘strong-arm’ regime (or ‘hard-arm’). This conventionalized 
metaphor, being a fixed expression in Polish, is a synonym for autocratic, despotic, firm and ruthless 
regimes. Again we can notice the tendency to use a metaphor to describe an autocratic leader. Here 
appears also the metaphor of ‘keeping one’s finger on the pulse.’ In this understanding, a leader is 
someone who is vigilant, looks after, pays attention, controls the situation. In the context of the 
respondent’s statement, it is action of controlling, of despotic character. In other understanding, this 

3538



expression can connote taking care, tending everything, etc. that evokes more the image of someone 
who cares, looks after. 

What is interesting in the category ‘body’ is the use of the metaphor of ‘big ears,’ ‘ears like radars’—a 
leader is described as someone who can and should listen to others (despite some inclination to 
authoritativeness, as the respondent describes himself), wants to pay attention, hear the details. It is 
also someone who ‘watches.’ However, he or she watches from above, ‘from an aerial view,’ extends 
the scope of observation to see more, to notice, as the respondents puts it, the problems and needs of 
people. The leader then wants to ‘hear’ and ‘see’ to help, take care. In case of another respondent, 
defining the notion of leadership negatively, the expression ‘looking from above’—has a completely 
different meaning. “He or she looks from above’ so he or she feels superior, looks from the pedestal. 
The sense of seeing appears also in the expression—‘looks ahead.’ Here, a leader is someone who 
thinks forward, predicts the future. 

Among other metaphors in the category ‘body’ occurred the metaphor of ‘thumping one’s feet.’ The 
respondent uses that metaphor to describe a situation when she says ‘stop,’ does not allow the 
employees to cross the ‘barriers’ of freedom. The expression ‘thumping one’s feet’ itself leads us to an 
image of someone who is angry, cannot control his or her emotions, a spoiled child. The image of 
such a leader could then be: ‘I allow people a lot, I want it to be nice, the employees cross the 
boundaries and then I get angry and thump me feet.’ 

Leadership is also directly identified with charisma, which you can have ‘in the genes,’ ‘in you,’ which 
you cannot learn according to the respondents. One can be born a leader in that sense, not ‘become’ 
one. Some other metaphors connected to the body concern body movements—mainly attracting 
others. Here again we have a leader-guide who attracts people and makes them follow him or her. 
And in another example, a leader who ‘infects,’ with ‘infecting’ seen positively as inspiring.  

The category ‘one road’ contains metaphors of leadership which connote journey, road, one direction 
in which everybody are headed. Only this direction is either ‘set’ by the leader, who ‘disposes the 
team,’ or it is a common responsibility and a common journey with respect to individual differences 
(together, but everyone ‘their own way’). So again we have here the image of autocratic leadership as 
imposing the direction and forcing everybody to travel together, and another image of democratic 
leadership, focusing on common journey, responsibility but also autonomy of the travellers. It is also 
worth noticing that a beautiful metaphor of ‘road towards the Sun’ appears in this category. 
Associations connected with it are movement upwards, towards the bright, warm and vivid. 

In the category ‘merging/uniting’ the respondents associate leaders’ actions with the ability to unite 
people, merge, conciliate around common interests, find a ‘common’ language. In the category ‘no 
pattern,’ they introduce the metaphors of ‘breaking free from the mold’ and ‘breaking stereotypes.’ In 
that way, they create the image of an educational leader as someone autonomous, independent and 
courageous.  

To sum up, the respondents used different metaphors in their statements, with which they defined 
leadership and educational leadership. Frequently used metaphors were often conventionalized. In the 
metaphors used by the respondents, mostly the autocratic, charismatic, democratic (participative) and 
autonomic types of leadership were reflected.	  	  
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