
HOLDING STEADY
IN THE SPOTLIGHT

Leading with kindness, humility and humour

B R E N T  B L O F F W I T C H    •    R E B E C C A  B O L T O N



B E F O R E  W E  B E G I N

This session includes discussion of:

Public criticism

Workplace pressure

Threats and disrespectful behaviour

The emotional impact of leadership scrutiny



O U R  P U R P O S E

We hope you leave with:

Clarity about your leadership values

Language for leading under pressure

Practices that protect culture and trust

Confidence that steadiness matters



A C T I V I T Y  ·  P A R T  O N E

Choose one person or character from each:

A fictional character

A person you admire

Someone you would want beside you in a crisis

90 SEC OND S



A C T I V I T Y  ·  P A R T  T W O

Why did you choose them?

Write the qualities — not the achievements.

Then circle three qualities you would want others to experience in your leadership.

2 MINUTES



The spotlight does not create character.

It reveals it.



T H E  C H A N G I N G  R E A L I T Y

The job has changed.

School leadership now occurs in:

Real time

Public view

Permanent record

The gap between incident and public judgement has almost disappeared.



A L W A Y S  O N

The school day ends.

The leadership role often does not.

Social media

Evening messages and weekend developments

Online parent groups

The pressure to respond before facts are known



A  F A L S E  E X P E C T A T I O N

Visible leadership

is often mistaken for

perfect leadership.

Know everything immediately

Prevent every incident

Respond without emotion

Never make an error



T H E  I N V I S I B L E  A U D I E N C E

When the story breaks, the audience includes:

Students Staff Families Future employees

Other schools Your own family You General Community



T H E  E V I D E N C E

This is not an isolated experience.

S A S P A M ed ia  S t udy

Heightened media attention

Reputational pressure

Blurred professional boundaries

Emotional and psychological strain

Uncertainty about available support





You are expected to be visible.

But visibility creates vulnerability.
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H O W  F A S T  I T  M O V E D

The speed of the storm

INCIDENT POST HEADLINE COMMENTARY JUDGEMENT

Once a narrative takes hold, every new event is interpreted as evidence that the narrative is true.



W H A T  I T  F E L T  L I K E

Targeted Exposed

Powerless

Protective
Angry

Exhausted



“Are we really a bad school?”

Most often, the answer was no.



Staff were asking:

Are we safe?

Are we supported?

Does leadership understand?

Will anyone defend us?

Should I stay?



The leadership team becomes

the adult in the room.

Stay connected

Manage their own emotions

Protect one another

Present steadiness without pretending everything was fine



T H E  C O S T  O F  S I L E N C E

What silence can feel like

LEADERS

Powerlessness

STAFF

Uncertainty

FAMILIES

Avoidance

STUDENTS

Confirmation



H O L D I N G  S T E A D Y

KINDNESS

keeps us connected

HUMILITY

keeps us grounded

HUMOUR

keeps us human



KINDNESS

Not softness.

Not avoidance.

Not lowering expectations.



W H O  R E C E I V E S  K I N D N E S S ?

Staff under pressure

Students who have made mistakes

Families who are frightened or angry

Community members telling their story

Journalists doing their work

Leaders themselves



Care without honesty is avoidance.

Honesty without care is cruelty.



HUMILITY

Strong enough to listen.

Secure enough to learn.

Honest enough to repair.



T H E  I N S T I N C T  V S  T H E  C H O I C E

T H E I NS TI N C T

Correct

Explain

Defend

Prove

Win

T H E L EA D E R S H I P  C H O I C E

Listen

Clarify

Own

Repair

Learn

VS

Who is the response for — the school, or our own ego?



T W O  E X P E R I E N C E S

B R EA K F A S T C R EE K

A drink was spilled.

The waiter owned the mistake.

Apologised, resolved it generously.

GE TT I N G J ET S TA R R E D

A problem occurred.

The customer met deflection.

No clear ownership shown.

VS



Mistakes do not automatically destroy trust.

Deflection does.

1

Notice it

2

Own it

3

Name the impact

4

Repair it

5

Learn from it

6

Move forward



T A B L E  A C T I V I T Y

Think of a situation where you owned a mistake —

or avoided owning one.

What happened to trust?

4 MINUTES  ·  PAIRS



HUMOUR
A pressure valve, not an escape route.

Releases tension

Creates connection

Protects morale

Signals psychological safety

Keeps people human



W H E R E  T H E  L I N E  S I T S

Humour becomes harmful 

when it:

Minimises pain

Targets a person

Avoids accountability

Appears publicly flippant

Excludes people

Arrives too soon



Did people experience leadership

the way we intended?

Intent is not impact.



T H E  P R E S S U R E  W A S  R E A L

Staff reported high exposure to:

Emotionally demanding situations

Disrespectful behaviour

Threats or aggression

Difficult interpersonal interactions



Data removed.



T H E  S U R P R I S I N G  F I N D I N G

AND YET…

Perceptions of proactive wellbeing and leadership support improved.

LEADERSHIP
SUPPORT

PROACTIVE
WELLBEING

COMMUNICATION CLIMATE



Data removed.



Donuts are appreciated.

Presence is remembered.

Check-ins

Access to psychological support

Relief and workload adjustments

Visible leadership and personal contact

Following up after incidents



Steadiness is contagious

CALM
LEADERS

CALMER
TEAMS

CLEARER
DECISIONS

GREATER
TRUST



Beyond Survival
Using scrutiny as a catalyst for organisational improvement



When criticism arrives,

do not only look out.

Look in.

What part of this do we need to hear?

What does the situation reveal?

Where are our systems vulnerable?



T H E  C A T A L Y S T

Behaviour was the entry point.

Culture was the work.

Values, Vision and Site Learning Plan

Positive Behaviour for Learning

Restorative practice

Leadership alignment and community renewal

New school branding 





A reputation is what others say about you.

An identity is what you choose to live.

The job did not harden us.

It clarified us.



W H A T  W E  L E A R N E D  T H E  H A R D  W A Y

Values not scripts

Relationships not reactions

Teams not heroes

Repair not perfection

Steadiness not performance



Y O U R  L E A D E R S H I P

Under pressure:

What do you hold onto?

What do you let go of?

Who helps you stay steady?

Based on your reflection this session – what’s your motto?

2 MIN REFLECT · 3 MIN SHARE





Schools do not need perfect leaders.

They need steady ones.

Kindness kept us connected. 

Humility kept us grounded. 

Humour kept us human.



Media storms pass.

School culture endures.

HOLD STEADY.

Thank you

B R E N T  B L O F F W I T C H    •    R E B E C C A  B O L T O N
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