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They sit stacked neatly on my grandson’s bookshelf. They have served his curiosity and 
imagination for the better part of 10-years. They have invited him to travel with them into a 
world far different from his. He knows their names, motivations, and journey.  He counts 
them as teachers, mentors, and friends. They have taught him much about character, 
friendship, love, and what it really means to be a hero.  

As Nana, I have read the books aloud to him, listened while he read his favorite passages to 
me, stood in line at midnight book parties to get the latest release, and contributed to box 
office success. After the latest production we ventured for our usual “ice cream 
conversation.”  

We have each witnessed the cultural phenomenon of Harry Potter. The epic-adventure of a 
young boy growing to manhood written by talented author J. K. Rowling. Yours may have 
been a journey with a child, a passing interest in news of the franchise, or zealous devotion 
to the story, characters, and messages. 

At the Academy, as with your office, we share professional work and personal interests. Our 
“coffee room” conversations include goals, hopes, dreams, families, reading, and our 
weekend respites from the important work of the Academy. A few weeks ago, the seventh 
installment of the Harry Potter film saga opened. We were all a chatter with compelling 
interest in the unfolding story, passion for the main characters, concern for our heroes, and 
belief in the ultimate good to come for Harry. 

Meaghan Wesbrock, whom you know as our Academy Liaison, began to share the powerful 
lessons she sees in the Harry Potter series. She is a Harry Potter devotee! As I listened, I 
saw the printed pages of our most respected authors: Jim Collins, Bill George, Meg 
Wheatley, Tom Rath, Jim Kouzes and Barry Posner. Meaghan was communicating a 
leadership metaphor for the collective wisdom of our scholarly teachers. Humility, model 
the way, be authentic, community matters, use your innate talents and turn them into 
strengths. They were all in this conversation. Where would our teachers stand on Harry 
Potter as a leader?  

I heard your voices, too. Concern for our systems and people we serve, divisive politics, 
clashing cultures, mystic symbols, dark arts, and Dementors! Just as Harry faced moving 
staircases, we face moving budget and enrollment targets. Harry tries to manage the 
divisive politics and clashing cultures between Slytherin and Gryffindor, Hogwarts and the 
Ministry of Magic, the magical world and that of the Muggles. We manage divisive politics 
between individuals, departments, campuses, and legislatures. Mystic symbols, dark arts, 
and Dementors strive to control Harry’s world . . . and ours. 

These are challenging times for post-secondary education. The very foundations of our 
colleges and universities have been shaken. We hear and experience daily predictions of 
worse times ahead. We need to be realistic and face the brutal facts and as leaders we need 
to move beyond the pessimistic predictions.  We need unwavering faith that our leadership 
will make a difference and that we will succeed for our students, colleagues, campuses, and 
communities. We can learn from Harry. 
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Ten Leadership Lessons of Harry Potter 

 

As Meaghan shared her thoughts on Harry Potter, I recalled a book by Lee Bolman and Terrence Deal who 
walk our path in post-secondary education as teachers, researchers, and leaders. We have discussed their 
book, Leading with Soul, in previous issues of Leadership Tips and Tools. Here their book Wizards and 
Warriors informs the conversation. 

Wizards and Warriors! Metaphors summoned to help us think on our feet. When in a dangerous and 
highly charged political situation, what are our options? When we face formidable foes to our very 
existence, what can we do? When the systems and people we love and serve are in danger, what shall we do? 
According to Lee Bolman and Terrence Deal we can choose to be a wizard and a warrior.  

Wizards! Harry is one of the most famous wizards of our time. Bolman and Deal argue that we, too, must 
be great wizards. They discuss three wizardly roles: authentic, wannabe, and harmful.  No doubt here, 
Harry is an authentic wizard!  We choose the authentic path. “To be successful, wizards need to discover 
their own magic and spiritual cores and then summon the collective spirit through examples, values, 
rituals, ceremony and stories,” write Bolman and Deal. Authentic wizards know their passion. Their 
genuineness and authenticity leads others to see them as real and worth joining in a common quest. 
Wizards are wise. They surround themselves with others whose talents complement their strengths and 
compensate for their weakness. Wizards recognize the importance of symbols and emblematic events.   

“Magic can be learned and wizardry can be cultivated.”   

         ---Bolman and Deal 

Warriors! Harry is not just a great wizard he is also a great warrior. Bolman and Deal identify three 
warriors.  Toxic warriors lead for their own benefit and glory often destroying people and organizations. 
Relentless warriors whose “constricted field of view, stubbornness, and willingness to steamroller 
opponents cast them as polarizing figures.”  Harry is not a toxic or relentless warrior. He is a principled 
warrior. Current challenges in post-secondary education pull us to be relentless warriors. Some of those we 
face seem like toxic warriors. To be successful we must be principled. The warrior’s path requires passion, 
courage, and persistence. Bolman and Deal remind us that “heart sustains the warrior but may run amok 
if cut off from mind’s direction and discipline. Mind without heart is sterile, but heart without mind is 
reckless.” Effective leaders must engage both heart and mind. Focus, foresight, flexibility, and discipline are 
the ways great principled warrior leaders show consistent habits of heart and mind. Principled warriors put 
challenges in perspective, sacrifice for a worthy cause, and are committed to a coherent set of purposes and 
values. If joining this conversation, Jim Collins would argue that great, principled, warriors are Level 5 
leaders. 

“Principled warriors are most likely to make a just and lasting difference.” 

         ---Bolman and Deal 

The Wand and the Sword! Leaders who will make a difference in these critical times for post-secondary 
education combine the wizard’s imagination and foresight with the warrior’s heart and discipline. Wielding 
both metaphorical wand and sword you know how to create and what to defend. Looking beyond the brutal 
facts of our current reality you see possibilities. Learning and leading by sensing and intuiting you provide 
both vision and strategy. You “combine the power of the commander and the courage of the champion with 
the wisdom of counselor and the magical powers of the shaman.”  You are under no illusions that the path 
for post-secondary leadership will be easy. You know we must face challenges before us. 

No Illusions! Harry is never under any illusions that his path will be easy.  At times, he is intimated by the 
challenges before him and by the greatness and the fate that awaits him.  But he doesn’t hesitate, hang back, 
or wait for someone else. He calls upon his wizard and warrior roles for insights, to sustain enduring 
friendships, and create positive change in the world of Harry Potter. We can do no less. We must find the 
great wizard and warrior in our leadership. Here are Leadership Lessons from Harry Potter: 
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1. Inexhaustible Curiosity! One of the greatest personal characteristics of Harry is his inexhaustible 
curiosity. He needs to learn. He never walks away from a mystery. He almost can’t help himself. He can’t 
turn away from discovering the truth. While he may not be the most brilliant student in the Hogwart’s 
classroom, he never backs down from the opportunity to grow in his talents and to learn.  

Harry has a lot in common with our teacher Jim Collins. “People often ask ‘what motivates you to 
undertake these huge research projects.’  The answer is, curiosity.  There is nothing I find more exciting 
than picking a question that I don’t know the answer to and embarking on a quest for answers. It’s deeply 
satisfying.”  Good to Great is the outcome of an odyssey of curiosity. 
 
We need an odyssey of curiosity. We can’t solve the problems we are facing today in post-secondary 
education using the same strategies and tactics we have used in the past. Undaunted and inexhaustible 
curiosity coupled with learning, future thinking, dialogue, and discussion with colleagues is required to 
meet today’s challenges.  We can’t solve today’s problems with yesterday’s thinking. 
 
2. Courage! Curiosity and courage go hand in hand in Harry Potter. At first, Harry’s courage lies 
dormant. Parentless, living in a cupboard under the stairs with cruel and unloving custodians, Harry seems 
destined for a life unworthy of his talents. Hagrid, Dumbledore, his friends at Hogwarts, and the challenge 
of defeating Voldermort introduce Harry to himself.  
 
Jim Kouzes and Barry Posner argue, “challenge is the crucible for greatness. . . leaders 
have to grab hold of the adversity that surrounds them. Whether challenge comes from the outside or the 
inside, leaders make things happen. Leadership and challenge are simply inseparable.”  
 
Harry knows this lesson. The challenge of defeating Voldermort requires Harry to stare down uncertainty 
and face innumerable challenges with great courage to ultimately overcome his nemesis. We can do no less.   
 

“You have two choices. The right one and the easy one.” 
 
         --Albus Dumbledore 
 
3. Choice! From the beginning, Harry has to choose between good and evil. Repeatedly tempted, it would 
be easier for Harry to go with the bad choice. Bolman and Deal might argue that Harry is in a struggle to 
mange the conflicting forces in his psyche.  

Harry’s story reveals “deep truths about the risks and possibilities of leaders. Magic and power coexist in 
the world and in each of us. So too do self-interest and ambition. The forces of light and dark are 
uniformly real and powerful.  If we deny our demons and avoid the inevitable tensions between passion 
and politics we disavow both warrior and wizard, hoping that expertise and people skills will get us 
where we want to go. It is a vain hope. In limiting ourselves and playing it safe, we lose touch with reality 
and close off access to our deeper psychic and spiritual power. We also forfeit the likelihood that we will 
achieve anything interesting or important.”  

The choices before us are difficult. We choose the path of passion with purpose to make a difference in the 
lives and futures of those we serve. Our students, colleagues, and entire communities are counting on us to 
make the “right” choices, not the easy ones. 

“It is our choices that show us what we truly are, far more than our abilities.” 

--Albus Dumbledore 

4. Unlikely Hero! Who would have suspected that a little baby boy would bring about the downfall of the 
most evil wizard in the world? From the time Voldemort “marks” Harry as his “match” it is unlikely that a 
mere boy could ever succeed in saving the world from Voldemort’s evil plans. Harry is an orphan, unloved 
by his custodians, small and thin for his age, and knows little of the Wizarding world. Harry is the most 
unlikely candidate for a hero! His curiosity, courage, will, and purpose empower him to become a great 
leader and our hero. 
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Tom Rath’s book suggests that with the help of his Vital Friends, Harry transforms into a leader that an 
entire culture supports. Hogwart’s headmaster, Albus Dumbledore, bestows honors on Harry’s two closest 
friends, Hermione and Ron, but not on Harry. He is “outside” the formal recognition and leadership of 
Hogwarts. Harry’s path was different. It was not leadership by position and title, but passion and purpose. 
As an informal leader, Harry is able to build relationships with others for the ultimate good. 

Are we looking for unlikely heroes in our post-secondary cultures? Is there a “Harry” who could benefit 
from a network of vital friends to transform passion and purpose into good for post-secondary education? 

5. Faith in Others! Headmaster Albus Dumbledore is a pivotal character. We love him! Dumbledore is 
revered in the Wizarding world for innumerable courageous acts. He defeated Gridewald when he was a 
young wizard, created the sorcerer’s stone with Nicholas Flamel, and is the only wizard Voldemort ever 
feared. He’s widely acknowledged as the greatest wizard of his time.  

Even though he is a brilliant wizard, the reason we find him so compelling is a personal quality that he 
demonstrates consistently throughout Harry Potter. Wizard or Muggle, Dumbledore has faith in others. He 
never feels it foolish to believe in others often trusting those who need a second chance.  

Dumbledore knows that those whom others shun need someone to believe in them. Harry, an unlikely 11 
year old; Hagrid, the gigantic grounds keeper; Professor Lupin, teacher in the defense against the dark arts 
are all benefactors of Dumbledore’s faith. Not a fool, the faith of his heart is woven with the will to hold 
others accountable to making good and honest decisions. 

As leaders in post-secondary education our faith in others while holding them to high expectations is 
worthy of this great wizard leader. As teachers, our unique opportunity to provide a second chance to our 
learners is our Dumbledore legacy. 

“Albus Dumbledore was never proud or vain; he could find something to value in anyone.”  

         -- Elphias Doge 

6. Community! For a boy who at first seemed so alone, it is striking how important the role of community 
becomes in Harry’s journey.  His two best friends, Hermione and Ron, are with him throughout the saga 
providing support, loyalty, and friendship. The Weasley family provides a loving environment in which 
Harry feels safe and valued. The Order of the Phoenix provides faith in the overall mission with which 
Harry is charged.  
 
“The memories formed from shared experiences, from unselfish acts of kindness, these are the elements of 
community that I cherish,” writes Clifton Taulbert in Eight Habits of the Heart. Harry experienced these 
“habits” in his community at Hogwarts. 
 
Harry considers Hogwarts – the castle, the students, the teachers - his home. Community surrounds him. 
His community acts as an undeniable force in his development as a wizard and warrior. His community 
believes in the cause, in him, and in each other. We can do no less in post-secondary education. 
 
7. Power of the Word! Another theme that emerges in Harry’s journey is the power of the written and 
spoken word. “He who must not be named,” carries so much evil significance that wizards refuse to say the 
name out loud. A trait that sets Harry and Dumbledore apart from others is their insistence on using 
Voldemort’s actual name. This is shocking to other wizards.   
 
Tom Riddle’s diary carries the power to control Ginny Weasley and bring about an attempt by Voldemort to 
regain his power.  The prophecy of Professor Trelawney to Dumbledore prompts Voldemort to go to 
Godric’s Hollow to attempt to kill Harry. The Daily Prophet, newspaper of the Wizarding world, is perceived 
so credible that wizards are willing to ignore all the signs that evil Voldemort has returned and is regaining 
power as long as the paper assures them otherwise.   
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Spells, potions, and charms aside, words create our perceptions and perceptions become our reality. 
Written and spoken words dominate our work in post-secondary education. Words are powerful!  
As leaders ours must be clear, credible, and trustworthy. 
 
8. Symbols! They define the culture of the Wizarding world. The Invisibility Cloak, the Chamber of 
Secrets, and Horcruxes are all Harry Potter symbols. They carry cultural and political messages.  
 
The Ministry of Magic is one of the most obvious examples of politics in Harry Potter. The Ministry has the 
power to guide public opinion, protect the citizens of the Wizarding world from threats, and affect the 
overall well-being of their entire culture. When used wisely and with deliberation the power of politics can 
rally citizens behind one, unified goal. When politics are misused or mismanaged, however, chaos and 
tragedy often result. 
 
Politics and culture in post-secondary education . . .the first is sordid. . . the second is fuzzy.  Or, at least 
that is the way we often perceive politics and culture. We would prefer to shy away from politics. Politics is 
beneath the dignity of our scholarly, hopeful endeavor. Culture is often mysterious, elusive, and sometimes 
flaky. Lee Bolman and Terrence Deal offer a warning: 

“Leaders are running on two cylinders – structure and people – when they need four. Two other frames – 
political and symbolic – are required to make sense of the roiling, moving targets that organizations 
serve up every day. They take us into a world dominated by power and passion. . . . Great leadership 
doesn’t happen without addressing these political and symbolic issues head-on.” 

9. Passion and Purpose! This is the extraordinary quality of leadership we see in Harry Potter. Albus 
Dumbledore is the Headmaster of Hogwart’s School. Dobby is a lowly kitchen elf. Both are iconic 
representations of great leadership. One became a formal educational leader, the other an informal teacher 
of leadership. Neither chose to be heroes. Yet, we come to love them. While their “stations” in life may be 
very different, we see leadership by passion and purpose in both. 

“The good-to-great leaders never wanted to become larger than life heroes.  They never aspired to be put 
on a pedestal and become unreachable icons. They were seemingly ordinary people quietly producing 

extraordinary results.”  

         --Jim Collins 

There is no more powerful scene in Harry Potter than Harry mourning the loss of Dobby in Deathly 
Hallows. Harry is overcome with grief for the kitchen elf who has taught him of servant leadership, 
personal courage, and dedication to cause. He weeps also remembering his beloved mentor and teacher, 
Dumbledore. Together these two leaders taught Harry invaluable lessons about life and leadership. They 
teach us too. Our leadership may be formal or informal, by title and position, or by passion and purpose. 
The truth lies in leading with passion and purpose for the greater good of our students and communities. 

“For like all basic truths about what is best in human beings, when we catch a glimpse of that truth, we 
know that our own lives and all that we touch will be the better for the effort.” 

         -- Bolman and Deal 

10. Love! Whatever themes are present in Harry Potter, love is at the core. That is how the story begins, 
the birth of Harry’s journey. It is the magic of Harry’s mother’s love for him that protects him from 
Voldemort’s curse and sets the course of his life. His mother loves him without limits and is willing to die to 
save his life. She treasures her son above life itself and is willing to give up her future for that of her son.   
 
And the love in friendship! Harry would be lost without his friends. They stand beside him through the end. 
They are with him at almost every point in his journey.  When they can’t stand beside him, they work 
toward his goal from a distance.  Their friendship is unwavering.   
 

“Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” 

                       --Dumbledore Family Grave Stone in Godric’s Hollow 
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Love is what distinguishes Harry from Voldemort. At his core, in his soul, Harry feels LOVE – for his family, 
his friends, and his community.  Voldemort is completely driven by hate.  So much so that his soul isn’t 
even intact. It has been ripped into pieces, stored in symbolic objects, and hidden away in the pursuit of 
power.  As Voldemort and Harry battle, each wizard uses all his strength and expertise. In the end, only the 
soul is left for the final battle. After all the decisions, struggles, and years of frenzied pursuit, the defining, 
most remarkable difference between Harry and Voldemort is love. Love sustains Harry and, in the end, 
leads to Voldemort’s ultimate demise. 
 

“The consistent and most apparent theme woven throughout the entire series is love. Love is at the core. 
Love protected Harry from Voldemort's curse when he was a baby. The love of his friends and community 

sustained him throughout his journey. And when it was time, it was love that gave him the courage and 
ability to defeat a wizard that the rest of the world feared. Love is the only magic powerful enough to 

accomplish all of these things.  Love’s magic is unparalleled in the world of Harry Potter.” 

         -- Meaghan Wesbrock 

The Wizard and Warrior in YOU! Harry Potter is a worthy fable. Its leadership lessons are clear and 
compelling. To face today’s challenges in post-secondary education we can reflect on these lessons and must 
be willing to look deeply into the soul of our own leadership. Our leadership is a living, breathing part of  
us . . . and our actions. We need to use our curiosity and courage to discover new and creative ways to meet 
the issues we face; prove to be faithful and true to our cause, colleagues, and students; build communities of 
authentic wizards and warriors at the ready; learn, love, and lead out of passion and purpose for our 
students, colleagues, campuses, and communities. While challenges abound, it can be a magical time for 
post-secondary education.  

You are Harry Potter! Your leadership is magic! 
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