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   Correctional educators shoulder great responsibili-
ty as they prepare their students for academic or vo-
cational completion (Mageehon, 2006) and to accom-
plish that task, educators should be able to explore and 
employ best practices and 21st century learning tools 
that are apropos for their student population. Prison 
classrooms also necessitate that staff familiarize them-
selves with security-related concepts such as identify-
ing contraband and recognizing offender manipulation. 
Thus, teaching in a correctional classroom is a unique 
experience as educators must be equipped to separate 
the “student” from the “criminal”. The need to incor-
porate a philosophy that correctional educators could 
use as a guide to how they interact with their students 
while recognizing boundaries established for the safety 
and security of offenders is substantial. Our goal was 
to uncover a leadership model that could address these 
needs and we agreed on servant leadership. 

What is Servant Leadership?
   The basis of our inquiry into the relationship between 
servant leadership and correctional education rests 
with this quote delivered by The Honorable Shirley 
Chisholm: “Service is the price we pay for the privi-
lege of living on this earth.” Essentially our argument 
is that leaders must be willing to serve in order to create 
change (Udani & Lorenzo-Molo, 2013). Adult educa-
tors, specifically correctional educators, often face the 
challenge of establishing and maintaining an environ-
ment that is conducive to learning and personal growth 
while ensuring the safety of themselves and their learn-
ers. It is because of this unique environment that cor-
rectional educators have the opportunity to implement 
and exhibit the traits of a servant leader1. 
   On the surface, we perceived that there was a  rela-
tionship between servant leadership and adult educa-
1 Servant leadership found its beginnings through Robert Greenleaf, 
who served as the Director of AT&T’s Organization and Management 
training program. For Greenleaf, leaders are not effective unless they are 
concerned about their followers.

tion in general and correctional education in particular. 
For us, these philosophies complemented each other. 
Similar to adult education in the United States, servant 
leadership is a relatively new area of study and we were 
confident that the nature of adult/correctional educa-
tion would be an obvious link to servant leadership and 
that the literature would be inundated simply because 
of the needs of the student population. Disappointment 
would be an understatement. 
   If you conduct an online search for “servant leader-
ship,” your search would yield results stemming from 
both business and religious studies. This is not surpris-
ing; after all, a businessman coined this term. From a 
religious viewpoint, scholars often regard a key reli-
gious figure as a servant. This is why religious commu-
nities have adopted the concept of servant leadership 
as much as the business world. However, as we have 
stated, we were surprised that it seems to have failed to 
impact very much on any field of education. We would 
contend that regardless of one’s religious beliefs, or 
lack of beliefs, or one’s involvement in business, the 
concept of servant leadership has much to offer correc-
tional educators.
   Through educational programming, correctional ed-
ucators can bring about change in their students’ lives, 
and in our opinion incorporating the traits of servant 
leadership into their classroom practices can enhance 
any such efforts. This is why we had expected to dis-
cover that much had been written on the role servant 
leadership can play in the prison classroom and its in-
corporation into teacher training programs. While the 
gap in the literature could have been a roadblock, it 
was instead an opportunity to prime ourselves and em-
bark on a journey that would delve into the relation-
ship between correctional education and servant lead-
ership. By doing so, we believe that establishing a link 
between these disciplines would demonstrate how the 
two complement each other and it could compel teach-
ers to pursue a deeper connection that can be realized 
and measured in the correctional classroom. 
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The 10 principles of servant leadership
   In his writings, Greenleaf (1977) discovered that 
there were ten characteristics that every servant leader 
must possess; a description follows of each of the ten 
characteristics along with our ideas on the relevance of 
each to correctional education:
   1.) Empathy affords the servant leader to recognize 
and appreciate the diversity of the learner. Correction-
al educators recognize that they have non-traditional 
students, usually those who were not successful in the 
public school system. Similarly, correctional educators 
are aware that they teach within two cultures – the cul-
ture of the prison environment and the classroom cul-
ture itself. This knowledge and empathy allows them 
to appreciate the diversity within the learning environ-
ment and better combine their conflicting roles.
   2.) Healing serves as a powerful force in the learn-
ing environment. It is not uncommon for offenders to 
receive bad news while incarcerated, such as the death 
of a loved one or learning that parole has been denied. 
Even though correctional educators are not responsi-
ble for delivering such news, they encounter the after 
effects in the classroom. Sometimes, it is not the mes-
sage, but the delivery that can cause the most damage. 
The manner in which we address and communicate 
with our students is vitally important and knowing this 
can make a difference in any healing process. 
   3.) Listening involves the leader being able to listen 
to what is being said and unsaid. To do this, the leader 
must listen receptively while being aware of their inner 
voice. While this seems pretty simple, think about the 
times that you may have tuned out to what someone 
was telling you only to prepare your response. To quote 
modern servant leader, Stephen Covey, “Most people 
do not listen with the intent to understand, they listen 
with the intent to reply.” It happens more often than 
you think. If we listen, process, and reflect, then we 
can have a greater impact on our students particularly 
in terms of modeling positive behavior.
   4.) Persuasion deals with the ability to build consen-
sus within an organization, rather than using a system 
of sanctions and rewards. This is very important in the 
correctional environment. We want the learner to do 
the right thing because it is the right thing to do, not 
because they will be subjected to punishment. Persua-
sion through consensus building leads to long-lasting 
change. We must begin to encourage our learners to 
think differently, which Greenleaf suggests is a usual-
ly a slow, deliberate and painstaking process (Black, 
2010). 
   5.) Awareness helps us understand issues involving 
ethics, power and values.  It allows the servant leader 

to view situations from a more integrated, holistic per-
spective. This trait is very significant in the correction-
al classroom because our goal is to help our students 
become productive citizens upon release. We need to 
model awareness so that they, in turn, can see it in ac-
tion and learn to make better and more informed deci-
sions. 
   6.) Stewardship involves the productive use of time, 
energy, and other resources.  In correctional education, 
stewardship directly affects the learner. Even though 
the type and quantity of resources may be limited, edu-
cators are ultimately responsible for making use of the 
resources they have within their command to make a 
positive impact on the learner. As leaders in their class-
room communities, educators manage their resources 
with the goal of serving the needs of the learner.  
   7.) Through the conceptualization trait of the ser-
vant leader, the adult educator is able to visualize the 
“whole”, non-traditional learner. We, as adult/correc-
tional educators, have a keen awareness of the history, 
past, and present state of the learners we serve. We use 
this awareness to establish goals, adjust implementa-
tion, and evaluate the effectiveness of our programs, 
using this foreknowledge to predict contingencies, 
which may lie ahead.
   8.) Foresight is a characteristic closely linked to 
conceptualization. Greenleaf (1977) defines foresight 
as the ability to foresee or know the likely outcome 
of a situation. He explains it as “the lead that a leader 
has.” Correctional educators possess the ability to han-
dle daily tasks and events that come from working in 
a correctional setting, while simultaneously predicting 
future events. Foresight allows the correctional educa-
tor the ability to be more proactive in the classroom, 
rather than reactive.
   9.) Correctional educators believe that their learners 
have value and are committed to the growth of each 
and every student under their influence. Educators take 
on the responsibility to do whatever is in their power 
to assist in the growth of the learner. As correctional 
educators we ask ourselves if we are assisting our stu-
dents in becoming more productive, reaching their full 
potential, learning and growing as individuals and in 
return serving society for the good rather than bad.
   10.) Educators know that in order for learning to take 
place, one must establish an environment that is condu-
cive to learning. This is done by building community. 
The prison classroom community is based on the ethics 
of hard work, collaboration, respect and growth. This 
encompasses growth of the individual and growth of 
the members of the classroom community.  We have 
an awareness of and respect for the diversity in our 
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learning communities and utilize this diversity to our 
advantage by focusing on the individual strengths of 
each learner and how each can positively contribute to 
the learning process and foster the classroom commu-
nity spirit.

These ten traits of servant leadership are intercon-
nected; they are rarely executed in isolation. We be-
lieve that successful implementation by the teacher 
can help the learner develop the character traits of 
responsibility and integrity. As we know, correctional 
educators are not merely concerned with the academic 
growth of the learner, but the overall development of 
the learner. Modeling the traits of servant leadership is 
a powerful way to enhance the holistic development of 
our learners. We not only address their academic needs 
but we also strive to support their cognitive, social and 
psychological development while simultaneously safe-
guarding their physical and emotional safety. To suc-
cessfully accomplish this broad and complex task we, 
as correctional educators, must be able to balance the 
affective and technical domains of our discipline. In 
essence, this is why we feel that servant leadership has 
much to offer any correctional educator.

Why Servant Leadership?
   Correctional educators work with a population of 
learners that possess numerous and varying challenges. 
We believe that adult educators, specifically those in 
the field of correctional education, have an innate will 
to meet the needs of the aforementioned learner. One 
of the most notable challenges among our colleagues is 
engaging with learners who lack trust and therefore, are 
opposed to the traditional, authoritative style of teach-
ing. With this in mind, the servant leadership model, 
like that of adult education, presents an opportunity for 
a shift from the teacher as the authority figure to the 
teacher as servant leader who facilitates the learning 
process. 
   To test if we have made the shift to servant leader, 
correctional educators can ask themselves the four-
part question which Greenleaf (1977) believed lay at 
the heart of professionalism: (1) Do those served grow 
as persons? (2) While being served, do those person 
become healthier, wiser, more autonomous and more 
likely themselves to become servants? (3) What is the 
effect of servant leadership on the least privileged of 
society? (4) Will they benefit or at least not be further 
deprived?  For correctional educators, these are funda-
mental questions that should also lie at the heart of our 
efforts. We should be able to answer these questions 
in the affirmative. Ultimately, we see the direct result 
of our actions when our students complete an adult 

basic education (ABE) level, when they have success-
fully passed the GED2 or have mastered a vocational 
trade, and even when they reach their release date. All 
of these steps may be minute to a novice, but to a cor-
rectional educator, we recognize that the aggregate of 
these steps means that we have reached our students 
and have helped to make a difference. We have pre-
pared our students to become productive citizens in 
their communities. It is through this lens that correc-
tional educators can see the value in their work. 

Servant Leadership Teacher-Training—
Moving Forward

   As evidenced from teachers’ responses in a recent 
conference at which we presented a workshop, and 
that of fellow colleagues in the field, there has been 
increased interest in servant leadership as it relates to 
correctional education programs. The challenge lies in 
motivating correctional educators to view the philoso-
phy of servant leadership as a value system. Effective 
educators, by nature, should possess the character traits 
of empathy and healing. Servant leadership traits, such 
as building community and listening, lend themselves 
more easily to the teacher-training process. Developing 
skills of awareness, foresight, and conceptualization 
could be addressed in planning professional develop-
ment for educators. In spite of the difficulties that may 
arise, with strategic planning, implementation, and 
monitoring of targeted professional development activ-
ities, correctional educators will have the opportunity 
to practice and enhance these servant leadership traits.
   Finally, as stated already, we content that correction-
al educators should possess the innate will to serve. 
Therefore, understanding and adhering to the princi-
ples of Greenleaf’s (1977) servant leadership philos-
ophy is advantageous in all fields of correctional ed-
ucation. Servant leadership provides the promise of 
effective and efficient correctional education program-
ming, it can equip correctional educators with the abil-
ity to serve learners as unique individuals with diverse 
backgrounds and challenges within a learning environ-
ment predicated on the values of connectivity, service, 
hope and building community. In relation to Shirley 
Chisholm’s quote, we can thus see that correctional ed-
ucators pay their “rent” as they choose to serve.

2 The Adult Basic Education (ABE) and the General Equivalency Di-
ploma (GED) are two commonly offered programs in the adult educa-
tion field in the United States.  ABE instructional classes are for adult 
learners who wish to improve their reading, writing, and math skills.  
The GED is a battery of standardized tests that focuses on the areas of 
RLA (Reasoning through Language Arts), social studies, science and 
mathematics..
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