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Introduction 

‘They ask questions!’ This observation from 
Josh (played by Ben Stiller) to his partner 
Cornelia, in the 2015 box office hit While 
We’re Young, signals his growing fascination 
with Jamie and Darby, a younger couple who 
initially impress Josh and Cornelia with their 
energy and general take on life and work.1 

As the storyline unfolds, Josh’s views regarding 
the younger couple alter, while he works to 
bridge the gap between his own generation and 
that of the young couple. Josh’s final comment 
regarding Jamie (‘He’s not evil, he’s just young’), 
provides a stark illustration of generational 
difference, something that is more pronounced 
today than has been the case in the past. This 
change is being recognised increasingly and, 
reflecting this, While We’re Young is just one 
of a number of recent films dealing with such 
generational differences.2 These differences give 
rise to tensions in social settings, in the home 
and also in the workplace, particularly when 
it comes to career trajectories and changing 
perspectives on work. 

Lancaster and Stillman (2003) highlight 
workplace tensions in their best seller, When 
Generations Collide, which draws on various 
examples from the corporate sector, where the 
different values and behaviours of generation 
groups cause considerable challenges for 
companies and leaders in managing their staff, 
maintaining morale, dealing with conflict and 
recruiting and retaining staff.

A key factor in this is a recent phenomenon – 
three generations (Baby Boomers3; Gen Xers4 
and Gen Ys5) together in the workplace, sharing 
the same workspace and, for a good number of 
them, sharing the same aspirations for career 
enhancement and advancement. As Lancaster 
warns in relation to this phenomenon,

In short, the potential for collision, conflict 
and confusion between the generations has 
never been greater. 

(Lancaster, 2004)
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Careers in education are no longer based on 
lock-step procedures as they once were

Three generations in  
the schools workforce

The backdrop to this phenomenon, and its 
potential impact, is a growing number of 
Baby Boomers staying on in the workforce 
beyond the traditional retirement age, and an 
increasing number of Gen Ys eager to advance 
in life and work, including into leadership 
positions (Marks, 2013). In addition, ‘stuck in 
the middle’ are the Gen Xers, finding things are 
not quite going to script. To them it was not 
meant to be like this. 

The education sector is not isolated from such 
changes and for schools, like other organisations, 
this scenario is very real (Lambert, 2012; 
Marks, 2012). There remains a large bubble of 
Baby Boomer principals and middle executives 
who were meant to have moved out of schools 
and schooling systems by now. Gen Xers, 
that patient supply of professionals gaining 

insight into the workings of their schools and 
leadership from years of experience as teachers, 
were expected to advance into the vacancies left 
by their Boomer bosses. However, it just has not 
happened that way. Neither the career plans of 
Gen Xers nor the succession plans of education 
bureaucracies for that matter, are going to plan 
(Marks, 2012).

The rules have changed. Careers in education 
are no longer based on lock-step procedures as 
they once were; ‘retirement’, as both a word 
and a phase of life has diminished in its usage 
and practice (Mackay, 2007; Marks, 2012); 
and accepted notions such as waiting your time 
for promotion and the value of experience over 
precocious ambition are no longer shared. 

Engelmeier describes this in her own way, as 
follows.

[B]oomers don’t want to relinquish the reins 
and Gen Y knows where the horse should 
go, Xers feel the crush every day. 

(Engelmeier, 2012)

In a 2012 study undertaken in a large number 
of public schools in metropolitan Sydney 
and reported on in Generational Change in 
Australian School Leadership: Collision Path 
or Smooth Baton Change? (Elliott, et al, 2016 
In Press), the issue of generational change in 
school leadership was analysed. The study 
looked at the leadership aspirations of those 
from the three generation groups, the extent 
to which generational change in leadership 
was happening, and whether the transition in 
leadership was likely to be smooth or otherwise.

The findings from this study reveal a great deal 
about the generations, their views on each other 
and the degree of change taking place in school 
leadership. 

The extent to which the situation in metropolitan 
Sydney is common across schooling systems, 
in other locations in Australia and in other 
countries, is unknown. However, at a recent 
presentation on this study at the International 
Confederation of Principals congress in Finland 
(Lambert and Marks, 2015) there were strong 
indications – from school leaders from such 
diverse locations as Ireland, The Ukraine, South 
Africa, New Zealand, China and Canada – that 
the findings resonate.

There will be more on this study later in the 
paper. Before that, it is important to understand 
who the actors are in this mix of generations 
in our schools: Baby Boomers, Gen Xers and 
Gen Ys. While caution needs to be applied 
when generalising about individuals in such 
groups it is well understood that the members 
of each generation who, having shared common 
experiences, have been similarly influenced by 
particular world events and social developments 
that took place in their formative years (Salt, 
2004; Zemke et al, 2000). It should not be 
surprising, therefore, that they tend to hold 
similar attitudes to work and life – and not 
necessarily in that order.

Boomers are the large group who have been 
loyal to their place of work. They have built 
their lives based on their careers. They live for 
work and the kind of work they do defines 
them. World events – such as the assassinations 

      End of Free Sample             
    Click here to order or subscribe    

http://www.cse.edu.au/content/subscription


CSE/IARTV Publications

A complete back catalogue of the CSE/IARTV Seminar and Occasional Paper Series, subscription rates to both  
of these series and more detailed information on any of the publications listed are available on the Centre for 
Strategic Education’s website www.cse.edu.au. Alternatively contact Centre for Strategic Education, phone  
(+61 3) 9654 1200, fax (+61 3) 9650 5396, email office@cse.edu.au.

Other publications
Leading the education debate Volume 4: Selected papers from the CSE’s Seminar Series and Occasional Papers, 2011–2014 
Editors Vic Zbar and Tony Mackay

The Centre for Strategic Education has consolidated a selection of the best of its ground-breaking series of seminar papers from 
the last four years of cutting-edge contributions to educational discourse into its publication Leading the education debate Vol 4.

This collection includes some of the most recognised authors in education including Yong Zhao, Charles Leadbeater, Valerie 
Hannon, Charles Fadel, Paul Clarke, David Istance, Anthony Mackay, Nelson R González, Helen Timperley, Linda Kaser and 
Judy Halbert, Michael Fullan, David Hopkins, Brian J Caldwell and Jim M Spinks, Patricia Collarbone, Pamela Macklin, Graham 
Marshall, Vic Zbar, Dylan Wiliam, Peter Cole, Geoff Masters and Kathe Kirby with Dahle Suggett.

The 20 papers included in the publication constitute a major contribution to discussion on school improvement and reform, 
written in a clear and accessible way. 

Volumes 1–3 of Leading the education debate by the same authors, collections of similar cutting edge papers from earlier CSE 
papers, are also available from CSE.

Recent titles in the Centre for Strategic Education Seminar Series

No. 248 Generational change in schools: Addressing the 
challenge of ‘generational collision’   
By Phil Lambert (September 2015) 

No. 247 The shared work of learning: Lifting educational 
achievement through collaboration. An agenda 
for systemic change    
By Tom Bentley and Ciannon Cazaly  
(September 2015) 

No. 246 Making Experimentalist Leadership practical:  
The theory and practice of futures literacy   
By Riel Miller (July 2015)  

No. 245 Mentoring in teacher education   
By William Louden (July 2015)  

No. 244 Big data in education – an international perspective   
By Robert Hassell and Sacha DeVelle (May 2015)  

No. 243 Complexity leadership learning: An alternative 
to competency-driven learning    
By F S David Ng (May 2015) 

No. 242 Open Learning Systems: Unlocking innovation   
By David Price (February 2015) 

No. 241 Self-improving school systems: A review of 
evidence and reflections on progress in England  
By Toby Greany (February 2015) 

No. 240 How does PISA shape education policy making? 
Why how we measure learning determines what 
counts in education   
By Simon Breakspear (November 2014) 

No. 239 Assessment renaissance 
By Peter Hill and Michael Barber  
(November 2014) 

No. 238 An activist or a mature teaching profession? 
Reflections on progress 
By Judyth Sachs (September 2014) 

No. 237 Facilitated networks of learning 
By Jean Annan, Brian Annan, Mary Wootton  
and Rene Burton (September 2014) 

No. 236 Educators as designers: New systems to scale deep 
learning 
By Nelson R González (July 2014) 

No. 235 Australia’s national curriculum:  
A step in the right direction?  
By William Louden (July 2014) 

No. 234 A framework for transforming learning in schools: 
Innovation and the spiral of inquiry 
By Helen Timperley, Linda Kaser and Judy Halbert 
(April 2014) 

No. 233 Realigning the governance of schools in Australia: 
Energising an experimentalist approach 
By Brian Caldwell (April 2014) 

No. 232 Total Learning 
By Charles Leadbeater (February 2014) 

No. 231 Can transforming education systems be led?  
By Valerie Hannon (February 2014)

No. 230 Reforming an education system:  
The Tasmanian experience  
By John Ewington and Sally Milbourne  
with Michael Brakey (November 2013) 

No. 229 Transforming schooling: Small change  
is not enough   
By David Loader (November 2013) 

No. 228 Intercultural Understanding: A key capability  
in the multicultural world  
Edited by Keith Redman (September 2013) 

No. 227 Teaching gifted students: A knowing and thinking-
based framework for differentiation  
By John Munro (September 2013) 



About the Seminar Series

This series of papers, by leading 

educators, is based primarily on 

seminar presentations.

The series is intended to encourage 

discussion of major issues in 

education. Views expressed by the 

authors do not necessarily represent 

views of the Centre for Strategic 

Education. Comments on papers  

are most welcome.

How to order back issues

A complete back catalogue of the 

CSE/IARTV Seminar and Occasional 

Paper Series, subscription rates to 

both of these series and detailed 

information on other recent 

publications are available on the 

Centre for Strategic Education 

website www.cse.edu.au. 

Alternatively contact  

Centre for Strategic Education:

phone (+61 3) 9654 1200 

fax (+61 3) 9650 5396

email info@cse.edu.au

About the Author

Dr Phil Lambert PSM is General Manager, Curriculum at the Australian 

Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA). His other positions 

include Adjunct Professor, University of Sydney and Adjunct Professor, Nanjing 

Normal University, China. He has extensive experience in education as a 

principal, inspector, Executive Director, Assistant Director-General, Regional 

Director and General Manager. Dr Lambert is a Fellow of both the Australian 

College of Educators and the Australian Council for Educational Leaders and 

has received a number of honours, awards and acknowledgements during his 

career. In the 2012 Queen's Birthday Honours he was awarded the Public 

Service Medal for his outstanding contribution to education and was the 2013 

recipient of the prestigious Australian College of Educators' award, the Sir 

Harold Wyndham Medal. 

About the Paper

Dr Lambert discusses how the different values and behaviours of generation 
groups cause considerable challenges for companies, organisations and leaders 
in managing their staff, maintaining morale, dealing with conflict and recruiting 
and retaining staff. He identifies the implications of three generations – Baby 
Boomers, Gen Xers and Gen Ys – working together in schools, sharing the 
same workspace and, for many, sharing aspirations for career enhancement 
and advancement – but with differing perceptions of what this means for 
them. The education sector is not isolated from generational issues and Dr 
Lambert summarises actions needed to address, ‘generation collide’, which has 
the potential to damage relationships, workplace culture and school renewal 
reforms.

The author draws on current literature in the field of generational change; 
findings from research conducted in the Sydney metropolitan area in 2012; 
and a recent conference presentation by the author and Dr Warren Marks at 
the International Confederation of Principals conference, Helsinki, Finland. Dr 
Lambert was one of the four researchers involved in the 2012 research project in 
Sydney. The major findings from that study will be found in the journal article 
by Elliott, Johnston-Anderson, Lambert and Marks, ‘Generational Change in 
Australian School Leadership: Collision Path or Smooth Baton Change?’, in 
the Journal of Educational Administration, for anticipated publication in 2016.

ISSN 1838-8558
ISBN 978-1-921823-75-6

The constituent bodies of CSE/IARTV are the Association of Heads of Independent 
Schools of Australia (Vic) and the Victorian Independent Education Union.


