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This includes transparent leadership pipelines, equitable 
access to advanced coursework and committees, and 
intentional mentoring structures

Professional learning must also evolve. While all educators 
benefi t from inclusive practices, professional development 
should sometimes center courageous conversations about 
bias, race and power. Teachers of color should not be 
required to leave aspects of their identity, such as dress, 
hair, language or cultural expression, at the door in order to 
be perceived as “professional.” Authenticity and belonging 
are foundational to retention.

IMPLICATIONS FOR HR AND SCHOOL SYSTEM 
LEADERS

For district and school-based HR leaders, retaining teachers 
of color requires intentional alignment between policy, 
practice and culture. Key actions include disaggregating 
retention data by race, leveraging stay interviews, auditing 
leadership pipelines, embedding equity-focused professional 
learning and affi  rming authenticity in professional spaces.

CONCLUSION

Retaining teachers of color requires more than goodwill; it 
requires systemic change. School systems must demonstrate 
their value by recruiting, developing and sustaining diverse 
educators in environments that promote respect, autonomy 
and opportunity. Addressing the needs of teachers of color 
necessitates an honest examination of how racism and 
oppression operate within educational systems.

Retention is not an add-on to recruitment. It is the work.

Dr. Marva Tutt serves 
as an HR Coordinator 
for the Richmond 
County School 
System in Augusta, 
Georgia. With over 25 
years of experience in 
education, she brings 
deep expertise in 
talent development, 

strategic staffi ng and organizational leadership. 
Dr. Tutt is widely recognized for her ability to bring 
order to chaos—guiding schools and leaders through 
complex change with clarity, structure and purpose.

She holds a Doctorate in Education from Argosy 
University and is passionate about change 
management, workforce sustainability and building 
systems that support both educators and students. 
Dr. Tutt’s leadership centers on creating aligned, 
people-focused solutions that strengthen school 
communities and advance educational excellence.
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As an art therapist, I witness people have ‘aha’ 
moments all the time, which could lead to real 
breakthroughs in understanding themselves. In my 

Human Resources (HR) professional development 
sessions, I often ask participants to create, too. 
Sometimes it’s a simple drawing; sometimes it’s a visual 
response to an image that represents a workplace 
challenge. As they draw, they begin to see themselves, 
their stress, creativity and assumptions-from a new angle.

During these sessions, I invite participants to notice for 
themselves what’s coming up on the page and what it might 
mean for how they lead. That’s what art does—it opens a 
quiet door to self-refl ection. When we use art as a language 
of leadership, we give people room to walk through that 
door in their own time with respect, autonomy and grace.

In the contemporary corporate landscape, HR professionals 
are increasingly tasked with managing complex emotional 
environments characterized by burnout and transition. This 
article explores the integration of creative arts as a primary 
language of leadership through a healing-centered lens. By 
adopting the three-model framework of creative arts and 
aligning Daniel Goleman’s six leadership styles with the triad 
of awareness, HR leaders can foster a resilient workplace 
culture that prioritizes human stories over mere compliance.

ART, LEADERSHIP AND THE HUMAN SIDE OF HR

In HR, we are often tasked with navigating complex 
emotional landscapes including confl ict, change and the 
daily balancing act between policy and people. Traditional 
leadership development models tend to prioritize strategy, 
compliance and performance outcomes. Yet leadership is 
fundamentally relational. It requires empathy, refl ection and 
the ability to see oneself and others clearly.

Art provides a pathway to that clarity. When HR leaders 
integrate creative processes into professional learning, we 
shift from transactional conversations (“What do we do?”) 
to transformational ones (“Who are we becoming as we do 
this work?”). Drawing, collage or visual metaphor invites 
leaders to access right-brain processing; the realm of 
intuition, emotion and holistic thinking that is often 
overlooked in our data-driven environments.

In my work, I’ve seen how art helps uncover what’s 
beneath the surface. A leader’s drawing of “the workplace” 
might reveal themes of isolation or imbalance that no 
survey could capture. These images become starting 
points for authentic dialogue and healing-centered 
leadership. When we make meaning together through art, 
we strengthen belonging, trust and collective insight. 
These three qualities are essential to eff ective HR practice.
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Art as a 
Language of 
Leadership: 
A Human Resources Perspective

Art is a form of 
communication, 
whether people 
recognize it or not. 
When you draw, you 
tap into your 
subconscious 
unknowingly, and 
what comes out 
often expresses what 
words cannot.

CULTIVATING HEALING-CENTERED HR 
PRACTICES

A healing-centered approach recognizes that workplaces 
frequently mirror the historic trauma and social contexts of 
the broader world. Research by Linda Archibald identifi es a 
three-model framework for understanding how the arts 
facilitate restoration: creative arts-as-healing (focusing on 
the innate power of creativity), creative arts-in-therapy (the 
use of art to deepen the therapeutic process) and holistic 
healing (where art, culture and spirituality are inseparable).

Healing-centered leadership recognizes that our workplaces 
mirror the broader social and emotional contexts in which 
we live. This is critical for addressing post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) and the historic trauma often found in 
marginalized staff  or high-stress workforces. In HR, this 
means acknowledging that policies and people cannot be 
separated; both are shaped by lived experiences, identities 
and histories. Integrating art-based refl ection into HR 
development allows us to hold space for that complexity 
with compassion.

Whether we use art to visualize organizational change, 
explore bias or imagine a more inclusive culture, we affi  rm 
that creativity is not an extracurricular luxury, it’s a 
leadership necessity. Art reminds us that every decision we 
make in HR has a human story attached to it.

When leaders learn to “speak artfully,” to notice color, 
texture, balance and tension, they are also learning to 
perceive their teams with greater nuance. Art, then, 
becomes not just a practice but a pedagogy of empathy 
and awareness for eff ective leadership.

To that end, eff ective leadership requires a triad of 
awareness: Inner Focus (self-awareness), Other Focus 
(empathy) and Outer Focus (systems awareness). A failure in 
any part of this triad leaves a leader “rudderless, clueless or 
blindsided.” Art acts as a conduit for these focal points by 
enabling leaders to explore their internal landscapes and 
externalize their narratives.

By Dr. Nichelle Rivers, Assistant Superintendent of Human Resources, Eastern Suffolk BOCES, Patchogue, NY
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ALIGNING LEADERSHIP STYLES

Goleman’s six leadership styles map directly onto this triad 
through a healing-centered perspective:

1. Coaching Style: This style focuses on personal 
development, aligning with Inner Focus by using refl ective 
and creative practices to connect a leader’s values with 
their actions.

2. Affi  liative Style: Focused on building emotional bonds, 
this style utilizes Other Focus to restore trust and harmony 
through shared meaning making and relational connection.

3. Authoritative (Visionary) Style: By utilizing Outer 
Focus, this style articulates where a group is going, using 
art to visualize a shared future.

4. Democratic Style: Encourages Other Focus through 
collaboration and participation.

Dr. Nichelle Rivers (she/
they) is a proud native 
of Memphis, Tennessee 
and a graduate of 
Tennessee State University. 
A seasoned educator, 
practicing visual artist and 
Creative Arts Therapist with 
over 28 years of experience 
in K–12 education, she 
currently serves as the 

Assistant Superintendent of Human Resources for 
Eastern Suffolk BOCES. Dr. Rivers holds a Masters in Art 
Therapy and Counseling from Long Island University 
and a doctorate in Educational Leadership from the 
University of Memphis. Dr. Rivers’ work centers on 
culturally responsive practice, inclusion and healing-
centered engagement. As a multi-media artist inspired 
by music, spatial relationships and cultural storytelling, 
she integrates creativity and mental wellness into 
leadership and organizational systems. A lifelong 
advocate for equity and student well-being, she is the 
founder of NLR Consulting, LLC, supporting LGBTQ+ 
youth and at-risk communities, and the creator of The 
Stolen Lives Project, a decade-long initiative using art 
and education to honor lives lost to systemic injustice 
and amplify community healing.

5. Pacesetting Style: While useful for high-performing 
teams, it risks "blinding" leaders to their human impact if 
not balanced with empathy.

6. Coercive Style: Characterized by immediate 
compliance, it is an eff ective tool to use in crisis but can 
stifl e the very innovation that healing-centered practices 
aim to foster.

In a time where leadership is often measured by effi  ciency 
and outcomes, art off ers a counterbalance—a space to 
slow down, refl ect and reconnect to purpose.

For Human Resources, the integration of creative 
processes provides a pedagogy of empathy that allows us 
to affi  rm the humanity behind the role. Art is not a break in 
leadership, it is leadership. Art invites self-discovery, it 
fosters community and through it-we can model what it 
means to lead with compassion and curiosity, rather than 
certainty. By utilizing the three-model framework through 
an arts lens, it teaches us to see, to listen and to imagine 
all the opportunities and possibilities. And that perhaps, is 
the most essential skill any leader can cultivate.
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DIFFERENTby Design

Every district is different — and your
healthcare plan should be too!

Build a Health Plan
That Fits Your District

Smart choices. Real savings.
Care that works for your team. UBC-Benefits.com
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