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Preface

The International Council on Education for Teaching (ICET) has been a 
consistent presence for more than six decades, contributing to the ongo-
ing development of international partnerships aimed at improving the 
quality of teacher education, and thus the quality of teachers, from a time 
way before internationalisation and globalisation became buzzwords 
made easy by technology. It has contributed to teacher education in vir-
tually every aspect of its study and development for more than half a 
century, a claim that can rarely be argued by other international 
organisations.

The mission of ICET is to “improve the educational experiences and 
outcomes of learners in all parts of the world by providing opportunities 
for those involved in their education to share knowledge, practice, 
resources, and expertise and establish active partnerships that are designed 
to enhance the quality of teaching and learning and improve life oppor-
tunities for young people”.

The first ICET conference was held in Oxford in 1953, and since that 
time, the conference has been held in many countries. I first attended 
ICET in Sydney in 1988, where the theme was “Progress and Promise in 
Teacher Education”. If we reflect on that theme more than 30 years later, 
there is evidence of much progress in that time, but to paraphrase Robert 
Frost’s Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening, “we still have promises to 
keep, and miles to go before we sleep”.
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I came back to ICET in Windhoek, Namibia, in 2000, and have been 
involved ever since. I have been President and have organised conferences 
(Melbourne, 2003 and Glasgow, 2011) and continue to serve as an 
Emeritus Board Member. During this time, I have been able to reflect on 
teacher education and on what are some of the promises that we still 
need to keep.

Internationally, there are probably still around 20 million young peo-
ple (mostly girls) who do not get to go to school, so the first issue is 
access. It is also the case that for many students who are lucky enough to 
be in school in the first place, they will have a teacher who may be not 
qualified, who may be underqualified or who, for one reason or another, 
has not kept fully up to date with the changes in strategies that ensure 
high levels of learning for all students, so the second issue is teacher quality.

The International Task Force on Teachers for Education 2030: Strategic 
Plan 2018–2021 (available from https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/
pf0000261708) identifies these two issues as critical and addresses them 
in three ways, through advocacy, through knowledge creation and shar-
ing and through country support and engagement. The issue of access is 
something that the current book cannot address, but we firmly believe 
that we have something to say about the quality of teaching and learning 
and how it might be improved and supported in school communities 
around the world.

This book, as part of the Palgrave Studies in Leading and Learning in 
Teacher Education, aims to support all three of these strategies, by advo-
cating for the importance of leadership, not only by school leaders, but 
by everyone in the school; by sharing the knowledge related to this that 
has been generated by both researchers and practitioners, from universi-
ties, from education systems, from agencies and from the community; 
and by promoting country support through chapters by authors from 
seven different countries. In doing so, we gain an understanding of how 
different parts of the world address the same underlying issue, that of 
supporting high levels of learning for all students, in very different ways.

The book looks at two theoretical positions, instructional leadership 
and leadership for learning, and then considers how these have been 
 perceived in various parts of the world and how they have been used as a 
basis for leadership development. It then considers how school leadership 

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000261708
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000261708
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has supported the development of teacher leadership and the leadership 
of others in the school community. It discusses professional learning 
across school networks and through using the resources of other agencies 
in the community.

We hope that in doing so we provide the reader with a better under-
standing of how progress is being made in teacher education through 
school leadership, some of it focusing on instruction and some focusing 
on learning, and how everyone in the community can play a part in this 
process we call schooling. One of the world’s most ancient group of 
human cultures, those on the continent of Africa, is identified as the 
source of the statement “It takes a Village to Raise a Child”, but it is 
interesting to look at some of the literal translations used to generate that 
statement. In Western Uganda, there is a proverb that says “Omwana 
takulila nju emoi” whose literal translation is “A child does not grow up 
only in a single home”. For the Bahaya people in Tanzania, “Omwana 
taba womoi” translates as “A child belongs not to one parent or home”. 
For the Jita in Tanzania, “Omwana ni wa bhone” means that regardless of 
a child’s biological parents, its upbringing belongs to the community, and 
in Swahili, a language that covers a number of African countries, “Asiye 
funzwa na mamae hufunzwa na ulimwengu” means “Whomsoever is not 
taught by the mother will be taught with the world”. As the chapters of 
the book progress, it becomes clear that school leaders cannot be the only 
people responsible for the successful education of children. If providing 
every single child, from every country in the world, with a quality educa-
tion, one that will see them make a smooth transition into adulthood, is 
the promise that education systems make, then to be successful in this 
quest, school leaders will need to engage teachers, parents and students 
themselves, and will need to work with other schools and with commu-
nity agencies. This is the first promise that schooling needs to keep.

There is now an additional level of urgency as the world becomes a 
more divided and oppositional place. As I write this, New Zealand has 
just experienced the most horrific shooting in mosques in Christchurch, 
by an Australian self-professed extremist white supremacist. As an 
Australian educator, I ask myself, where did we go wrong? But a second 
question has to be, how do we change the current climate of division and 
hate? To answer this, perhaps we can turn to a man of peace. “If we are to 
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reach real peace in this world … we shall have to begin with children” 
(Gandhi, October 28, 1931).

If we are to begin with the children, the question then becomes, how 
do we help children to learn to live peaceful lives? The first step in this 
quest would be to provide the teacher quality and teacher numbers that 
both ICET and the International Task Force see as major goals, sufficient 
in numbers and quality to ensure that every child has access to school 
with teachers who are able to help them learn. We then need to think 
about what children need to learn. We should remember Everett Reimer’s 
statement from his 1971 book School Is Dead:

No child … fails to learn from school. Those who never get in, learn that 
the good things of life are not for them. Those who drop out early, learn 
that they do not deserve the good things of life. The later dropouts learn 
that the system can be beaten, but not by them.

This has messages for the way in which education needs to be deliv-
ered. Education should no longer be seen as a competition, where some 
are successful and others are not, but as a birthright for everyone. And 
this would be the second promise that schooling needs to keep.

So, although we still might have promises to keep, we are at least much 
more aware of what they are, and how we might address them, than we 
were when ICET was first formed all those years ago. Hopefully, this 
book will provide some new insights into how we might keep our promises.

Mt Gravatt, QLD, Australia Tony Townsend
 July 2019
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1
Changing Understandings of School 

Leadership

Tony Townsend

Over the past 30 or so years, I have been incredibly lucky to have been 
able to see educational systems in many parts of the world. Not only have 
I held tenured positions in Australia, the United States and Scotland, but 
I have also had shorter periods of being a visiting professor in other coun-
tries, such as Canada, Ireland, Macau, Malaysia, Oman and South Africa, 
as well as presenting, either at conferences or in professional workshops, 
in more than 50 countries. One of the things that I have found in these 
travels is that education is very different, whilst having the same underly-
ing aims. How different parts of the world see things differently can be 
shown in many ways, but one simple way is to describe how I was identi-
fied when being introduced. In Australia, I was usually introduced as 
Tony Townsend, but in the Middle East and Asia I was Prof Tony, in the 
United Kingdom I was Professor Townsend, in the United States I was Dr 
Townsend and in some European countries I was Professor Dr Townsend. 
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In each case, I was being treated with respect, but each of these introduc-
tions signified a slight difference in local perceptions of the importance of 
various qualifications or positions. In the United States, most people who 
work in universities are professors, whether assistant, associate or full, so 
having a doctorate was a higher symbol of recognition, to the point where 
I had great difficulty in even getting my colleagues to call me Tony. In the 
United Kingdom, most people who work in universities have doctorates, 
but only about 5% of those in universities become full professors (with 
maybe 20% associate professors), so professor becomes the term of 
respect. In Europe (especially Germany), both the doctorate and the pro-
fessorship are considered as a mark of excellence, so both are used, and in 
the Middle East and Asia, there is an endearing respectful friendliness of 
the shortened ‘Prof ’ and the use of one’s first name. But in Australia, I 
was just me. None of these is more or less respectful than the others, they 
just happen to have their own histories attached.

We need to be just as respectful when it comes to looking at education 
systems and what they are trying to do. Underlying every education sys-
tem is the ultimate aim of providing for students within their care the 
best possible start to their adult life. But when it comes to seeing how 
they do this, once again difference becomes the norm. We have some 
systems of education that span more than 800 years and others that are 
less than 50 years. The three universities that I worked for over an 
extended period of time demonstrate this. The University of Glasgow was 
formed in 1451, but both Monash University in Australia and Florida 
Atlantic University in the United States had their first students more than 
500 years later, in 1961. Some countries in the Middle East and Asia did 
not have any university until the 1990s.

Many school systems, especially the religious ones, date back to the 
middle ages, many government school systems came about in the mid- to 
late-1800s and some countries did not really have a system of education 
(just a few schools here and there) until the 1970s. We have some coun-
tries that are well resourced, where every child gets to go to school, and 
we have others that struggle to ensure an education for every child. By 
2030, there may be up to 50 million children (with, unfortunately, girls 
being in a strong majority) that will never step foot inside a school. In the 
past 30 years, we have talked about school, classroom and system 
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 effectiveness and what that might mean, but can a system ever be effective 
if some of its students never go to school and a substantial proportion 
leave school without the knowledge, skills and attitudes they need to 
become a successful adult, as a worker, parent or citizen?

The school effectiveness and improvement research that really started 
to take shape in the 1980s has been very influential and many countries 
have drawn on the research from these two areas of study to shape the 
education systems of today. One of the things that can be confirmed is 
the important role that school leadership plays in the process of improv-
ing individual schools and, ultimately, educational systems. However, the 
concept of school leadership is a comparatively recent one. Until the 
1980s, the term commonly used was ‘school management and adminis-
tration’. Schools in the 1800s had a headmaster or a principal, but the 
oversight of the management and administration of the school emerged 
on both sides of the Atlantic in 1837 when in the United Kingdom, two 
inspectors were appointed by the British Government to oversee grants 
made to religious schools, and in the United States, the Buffalo Common 
Council appointed the first superintendent of schools as the Chief School 
Administrator. These systems of inspection in the United Kingdom and 
superintendency in the United States remain intact even today, although 
the roles have changed substantially.

However, after the Second World War, history tells us that school edu-
cation moved into the modern age. A substantial and rapid growth in the 
size of educational systems in many parts of the world in the early 1960s 
was brought about by a post-war baby boom, coupled with an increasing 
demand for more schooling by societies around the world, during a time 
of economic strength. Subsequent to this period of rapid growth, a down-
turn in birth rates in many parts of the Western world enabled some 
countries to turn their attention from expanding education towards 
assessing the quality of what was being offered.

In the United Kingdom, works such as The Home and the School 
(Douglas, 1964), Children and Their Primary Schools (the Plowden 
Report, 1967) and Parents and Teachers: Partners or Rivals (Green, 1968) 
had considered the relationship between family background and success 
at school. When these were followed up by such documents as The Crisis 
in Education (Boyson, 1975) and The Black Papers (Cox & Boyson, 
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1977), the standard of students’ academic performance in the United 
Kingdom became a critical issue. The British Government’s response to 
these concerns was the establishment of the Assessment of Performance 
Unit within the Department of Education and Science in 1974.

In the United States, formal reports such as A Nation at Risk (National 
Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983), Education and Economic 
Progress (Carnegie Corporation, 1983), Investing in Our Children 
(Committee on Economic Development, 1985) and Who Will Teach Our 
Children? (Commons, 1985) indicated a similar level of government and 
public concern about the outcomes of the schooling system and this cre-
ated a climate in which the relationship between education and competi-
tiveness on the international market became inextricably linked, leading 
to a situation where schools were charged with turning out, in the most 
cost-effective way, the maximum number of graduates with the ‘right’ 
skills and knowledge as possible.

Concerns for the effectiveness of schools in the United Kingdom 
(Rutter, Maughan, Mortimore, & Ouston, 1979) and the United States 
(Edmonds, 1979) were exacerbated in the 1980s by these countries hav-
ing a seemingly diminished status as the economic superpowers of the 
world, when other countries such as Japan and Germany attracted 
increased economic and political status in world affairs.

Concerns for the efficiency of education, related to the cost of educa-
tion, became associated, as in business, with outputs. Given that a large 
proportion of government spending was directed towards education, 
governments were asked to account for their spending in terms similar to 
those used in business. The issue of the effectiveness of schools became 
related to the number of students who completed school successfully and 
the qualities those graduates had, ones that would enable graduates of 
schooling systems either to become employed or to enter higher educa-
tion. Thus, the twin concerns of quality and quantity merged and the 
concept of market-driven education was born.

The notion of the market upturned the previous concept of school 
systems, where individual educational systems oversaw the operations of 
the schools within them, to one where each school was charged with 
doing what was required to ensure that the students within the school 
achieved the levels reflected by all students in the system. More pressure 
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was applied on individual head teachers and principals to ensure that 
‘their’ school was one that could be considered effective.

This movement of responsibility from the system level to school level 
in many school systems around the world changed the way in which the 
administration of schools was undertaken. Concepts such as school-based 
decision-making or self-managing schools (Caldwell & Spinks, 1988) 
emerged in government systems in England and Wales, Canada, New 
Zealand and Australia, all in the 1980s, and with them came the under-
standing that school leaders would require a range of new skills and 
knowledge to be able to undertake the tasks as required. However, in each 
case the relationship between governments, education systems and indi-
vidual schools was slightly different. In England and Wales, from 1988, 
some schools were able to opt out of the Local Education Authority 
(LEA) system to become Grant-Maintained schools, and received fund-
ing directly from the government, while others stayed within the 
LEA. Edmonton, Canada, pioneered site-based decision-making in 1976 
and expanded it to all its schools in 1980 while Victoria, Australia intro-
duced Schools of the Future, where schools became self-managing, in the 
early 1990s. In New Zealand, from 1988, the government funded the 
schools directly and there was no education system in between. On the 
other hand, the United States maintained the relationship between the 
school district and individual schools until the first charter schools, semi- 
autonomous public schools that received public funding, were estab-
lished in Minnesota in 1991. With the support of the Bush Government, 
which promoted them as a viable alternative to the public school system, 
more than 5000 (and growing) charter schools now operate across the 
country, many of them being for profit, which makes them very different 
from other forms of self-management.

Government funding of schools also varies substantially in different 
parts of the world: some countries such as the United States only fund 
public education (but with increasing under-the-table funding for non- 
government education, through voucher systems); some countries such 
as Australia have mixed funding, with states mostly funding government 
schools and partially funding non-government schools, while the 
Commonwealth government provides the majority of funding to non- 
government schools with some funding for government schools; some 
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governments pay for teachers’ salaries if the local community is able to 
finance the building of the school; and yet other countries in Asia and 
Europe fund both government and non-government schools in equal 
measures, to make all schools ‘public’ schools.

What this brief overview provides is a short analysis of just some of the 
ways that education, although it may have the same underlying purpose 
globally, has very different approaches locally to actually fulfilling that 
purpose. One area that has changed over the three decades that have 
passed since many of the changes described briefly above were introduced 
is the nature and responsibility of school leadership.

If we think back to the 1970s, leadership (or management) of schools 
was systematic and hierarchical. Ministers of Education made decisions 
that were implemented by Education Departments. The fidelity of the 
implementations was ensured by inspectors (or superintendents) who 
oversaw the work of school principals. School principals’ responsibilities 
were to implement (faithfully) the decisions made by others and to ensure 
that teachers followed the requirements related to their employment. The 
1980s and 1990s saw that hierarchical approach start to change as more 
and more responsibilities were shifted from the system level to the school 
level. These first steps have continued over the past 20 years to the point 
where we now see school leadership in a different light. Three major shifts 
have occurred.

The first shift is that we used to see leadership as being the sole respon-
sibility of a single person—the school principal—and everyone else in the 
organisation was subservient to this person. Now, we see leadership as 
being a collective activity, with the more people involved and taking part, 
the more likely that all the issues arising in the increasingly complex envi-
ronment that schools face these days will be addressed.

The second major shift is related to the first, in that leadership previ-
ously was seen as positional: principals were the leaders because they were 
principal, not because of anything they might do. Principals had been 
appointed (mostly) because they had been around longer than anyone 
else, rather than because they were seen to be good at leading a school. 
Now we see leadership as being an activity; we still have principals, but 
how they get to become principals now involves them demonstrating 
that they understand how to lead other people. We also now recognise 
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that people other than the principal can also be leaders in their schools. 
In fact, we could argue that for a school to be really successful, everyone 
needs to be a leader; administrators might lead the school, but teachers 
need to lead learning in their classrooms and students are most successful 
when they are leaders of their own learning. So, in many primary schools, 
we have moved from the principal managing classroom teachers (or in 
secondary schools, from the principal and department heads overseeing 
classroom teachers) to leadership teams and professional learning com-
munities where teachers take responsibility for the issues directly affect-
ing them and their students.

The third major shift is that we used to think that leadership was 
generic. If you could lead in one place, you could lead anywhere. However, 
numerous examples abound of principals who had led some schools to 
high levels of success but were not as effective in other places. We recog-
nised that leadership is context specific and that leading a school that is 
successful is not the same as leading a school that is not. A leader of a 
school that goes from being less to more successful requires that the leader 
changes style as the success builds. We also recognise that leadership is 
purpose specific: we must know why we are leading and be sure to build 
a common, moral purpose within the school community, if we are to be 
successful.

These changing understandings of leadership were brought about, in 
part, during the 1980s when a number of leadership terminologies 
entered educational conversations. These included transformational lead-
ership (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000), shared leadership (Lambert, 2002) or 
distributed leadership (Cox, Pearce, & Perry, 2003; Gronn, 2002; 
Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2001, 2004). Many other terms have 
emerged as well: moral leadership, teacher leadership, servant leadership 
and so on. To try and consider all of these in some depth would be an 
almost impossible task.

However, instructional leadership, which emerged in the United States 
in the mid-1980s and leadership for learning, which emerged in the 
United Kingdom in the second half of the 2000s, are leadership theories 
worthy of being considered in some detail, for two main reasons. First, 
these might be considered as successful models of school leadership 
across many countries. Second, on the surface, they might be seen as 
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opposing theories, with a strong focus on student outcomes promoted by 
instructional leadership, on the one hand, and an equally strong focus on 
developing the processes associated with learning (for everyone in the 
school) promoted by leadership for learning, on the other. One seems to 
promote a hierarchical approach to leadership, where the leader tells oth-
ers what needs to be done, then ensures that it happens, and the other 
seems to be promoting a much broader involvement of others in the 
school in the process of leading the school forward and then establishing 
processes that enable this to occur.

Instructional leadership emerged in the early 1980s and was researched 
and conceptualised by Hallinger and Murphy (1985). The authors pro-
posed three main dimensions—defining the school mission, managing 
the educational programme and promoting a positive school-learning 
climate—with a number of specific tasks that are undertaken within each 
of those dimensions. Leadership for learning was developed by the 
University of Cambridge through its Carpe Diem project (Swaffield & 
MacBeath, 2006), and identifies five different principles: a focus on 
learning (for everyone in the school), the conditions for learning, dia-
logue, shared leadership and shared accountability.

The focus of this book is to consider whether instructional leadership 
and leadership for learning can be seen as two sides of the same coin, 
underpinned by the question, ‘How do we provide the best possible edu-
cational experience for young people as they move through schools?’, or 
whether they are two very different approaches to leading school improve-
ment. It is clear that, as school leaders, we need to focus on student out-
comes and achievement on the one hand, but on the other, we also need 
to think about the processes that we use to increase learning across the 
school. It could be argued, however, that the choice made by a practising 
principal, to be either an instructional leader or a leader of learning, will 
influence the strategies and actions taken by that principal to lead the 
school towards improvement.

In order to consider this issue in some detail, we will first focus our 
attention on the theory behind these two approaches to school leader-
ship, followed by chapters that consider how these theories have impacted 
on school leadership developments in different parts of the world and 
then others that provide a better understanding of how school leaders are 
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developed and then use what they have learned to implement approaches 
to school improvement.

 The Chapters to Come

The chapters of this book are collected into a number of parts. The first 
part of the book contains chapters by David Ng Foo Seong and John 
MacBeath that provide us with the theoretical underpinnings of the two 
leadership theories that are the focus of the book, instructional leadership 
and leadership for learning. Here, we get a better understanding of the 
history and theoretical bases of the two approaches to school leadership.

The second part of the book looks at how these theories of school lead-
ership are seen and used in various parts of the world, with chapters from 
David Gurr looking at research into school leadership and how it influ-
ences student learning in Australia, then from David Imig, South Holden 
and Dale Placek, who consider whether or not the United States has 
moved away from instructional leadership and towards a leadership for 
learning approach, and Maria Assunção Flores and Fernando Ferreira 
providing a European perspective from Portugal that considers both 
school and teacher leadership in times of economic downturn.

The third part of the book considers how the two leadership approaches 
may have been incorporated into the preparation of school leaders, with 
David Ng Foo Seong from Singapore providing an Asian perspective on 
what it means for school leaders to be prepared for an uncertain future 
and whether leadership for learning approaches might support this chal-
lenge. Then Brian Caldwell considers leadership development in 
Australia, making the case for professional autonomy, rather than struc-
tural autonomy, as a way of empowering school leaders to enable school 
systems to become more adaptable in the future. Margery McMahon 
provides information on leadership at all levels from the Scottish con-
text, where the focus on leadership for learning has intensified after a 
recent report in teaching and school leadership, and then Parvany Naidoo 
and Raj Mestry consider the development of school principals in South 
Africa, where making principals effective instructional leaders takes 
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 priority when the massive changes required after Apartheid continue to 
create challenges.

The fourth part of the book considers putting the theoretical and pro-
fessional learning elements of the two theories into practice, in different 
ways, in different parts of the world. Anne Bayetto and Tony Townsend, 
using case studies, consider the impact of a programme designed to 
improve school leader support for changes in literacy in Australian schools 
using a leadership for learning approach, and Toshiya Chichibu, Tetsuro 
Uchizaki and Yumiko Ono consider a case of instructional leadership as 
it applies to lesson study in Japan. We then move beyond the school in 
three very different ways, with George Otero looking at school leaders 
working with the whole school community in the United States, with a 
recognition that relationships within the school community must be 
developed if we are to be successful, not only in academic terms but in 
other ways as well. Suzanne Cridge discusses an example of a not-for- 
profit agency working with schools to enable them to network with other 
schools in ways that support and promote student learning success in 
disadvantaged schools in Australia and Chris Chapman, Alison Drever, 
Maureen McBride, Craig Orr and Sarah Wheatley look at schools net-
working with other agencies within their communities, in a project called 
Children’s Neighbourhoods, Scotland, to provide a comprehensive 
approach to student learning and wellbeing in the United Kingdom.

Finally, Neil Dempster uses the information provided in the chapters, 
together with further research findings, to draw some conclusions about 
school leadership and focuses particularly on the two main approaches 
we have discussed, instructional leadership and leadership for learning. In 
doing so, he identifies four main characteristics that must be considered 
when any form of school leadership exists: purpose (why we are doing 
what we are doing), pedagogy (how we  will do it), people (who we 
are doing it for, and with) and relationships (which bring the other three 
issues together into a single focus). In doing so, he covers what Townsend 
and Bogotch (2008) called the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of school leadership. 
His conclusion is that leadership for learning and instructional leadership 
are two very different approaches to leading schools and that leadership 
for learning has the best chance of fulfilling the moral purpose of educa-
tion: to liberate all students through learning.

 T. Townsend
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2
Instructional Leadership

David Ng Foo Seong

 An Overview of Instructional Leadership

In the 1970s, four studies investigated factors contributing to high- 
achieving schools in the United States: Weber (1971), State of New York—
Office of Education Performance Review (1974), Madden, Lawson, and 
Sweet (1976) and Brookover and Lezotte (1977). Synthesising these 
studies, Edmonds (1979) suggested six hallmarks of effective schools: 
strong administrative leadership; high expectations for all students; 
orderly environment conducive to teaching and learning; academic 
emphasis; flexible resource mobilisation to better teaching and learning 
activities; and frequent monitoring of student progress. These claims 
highlight the importance of a good balance between effective manage-
ment and instructional leadership of school leaders. However, there was 
no substantial attempt in conceptualising the construct of instructional 
leadership at that time.
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It was not until the 1980s that competing and alternative conceptuali-
sations of instructional leadership burgeoned in scholarly works (e.g., 
Andrews & Soder, 1987; Bossert, Dwyer, Rowan, & Lee, 1982; Glickman, 
1985; Hallinger & Murphy, 1985; Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982). 
Of these early conceptualisations, Hallinger and Murphy’s (1985) model, 
shown in Fig. 2.1, has been the most fully tested and widely adopted in 
the research on instructional leadership (Southworth, 2002). This model 
proposes three dimensions for the instructional leadership construct: 
defining the school’s mission, managing the instructional programme, 
and promoting a positive school learning climate.

Two functions in defining the school’s mission are framing the school’s 
goals and communicating the school’s goals. They concern the principal’s 
role in working with staff to ensure that the school has clear and measur-
able goals that are focused on the academic progress of its students. It is 
the principal’s responsibility to ensure that these goals are widely known, 
supported, and communicated throughout the school community.

Fig. 2.1 A framework of instructional leadership. (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985, 
1986)
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The second dimension, managing the instructional programme, incor-
porates three leadership functions: supervising and evaluating instruc-
tion, coordinating the curriculum, and monitoring student progress. 
These functions require the leader to be deeply engaged in the school’s 
instructional development. In larger schools, it is clear that the principal 
cannot be the only person involved in leading the school’s instructional 
programme. Yet, this framework assumes that the development of the 
academic core of the school is a key leadership responsibility of the prin-
cipal (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985).

The third dimension, promoting a positive school learning climate, 
includes several functions as shown in Fig. 2.1. This dimension is broader 
in scope and intent than the other two. It conforms to the notion that 
effective schools create an ‘academic press’ through developing high stan-
dards and expectations and a culture of continuous improvement.

This early conception of instructional leadership did not account for 
the school context or the characteristics of school leaders in instructional 
leadership. An influential framework that sought to conceptualise princi-
pal instructional leadership beyond the three dimensions in Hallinger 
and Murphy’s model was proposed by Bossert et al. (1982), as shown in 
Fig. 2.2. This Far West Lab instructional management model proposed 
that instructional leadership is exercised in a complex organisational con-
text and impacts student outcomes through indirect linkages. The model 

External
Context

Personal
Characteristics

District
Context

Principal
Leadership

Instructional
Organization

School
Climate

Student 
Learning

Fig. 2.2 Far West Lab instructional management model. (Bossert et  al., 1982, 
p. 40)
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guided subsequent qualitative studies that sought to describe how princi-
pals enacted the instructional leadership roles in the context of different 
school settings (e.g., Dwyer, Lee, Rowan, & Bossert, 1983; Hallinger & 
Murphy, 1986). Together, these reviews and early qualitative research 
provided a foundation for the subsequent development of survey instru-
ments (e.g., Hallinger & Murphy, 1985; Heck, Larson, & Marcoulides, 
1990) for use in large-scale quantitative research. Over the ensuing three 
decades a maturing literature was built upon this foundation through 
large-scale empirical research conducted in North America (e.g., Hallinger 
& Heck, 1996; Heck et al., 1990; Leithwood, Patten, & Jantzi, 2010; 
Marks & Printy, 2003), Europe (Day et al., 2010; Witziers, Bosker, & 
Kruger, 2003), and Australia (Mulford & Silins, 2009).

Bossert and his colleagues (1982) advanced theoretical discourse in 
educational leadership by explicitly highlighting the impact of the school’s 
context on principals. The acknowledgement that the school’s context is 
important resulted in an adaptation of the Far West Lab model for the 
instructional leadership model during the mid-1990s. Subsequently, the 
Far West model includes the dimension of socio-cultural and national/
institutional contexts, as shown in Fig. 2.3 (Bajunid, 1996; Cheng, 1995; 
Hallinger, 1995; Hallinger & Leithwood, 1998).

Socio-cultural Context

Community
Context

Personal
Characteristics

Institutional
Context

Principal
Leadership

Instructional
Organization

School
Climate

Student 
Learning

Fig. 2.3 Adaptation of the Far West Lab instructional management model. 
(Bossert et al., 1982, p. 40)
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A number of other models of instructional leadership were also pro-
posed. These include Andrews and Soder (1987); the more recent 
Robinson, Lloyd, and Rowe’s (2008) five-dimension model; and OECD’s 
(2009) three-dimension model. These models qualify instructional lead-
ership as a multidimensional construct.

Although these instructional leadership (IL) dimensions are somewhat 
competing with one another, they share commonalities. Generally, prin-
cipals, with the assistance of vice-principals, are expected to fulfil roles 
pertaining to the following aspects: vision development and alignment, 
management of instruction, curriculum coordination, promoting a posi-
tive school climate, and supporting teacher professional development.

Reviewing studies conducted in the 1980s, Hallinger (2003, 2005) 
highlighted five notable descriptions of principals as effective instruc-
tional leaders: (1) principals as ‘strong, directive leaders’; (2) principals as 
managers of instructional and curricular activities; (3) principals as ‘cul-
ture builders’; (4) principals as ‘goal-oriented leaders’; and (5) principals 
leading from ‘a combination of expertise and charisma’. The first two 
characteristics have invited criticism for instructional leadership owing to 
its being heavily directive, hierarchical, and centralised. Traditional 
instructional leadership models seem to consider the principal as a sole 
source of influence and expertise and downplay the influence of other 
leaders such as middle managers or teacher leaders.

Due to these concerns and school restructuring initiatives in the USA 
in the 1990s, scholars shifted attention to other models such as transfor-
mational leadership, distributed leadership, shared leadership, and teacher 
leadership (Gronn, 2000; Hallinger, 2003; Harris, 2008; Leithwood, 
1992, 1994; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005). The 2005 review by Hallinger 
indicated an intermediate drop in the number of studies on instructional 
leadership between 1991 and 2000.

Instructional leadership regained its prominence in the leadership dis-
course in the early 2000s. A review was conducted of articles relevant to 
instructional leadership published in eight core journals on educational 
leadership from 2000 to 2016 (Ng, Nguyen, Wong, & Choy, 2015). The 
review surfaced a substantial number of studies (at least 340 articles). 
There are several reasons for this remarkable resurgence of instructional 
leadership research.

2 Instructional Leadership 
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First, international educational reforms in the early 2000s emphasised 
school accountability measures that are linked directly to improving stu-
dent learning (Hallinger, 2003, 2005; Pan, Nyeu, & Chen, 2015; Walker, 
Hu, & Qian, 2012). The principal as an ‘instructional leader’, or more 
often under the new label ‘leadership for learning’, took central focus in 
accountability educational reforms.

Second, the conceptual models of instructional leadership in the 1980s 
appear to be still effective and convenient instruments for positivist/post- 
positivist researchers, particularly novice researchers. For example, 
Hallinger (2011) identified that at least 130 doctoral dissertations used 
the Principal Instructional Management Rating Scale (PIMRS) over the 
course of nearly three decades.

Finally, instructional leadership has documented positive effects over 
other leadership models. Robinson and her colleagues conducted a meta- 
analysis review on the impact of school leadership on student learning. 
This 2008 review concluded, ‘the average effect of instructional leader-
ship on student outcomes was three to four times that of transforma-
tional leadership’ (p. 635). Robinson et al. (2008) further added to the 
conceptualisations of instructional leadership by proposing five dimen-
sions: (1) establishing goals and expectations; (2) strategic resourcing; (3) 
planning, coordinating, and evaluating teaching and the curriculum; (4) 
promoting and participating in teacher learning and development; and 
(5) ensuring an orderly and supportive environment (p. 656).

 Evolving Assumptions of Instructional 
Leadership: Principal Leadership to Distributed 
Instructional Leadership

 Principal Instructional Leadership

The centrality of the principal as the educational leader has been expan-
sively written about in school improvement literature from the 1970s. 
The principal as the instructional leader emerged from the 1980s era of 
‘instructionally effective elementary schools’ (Edmonds, 1979; Hallinger, 
2005). Earlier reviews consistently reported a preference among scholars 
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for studying school administrators at the elementary school level (Bossert 
et  al., 1982; Bridges, 1982; Erickson, 1967; Hallinger, Bickman, & 
Davis, 1996). This ushered in the conception of the influential principal 
instructional leader who exercised strong and directive instructional lead-
ership in turning schools around (Bamburg & Andrews, 1991; Bossert 
et al., 1982; Hallinger, 2005). The instructional leadership roles of the 
principal are encapsulated in Hallinger and Murphy’s (1985) model. This 
widely adopted model described the instructional leader (principal) defin-
ing the school’s mission, managing the instructional programme, and 
promoting the school learning climate.

Principals were described as providing the vision and direction for the 
school. Hence, principals as instructional leaders exercised leadership and 
management of schools to achieve the goals derived from the school 
vision (Bamburg & Andrews, 1991; Glasman, 1984; Goldring & 
Pasternak, 1994; Hallinger & Murphy, 1986; Heck et  al., 1990; 
Leithwood, Begley, & Cousins, 1990; Leitner, 1994; O’Day, 1983). The 
effective principal instructional leader was described as able to align the 
strategies and activities of the school with the school’s academic mission.

The centrality of the principal as the instructional leader could be sig-
nificantly attributed to the use of the PIMRS. The instrument, developed 
by Hallinger during the early 1980s, was the most frequently used instru-
ment to study instructional leadership (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985). It 
assumes that coordination and control of the academic programme of the 
school are key leadership responsibilities of the principal. Over 45% of 
the 130 doctoral studies reviewed (Hallinger, 2011; Hallinger & Chen, 
2015) showed a continuing preference for studying principals at the ele-
mentary school level.

The Western literature has stressed the importance of the principal’s 
role in fulfilling accountability of standards through classroom evaluation 
of teaching and learning (Darling-Hammond, Meyerson, LaPointe, & 
Orr, 2009; Hallinger, 2005; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 
2004; Mendels, 2012). Not only do effective principals focus attention 
on monitoring curriculum and teaching, the literature widely touts that 
principals must also have strong knowledge related to teaching and learn-
ing (Mazzeo, 2003). More specifically, some studies regarded regular 
classroom visits and feedback as principals’ effective channel to influence 
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the teaching and learning process (Blase & Blase, 1999; Ovando, 2005) 
and as a valuable tool in professional development (Joyce & Showers, 2002).

An emerging question is whether school principals need to exert more 
instructional leadership on instructional evaluation and supervision and 
whether this is feasible in the context of large schools. According to 
Horng and Loeb’s (2010) review of empirical studies, the traditional 
model mentioned above is ideal, but it is ‘actually poorly suited to the 
reality of many of today’s schools’ (p. 66). They add that the principal’s 
involvement in the classroom has only a marginal impact on the quality 
of teaching and learning. Even principals who are very determined to be 
more heavily involved in classrooms meet numerous and varied chal-
lenges (Hallinger, 2000). Instead, principals can improve instruction by 
strategically managing activities such as recruiting and retaining highly 
qualified staff and allocating budgets and resources.

 Distributed/Shared Instructional Leadership

The reality, through reviews of studies on instructional leadership, con-
tradicts the ideal notion that instructional leadership is the main respon-
sibility of the principal (Cuban, 1984; Hallinger & Murphy, 1987). In 
fact, the 2005 review by Hallinger found few studies indicating princi-
pals’ hands-on involvement in classroom instruction at either the pri-
mary or secondary school level.

The role of giving feedback and evaluating teachers is performed by 
Heads of Department or middle-level leaders in Singapore (Ng et  al., 
2015). This finding provided empirical evidence of the devolvement of 
classroom observation of teaching and learning to the other leaders 
instead of the school principal.

By the turn of the century, educational leadership scholars began to 
focus on a diffused centrality of influence beyond the individual princi-
pal. There were a number of conceptions such as ‘shared instructional 
leadership’ (Harris, 2003; Jackson, 2000; Lambert, 2002; Marks & 
Printy, 2003), ‘teacher leadership’ (Harris, 2005; York-Barr & Duke, 
2004), and ‘distributed leadership’ (Bennett, Wise, Woods, & Harvey, 
2003; Gronn, 2002; Spillane, 2006; Woods, 2004). This shift towards 
diffused centrality of influence was further elaborated in Printy’s (2010) 
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review of the influence of leadership on the quality of instruction in U.S. 
schools. Printy pointed out that there is strong evidence that teachers’ 
leadership efforts are more important than the principal’s involvement in 
making instructional choices. These leadership efforts among teachers are 
through appointed leadership roles such as instructional coaches.

The conclusion drawn from educational leadership scholars in the last 
decade is that the phenomenon of leadership is shared or distributed and 
does not solely rest on the individual principal. Naturally, the processes 
of influence and implementation will be more complex as they involve 
multiple interactions and interrelationships between and among stake-
holders. Instructional leadership requires the principal to have the capac-
ity to create organisational conditions necessary to build pedagogical 
capacity, expand opportunities for innovation, supply and allocate 
resources, give instructional direction and support to teachers, and enable 
teachers to assume individual and collective responsibility for instruc-
tional improvement (e.g., Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Hallinger & 
Bryant, 2013; Matthews, Moorman, & Nusche, 2007).

Therefore, the concept of the principal as the instructional leader 
should focus on the principal’s role in the development and distribution 
of the understandings, skills, and attributes across the school organisa-
tional spectrum. As Gronn (1986, 1999, 2003) has argued, the term 
‘school leadership’ does not refer to the leadership of the principal alone. 
Although the principal remains a key player in organisational change, 
schools cannot rely on the ‘power of one’. Rather, concepts such as 
leader–teacher relationship, collegiality, collaborative culture, learning 
organisation, and teacher leadership suggest that the power to make deci-
sions to improve teaching and learning in the classroom must be distrib-
uted throughout the organisation.

Gronn (2002) introduced one of the early distributed leadership con-
ceptualisations in education. He identified three types of distributed 
leadership: (1) spontaneous collaboration, (2) intuitive working relations, 
and (3) institutionalised practices. Gronn also suggested that distributed 
leadership is more about ‘concertive action’, rather than only ‘numerical 
action’ that refers to multiple individuals contributing to the exercise of 
leadership (p. 429). Spillane (2006) proposed three types of distributed 
leadership patterns, namely, collaborated distribution, collective distribu-
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tion, and coordinated distribution. Both Gronn and Spillane agreed that 
leadership is not the sole responsibility and action of the typical hierar-
chical leader.

A synthesis of several notable empirical studies addressing shared/dis-
tributed instructional leadership is discussed by Marks and Printy (2003), 
who suggested a model of ‘shared instructional leadership’ to supplant a 
hierarchical and procedural perspective with a more heterarchical orien-
tation. This model suggests the active collaboration between a principal 
and teachers on curricular, instructional, and assessment matters. Marks 
and Printy claimed at least two benefits of shared instructional leader-
ship: first, this model promotes synergy amongst individuals in the 
school, and second, it pragmatically allows principals to share their 
increasing workload.

Hallinger and Lee (2012) investigated how instructional leadership 
was distributed in International Baccalaureate (IB) schools. Specifically, 
the researchers identified four distributed instructional leadership prac-
tices in IB schools: (1) ‘the development of subject vertical and horizontal 
articulation documents’, (2) ‘teachers teaching in more than one pro-
gramme’, (3) collaboration between programme coordinators, and (4) 
‘collaboration between teachers of each programme’.

Several other studies utilised frameworks of distributed leadership to 
investigate how instructional leadership is distributed in U.S. high 
schools (e.g., Bredeson & Kelley, 2013; Halverson & Clifford, 2013; 
Klar, 2012). Noticeably, Klar (2012) provided examples about how prin-
cipals fostered distributed instructional leadership. Klar illuminated these 
principals’ practices in developing their department chairs’ instructional 
leadership capacities such as: ‘creating opportunities to learn’, ‘modelling 
distributed leadership’, ‘modelling collaborative learning’, and ‘setting 
department chairs up for success’ (p. 373).

In summary, we suggest that research on instructional leadership can 
further move forward to take distributed perspectives into consideration, 
instead of solely focusing on studying principal instructional leadership 
practices. To enable this, in the following sections, the three dimensions 
considered to be central to instructional leadership in the Western 
 literature (Vision, Managing Teaching and Learning and Establishing a 
Conducive Learning Environment) are considered from an Asian context.
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 Evolving Substantive Theories of Instructional 
Leadership: Anglo-Saxon to Indigenous 
Knowledge

For nearly 70 years, the research on educational administration and lead-
ership has built a comparatively rich corpus; however, the contributions 
to the field are still heavily reliant on Anglo-American contexts such as 
Australia, Canada, the UK, and the USA (Dimmock, 2011; Hallinger, 
Wang, Chen, & Liare, 2015; Walker & Hallinger, 2015). Research into 
educational management and leadership from non-Anglo-American per-
spectives (e.g., Asia, Africa, and South America) is still at a relative 
infancy. Scholars have long affirmed the significant influences of particu-
lar contexts on successful school leadership (Bossert et al., 1982; Hallinger 
& Ko, 2015; Lee, Hallinger, & Walker, 2012).

In order to assess the state of the research on educational management 
and leadership in Asia, Hallinger and Bryant (2013) conducted a review 
of studies published between 2000 and 2011 in eight ‘core’ journals in 
the field. The two authors reported a very limited number of empirical 
studies undertaken in Asian societies (Hallinger & Bryant, 2013). This 
finding is strongly consistent with other claims on the dearth of empirical 
educational leadership research in Asia (e.g., Bajunid, 1996; Dimmock, 
2011; Walker & Qian, 2015).

The following section, however, provides an emerging indigenous 
knowledge on instructional leadership based on the original Hallinger 
and Murphy model of instructional leadership (1985, 1986). In general, 
Asian education systems are more centralised than those in the West. 
Therefore, the emerging indigenous knowledge in highly centralised edu-
cation systems helps to create substantive knowledge of the practice of 
instructional leadership in such systems.

 Vision

Singapore’s education system provides an interesting context to study 
instructional leadership. The education system has been described as a 
‘centralised decentralisation governance’ approach (Ng, 2008). The 
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Ministry of Education maintains centralised control of strategic direc-
tions of the education system through initiatives, policies, a common 
examination system, and a common syllabus. Leung (2004) noted that 
decentralisation happens at the decision-making level at the school and, 
in particular, through efforts in school-based innovations to accommo-
date diversity and pedagogical reforms. Several studies support the defini-
tive role of the school principal in leading curriculum change in 
Singaporean schools (Dimmock & Goh, 2011; Koh, Ponnusamy, Tan, 
Lee, & Ramos, 2014; Ng & Ho, 2012). The school principal always 
refers to the school vision and mission in terms of strategic directions and 
student learning outcomes. At the key personnel and teacher level, there 
appears to be a practice of distributed leadership where a significant 
degree of autonomy is given to translate the vision into curriculum imple-
mentation and curriculum change (Ho, Victor Chen, & Ng, 2016; Lim- 
Ratnam, Atencio, & Lee, 2016).

Elmore (2004) emphasises that educators must learn to do new things 
in ‘the setting in which they work’. This is evident in how Singaporean 
principals articulate their own vision of the school within the constraint 
of the framework imposed by the Ministry. The implication is that school 
vision follows system vision instead of the school having an independent 
vision. Principals have consistently adapted their own school vision in 
collaboration with the stakeholders in the school according to the school’s 
setting and context, with the system vision provided by the Ministry of 
Education (Nguyen, Ng, & Yap, 2017). While it appears that school 
principals in Singapore’s highly centralised system do not have the liberty 
to create their own vision for the school, the reality is that they do exer-
cise bounded flexibility. Principals could refine, review, and change goals 
through a systematic process involving stakeholders, in particular, the 
middle-level leaders.

As an alternative approach to vision, Vietnam’s Ministry of Education 
(e.g., see Hallinger & Huber, 2012) conceives of its school principals first 
and foremost as ‘government officers’ responsible for implementing the 
Ministry of Education’s policies. Their roles include maintaining the 
socio-political norms of the society as well as ensuring that its schools 
have the capacity to change. The state’s management of education is 
organised on multiple levels including Elected Governmental Bodies, 
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Ministry of Education and Training, Regional and District Departments 
of Education Services and Local Education Bureaus. The government 
assumes authority for education management, makes concrete educa-
tional policies, and directs national resources towards educational devel-
opment (Hallinger & Truong, 2014). Vietnamese school leaders tend to 
develop and build an image as powerful authority figures who exercise 
control over subordinates (Nguyen, 2007; Truong, 2012). The implica-
tion is that the school’s direction and goal are ‘determined’ and that 
decision- making is a ‘top-down’ approach. Patterns of one-way commu-
nication where leaders communicate the school direction/vision and 
goals to teachers (Lan, 2002; Pham, 2007) occur. Teachers and staff are 
expected to obey the leaders’ decision and implement their directives and 
instructions.

 Managing Teaching and Learning

Singapore’s principals, however, do not seem to be directly involved in 
the domain of instructional evaluation and supervision. Instead, they 
tend to delegate this direct responsibility to middle managers. Principals 
can improve instruction by strategically managing organisational activi-
ties such as recruiting and retaining highly qualified staff, and allocating 
budgets and resources.

To a certain extent, Taiwan’s school leaders are similar to Singaporean 
school leaders where they assume the role of indirect leadership more so 
than the role of direct leadership in managing teaching and learning (Pan 
et  al., 2015). Studies in principal instructional leadership in Taiwan 
found that ‘developing a supporting work environment’ was the most 
observed behaviour, while ‘ensuring teaching quality’ was the least 
observed. Other behaviours ranked in between were ‘promoting student 
learning climate’, followed by ‘developing teaching mission and goals’, 
‘ensuring curriculum quality’, and ‘promoting teacher professional devel-
opment’ (Pan et al., 2015). The lack of legal authority to supervise teach-
ing through walk-through observations as well as a lack of training on 
pedagogy and curriculum development might illustrate why Taiwanese 
principals executed a high level of indirect leadership such as the most 
frequently observed behaviour, supporting work environment.
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 Conducive Learning Environment

Principals in Singapore recognised the significant effects of the school 
physical environment on instructional activities. They typically consulted 
key personnel and considered functionality, structure, size, and flexibility 
of space in their decision. The efforts undertaken by these principals on 
the physical environment of the school were typical and essential for 
accommodating instructional activities in the twenty-first century (Ng 
et al., 2015).

Principals generally made efforts to promote collegiality and harmony 
in the school. They proactively established supporting structures such as 
mentoring collaborative teams, creating conditions to support staff col-
laboration, and promoting innovation and receptiveness of feedback in 
the school.

Principals generally emphasised staff well-being and scheduled celebra-
tory and relaxation activities throughout the year to enable staff bonding. 
To promote harmony in the school, most principals saw the need to be 
open to feedback from stakeholders.

Most principals regarded establishing good relationships with teachers 
and students as the key to building a successful school. Almost all princi-
pals claimed to adopt an open-door policy in order to be accessible to 
teachers and students. This practice extends to virtual communication 
platforms such as email, SMS, or WhatsApp.

Many principals utilised ‘walkabouts’ as an opportunity to maintain 
high visibility and to interact with teachers and students. Some principals 
would occasionally visit classrooms to motivate students during the 
 pre- examination periods or when students were delivering presentations. 
Principals prioritised quality instructional activities and took strong mea-
sures to protect instructional time.

 Evolving Research in Instructional Leadership

Instructional leadership research in the early 1980s generally adopted a 
direct-effects model of bivariate leadership effects (Hallinger & Heck, 
1996; Van de Grift & Houtveen, 1999), which did not account or con-
trol for the effects of mediating, antecedent and moderator variables. A 

 D. Ng Foo Seong



29

review of instructional leadership research from 1980 to 1995 does not 
support the claim that instructional leadership is directly tied to student 
achievement. Instead, most research in instructional leadership points to 
indirect effects on student achievement (Cotton, 2003; Hallinger & 
Heck, 1996; Hallinger et al., 1996; Leithwood et al., 2004, 2010; Louis 
et al., 2010; Supovitz, Sirinides, & May, 2010).

As concepts of collaborative leadership (Heck & Hallinger, 2010), 
shared instructional leadership, teacher leadership, and distributed lead-
ership emerged, the bivariate direct-effects study quickly lost its relevancy. 
Researchers adopted multi-variate, indirect effects using the mediated 
and reciprocal effects models (Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Heck & 
Hallinger, 2010; Leithwood et al., 2010). The following section reviews 
the research paradigm adopted in instructional leadership.

Educational leadership research adopts a spectrum of disciplined 
inquiry methods. Cronbach and Suppes (1969) defined disciplined 
inquiry as ‘conducted and reported in such a way that the argument can 
be painstakingly examined’ (p. 15). This section looks at the disciplined 
inquiry methods adopted and implemented in the past 30 years to iden-
tify the quantitative and qualitative methods that have contributed to the 
current body of knowledge on instructional leadership.

The author’s review adopted a search for instructional leadership in 
schools using the following search parameters:

• Keywords in database search: AB ‘instructional leadership’
• Limiters: Full Text; Scholarly (Peer-reviewed) Journals; Published 

Date: 1980–2016
• Narrow by Methodology: quantitative study
• Narrow by Methodology: qualitative study
• Search modes: Find all search terms
• Interface: EBSCOhost Research Databases
• Database: Academic Search Premier; British Education Index; 

Education Source; ERIC

The search found over 350 empirical studies that employed the con-
structs of instructional leadership. The author carefully read the relevant 
sections of the 350 studies pertaining to methodologies and extracted 
this information in the following tables (Tables 2.1 and 2.2).
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Table 2.1 Instructional leadership—quantitative method

Data source: Questionnaire survey

Types Specific analytical methods

Basic statistics Frequency distribution; mean; median; standard 
deviation; t-test

Analysis of variance Analysis of covariance; analysis of variance; one-way 
ANOVA; Two-way ANOVA

Association and 
correlation

Correlation; regression

Causal Modelling Dependent variable; independent variable; path analysis; 
structural equation modeling

Factor analysis Exploratory factor analysis; factor analysis; confirmatory 
factor analysis; oblique rotation; rotated factor

Linear and 
multilevel analysis

Generalised linear model, hierarchical generalised linear 
model; hierarchical linear modeling

Multilevel 
regression

Multicollinearity; multiple regression analysis; interaction 
effect

The range of research quantitative and qualitative methodologies and 
analytical tools found in the review could be classified as follows:

Quantitative Analyses

• Univariate analysis
• Bivariate analysis
• Inferential statistics

Qualitative Analyses

• Content analysis
• Hermeneutic analysis
• Grounded theory analysis

The dominant analytical tools adopted in instructional leadership 
research involved relational and associational analyses of the effects of lead-
ership actions and interventions in the school. The focus is on identifying 
variables, factors, and their associations in providing explanations of suc-
cessful practices. The central concept of relations is based on linear causality.
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Table 2.2 Instructional leadership—qualitative methods

Data source Specific analytical methods

One-on-one interview Thematic analysis (“coding and then segregating 
the data by codes into data clumps for 
furtheranalysis and description)

Discrepancy theme
Focus group interview Characteristics
Document search (e.g. 

writing samples, email 
correspondence, and 
district literature)

Descriptive

Field notes Factors
Classroom observations Roles
Semi-structured interviews Nature
Artefacts Content analysis
Shadowing Causal sequence
Interview protocols (for 

multiple case studies)
Interactions but also in social, cultural, and 

institutional discourses
Interpretive description Structured coding scheme derived from the 

conceptual framework
Topic-oriented Exploratory analysis
The voices from the field Phenomenology and constant comparative methods
Cross-cultural comparative 

studies
Comparative analysis: finding common themes, 

and contrasts
Portfolios Detailed analytical memo
Micropolitical analysis Vertical analysis: analysing participants’ voices 

separately; and patterns and elucidating the 
differences among participants’ voices.

However, this assumption predisposed researchers to accept that sys-
tems are in equilibrium. One implication is that the number of possible 
outcomes in a system is limited (because of the limited number of vari-
ables within a closed system). A second implication is the centrality influ-
ence of the school leader. The influence from the school leader that results 
in instability is short-term compared with the equilibrium time of the 
outcome. Hence, we measure effects or establish relationships and accept 
their data value as a true indicator of the cause of intervention. For this 
to be true, the many variables in the school (as a closed system) must be 
assumed as independent data points; otherwise we could have interde-
pendence, possible mutual causality, and the occurrence of possible exter-
nal influences (like political change) in the larger system.
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The evolution from principal instructional leadership to distributed/
shared instructional leadership as discussed in the earlier section poses 
issues in current research methodologies. Naturally, the processes of influ-
ence and implementation will be more complex as they involve multiple 
interactions and interrelationships between and among stakeholders.

Distributed/shared instructional leadership suggests active collabora-
tion between a principal and teachers on curricular, instructional, and 
assessment matters. The nature of leadership is a social influence process 
(Conger, 1998; Yukl & Mahsud, 2010). Research on leadership has been 
long well entrenched; nonetheless, Parry (1998) asserts that ‘mainstream 
leadership research methodologies have been partially unsuccessful in 
theorizing about the nature of these processes’ (p. 85).

In studying this complexity in the system, instructional leadership 
research methods must be able to collect data that are associated with the 
dynamism and diffused centrality of leadership influence. The limitations 
of current, commonly used analytical tools contribute to the difficulty in 
distinguishing between the contributions of independent variables to 
that of the dependent variable as they may compete to explain much of 
the similar variance. Heck and Hallinger (2010, p. 248) concluded that 
‘Research needs to examine how leadership responds to changing 
 environmental forces as well as to changes in organisational processes and 
performance outcomes over time. Given current theoretical constructs 
and statistical methods, conducting further reciprocal-effects studies with 
longitudinal data is eminently possible and highly recommended’.

 Future Directions in Instructional Leadership: 
Research Methodologies That Parallel Evolving 
Assumptions of Instructional Leadership

 Complexity of Schools: Systems and Structures

Murphy (2015) examined the evolution of education from the industrial 
era in the USA (1890–1920) to the post-industrial era from the 1980s. 
He concluded that post-industrial school organisations have fundamen-
tally shifted in roles, relationships, and responsibilities. The shift is seen 
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in the blurring of the distinctions between administrators and teachers, 
with general roles instead of specialisation and the need for greater flexi-
bility and adaptability. In terms of structures, the traditional hierarchical 
organisation structures are giving way to structures that are flatter.

This shift contributed to the increasing complexity of schools. The 
involvement among a growing circle of stakeholders within the school 
and between government, employers, and communities clearly supports 
the view that schooling is no longer seen as a closed system. It is both a 
closed and open system (Darling-Hammond, 2010; Hargreaves & 
Shirley, 2009; Leithwood & Day, 2007). Open systems are ‘a system in 
exchange of a matter with its environment’ (Von Bertalanffy, 1968, 
p. 141). Schools as an open system are seen as part of a much larger net-
work rather than an independent, self-standing entity.

To understand the processes extant within the school, it is critical to study 
interrelationships between those entities and their connections to a whole 
system. The interrelationships among stakeholders are nonlinear and dis-
continuous, so even small changes in variables can have significant impacts 
on the whole system. A common theme found in the education reform 
documents from diverse countries is the phrase ‘world-class  education’. This 
phrase has become widely associated with comparative results on interna-
tional tests such as Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study, 
which purport to measure certain aspects of educational quality. This seem-
ingly small aspect of change (comparing of achievement in Mathematics 
and Science) has impacted developing and developed nations in reforming 
their education system and being able to call their ongoing education reform 
as moving towards a ‘world-class education system’.

Thus, interrelationships in an open system require sophisticated analy-
ses of their systemic nature. A reductionist and linear sequential relation-
ship investigation would not be sufficient to inform us to bring about 
further change.

 Contexts: High Accountability Systems

Investigation into the shape, place, and effect of principal instructional 
leadership has followed numerous pathways. Among these is the role and 
impact of school leadership in a policy environment that demands 
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increased school accountability for student outcomes (Cooley & Shen, 
2003; Heck & Hallinger, 2009; Vanderhaar, Muñoz, & Rodosky, 2006).

A consequence of this policy trend has been to return ‘instructional 
leadership’ to a central position within reform discourse (Hallinger, 2005; 
Wiseman, 2004). While scholarly interest in instructional leadership has 
endured since the early 1980s (e.g., Bossert et al., 1982), it has returned 
to the limelight because of an increasing global emphasis on school 
accountability measures linked directly to improving student learning 
(Hallinger, 2005). This is accompanied by substantial empirical evidence 
of the positive impact of instructional leadership on teacher practices and 
student outcomes (Blase & Blase, 1999; Hallinger et al., 1996; Leithwood 
et  al., 2004; Louis et  al., 2010; Marks & Printy, 2003; O’Donnell & 
White, 2005; Robinson et al., 2008).

 Scope for Indigenous Substantive Theory 
Building in Instructional Leadership

Similarly to the other topics in educational leadership, the research on 
instructional leadership still lacks empirical evidence, specifically in Asian 
societies and other non-Anglo-American contexts, despite its longevity. 
Bush (2014) argues that instructional leadership knowledge has been 
underpinned by research and practice in (partly) decentralised contexts, 
while little is known about how instructional leadership is practised in 
(more) centralised systems in Asia, Africa, and Eastern Europe. A number 
of scholars have recently confirmed the need for empirical studies on prac-
tices and effects of principal instructional leadership in Asia (e.g., Hallinger 
& Lee, 2011; Hallinger et al., 2015; Lee et al., 2012; Walker & Ko, 2011). 
One of the developmental tendencies for the research on instructional lead-
ership is to surface indigenous understandings on instructional leadership.

 What Are the Alternatives to Current Social Science 
Methodologies for Instructional Leadership?

As mentioned, it is important to ensure that any alternative research 
methodologies proposed must adhere to the characteristic of disciplined 
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inquiry. Cronbach and Suppes (1969) stated that ‘Disciplined inquiry 
does not necessarily follow well established, formal procedures. Some of 
the most excellent inquiry is free-ranging and speculative … trying what 
might seem to be a bizarre combination of ideas and procedures’ (p. 16).

Drawing from this, there are two other important points about disci-
plined inquiry that must be addressed. First, disciplined inquiry is not 
solely focused on establishing facts. The methods of observation and 
inquiry are critical if we were to state the facts. Establishment of facts can 
be done through a selection of observations and/or data collection meth-
ods. From a pragmatic perspective and to adhere to the characteristic of 
disciplined inquiry, we are proposing that one should be open to different 
types of observations and data collection methodologies as long as the 
definition of disciplined inquiry is adhered to. The field of educational 
leadership is not a discipline by itself. One should not be limited to a 
single discipline to dictate and direct the study. Instead, procedures and 
perspectives of different disciplines such as biology, anthropology, eco-
nomics, and others can be brought to bear on the research questions that 
we investigate.

In the last decade, the field of complexity science has emerged as a seri-
ous paradigm for research on complex systems. Complex systems consist 
of many distributed interacting components. Example of systems that 
have adopted complexity science research methodologies include health, 
socio-technological, natural sciences, governance and public policies, and 
so on (Klimek & Thurner, 2013; Sloot, Ivanov, Boukhanovsky, van de 
Vijver, & Boucher, 2008).

Complexity science is not a single theory—it encompasses many theo-
retical frameworks and is highly inter-disciplinary. It is also the study of 
systems—the patterns of relationships within them, how they are sus-
tained, how they self-organise, and how outcomes emerge (Zimmerman, 
Lindberg, & Plsek, 1998). Emergence is a property classically exhibited 
by many agent-based models, and it occurs when an attribute that can be 
described at a system level is not specifically encoded at the individual 
level. Complex systems are characterised by emergent phenomena—pat-
terns that appear to be quite complex can often be generated by 
simple rules.

Social science research that has been the hallmark of educational lead-
ership research has always been about reducing the complexity of the 
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world to predictable regularities (Phelan, 2001). Complexity science 
focuses on studying the evolution of complex organisations—entities 
with multiple, diverse, and interconnected elements. The emergence of 
new patterns in an organisation is a result of iterative feedback effects, 
nonlinearity interactions, and self-organisation practices (Zimmerman 
et al., 1998).

Therefore, complexity science provides a useful alternative to the linear 
causality assumption of social science. The studies adopt a rigorous 
approach to study some of the key dimensions of organisational life. How 
does organisational change happen? What are the conditions for innova-
tions in organisations? (Zimmerman et al., 1998).

The following section will highlight one of the methods used in com-
plexity science research that provide an alternative to the limitations 
identified in current research methodologies in educational leader-
ship research.

 Social Network Analysis

Social network analysis (SNA) (Scott, 2000; Wasserman & Faust, 1994) 
focuses on relational structures that characterise a network of people. It 
has been used to investigate educational issues such as teacher profes-
sional networks (Baker-Doyle & Yoon, 2011; Penuel, Riel, Krause, & 
Frank, 2009), the spread of educational innovations (Frank, Zhao, & 
Borman, 2004), and peer influences on youth behaviour (Bennett, 
Schneider, Tang, Arnold, & Wilson, 2006). It has also been used to shed 
light on the variety of ways in which teachers interact and relate. The 
relationships between teachers can be divided into expressive and instru-
mental relationships, with an underlying differentiation between how 
independent or interdependent each relationship structure makes teach-
ers (Moolenaar, Sleegers, Karsten, & Daly, 2012).

The following table provides examples of the types of data collected, 
analytical methods, and analytical tools used in social network (Table 2.3):

There are multiple methods and ways to study complexity phenom-
ena. It is not possible to delve into these methodologies in a meaningful 
manner in one chapter. The following are examples of established meth-
ods used in studying complex systems (Table 2.4):
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Table 2.3 Social network

Data Types and methods

What types of data 
are collected for 
social network?

Social bonds
Organisational links
Media connection
Identify boundaries
Clarify and design questions
‘Actually existing social relations’
‘Perceived relations’
Dynamism: ‘Episodic’ relations or ‘typical’/‘long term’ ties

Methods used to 
collect such data

Surveys
Interviews
Facebook, LinkedIn
Data mining (internet, emails)
Archival data
Observations

Analytical tools Netlogo
Netdraw
UCINET
NodeXL
Gephi
PAJEK
SPAN
STATNET

 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have reviewed instructional leadership from its incep-
tion to current adaptations in different contexts. In particular, the discus-
sion on the evolution from heroic individual and simple cause and effect 
to one of team/distributed leadership and complexity has highlighted 
two key points. First, instructional leadership is still relevant in improv-
ing schools and student learning, albeit with the need for adaptation and 
modification of the original models. Second, there are constraints in the 
use of current universally adopted social science methodologies and ana-
lytical tools for researching instructional leadership in context, in differ-
ent cultures and within the dynamic complexity of schools.

This chapter proposes to add diversity to instructional leadership 
research, thus ensuring that its scholarly evolution continues. Complexity 
research methodologies proposed are not merely alternative or novel ways 
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Table 2.4 Complexity science research methods

Methods Definition

Agent-based 
modelling

An agent-based model (ABM) is one of a class of computational 
models for simulating the actions and interactions of 
autonomous agents (both individual and collective entities 
such as organisations or groups) with a view to assessing their 
effects on the system as a whole. It combines elements of 
game theory, complex systems emergence, computational 
sociology, multi-agent systems, and evolutionary 
programming.

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agent-based_model
Network 

(social) 
analysis

Social network analysis (SNA) is the process of investigating 
social structures through the use of network and graph 
theories. It characterises networked structures in terms of 
nodes (individual actors, people, or things within the network) 
and the ties or edges (relationships or interactions) that 
connect them.

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_network_analysis
Dynamical 

systems 
theory

Dynamical systems theory is an area of mathematics used to 
describe the behaviour of complex dynamical systems, usually 
by employing differential equations or difference equations. 
Much of modern research is focused on the study of chaotic 
systems.

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dynamical_systems_theory
Multi-agent 

modelling
A multi-agent system (M.A.S.) is a computerised system 

composed of multiple interacting intelligent agents within an 
environment. Multi-agent systems can be used to solve 
problems that are difficult or impossible for an individual 
agent or a monolithic system to solve. Source: https://en.
wikipedia.org/wiki/Agent-based_social_simulation

of examining the problems or issues encountered. They bring with them 
their contrasting disciplinary roots where the types of research questions 
that can be raised are now made possible by adopting similar concepts 
from different disciplines.

Our interest in the effects of instructional leadership on school improve-
ment can now be investigated by asking different research questions. We 
could indeed go deeper and ask, ‘What do we wish to know about school 
improvement that we do not yet know enough?’ Being open to diverse 
methodologies through a disciplined approach has nothing to lose but 
everything to gain in our scholastic pursuit of knowledge in the field of 
educational leadership. We must avoid being educational leadership 
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researchers who see our world from the perspectives that we have lived in 
and must not accept without question these perspectives as the only ones.

The choice of research method or combination of methods affects the 
type of research questions asked. Ideally, we should not be constrained by 
the methods before asking our research questions. Research questions are 
the primary drivers for our quest for knowledge. It should be from this 
basis that we find the most relevant methodologies that can answer our 
research questions and provide us with the findings that can contribute to 
theory formation, knowledge building, and translation to practice.
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3
Leadership for Learning

John MacBeath

Instructional leadership (IL) and leadership for learning (LfL), it had 
been argued, are synonymous, a simple matter of terminology. But words 
have a latent power.

How we think is so saturated with language that it makes it virtually 
impossible to recast the concepts which shape our thoughts and often 
frustrate our attempts to communicate ideas.

When A.N. Whitehead (1929) referred to ‘inert ideas’, he reminded us 
that thinking critically requires a new cognitive vocabulary, new ways of 
seeing the all-too familiar. So, does it matter that ‘instruction’ has been 
progressively redefined to mean something quite different from its his-
torical roots? Does it matter that it resides in a form of authority and 
mode of ‘delivery’, famously captured in England’s Chief Inspector pro-
nouncement, ‘Teachers teach and children learn. It’s as simple as that’ 
(2002). Or, as he might have added, leaders lead and followers follow.
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Why is it important to recast terminology so that we privilege leader-
ship for learning over other definitions? Why indeed should we take the 
trouble if other definitions serve us equally well? Perhaps because the his-
tory and connotations of ‘instruction’ place the teacher, parent or author-
ity figure at centre stage while ‘learning’, by contrast, refers to the 
individual or the collective process of transformational change.

This is not to argue, however, that leadership for learning is free of 
ambiguity or misconception. After all, it contains not only two big ideas 
but also a highly contentious connecting proposition. What is it ‘for’? Its 
very ambiguity opens the door to a deeper exploration of the contested 
connections between two forms of activity which, after a few thousand 
lifetimes, we still struggle to fully comprehend.

If we are to suggest new ways of leading and new ways of leading learn-
ing, we have to recognise the power of language and an embedded dis-
course of leading. We have to revisit our long-held assumptions of 
positional authority and the reflex nature of followership. We easily fall 
into the familiar language in which policies are couched, referring almost 
reflexively to school leaders as the principal actors. The term principal is 
widely used in North America, Australasia, Singapore and Hong Kong, 
for example. In countries where English in not the first language—in 
Europe for example—the French proviseur is the provider; preside, in 
Italian, is the one who presides.

Richard Elmore (2008) refers to this as the ‘default culture’ because it 
is rarely challenged, and even when it is challenged, there are powerful 
forces which push back to the status quo. The democratic, free and alter-
native schools of the 1970s enjoyed a relatively brief life, perhaps because 
we are so culturally wedded to hierarchy, or more persuasively perhaps, 
because they were overtaken by accountability, performance manage-
ment and ‘league tables’.

In this world of ‘detailed deliverology’, write Hargreaves and Shirley 
(2009), there is no spare energy for teachers to contest the conditions and 
oppressive aspects of their work. In addition to (or as a concomitant of ) 
pressure from above, writes Ann Lieberman (1992), strong teacher norms 
of egalitarianism can also be powerful inhibitors, dissuading anyone from 
presumptuous initiatives, from sticking their neck out too far,  engendering 
a reluctance to exercise leadership without formal invitation or approval.
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So powerful and so seductive are the accolades which fall to successful 
schools, and by association to successful leaders, that the essential pur-
poses of what it means to lead are easily forgotten. Fullan (2011) attri-
butes these inimical policy effects to what he calls the ‘wrong policy 
drivers’, a too-ready compliance with convention and external authority.

There is a ‘deeply entrenched tendency to underestimate the contribu-
tion of more than a few key figures … [stemming] from thousands of 
years of cultural conditioning’ and, as such, [it] remains incredibly diffi-
cult to change, even if the evidence points elsewhere (Bolden, 
2011, p. 254).

What could be more obvious or self-evident than ‘leadership’? We elect 
our national and party leaders, and virtually all secular and religious 
organisations that we belong to are ‘led’ by elected, self-appointed or 
anointed individuals. The lessons of history are that however misguided, 
incompetent or destructive they may be, we are often powerless to either 
influence their decisions or remove them from office.

What happens, however, when decisions made by elected leaders have 
far-reaching and potentially destructive consequences? How many party- 
political appointees have actually been competent to make critical deci-
sions on school curricula and assessment? Recent history in England 
provides evidence of leaders making decisions based on their own school 
experience, perceived ‘public opinion’ or nostalgia for a mythical 
golden age.

 Leadership Coming of Age

The creation of a chair in Educational Leadership in 2000 in Cambridge 
was, in part, a recognition of a gap in provision, a growing emphasis on 
leadership, politically and academically, and a need for rethinking what 
we understand by the language and embedded assumptions of ‘leading’ 
and ‘learning’.

One of the first initiatives of the newly created leadership team was to 
build on international connections and previous collaboration with col-
leagues in other countries. The intention was to explore how leadership 
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was understood and how it was instrumental in creating an environment 
in which a ‘learning’ discourse was embedded in routine practice.

The six countries which eventually signed up to a 4-year comparative 
project (Carpe Vitam in honour of its Swedish funding body) could 
hardly have been more different, culturally and politically. Denmark and 
Norway had a longstanding tradition of democratic leadership, absence 
of hierarchy or explicit accountability. In Greece, leadership was synony-
mous with the principal, and in Austria, there was caution in its approach 
to the language of leaders (Fuhrer) and leadership (Fuhrung), as the 
country was embarking on radical reappraisal of longstanding conven-
tions. In the US (from Seattle in the west to Princeton in the east), 
together with Australia in the deep south, accountability, and its hand-
maiden ‘performativity’, were already deeply embedded in policy 
and practice.

What was becoming increasingly common over the 4-year period of 
the study was the emphasis on leadership as positional and on senior 
leaders as accountable for the performance of their schools. In 1983, 
Geert Hofstede compared ‘power distance’ between the highest and low-
est levels of the educational hierarchy among countries, a measure of 
democracy in schools. Denmark, along with its Nordic neighbours, was 
one of the countries with the smallest power distance. However, as Lejf 
Moos in Denmark and Jorunn Møller in Norway wrote in 2003, both 
countries were experiencing an inexorable shift from a strong traditional 
belief in shared leadership, equality, comprehensive schools and demo-
cratic participation into the brave new world of comparative 
performativity.

The focus is shifting to detailed national performance standards and com-
petitive advantage. The democratic approach which left many curriculum 
decisions to professional leaders and teachers, in collaboration with stu-
dents and parents, has been superseded by mandated standards, decentrali-
sation, consumer choice, competition, outcomes, effectiveness, efficiency, 
inter-school and inter-country comparisons. (Moos & Møller, 2003, p. 35)
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 Five Key Principles

In 2001, teachers and senior leaders, participants in the Carpe Vitam 
project, met to agree on an agenda and a common purpose for research 
and development. Three and a half years later five key principles had been 
agreed. The fifth principle (accountability) was a late addition from the 
U.S. partners, who had expressed surprise that such a salient issue had 
originally been overlooked. The five principles have not only survived 
over the ensuing decade and a half but have been widely adopted in other 
countries as culturally diverse as Egypt, Macedonia, Turkey, Hong Kong 
and Ghana. The principles are as follows:

• Sharing leadership
• Maintaining a focus on learning
• Sustaining a learning dialogue
• Creating an environment for learning
• Reframing accountability

 Sharing Leadership

This first principle may be seen as underpinning and sustaining the other 
four. By challenging conventional images and revisiting what it means to 
lead, we are brought closer to rethinking the nature and place of learning, 
the importance of dialogue, the environment in which it occurs and how 
we account to one another for the practice which flows from that. We are 
so inured to the notion of leadership as an individual quality, or activity, 
that it is challenging to think of how a genuine sharing of leadership 
might be enacted in the day-by-day business of schools.

In a high-stakes accountability environment principals/head teachers 
have become acutely aware that the ‘buck’ stops with them and that while 
they may delegate, any risk they may take with their colleagues carries 
with it a personal, rather than an institutional, accountability.

At the same time, within increasingly demanding and complex cir-
cumstances, it was becoming daily clearer that no single leader could have 
all of the skills to effectively perform the range of leadership tasks now 
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required. As Richard Elmore would write in 2008, senior leaders have 
little option but to trust colleagues and create an environment in which 
that trust is reciprocated.

When teachers exercise their agency beyond the classroom, with colleagues, 
with parents and other agencies or with policy, they exercise leadership. 
When they do so as part of a collective endeavour, leadership becomes a 
shared activity. Despite a body of writing on teacher leadership, much of it 
fails to grasp or explore the connections between individual agency and the 
collective. Teacher leadership is construed as a role or as status within the 
institutional hierarchy rather than captured in the flow of activities. The 
roles and activities of leadership flow from the expertise required for learn-
ing and improvement, not from the formal dictates of the institution. 
(Elmore, in OECD, 2008, p. 38)

Where leadership lies and the form it assumes can prove difficult to 
disentangle, requiring careful study as to where the initiative occurs, how 
decisions are made and by whom. It demands a sophisticated grasp of 
how differences are resolved and how resources are identified and used. 
Intelligence and creativity, it has been found, do not necessarily lie within 
individuals but between them. As Spillane writes (2012), equating lead-
ership with the actions of those in leadership positions is inadequate for 
three reasons: First, because leadership practice typically involves multi-
ple leaders, some with, and some without, formal leadership positions. 
Second, because leadership practice is not something done to followers. 
Approaching this from a distributed perspective, ‘followers’ may be seen 
as simply one of the multiple essential aspects of all leadership practice. 
Third, it is not the actions of individuals, but the interactions among 
them, that are critical in leadership practice. It has to be understood, 
argues Gronn, as a group, rather than simply an individual, activity.

Distributed leadership is not something ‘done’ by an individual ‘to’ others, 
or a set of individual actions through which people contribute to a group 
or organization…. [it] is a group activity that works through and within 
relationships, rather than individual action, offering the promise of a new 
‘unit of analysis’ through which leadership could be understood in a  holistic 
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sense rather than simply as the aggregation of individual contributions. 
(Gronn, 2002, p. 425)

 Maintaining a Focus on Learning

It is through the second principle that a distribution, or sharing, of lead-
ership may be realised, in situations where learning is genuinely the focus 
of the schools’ endeavours. It is a demanding precept.

As with leadership, we tend to approach ‘learning’ as institutionally 
located, involving being taught or directed by others. So, in an educa-
tional context, the questions ‘Who are the learners?’ and ‘Who are the 
leaders?’ receive a default answer in the implicit structures and conven-
tions of schools. Both leadership and learning are made apparent in the 
everyday conduct of school life, in the arrangements of classrooms, and 
in the hierarchies of access and privilege. It needs no conversation for the 
new pupil, or the new graduate student, the novice teacher or the visiting 
parent to know who learns, who leads and who follows.

Problematising learning is unlikely to take place without a common 
commitment to inquiry and challenge, an openness to critique and an 
ability to offer it in a way that can be heard. The larger challenge is to 
share this exploratory endeavour with the parent body, many of whom 
may, unsurprisingly, hold a more performance-orientated perspective. 
With reference to learning-friendly leaders, MacBeath and Townsend 
(2011, p. 87) write:

[T]hey find ways to release the creative energy of teachers and students, for 
this is the force that fosters experimentation and that breathes life, excite-
ment, and enthusiasm into the learning environment for students and for 
teachers. This implies, of course, that leaders are comfortable with ambigu-
ity, that they are more interested in learning than in outcomes, and that 
they trust teachers and students to work their magic in the classrooms.

In Hong Kong, a principal talked about using his first year in post ‘to 
listen and learn, to feel and experience the culture’, to engage in dialogue 
with a range of stakeholders, each day inviting a different group of stu-
dents or teachers to conversations over lunch in his office. Only when he 
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felt he had gained their trust, did he begin to encourage teachers ‘to ven-
ture forth’ and to learn from their colleagues and from their students. 
Professional development grew from a recognition of the force field of 
‘satisfiers’ and ‘dissatisfiers’ and a recognition of the nesting of teachers’ 
experience, within their own classrooms, their departments, their schools, 
their local neighbourhoods, local policy and national politics, and the 
international standards agendas which touch, however invisibly or insidi-
ously, on teachers’ daily work.

The idea of leadership as emerging in the flow of practice invests a collec-
tive power to those who put pedagogical practice under scrutiny so as to 
understand it better and, in turn, to influence, shaping future practice. In 
so doing, it adds meaning to their own professional practice, their own 
sense of agency and, at the same time, revisits the concept of leader-
ship itself.

 Sustaining a Learning Dialogue

The word ‘dialogue’ has been used by teachers to refer to a process which 
is, by definition, about voice but refers to something more than speaking 
and listening. It is about a shared search for meaning and mutual under-
standing. It is not a one-off event but a continuous process. It is not 
reserved for special places or special occasions but is an essential aspect of 
the school’s ethos. It has been captured in Robin Alexander’s notion of 
the dialogic classroom and the dialogic school, in Senge’s ‘learning school’ 
and in McGilchrist and colleagues’ ‘intelligent school’. It is readily 
acknowledged, however, that this is an ideal state which is not simply or 
easily achieved and that the journey towards it is by starting small, by 
modelling being a living example, and, over time, making the implicit 
explicit and a matter of planned intervention.

Javed (2013) refers to ‘disciplined dialogue’ as a process which is 
teacher-led, in which there is co-construction of professional knowledge, 
evidence-based and sustained through a culture which is unafraid of chal-
lenge to conventional wisdom and authority. In Javed’s own research in 
Pakistan into the practical applications of LfL in schools, he describes the 
reach of dialogue to encompass all stakeholders (principals, teachers, 
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 students and parents) in order to establish a shared vision for effective 
learning. Dialogue emerged very strongly as ‘the missing link’ in embed-
ding change, bringing together different people, levels and aspects of a 
school community, curriculum, assessment and accountability. Adapting 
the LfL model and the wording of the principles, he describes a particular 
challenge, but one which also serves to clarify and sharpen the concept.

When working with people in the more remote areas of Pakistan for whom 
English is their fourth or fifth language, I have to modify the terminology 
and I am more focused on the meaning that I want to convey. (in Swaffield 
Dempster, Frost, & MacBeath, 2014, p. 5)

While it may seem patently obvious that learning should be meaning-
ful, the hard work of making meaning is most commonly left to the stu-
dent, often attended by sanctions and ultimately reflected in poor grades. 
‘How many students were rendered callous to ideas? How many lost the 
impetus to learn because of the way in which learning was experienced by 
them?’, wrote John Dewey in 1937.

 Creating an Environment for Learning

School and classroom life is a prolonged process of making meaning 
within the place one finds oneself, its constraints, demands and opportu-
nities. In Amsterdam, a teacher uses the first day with a new class to 
problematise the classroom as an environment for learning. He or she 
asks pupils to use the first period in the day to explore the room, to rear-
range furniture, to open drawers and cupboards, to examine teaching 
materials. They then discuss the arguments for and against different con-
figurations and deployment of resources so as to maximise opportunities 
for learning.

In her book Assessing Children’s Learning, Mary Jane Drummond 
(1993) writes about how often children struggle to make sense of what is 
going on around them, seeing what the teacher may fail to see in her 
relentless quest for the right and wrong answers. She cites a pupil 
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 conscientiously answering 36 questions on a test and getting a raw score 
of two correct answers. She writes:

We have little evidence from this test of his learning in the cognitive 
domain but we can see how much he has learned about the social conven-
tions of school – how to keep his pencil sharp, how to stay in his seat, how 
to take a test, how to be a pupil. In the affective domain we can see Jason 
has learned not to express dissatisfaction or disquiet when meaningless 
demands are made on him. And yet we can also see signs – small but per-
haps significant– that in limited ways left open to him, Jason is still strug-
gling to make sense of what goes on around him in the puzzling world of 
school. (Drummond, 1993, p. 5)

 Reframing Accountability

Accountability is not a particularly friendly word. It tends to have nega-
tive connotations and associations with control and hierarchy. It seems to 
imply that one cannot be trusted without some form of oversight and 
justification for behavioural choices. There is nothing as corrosive within 
an organisation as mistrust, and nothing as destructive within a school 
than a lack of trust between those who lead and those who follow, teach-
ers and students, teachers and their colleagues, teachers and parents, 
teachers and senior leaders. None of these negative constructs are desir-
able or necessary. How we account to one another takes us back to an 
environment which nurtures dialogue and shares agency. In his book The 
Speed of Trust Stephen Covey argues that in organisations in which there 
are high levels of trust, business is affected faster, more effectively and 
more productively. Where there is high trust there is much less need for 
tedious bureaucracy, supervision, accounting and accountability. With 
high levels of trust there is an implicit sense of mutual accountability—
what we owe to others in return for the trust invested in us. This does 
imply, as Day and Sammons (2008, p. 18) write:

[A] shift away from the conventional, hierarchical patterns of bureaucratic 
control toward what has been referred to as a network pattern of control, 
that is, a pattern of control in which line employees are actively involved in 
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[making] organisational decision[s] [and] staff cooperation and collegiality 
supplant the hierarchy as a means of coordinating work flows and resolving 
technical difficulties.

Whether ‘supplanting’ hierarchical structures and cultures will ever 
become a reality, as both Gronn and Spillane contend, we need to 
approach this issue with a more sophisticated understanding of the 
policy- practice relationship and the nature of the ‘force field’ which may 
promote, but may also inhibit, a more radical agenda.

A major quantitative study (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008) identified four 
essential and inter-related characteristics of successful schools, which 
researchers described as effective dialogue, collective responsibility, depri-
vatised practice and shared norms. In relation to the first of these four 
criteria—effective dialogue—the most discriminating questionnaire item 
was: ‘How often in this school year have you had conversations with col-
leagues about what helps students learn best?’ This was found to be closely 
related to the second criterion, ‘collective responsibility’ which was tested 
by the question ‘How many teachers in this school feel responsible to help 
each other improve their instruction?’ This was, again, coincident with 
‘deprivatized practice’ and the questionnaire item ‘How often in this school 
year have you had colleagues observe your classroom?’ The fourth criterion 
‘shared norms’ was found to be particularly significant in relation to the 
statement ‘Most teachers in our school share a similar set of values, beliefs, 
and attitudes related to teaching and learning’.

Taken together, these findings coincide with the conclusions of other 
major studies, that when the focus of the teachers’ conversations centres 
on the quality of student learning and on collaborative work, teachers are 
more likely to adopt practices that enhance that learning. By these mea-
sures, improvement rests most significantly with a culture and ethos in 
which teachers not only talk together about their practice but listen to, 
and learn from, their colleagues.

As the authors conclude:

When teachers share ideas about practice, discuss them, or demonstrate 
them regularly, they may have decreased dependence on their principal as 
a direct source of expert knowledge. This lessened dependence may help to 
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account for the diminished impact of trust in leadership when we take the 
level of professional community into account. In other words, perhaps 
only where professional community is weak do teachers look to the princi-
pal for direct instructional support. (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008, p. 468)

 The Challenge of Convention and Hierarchy

Changing a culture is ‘hard work for everyone’, concludes Seashore Louis, 
the complexity of the challenge exemplified in a 3-year initiative in 
Florida. Its purpose was to encourage collaborative teacher leadership—‘a 
new brand of teacher leadership, where the state’s most effective class-
room practitioners would spread the teaching expertise’. It was recog-
nised as a bold promise given a daunting body of international evidence 
as to embedded traditions and systemic obstacles to both ‘sharing’ and 
‘spreading’. The programme was founded on a lateral process of diffusion 
which relied on either a receptive school climate or the space and ability 
to create one. This, it was promised, would be achieved through a Teacher 
Leader Fellowship designed to:

empower teachers professionally so that they improve their own practice 
and that of their colleagues in ways that ultimately support the creation of 
more rich and meaningful learning experiences for students and result in 
greater college and career success. (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008, p. 3)

Among the positive accolades and enthusiastic testimonies from par-
ticipants, highlighted in the Cambridge-led evaluation, there were some 
participating Fellows who described being disempowered by authority, 
characterised by one participant as ‘deferential vulnerability’. This was in 
sharp contrast with the personal and professional authority that these 
teachers had experienced within the collegial meeting ground of the pro-
gramme workshops. Acute disappointment was expressed in relation to 
gatekeepers—senior staff—who could deny access to the levers of change, 
frustrating the potential to make a wider impact. As one teacher leader 
put it, senior staff had not learned ‘to view it as an asset rather than a 
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threat’. This underlined the importance of holding workshops for senior 
leaders. One of the University team made this telling observation:

Part of what this programme has surfaced for me is that you cannot work 
on teacher leadership without simultaneously working on principal leader-
ship. Because the fact is that what our teachers have got [to do] is seldom 
experienced by the people they report to. It’s a lonely uncollaborated fear- 
driven experience.

Speaking at the International Conference on School Effectiveness and 
Improvement in Stavanger in 2019, Amanda Datnow emphasised an 
essential quality of senior leaders as recognising the emotional nature of 
teachers’ collaborative work. They understand how leadership is shared 
and how teachers become a resource for their colleagues. This presumes 
an ability among those senior leaders to understand teachers’ emotional 
investment in their work, to appreciate the nature of stress and the resil-
ience required not only to lead the learning of one’s students but also of 
one’s colleagues. It also presumes an ability to recognise the vulnerability 
and frustration which teachers experience when such support is absent: 
in short, both a lack of effective leadership and a lack of effective learning.

This stands in stark contrast with a London school where the head 
teacher, Sir Alan Steer, presided over a school in which he would walk the 
corridors to ensure that all classroom doors were closed, that children 
were facing the front and that the only voice to be heard was that of 
the teacher.

Rather than creating space for teachers to lead, this powerful model of 
leadership effectively closed off opportunities to exceed the tight bound-
aries of their designated role. With reference to policy and pedagogy, Sir 
Alan is quoted as saying, ‘This policy has got a lot of me in it. It’s largely 
me’, and ‘that wasn’t from the staff. That was from myself… It was quite 
brutal. It was tough. It was me’ (in James et al., 2007). At the same time, 
the reference to teacher autonomy was, by his own admission, disingenu-
ous. ‘I think teachers have got to feel that they’re making decisions but 
what I suppose I’m forcing them to do is make those decisions’.

His vocabulary, scattered with terms such as ‘tough’, ‘brutal’, and ‘forc-
ing’, appeared to be widely accepted as ‘strong leadership’, raising the 
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stakes, creating followership, willing or otherwise. A telling measure of 
this autocratic regime was for young people in their first year of university 
to return to the school to complain of the inhibiting legacy of unques-
tioning compliance with authority which had robbed them of initiative 
and the ability to think for themselves.

The language of leadership gives us insights into its origins and effects. 
Tough and brutal may be extreme but more commonly we meet terms 
such as ‘strong’, ‘powerful’, ‘directive’ and ‘charismatic’. This ‘hard’ lan-
guage contrasts with a softer, even horticultural, language of nurturing, 
growth and qualities such as empathy and even vulnerability. In Datnow’s 
reference to the successful teacher-empowering schools, she talks about 
the emotional nature of leading, learning and the resilience that comes 
from collegial sharing.

Unlike many newly appointed principals whose first step it to stamp 
their authority on the school, in Hong Kong a newly appointed principal 
devoted his first year to learning, to understanding the unique culture of 
the school of which he had been privileged to become a part. He was alert 
to potential resentment as well as possible enthusiasm for change and a 
mix of differing expectations and latent assumptions about ‘authority’. 
He knew of leaders who had moved too quickly to assert their presence 
and power, who ‘owned’ their school.

 Who Owns the School?

In 2016, a group of teachers in the Netherlands invented a board game 
‘We Own the School’ in which the players explore where authority, prin-
ciples, conventions and the wellsprings of learning lie. The playing board 
contains six segments each with a different type of school, the object 
being to debate the qualities that are most desirable, what it might mean 
to realise them in practice and, as pupils, to ‘own’ one’s learning. The six 
are described as follows:

 (1) The Traditional School, in which formal roles take centre stage, in 
which delegation of responsibilities is executed through top-down 
structures, in which knowing and performing designated roles is 
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practised as a norm. Who leads, who learns and who follows is trans-
parent and unambiguous.

 (2) The Strategic School is one in which leadership is less role-bound, less 
reliant on hierarchy than on clearly defined remits, tasks allocated 
and engaged in according to talent, individual aptitude and speciali-
sation. It might be described as a meritocracy.

 (3) In the Pragmatic School, personal relationships are at a premium and 
although roles and responsibilities are assigned by senior leaders, they 
tend to be ad hoc and fluid, responsive and supportive, encouraging 
of staff’s sense of ownership of the school.

 (4) The Incremental School is described as both pragmatic and strategic, 
bottom-up and top-down, more people- than task-orientated, and 
progressively building student leadership as essential to creating a 
flatter organisation in which leadership is seen and nurtured as a 
common endeavour.

 (5) The Competent School thrives on the ownership and ambition of its 
members, on their collective ambition and ‘competence’ and on a 
resilient belief in the skills of all its members, encouraging ‘leading’ 
as both individual and collegial.

 (6) In the Cultural School, student ownership is the core driving value, 
defining the nature and ethos of an organisation in which roles are 
secondary to values so that decisions as to who leads and who follows 
are fluid and dependent on situation and task.

The purpose of the game is to open up discussion and appeal to evi-
dence regarding the latitude for dissent and the locus of areas (or poten-
tial areas) where pupil or teacher leadership may lie. The degree to which 
pupils or teachers may claim to ‘own’ the school depends on the scope 
that exists for initiative, agency and a climate open enough to accept risk 
and to be constantly self-renewing.

If posed the question of ownership, the most common reply would be 
to cite the principal or head teacher. For their part, teachers might claim 
to ‘own’ the classroom, the locus of ownership clearly signalled in the 
language of ‘my school’ and ‘my classroom’. In their own homes, many 
children and young people lay claim to their bedroom as their own pri-
vate space, explicitly signalled by the seven-year-old whose bedroom door 
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boasts a ‘No Entry’ traffic symbol, an instruction to knock before enter-
ing, and in large letters, Emmanuelle’s Room.

A challenge to conventions of ownership is the example cited above of 
the teacher who, on the first school day, invites children to problematise 
the classroom as a learning environment, always coming back to the 
question ‘is this a good place in which to learn, to share ideas, to 
think again?’

A much-used reference is to Roger Hart’s ladder of student participa-
tion, from manipulation to shared decision-making. A variation on this 
comes from Fielding and McGregor (2005) who write about ‘new spaces 
for dialogue’ and the nature of ‘participation’, in which students in a 
‘lived democracy’ are ‘knowledge creators’. On the bottom rung of the 
ladder, students are characterised as a data source, their achievements 
used to measure and report on progress. Moving up the ladder, students 
are seen as ‘active respondents’, invited into the learning dialogue. 
‘Students as co-inquirers’ extends their role further into a more collabora-
tive partnership with their teachers. A further step on the ladder is to for 
students to be in the lead role with their teachers in a facilitated and sup-
portive role—‘students as knowledge creators’. ‘Students as joint authors’ 
moves further into action planning which, in turn, leads to the top, most 
ambitious, step of ‘intergenerational learning in a lived democracy’ in 
which there is a shared commitment to, and responsibility for, the 
common good.

 Children’s World of Learning

In his award-winning book Children, their World, their Education, Robin 
Alexander finds little evidence in policyspeak of children as knowledge 
creators or ‘joint authors’. He draws attention to the layered complexity 
of school, learning and leadership and their historical legacy and identi-
fies nine inter-related aspects of practice which define how learning may 
be understood and may be led.

 1. Children: their characteristics, development and upbringing.
 2. Teaching: its planning, execution and evaluation.
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 3. Learning: how it can best be motivated, achieved, identified, assessed 
and built upon.

 4. Curriculum: the various ways of knowing, understanding, doing, cre-
ating, investigating and making sense of what is most important for 
children to encounter, and how these are most appropriately trans-
lated and structured for teaching.

 5. School, as a formal institution, a microculture and a conveyor of peda-
gogical messages over and above those of the classroom.

 6. Policy, national and local, which prescribes or proscribes, enables or 
inhibits, what is taught and how.

 7. Culture: the web of values, ideas, institutions and processes which 
inform, shape and explain a society’s views of education, teaching 
and learning and which throw up a complex burden of choices and 
dilemmas for those whose job it is to translate these into a practi-
cal pedagogy.

 8. Self: what it is to be a person, an individual relating to others and to 
the wider society, and how through education and other early experi-
ences selfhood is acquired.

 9. History: the indispensable tool for making sense of both education’s 
present state and its future possibilities and potential. (Alexander, 2010a)

His plaint ‘Still no pedagogy’ refers, in part, to the inhibitions of lan-
guage used to refer to learning and leadership. Reframing active under-
standing implies coming to recognise this less as a matter of what leaders 
or teachers do but what learners do, or how learning is made manifest. 
His nine dimensions offer a ‘counter discourse’ to ‘the technical science- 
driven conceptions of teaching that dominate the language of educa-
tional policy’.

Writing in The Guardian, Alexander (2010b) pointed out the extent 
to which the compliance culture in England had impacted on schools 
and on teachers’ professional lives. He questioned the way govern-
ments, since the 1990s, had chosen to tackle the task of raising primary 
school standards by using high-stakes tests, league tables, prescriptive 
national teaching strategies, procedures for inspection, initial teacher 
training, continuous professional development and ‘school improve-
ment’, all requiring strict compliance with official accounts of what 
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primary  education is about and how it should be undertaken. At the 
same time, teachers professed to be ‘fed up with interference, mindless 
paper work, lurches in policy, and daily announcements of gimmicky 
initiatives’ (cited in MacBeath, 2010, p. 37).

If school leaders, teachers and young people have a genuine belief that 
‘we own the school’ it ought to be made visible in commitment and resis-
tance to mindlessness, not simply an embrace of a counter discourse but 
a demonstration of what a learning community can look and feel like. As 
Hesselbein, Goldsmith, Beckard, and Drucker (1996, p. 78) have argued 
in relation to school leaders, their distinguishing strength is the ability to 
push themselves out of their comfort zone into risky territory. The same 
may be said of leading-edge teachers. ‘They are open to people and ideas 
even at a time in life when they might reasonably think—because of their 
success—that they know everything’.

‘Nothing fails like success’, wrote Peter Senge in his discourse on 
organisational learning disabilities. Familiarity breeds complacency, write 
Mayer, Pecheone, and Merino (2012, p. 115), arguing for a more refined 
critique of routine practice.

Challenging curriculum expectations and more diverse learners mean that 
teachers have to be more sophisticated in their understanding of the effects 
of context and learner variability on teaching and learning. Instead of 
implementing set routines, teachers need to become ever more skillful in 
their ability to evaluate teaching situations and develop teaching responses 
that can be effective under different circumstances.

‘Under different circumstances’ is a telling phrase because it challenges 
the contained setting of the classroom. It challenges the comfort zone of 
those who know telling those who don’t know. It opens to scrutiny the 
nature of behaviour settings and ‘construction sites’. The former refers to 
the powerful shaping of the conditioned response of human beings to the 
dictats of the physical environment in which they find themselves. The 
latter refers to ways in which intelligence is ‘constructed’ by the places 
and people with whom we congregate, who either constrain or enhance 
desire and determination.
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‘There is a well-established gap between what teachers would like to do 
and what they do, between their aspiration and achievement’, wrote 
UNESDOC in their Competency Framework for Teachers (2011). ‘It will 
take time for teachers to understand these new approaches to teaching 
but it clearly goes beyond understanding’.

 How Teachers Lose, and Gain, Their Voice

There are resonances here with Yendol-Silva and Dana (2004) journal 
article in which they describe the challenges in encouraging classroom 
teachers to assume a more challenging leadership role. They suggest four 
key responsibilities: teacher as a decision-maker, teacher as a teacher- 
educator, teacher as a researcher and teacher as a political advocate. Each 
of these demand leadership of some kind, individual or collegial, but 
requiring liberation, sometimes painful, from the tight boundaries of 
classroom instruction. This does not come easily, argue Yendol-Silva and 
Dana, given the weight of history and convention, reminding their read-
ers of teachers’ struggles to use the space and find their voice.

There is a compelling relationship between space and voice. Within 
the classroom, it is teachers’ voice that rules and is rarely questioned. 
Outside the classroom, that voice appears to lose its authority, except 
perhaps in relation to parents. The weight of convention is a powerful 
deterrent, especially to neophyte teachers for whom the classroom is their 
predetermined place. Their pre-service education may not have included 
examination of the politics and micropolitics of organisations. Drawing 
on Foucault’s work, Yendol-Silva and Dana (2004) describe teachers’ 
struggles with roles, relationships and power. Having a prescribed role as 
a classroom teacher, they write, commonly brings with it, perceptions of 
limited power and a necessary subordination to convention and expecta-
tion. Being ‘just a teacher’ carries within it a self-limiting convention and 
an implicit virtue of knowing one’s place. They write that teachers ‘did 
not find their power until they began acting, interacting, and under-
standing the new micropolitics of the new spaces and their new voice’. 
However, they further argue, ‘simply creating spaces for teachers to 
assume responsibility for decision-making, and educating teachers as to 
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their potential agency, is not enough. All members of the community 
need to work hard to construct, navigate, and protect these new spaces in 
productive and meaningful ways. They need to continually analyse ways 
in which these spaces are being occupied, who is benefiting from the 
spaces being created, whose voices are being heard, and who is left 
out’ (p. 130).

The opportunity to find new spaces for learning and leadership and the 
relationship between them is exemplified in Hong Kong where students 
are released from the dictats of curriculum and assessment and the author-
ity of teachers through ‘other’ forms of individual and collegial learning.

 Other Learning Experiences

In Hong Kong, 15% of the curriculum has, over the last decade, been 
devoted to what are known as Other Learning Experiences, or 
OLE. Teachers there have attested to a profound impact on their knowl-
edge and professional expertise when they work with young people in 
unfamiliar, or less tightly structured and prescriptive, contexts than the 
classroom. This includes community projects, work experience, trips to 
Macau or Singapore or to mainland China. It is a liberating experience 
not to be cast in the teacher/teller role but to be free not to know, not to 
be the expert or the ultimate authority. As one member of staff described it:

I suddenly felt I wasn’t the teacher any more. Here we were traveling and 
learning together, sharing our thinking and constantly surprising each 
other with what we knew and didn’t know. It was embarrassing at first not 
to know the answers, and for children to explain to me when I didn’t 
understand, but I soon became comfortable with it because I got so much 
from how much it empowered them to know more than their teacher. 
(unpublished evaluation of Other Learning Experiences)

As teachers explore the potential of OLE, they discover different forms 
of leading and following, more exciting forms of pedagogy and more 
imaginative ways of making learning active, interactive and student-led. 
While school principals were rarely involved directly in OLE it was criti-
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cal for them to understand its potential for raising achievement by  
re- invigorating a sense of agency for young people as well as for partici-
pating teachers.

The 2007 Cambridge external evaluation of OLE provided evidence of 
the success of the programme in not only extending and enriching learn-
ing but in offering opportunities for leadership. Students described how 
they had learned to accept others’ ideas, becoming open to differing per-
spectives, team working and dealing with people, time management, self- 
discovery and self-reliance, an ability to deal with challenging situations, 
perseverance, dealing with setbacks and self-presentation in interview. 
Asked to identify their least and most enjoyable and useful learning expe-
riences on a 4-point scale, those which were given a one (the lowest grade) 
referred to lessons:

• which did not allow student-student interaction;
• were dominated by teacher talk; and
• were predominantly focused on writing, copying or note taking.

Those given a 4 as enjoyable and memorable learning experiences were 
described as:

• taking place in sites out of school;
• requiring active participation or problem solving;
• engaging students’ interest and abilities;
• related to career or life beyond school; and
• offering opportunities for leadership.

These students profited from the experience to become, in Fielding 
and McGregor’s (2005) taxonomy, knowledge creators and joint authors.

 Have Terminology Will Travel

These experiences in learning and leading within and beyond the class-
room not only extend our understanding of learning but also remind us 
of how limited is the notion of ‘instruction’ and ‘instructional leader-
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ship’. Leading without instruction, leading collegially all challenge the 
vocabulary and essential limitations of what has become a pervasive and 
limiting vocabulary. It requires a rigorous and time-consuming research 
to find a paper or a reference which challenges the terminology that is 
now so deeply embedded that it has become the descriptor of choice and 
has travelled world-wide. A Google search reveals that its origins in the 
United States in the 1980s emerged from the school effective-
ness movement.

Instructional leadership is generally defined as the management of curricu-
lum and instruction by a school principal. This term appeared as a result of 
research associated with the effective school movement of the 1980s, which 
revealed that the key to running successful schools lies in the principal’s 
role.

Instructional leadership is a critical aspect of school leadership. The 
work of instructional leaders is to ensure that every student receives the 
highest quality instruction each day.

The following is to be found in a 2009 OECD publication:

Principals in every country have adopted the instructional leadership styles 
which are central to today’s paradigm of effective school leadership. 
(Leading to Learn: School Leadership and management Style)

In the chapter preceding  this, the term ‘instructional leadership’ is 
used 106 times. How many references are there, by contrast, to emotions, 
vulnerability, risk and self-doubt?

 Leadership with Feeling

In a Cambridge University seminar in 2011, Jonathan Jansen, South 
Africa’s first black Dean, spoke about the ‘deeply emotional’ nature of 
leadership and the challenges of being a learner, open to change and deal-
ing with your own vulnerability and emotions.
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What have been the most formidable obstacles you have faced in trying to 
achieve your vision?

Dealing with myself. I do not lead outside of my own emotions, hurts, 
experiences and troubles. Leading is a deeply personal and indeed emo-
tional experience. Knowing yourself, being open to change and adjustment 
even as you lead, and yet knowing what is worth pursuing, are critical ele-
ments in credible and effective leadership. (Inform, no. 11, June)

Here is the meeting ground of leading and learning, recognising both 
as fraught with emotion—with risk, challenge, failure, achievement, cel-
ebrating the success and leadership of others. The emotional aspect of 
leadership has been subject to much less research than the ‘strong’ direc-
tive qualities, but it is the human aspect of leadership, the empathy and 
genuine concern for others that defines, in many respects, what it 
means to lead.

Ackerman and Maslin-Ostrowski (2002) counsel ‘wounded leaders’ 
who are hurt by their disappointments, by the deaths of students or col-
leagues, or by the bullying and betrayals of superiors, to accept and 
express rather than deny their vulnerability. In this way, they argue, lead-
ers become more human, more open to being cared for as well as caring, 
more connected to, and therefore even more capable of, leading others 
around them.

We return to where we first started with a challenge to inert ideas, with 
new ways of seeing the all-too-familiar and with a challenge to the lan-
guage of ‘instruction’. We come to understand learning and leadership 
not as roles but as activities. While acknowledging the hierarchies, con-
straints and accountabilities of the institutions we have created, we are 
reminded that their primary purpose is for learning. A few hundred years 
B.C., the heretic Qin Yueren was murdered for his views on leadership 
for learning which he captured in four words—to look, to listen, to ask 
and to feel the pulse.
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4
Australian Considerations in Relation 

to Instructional Leadership 
and Leadership for Learning

David Gurr

 Introduction

This chapter considers Australian research about leadership and learning. 
It begins with a review of instructional leadership and leadership for 
learning (LfL) from research outside of Australia. The next section pro-
vides a range of sources of information about the study of school leader-
ship in Australia and includes a review of successful school leadership and 
descriptions of three major ongoing research projects and two review 
papers. In terms of the concepts of instructional leadership or leadership 
for learning, there is not much specific support for either concept in the 
Australian literature. However, there is a concern to explore how leader-
ship influences student learning, and there are many examples of small 
and large projects that are doing this and which contribute to the global 
study of this important topic.
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 A Brief Review of Instructional Leadership 
and Leadership for Learning

The Coleman report (Coleman et al., 1966) and Jencks’ reanalysis of this 
and other material (Jencks et  al., 1972; and see Coleman, Pettigrew, 
Sewell, and Pullum (1973), for a critique of this reanalysis) focussed dis-
cussion about the impact of schools on student achievement. The 
Coleman report has, halfway through a complex document of 737 pages, 
an oft- used quote: ‘schools bring little to bear on a child’s achievement 
that is independent of his background and general social context’ 
(Coleman et  al., 1966, p.  325). Jencks et  al. (1972) argued, amongst 
other matters, that equalising the quality of schools and increasing 
resources was likely to have minimal impact on student learning. Whilst 
one interpretation of these findings was that schools had only a small 
impact on student learning, there was ambiguity and complexity with, 
for example, Coleman et al. (1966) noting that schools in challenging 
contexts had a far greater influence on student learning. One result of 
these reports was the birth of the effective schools’ movement, which 
sought to explain why some schools seem to be contributing more to 
student learning outcomes than others. Based on his own and the research 
of others on effective schools, and his work with schools to improve 
teaching, Edmonds wrote a short article in Association for Supervision 
and Curriculum Development (ASCD’s) journal, Educational Leadership, 
which led to the development of an enormously influential view of effec-
tive schools (Edmonds, 1979). There were six claims made about the 
characteristics of effective schools.

I want to end this discussion by noting as unequivocally as I can what seem 
to me the most tangible and indispensable characteristics of effective 
schools: (a) They have strong administrative leadership without which the 
disparate elements of good schooling can neither be brought together nor 
kept together; (b) Schools that are instructionally effective for poor chil-
dren have a climate of expectation in which no children are permitted to 
fall below minimum but efficacious levels of achievement; (c) The school’s 
atmosphere is orderly without being oppressive, and generally conducive to 
the instructional business at hand; (d) Effective schools get that way partly 
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by making it clear that pupil acquisition of basic skills takes precedence 
over all other school activities; (e) When necessary, school energy and 
resources can be diverted from other business in furtherance of the funda-
mental objectives; and (f ) There must be some means by which pupil prog-
ress can be frequently monitored. (Edmonds, 1979, p. 22)

This, and other research on effective schools (e.g., Rutter, Maughan, 
Mortimore, Ouston, & Smith, 1979), led to the development during the 
1980s of a view of leadership that seemed to typify what was observed in 
these schools—instructional leadership. This view was often linked to the 
school effectiveness literature, with, for example, evidence that the extent 
of instructional leadership is one differentiating aspect between high- and 
low-achieving schools (Bamburg & Andrews, 1991; Heck, Marcoulides, 
& Lang, 1991). Two central figures in the development of this view were 
Murphy and Hallinger, who were colleagues at Peabody College at 
Vanderbilt University and who developed one of the first comprehensive 
views of instructional leadership (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985). This 
involved three dimensions—defining the school mission, managing the 
instructional programme, and creating a positive school climate—and 
ten instructional leadership functions: framing and communicating clear 
school goals; supervising and evaluating instruction, coordinating cur-
riculum, and monitoring student progress; protecting instructional time, 
promoting professional development, maintaining high visibility, provid-
ing incentives for teachers, and providing incentives for learning. With a 
dedicated survey tool, this view has become the most used in empirical 
research (Hallinger, 2009). Building on this, and through a major review 
of the instructional leadership literature that included studies of admin-
istrative work activities, analyses of administrative training programmes, 
and investigations of administrative coordination and control, Murphy 
(1990) proposed a more elaborate framework for viewing instructional 
leadership which included four major dimensions:

• Developing mission and goals which included framing and commu-
nicating school goals. Effective principals were described as having a 
vision and the ability to develop shared purpose through the way they 
communicated their vision for their school.
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• Managing the educational production function which included 
promoting quality instruction, informally supervising instruction, 
evaluating instruction, allocating and protecting instructional time, 
active involvement in coordinating the curriculum, extending content 
coverage by developing and enforcing homework policies that require 
regular homework, and actively monitoring student progress.

• Promoting an academic learning climate which included establish-
ing positive expectations and standards, maintaining high visibility in 
the classroom and around the school, providing incentives for teachers 
(e.g., increased responsibility, personal support, public and private 
praise, and encouragement) and students (e.g., school-wide recogni-
tion systems, special emphasis on academic excellence), and promot-
ing and encouraging professional development of teachers.

• Developing a supportive work environment which included creat-
ing a safe and orderly learning environment through emphasising 
effective discipline programs, providing opportunities for meaningful 
student involvement (e.g., system-wide activity programs, formal rec-
ognition for successful student participation, use of school symbols to 
bond students to school), developing staff collaboration and cohesion 
through having clear goals and opportunities for teachers to be involved 
in professional interchanges and decision making, securing outside 
resources in support of school goals, and forging links between the 
home and the school.

Whilst instructional leadership was linked to school effectiveness, it 
was troubling that research suggested that principals devoted relatively 
little time to it, and that teachers didn’t see instructional leadership as a 
primary principal responsibility, nor did they want them doing this 
(Murphy, 1990). Principals were caught in a bind as decentralisation and 
an emphasis on school-based management was emphasising instructional 
leadership, yet increased administrative tasks were limiting what princi-
pals could do (Murphy & Hallinger, 1992); this was not a new dilemma, 
however, as Bridges had also described this in 1967 (see Hallinger, 2011, 
for a discussion of this).

Despite a renewed emphasis on instructional leadership in the 2000s 
with the emergence of meta-analytic research highlighting its greater 
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impact on student learning compared to competing leadership models 
like transformational leadership (e.g., Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008), 
criticisms were mounting, with many arriving at the view that instruc-
tional leadership as conceived in the 1990s was by itself not sufficient 
(e.g., Day, Gu, & Sammons, 2016; Townsend, Acker-Hocevar, Ballenger, 
& Place, 2013). There have been moves over the last two decades to 
develop leadership for learning views which have a central concern to 
improve teaching and learning, but which incorporate a wider range of 
ideas about how to do this. Two views are described next.

Over the last decade, Hallinger has developed a more complex leader-
ship model that built upon his earlier instructional leadership model and 
which he has labelled as leadership for learning (Hallinger, 2011, 2018). 
In this model, principals and others could be the sources of leadership 
action, and they could have multiple foci in their work. The core ele-
ments of the model are vision and goals, academic structures and pro-
cesses, and people capacity. Leadership influences these elements and it is 
these that influence student outcomes. The leader brings to their work 
their own values and beliefs and knowledge and experience. Importantly, 
this work is contained within a complex environment that includes soci-
etal culture, an institutional system, staff and community characteristics 
and school organisation.

Paralleling the renewed emphasis on instructional leadership in the 
2000s was the emergence of the leadership for learning (LfL) project 
(www.educ.cam.ac.uk/networks/lfl/). This was formed in 2001 with an 
agenda to challenge educational policy and current views of educational 
leadership (MacBeath, Frost, Swaffield, & Waterhouse, 2003). Stimulated 
by the establishment of a professorial chair at Cambridge in 2000, 
Leadership for Learning: The Cambridge Network was established, and 
with philanthropic support from the Carpe Vitam Foundation, the Carpe 
Vitam Leadership for Learning (LfL) project began. Across 2002–2006, 
a series of meetings was held to establish what a leadership for learning 
focus would contribute to knowledge about school leadership. Seven 
countries (Australia, Austria, Denmark, England, Greece, Norway, and 
the United States of America) and eight research groups (two were in the 
USA) were involved in a longitudinal study that comprised researchers 
and critical friends working with three schools from each country (see 
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below for more details about the methodology). The central research 
questions were:

• What is understood by learning in different contexts?
• What is understood by leadership?
• What are the links between leadership and learning?

Four annual meetings (Cambridge, Innsbruck, Copenhagen, and 
Athens) helped unpack what was meant by leadership, learning, and the 
conjunction ‘for’. The resulting LfL model had four common framing 
values: leadership for learning, democratic values, critical friendship, and 
moral purpose. At the base of the model, leadership and learning are 
bookended by activity and agency to emphasise that ‘leading and learn-
ing are necessary forms of activity, enacted by those with a strong sense of 
their own human agency’ (MacBeath, Dempster, Frost, Johnson, & 
Swaffield, 2018, p. 42). There are four tiers to represent leadership from 
students, teachers, senior managers, and communities of learners. The 
LfL model views leadership as an activity that can be exercised by anyone, 
and learning applies to all. The leadership actions are guided by five prin-
ciples at the top of the model: focusing on learning, sharing leadership, 
engaging in dialogue, sharing accountability, and creating favourable 
learning conditions.

In this truncated and highly selective view of complex and substantial 
research over many years, it appears that whilst instructional leadership 
(largely as conceived in the 1980s and 1990s) remains a focus for many, 
it is being replaced by leadership for learning views. Two such views are 
Hallinger’s own expansion of his earlier view of instructional leadership, 
with the other being a view developed from a grounded empirical project 
that connected leadership and learning.

 School Leadership Research in Australia

Research about school leadership has a relatively short history in Australia. 
For example, in reviews of successful school leadership in Australia (Gurr, 
2008, 2009, 2012), I have described how substantial research in the area 
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has a 60-year history and a predominant focus on principals. The 1960s 
saw research and teaching on educational administration emerge, partic-
ularly fuelled by the work of Walker and colleagues at the University of 
New England, and Bassett and colleagues at the University of Queensland. 
This work relied on overseas research and a somewhat unsophisticated 
view of school leadership, with the overwhelming view that this resided 
in the male head of a school, in an individualistic and positional pursuit 
to influence others to improve: ‘[a] good school has good staff … Given 
a reasonable basis on which to work, the headmaster can create a good 
staff’ (Bassett, Crane, & Walker, 1967, p. 3); ‘[e]ven if he [the Headmaster] 
(sic) already has a good school, he can look forward to leading an infi-
nitely better one’ (Bassett et al., 1967, p. 32).

In the 1970s, research and writing remained largely focused on princi-
pal leadership, and there continued to be a lack of major Australian 
research. This changed with ‘The Australian School Principal: A National 
Study’ (Duignan et  al., 1985), a study that heralded the beginning of 
interest in exploring Australian school leadership that impacts on student 
learning. Using interviews with principals, parents, teachers, and stu-
dents from government and non-government schools in all Australian 
states and territories, a survey administered to 1600 principals, and 14 
case studies of highly effective schools from across Australia, it was the 
first major study in Australia to explore principal leadership and effective-
ness. A model relating principal role to goal achievement was presented. 
This model described principals in terms of personal (confidence, will-
ingness to accept criticism, sensitivity, tolerance, honesty, integrity, con-
sistency, approachability, intellectual acuity, good judgement, 
tough-mindedness, resilience, a sense of perspective, and a sense of 
humour) and professional qualities (leadership, effective communication, 
effective relationships, knowledge of learning processes and instructional 
design, initiating change, and innovation), and the nature of their work 
in terms of the role complexity and ambiguity evident. Through focusing 
on task, process and function strategies, principal work was shared 
between school (e.g., stimulating and motivating staff), classroom (e.g., 
monitoring programmes and instructional processes) and out-of-school 
(e.g., facilitating parent and community involvement) factors to  influence 
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directly the improvement of teaching and, ultimately and indirectly, the 
improvement of student learning.

In the ensuing years, there have been many more contributions that 
have explored leadership and its impacts on student and school success. 
Some of these are described briefly below (in many cases, a more detailed 
discussion of these can be found in Gurr, 2009).

There are many books on how principals and others lead school 
improvement and success (e.g., Beare, Caldwell, & Millikan, 1989; 
Caldwell & Spinks, 1992; Dinham, 2008, 2016; Simpkins, Thomas, & 
Thomas, 1987; Thompson, E.B., 1994, 1995; Thompson, A.R., 2000), 
research focused on describing successful Australian practice within a 
world focus (e.g., Caldwell & Harris, 2008), and principals writing about 
what they do (Anderson & Cawsey, 2008; Degenhardt & Duignan, 
2010; Fleming & Kleinhenz, 2007). A substantial contribution to 
describing principal practice was the publication and distribution to all 
Australian schools of a book of 17 stories about the exhilaration of being 
a principal, Leading Australia’s Schools (Duignan & Gurr, 2007a). 
Analysing the 17 chapters, Duignan and Gurr (2007b, pp.  158–164) 
found that the principals seemed to have: a clearly articulated philosophy 
and deep moral purpose; an unwavering focus on all students and their 
learning needs; a passionate belief in the significance of what they do; a 
commitment to making a difference; a focus on, and valuing of, people; 
strong support for learning, growth, and development of themselves and 
others; an expectation for high professional standards; an ability to 
develop a collaborative, collegial, and inclusive school culture; a view in 
which leadership was seen as service; an attitude that hard work was 
accepted; a ‘can do’ attitude to all that they did; and a high-level enjoy-
ment and satisfaction from what they do.

There have been many small-scale case studies of successful principal 
leadership. Three that were mentioned by Gurr (2009) were: Dimmock 
and O’Donoghue (1997) who used life history portraits to explore the 
successful leadership of six innovative secondary school principals; 
Drysdale (2001, 2002) who explored, through multiple perspective case 
studies of seven schools, how a market-centred orientation by principals 
led to school success; and the leadership of a successful Christian school 
through a complex immersion case study (Twelves, 2005). All showed 
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elements of how principals influenced teaching and learning, but all 
showed that there was considerable complexity beyond this to have a suc-
cessful school. Even notions of success were challenged, with, in the case 
of the Christian school, the main indicator of success being the extent to 
which students maintained their faith (Twelves, 2005). Another example 
of a small-scale study is that from a group of Australian researchers from 
Griffith University involved in the LfL project (Dempster, 2006; 
Dempster & Johnson, 2006). Two schools were involved in a complex 
three-year project as described by Dempster (2006, p. 56):

The LfL Project was conducted over three years, in a number of phases. The 
first of these was the ‘mapping’ of perceptions and practices regarding lead-
ership, learning and possible connections between the two. The mapping 
process was comprised of a baseline survey of teachers and students aimed 
at ascertaining key insights about leadership, learning, and the school con-
text. In addition, a school profile was compiled consisting of information 
that school leaders and teaching staff viewed as important in presenting an 
authentic portrayal of the institution, its purposes and achievements. A 
students’ portrait of the school was also generated, focusing especially on 
the meaning that the school had for them. The mapping process included 
qualitative inquiry entailing semi-structured interviews and focus group 
discussions with school leaders, teachers, and students—the students being 
followed over three years as they progressed through years 8, 9, and 10. The 
purpose of the mapping exercise, the baseline survey and interviews was to 
identify leadership and/or learning matters on which each school should 
concentrate during the three years of the study. These matters constituted 
the second phase of the project, namely, the development of ‘interventions’ 
or initiatives designed by the participants (with help from a ‘Critical Friend’ 
if necessary) to address selected issues uncovered in the baseline survey, 
interviews, and portraits. Phase three involved taking the necessary action 
to implement one or more initiatives within the school over the following 
two years. Finally, in the fourth phase, teachers’ and students’ views about 
learning were revisited at the end of the three years with a view to identify-
ing and describing possible links between leadership and learning.

Leadership and learning were shown to be linked, and the develop-
ment of student leadership was considered important in the secondary 
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context (Dempster, 2006). Dempster and Johnson (2006) concluded 
that for learning success there must be a focus on learning (e.g., learning 
for students and staff, appropriate pastoral structures to support student 
learning), conditions favourable to learning must be created (e.g., learn-
ing culture, reflection on learning, staff professional learning), leadership 
must be shared (e.g., supportive structures like leadership teams, staff 
collegiality and collaboration, targeted professional learning), and the 
connection between leadership and learning must be explicit (e.g., agency 
of staff in relation to supporting student learning, leadership structures, 
learning culture).

Small-scale studies like these struggle to contribute in a cumulative 
way to knowledge-building (Leithwood, 2005) and so there is a need for 
more expansive research, such as those that use high response surveys, 
case study research with large case numbers, and mixed-method research. 
Some examples of these are now considered.

A major school effectiveness study was the Australian Effective Schools 
Project. The Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) con-
ducted a national survey of parents, students, teachers, principals, schools, 
and community members on their views on effective schools (McGaw, 
Piper, Banks, & Evans, 1993a, 1993b). It remains as one of the most 
ambitious educational research projects conducted in Australia and pio-
neered the large-scale use of qualitative analysis software. From a distri-
bution of more than 300,000 survey booklets, there were over 7000 
responses from nearly one-third of Australian schools to questions on 
areas identified as contributing to school effectiveness, including the 
important components of an effective-school curriculum, and the extent 
of parent and teacher roles and goals for student learning. Among the 
findings was that effective schools had: a central focus on learning and a 
conducive school climate; a concern for the learning and welfare of all 
students; a committed and professional staff; an organisational culture 
characterised by collaborative decision-making and effective educational 
leadership; a curriculum that is relevant, coherent, and inclusive; and a 
focus on ongoing professional development and parent involvement. 
This study adopted a wide view of school outcomes, with student aca-
demic achievement being only one of several outcomes identified as being 
important for effective schools. While this research was not specifically 
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focused on school leadership, it was one of the elements identified as 
being important.

Leadership for Organisational Learning and Student Outcomes 
(LOLSO) was a large survey-based study exploring leadership, organisa-
tional learning, and student outcomes (Mulford & Silins, 2003; Mulford, 
Silins, & Leithwood, 2004). LOLSO involved surveys of 3500 students 
and 2500 teachers in 96 government secondary schools in two Australian 
states, South Australia and Tasmania (including all of the eight secondary 
schools in Tasmania at the time). The research demonstrated that leader-
ship makes a difference in schools in an indirect manner: ‘leadership con-
tributes to organisational learning, which in turn influences what happens 
in the core business of school—the teaching and learning’ (Mulford & 
Silins, 2003, p. 183). In a model describing the findings, 15 variables 
were included with principal transformational leadership, impacting on 
teacher leadership and administrative team leadership to influence organ-
isational learning, which in turn influences teacher work, and through 
this student participation and engagement and ultimately academic 
achievement. School size, home educational environment, and socioeco-
nomic status variously influenced the outcomes of this process. For 
example, larger school size negatively influenced principal transforma-
tional leadership, teacher leadership, and student participation, but posi-
tively influenced academic self-concept. Mulford (2007) noted that this 
model placed much less emphasis on organisational, managerial and stra-
tegic elements, and more on dispersed leadership and organisational 
learning cultures.

The study, An Exceptional Schooling Outcomes Project (ÆSOP) 
(Dinham, 2005, 2007), explored middle-level leadership through multi-
ple perspective case studies of 50 Australian secondary school subject 
departments and cross-school programmes (e.g., student welfare) across 
38 secondary schools. All were able to demonstrate outstanding educa-
tional outcomes over at least a four-year period. The middle leaders were 
found to promote success through: a focus on students and their learn-
ing; high-level interpersonal skills, and generally being well-liked and 
trusted; high-level professional capacity and strategic resource allocation; 
promotion and advocacy of their departments and maintaining good 
external relations with the school; influencing department planning and 
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organisation; developing common purpose, collaboration and sense of 
team within their department; fostering teacher learning and developing 
a culture of shared responsibility and trust; and having clear vision, high 
expectations of themselves and others, and developing a culture of suc-
cess. While the focus of the research was on the outstanding faculties and 
teams, it found that principal leadership was a key to success. Principals 
promoted success through: external awareness and engagement with the 
wider environment; a bias towards innovation and action; high-level 
interpersonal skills and generally being well-liked and trusted; having a 
clear vision, high expectations and fostering a culture of success; encour-
aging teacher learning and responsibility and showing trust; promoting 
student support, developing common purpose and encouraging teacher 
collaboration; and having a core focus on students, learning, and teach-
ing. This research highlighted the importance of the principal in ‘provid-
ing the conditions where teachers can operate effectively and students can 
learn’ (Dinham, 2005, p. 355).

Further examples of complex and large-scale research are three major 
ongoing projects relevant to the leadership for learning focus of this 
chapter, and these are now described.

Innovative Designs for Enhancing Achievements in Schools (IDEAS) 
is an extensive and ongoing school improvement project that has devel-
oped a framework for establishing professional learning communities to 
improve school outcomes (e.g., Crowther, Ferguson, & Hann, 2009; 
Lewis & Andrews, 2007). In an overlapping time frame with the LOLSO 
and ÆSOP projects, a team from the University of Southern Queensland 
were refining school improvement ideas from a project that began in 
1997 and which was designed to explore how school-based management 
could be constructed to ensure it had a positive effect on classrooms 
(Andrews et al., 2004; Crowther, Andrews, Morgan, & O’Neill, 2012; 
Crowther et  al., 2009; Crowther, Kaagan, Ferguson, & Hann, 2002; 
Lewis & Andrews, 2007). In particular, the research was concerned with 
establishing professional learning communities to improve school out-
comes. IDEAS involved three components: a research-based framework 
for enhancing school outcomes that includes development of strategic 
foundations, cohesive community, appropriate infrastructure, school- 
wide pedagogy, and professional learning; a five-phase school-based 
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implementation strategy—initiating, discovering, envisioning, action-
ing, and sustaining (this is a process version of the IDEAS acronym; 
Crowther et al., 2012); and parallel leadership in which the principal and 
teachers engage in mutualism (mutual trust and respect), a sense of shared 
purpose and an allowance of individual expression. IDEAS promoted 
teacher leadership (these are generally middle leaders like in the ÆSOP 
project) and defined the core roles of the principal to include: facilitating 
the development of a shared vision, creating cultural meaning through 
identity generation, supporting organisational alignment, distributing 
power and leadership, and developing networks and external alliances. 
IDEAS has been shown to lead to improved school outcomes, often con-
cerned with changes associated with teachers and teaching practice such 
as increased teacher confidence, self-reflection and review, and the devel-
opment of a professional learning community (Lewis & Andrews, 2007). 
Whilst there was less focus on reporting student outcomes in the early 
stages of the programme and less surety about the impact of IDEAS on 
students (e.g., Andrews et al., 2004; Lewis, 2006), in more recent years 
there has been clear evidence for improved student learning and behav-
ioural outcomes (Crowther et al., 2012). More substantial evidence of 
the success of the programme, with a focus on the sustainability of suc-
cess, and more research from those outside the project would be useful to 
confirm the importance of IDEAS (see Wildy & Faulkner, 2008, and 
Gurr & Drysdale, 2016a, for discussion of these points). However, stu-
dent outcomes have not been a focus for IDEAS because it is a process 
that helps schools embark on a major school-wide change to teaching and 
learning, and acts to establish those conditions that will lead to improved 
student outcomes, rather than directly impacting on the outcomes. It 
works through the parallel leadership of teachers (focus on pedagogical 
development) and principals (focus on strategic development) combin-
ing to activate and integrate culture-building, organisation-wide profes-
sional learning, and development of school-wide pedagogy, which lead to 
school alignment and an enhanced school community capacity to 
improve school outcomes. In terms of understanding successful school 
leadership, its main contribution is to highlight the importance of prin-
cipals in direction setting (as meta-strategists), in supporting change and 
the work of teachers, and in promoting a distributed view of leadership 
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through the concept of teacher and parallel leadership to support princi-
pal efforts in driving school improvement (Crowther et al., 2009; Lewis 
& Andrews, 2007).

The Australian arm of the International Successful School Principalship 
Project (ISSPP) and the International School Leadership Development 
Network (ISLDN) are examples of Australian research involvement in 
major international research projects. The ISSPP began in 2001 and 
Australia has had representation through research groups in Tasmania 
and Victoria. The ISLDN began in 2009 and the initial Australian repre-
sentation was through research groups in Western Australia and Victoria. 
There is considerable overlap in the research agenda of the two projects. 
For the ISSPP, 14 multiple perspective case studies involving individual 
and group interviews with senior leadership, teachers, parents, students, 
and school council members were conducted in the states of Victoria and 
Tasmania between 2003 and 2005 and covering primary, secondary, and 
special schools. The five case studies in Tasmania were conducted under 
the leadership of Mulford and nine cases from Victoria were conducted 
under the supervision of Gurr and Drysdale. Three of the schools in 
Victoria have been subsequently revisited to explore the sustainability of 
success, this time including observation of the life of the school as well as 
multiple perspectives through interviews (Goode, 2017). More recently, 
three multiple perspectives and observational studies of Victorian sec-
ondary schools that had been underperforming were conducted (Gurr, 
Drysdale, Longmuir, & McCrohan, 2018; Longmuir, 2017). These case 
studies of underperforming schools overlap with the ISLDN methodol-
ogy (Gurr et al., 2018) and form part of an Australian contribution to the 
ISLDN, with the other case being an interview with the principal of a 
remote school in Western Australia (Gurr, Drysdale, Clarke, & Wildy, 
2014). The ISSPP studies have led to the production of leadership mod-
els with the one based on Australian only research (Gurr, Drysdale, & 
Mulford, 2006, 2007) shown in Fig. 4.1 (this is a slightly modified ver-
sion that eliminates some errors in the original).

In this model, principals exert an influence on student outcomes 
(broadly conceived) through a focus on teaching and learning (curricu-
lum, pedagogy, assessment, and reporting) which is driven by their own 
values and vision, establishing an agreed school vision, using elements of 
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Fig. 4.1 Australian model of successful principal leadership. (Gurr et  al. 2006, 
2007)

transformational leadership (individual support), and increasing school 
capacity across four dimensions (personal, professional, organisational, 
and community), taking into account and working within the school 
context, and using evidence-based monitoring and critical reflection that 
leads to change and transformation in the school. Level 1 interventions 
have the most impact on student outcomes. Level 2 interventions are 
focused on school direction and culture (supportive, high expectation), 
and capacity building (through the areas of individual, professional, 
organisational, and community capacity building, with each area speci-
fied with four parts—see Fig.  4.1). Level 2 interventions have a more 
indirect impact on student outcomes. In Level 3, principals were found 
to be responsive to external and other influences, and also to shape some 
of these by, for example, contributing to the district- and system-level 
policy development, and being involved in networks and professional 
associations. This model provides several conceptual frameworks to allow 
principals to locate their work. It indicates that they can impact both 
directly and indirectly on student learning, but that mostly the impact is 
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indirect. An interesting aspect of this model is that it can be applied to 
those school personnel holding other leadership positions, especially 
those in coordinating roles (see Gurr & Drysdale, 2013, for a discussion 
of this). For example, the 16 elements of the 4 × 4 capacity-building sec-
tion are relevant for anyone who has a supervisory role – an important 
aspect of educational leadership is helping to develop the capacities of 
staff. Drysdale and Gurr (2011) have developed a version of this model 
that focused on leader qualities, school context, and capacity building, 
and Gurr (2015) described a further refinement of the model that 
included findings from several other models developed in ISSPP research 
from other countries. Gurr, Drysdale, and Mulford (2007, 2009) noted 
that the ISSPP research supports leadership impact on student learning, 
but at the principal and senior leadership levels this is mostly indirect, 
with direct influence more typically found in the work of middle leaders 
like department/faculty/area leaders. They argued that there is not much 
evidence in the Australian context for instructional leadership of the type 
championed by Hallinger and Murphy (1985), with only one of the 14 
principals showing these qualities.

The Principals as Literacy Leaders (PALL) project formed as a response 
by a principal association, the Australian Primary Principals Association 
(APPA), to a federal government call for projects to address educational 
disadvantage. The APPA saw an opportunity to develop primary princi-
pals as literacy leaders, and so, in 2009, a collaboration was born that 
involved associations with a federal and state education department, 
three universities (Griffith, Edith Cowan, and the Australian Catholic 
University), and the government, Catholic and independent school juris-
dictions from the Northern Territory, Queensland, South Australia and 
Western Australia. PALL was a professional learning opportunity, a 
school improvement programme and a leadership for learning research 
project. Dempster et al. (2017) described how the project has expanded 
to three further research projects and programmes in all six states and two 
territories—it is a vibrant, impactful learning, and research programme 
designed to ‘provide principals with both the literacy knowledge and 
leadership support they need to assist their teachers to improve reading 
performance in their schools’ (Dempster et al., 2017, p. 150). The PALL 
project has strong connections with the LfL project, which is not 
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 surprising as researchers like Dempster and Johnson were involved in 
both. It is a project that clearly links leadership with learning and does so 
in the important area of reading development.

An initial review of relevant literature established a programme frame-
work, the leadership for literacy learning blueprint, that had five compo-
nents (shared leadership, professional development participation, 
enhancing the physical, social and emotional conditions for learning, 
planning and coordinating the curriculum and teaching across the school, 
and connecting with parent and community support) surrounding a core 
that had developing shared moral purpose around improving student 
learning and performance, disciplined dialogue and a strong evidence 
base to inform practice (Dempster et al., 2012). Schools participated in a 
two-year programme that included completion of five modules (leader-
ship for learning, learning to read, gathering and using reading achieve-
ment data, designing and implementing literacy interventions, and 
intervention evaluation) and the construction of a literacy improvement 
plan in the first year, and implementation of the plan in the second year. 
It was a programme that focussed on what is called the BIG 6: oral lan-
guage, vocabulary, phonological awareness, letter-sound knowledge, 
comprehension, and fluency. Principals were supported by a literacy 
achievement advisor (usually a system-based peer mentor), and this role 
was considered to be very important (the importance of having critical 
friends to support school improvement is well known: Butler et al., 2011; 
Huerta Villalobos, 2013; Swaffield, 2004; Swaffield & MacBeath, 2005). 
The programme was clearly focussed on principals and provided consid-
erable support and opportunities for principals to be literacy leaders, and 
there was evidence that with support they could become better at doing 
this. Importantly, from the beginning, the project adopted an inclusive 
view of leadership, and the development of teachers in leadership roles, 
such as literacy leaders, or class teachers who become more widely influ-
ential, were features of many of the case study schools (Dempster et al., 
2017). Teacher leadership (positional and non-positional) was seen to be 
‘central to school-wide action’ (Dempster et al., 2017, p. 94). Dempster 
et  al. (2017, p.  150) reported on findings from six PALL studies and 
concluded that in terms of impact on student achievement, and despite 
some methodological difficulties in the studies (such as the relatively 
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short nature of the programme and problems in getting principals to 
complete programme evaluations), ‘there is certainly considerable evi-
dence of increases in student achievement in reading—at the individual, 
class, and school level’. However, as with IDEAS, the core focus of the 
programme was not student outcomes per se, but rather changes in what 
happened in schools. In the case of PALL, changes in how principals led 
their schools were demonstrated, with flow-on effects to how other staff 
worked across curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, and reporting. In many 
cases, this led to improved student learning outcomes in a short time, 
with the project leaders hopeful that as time progresses more substantial 
and sustainable evidence of learning gain will be shown. In some cases, 
there was evidence of impact on families, although the family engage-
ment was an area identified as needing more development and one that 
was being explored in further studies.

The final section of this exploration of Australian school leadership 
research considers two related review papers. In 2007 Mulford published, 
through the Australian Council for Educational Leaders, an overview of 
Australian educational leadership research from 2001 to 2005 through an 
examination of articles published during this period in the four leading 
Australian-based education journals (Australian Journal of Education, 
Australian Educational Researcher, Leading and Managing, and the Journal 
of Educational Administration). The justification for the years selected was 
that this period reflected ‘a period of major ferment in the area, and of 
major change in views about schooling and school leadership’ (Mulford, 
2007, p. 4). Through a detailed exploration of the papers, Mulford pro-
vided what he described as reliable, evidence-based conclusions in the 
areas of leadership (indirect impact on student outcomes of positional 
and distributed leadership), transformational leadership (direct impact 
on organisational effectiveness and learning), distributed leadership 
(importance for school success, but successful leadership is contingent on 
the context elements), school organisation and student outcomes (school 
organisational arrangements impact on student cognitive and emotional 
outcomes; teacher perceptions of schools as learning organisations is pos-
itively related to student perceptions about teachers and student out-
comes), job satisfaction/stress and leader supply/demand (difficulties 
with principal recruitment, satisfaction, work intensification, leading 
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small/rural/isolated schools, and ICT implementation), system and com-
munity issues (need for professional autonomy and ownership; develop-
ment over performance management; limited impact of school councils 
on classrooms; community support for national goals but ambivalence 
about how to achieve them), and survey instruments (availability of valid 
and reliable survey instruments). Of relevance to the current chapter, 
there were no papers focussed on instructional leadership and only a few 
that made a contribution to how leadership influences learning, with 
these main papers reporting on the LOLSO, IDEAS, ÆSOP, and ISSPP 
projects as described above. Gurr and Drysdale (2016b) built upon 
Mulford’s, 2007 review by considering articles published between 2006 
and 2013 in the same journals that Mulford reviewed. They found only 
five papers that described Australian research that had some connection 
with principal leadership for learning. Surveying West Australian teachers 
about their perception of principal leadership, Cavanagh (2007) found, 
through structural equation modelling, that in an 11-element principal 
leadership model, giving attention to individuals (attention to individual 
teachers, provision of professional development, coaching of teachers, 
and recognition of teacher and student effort) and promoting renewal of 
schooling (advocating need for morally positioned changes to education) 
were higher order leadership functions that impacted directly on seven of 
the nine remaining elements. In particular, principal leadership of peda-
gogy was dependent on both of these elements. Pepper and Wildy (2008, 
2009) explored the implementation of a sustainability initiative, noting 
principal understanding of the concept, sharing of leadership responsi-
bilities, and enthusiasm for the initiative, were important elements of 
successful implementation. Reviewing research on the influence of school 
leadership on student outcomes, Marsh (2012) identified the challenges 
faced by contemporary leaders (accountability, educational reform, ambi-
guity of leadership) and suggested that leadership needs to go beyond the 
current notion of position-based concepts of leadership through a leader-
ship for learning view that was community focused and involving anyone 
who had the potential to influence student outcomes. Cranston, Mulford, 
Keating, and Reid (2010) reported on a national survey of government 
primary school principals that explored their perception of the purpose 
of education. Principals reported a disconnection between what they 

4 Australian Considerations in Relation to Instructional… 



96

considered should be the purposes of education, the strategies for achiev-
ing them and the realities of what was actually occurring. They concluded 
that principals believed schools are not orientated towards public pur-
poses to the extent that they thought they should be, nor were they enact-
ing practices that supported public purposes.

 Reflection

Instructional leadership and leadership for learning, like most concepts, 
have ambiguity and lack of clarity through the production of competing 
views. In the early part of the paper, two versions of the most researched 
view of instructional leadership, and two different views of leadership for 
learning were described. As others have noted (e.g., Boyce & Bowers, 
2018) there is now considerable overlap between the views. In the 
Australian research considered in this chapter, neither view appears to be 
widely used, yet there is clearly a substantial body of research that is 
describing how school leadership influences student learning. In many 
ways in the Australian context, it seems to be assumed that this is true 
and the need to label it is not important. For example, the Australian 
Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) has developed a 
leadership standard that is being adopted by many systems/jurisdictions 
in Australia, and which describes a leadership model that has leading 
teaching and learning as one of five professional practices for principals:

Principals create a positive culture of challenge and support, enabling effec-
tive teaching that promotes enthusiastic, independent learners, committed 
to life-long learning. Principals have a key responsibility for developing a 
culture of effective teaching, for leading, designing and managing the qual-
ity of teaching and learning and for students’ achievement in all aspects of 
their development. They set high expectations for the whole school through 
careful collaborative planning, monitoring and reviewing the effectiveness 
of learning. Principals set high standards of behaviour and attendance, 
encouraging active engagement and a strong student voice. (AITSL, 
2011, p. 9)
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This practice is not labelled, other than to say it is about leading teach-
ing and learning. With the other four leadership practices (developing 
self and others; leading improvement, innovation and change; leading 
the management of the school; engaging and working with the commu-
nity) and four leadership requirements (vision and values, knowledge and 
understanding, personal qualities, social, and interpersonal skills), AITSL 
provide a complex contemporary view of school leadership that has ele-
ments of instructional leadership and leadership for learning views, but 
which is not encased in either. There are few Australian studies that use 
either instructional leadership or leadership for learning, and even when 
they do, often it is because of a relationship with overseas literature or 
projects. For example, I have been involved with several papers that used 
instructional leadership in the title (Gurr et  al., 2007, 2010; Gurr, 
Drysdale, Ylimaki, & Moos, 2011). These reported on a reanalysis of 
cases from the ISSPP by focussing on the concept of instructional leader-
ship, with the need for this analysis driven by ISSPP colleagues from the 
USA. Whilst we used instructional leadership in the title, we argued that 
instructional leadership was not a term commonly used in Australian 
educational leadership research, and as a concept to explain the work of 
our successful principals, it was not sufficient to capture the complexity 
of their work. We found instructional leadership to be a dated term 
reflective of a past era from the USA, and not well suited to leading in 
contemporary Australian schools. In the Australian context, some aca-
demics, such as Dinham, hold on to the instructional leadership label, 
but even then there is confusion, because whilst Dinham set up the 
Master of Instructional Leadership at The University of Melbourne, 
when he came to write a book related to this, it was entitled, Leading 
Teaching and Learning (Dinham, 2016).

Of course, Australian research does proffer examples of significant 
projects that provide insight into the connections between leadership and 
learning. LOLSO, ÆSOP, IDEAS, ISSPP/ISLDN, and PALL are exam-
ples that have richness and complexity that this chapter cannot hope to 
describe adequately. There are also many research and professional books, 
case study, survey and mixed-method research, and so forth, that provide 
additional knowledge, with several examples of each described in this 
chapter. It is troubling, however, when major publication sources for 
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Australian school leadership research are reviewed, that the quantity of 
publications focussed on leadership and learning is not large, and the 
quality is somewhat uneven, with a reliance on small-scale studies and 
with limited collaboration between researchers from different universities 
(Gurr & Drysdale, 2016b; Mulford, 2007). Projects like PALL are nota-
ble exceptions to this observation and show the way in terms of collabo-
ration, quality, and potential impact; it is time for Australian school 
leadership researchers to engage in more collaborative and complex 
endeavours to advance understanding of educational leadership broadly.

In terms of the concepts of instructional leadership or leadership for 
learning, there is not much specific support for either concept in the 
Australian literature. However, there is a concern to explore how leader-
ship influences student learning, and there are many examples of small 
and large projects that are doing this. There is research about leadership 
and learning that is worth attending to and which contributes to the 
world knowledge about this.
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5
Leadership for Learning in the US

David Imig, South Holden, and Dale Placek

The leadership issue of our time is how human communities productively 
confront complex systemic issues where hierarchical authority is inadequate.
Peter Senge, Carnegie Foundation Summit on Improvement Science, 

2017

The most recent reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) offered policymakers the opportunity to 
better define the role of the elementary and secondary school principal in 
the US. The outcome of the nearly seven-year effort was the Every Student 
Succeeds Act of 2015 (ESSA), which defined a school leader as “a principal 
or assistant principal who is responsible for the daily instructional leader-
ship and managerial operations in the elementary or secondary school 
building” (ESEA, 2015). The law authorized substantial monies for 
“principal improvement activities” that have the potential to shape 
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principal actions “associated with improved student outcomes” (Herman, 
Gates, Chavez-Herrereasm, & Hares, 2017). The law also called upon 
states to prepare expansive plans for the implementation of the law and 
to submit these to the US Department of Education for approval. In 
these state plans, despite the legislative definition of a school leader, there 
is evidence of much ambiguity relative to the roles and responsibilities of 
the school principal.

Earlier federal policymaking in the US pertaining to principal roles 
and responsibilities was consistent with research evidence that confirmed 
that principal leadership was second only to teacher effectiveness in pro-
moting student learning (Seashore-Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & 
Anderson, 2010). The 2015 law was enacted at a time when there was 
positive movement by students on measures of student achievement and 
an insistence that school improvement needed to be maintained. While 
the US Department of Education was viewed by a majority of policy-
makers and practitioners as having “overreached” during the Obama 
administration, there was also a determination to maintain things that 
had worked from the previous decade in the new legislation. High on 
that list was an emphasis on strong leadership for schools. While ESSA 
promoted greater state and local authority for schooling, Washington 
insisted that school leadership had to be a prominent component of state 
and district planning for school improvement. ESSA called for the 
Education Department to formulate policies but leave to states signifi-
cant discretion in ways of implementing those policies for the 13,500 
school districts and 100,000 schools in the US.

This chapter will argue that despite efforts by practitioner organiza-
tions and academic scholars to promote a new construct for school lead-
ership that explicitly promotes “leadership for learning” (LfL) or “leading 
learning”, recent education policy formation in the US has sought to 
maintain a traditional form of instructional leadership. This view of the 
instructional leader is one of the “strong, directive principal”, who is “the 
master teacher” with exceptional teaching skills, able to mentor begin-
ning teachers and model outstanding instruction for experienced teach-
ers across the broad range of academic courses offered by the school 
(Honig & Rainey, 2014). While professional standards setting for princi-
pal licensure and preparation that preceded passage of ESSA presented a 
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more nuanced view of the principal as instructional leader, focusing on 
the principal’s role in professional capacity building and the promotion 
of professional learning communities (NPBEA, 2015), the dominant 
narrative that remains after passage of ESSA is that strong leaders are 
necessary to “drive” school improvement. The principal as a heroic, 
visionary, charismatic, and effective instructional leader, who manages 
both the operation and the conduct of the school, embodies that narrative.

The concept of the principal as an instructional leader is well established 
in policy formation and practice in the US.  Defined by Hallinger and 
Murphy (1985) as the management of curriculum and instruction, it 
remains the dominant paradigm in school leadership in the US.  Major 
school administrator and curricular organizations promoted this concept 
over the past 40 years as school heads or principals struggled to find ways to 
handle “the managerial imperative” (Cuban, 1988) while realizing the 
promise of being an instructional leader. Emerging in contrast to the tradi-
tional instructional leader construct is a different concept of leadership that 
has strong roots in Europe (MacBeath, Dempster, Frost, Johnson, & 
Swaffield, 2018), that has crossed the Atlantic to the US and is found in 
many contemporary efforts to transform schools. While some argue that 
this is merely a refinement of the traditional instructional leadership para-
digm to put more emphasis on learning as the central focus of schools, 
others see the emphasis on the capacity building of teachers and staff, 
greater reliance on multiple forms of teacher leadership and teacher col-
laboration, and more attention to the school as a learning organization 
(Knapp, Copland, Honig, Pleki, & Portin, 2010; Murphy, Elliott, Goldring, 
& Porter, 2006, 2007; Schlechty, 2009) as a significant advancement.

This chapter contends that ESSA promised investment in “new ways” 
that states and districts could leverage principals to become more effec-
tive in their roles as school leaders, but then allowed states to retain an 
emphasis on the school leader’s managerial responsibilities. The retention 
of much of the accountability framework from the earlier No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) seems to be causing schools and systems to 
expect that principals will maintain a prominent role in the shaping of 
classroom instruction. The strong or heroic or singular school leader 
remains the dominant model for policymakers and is reflected in the 
ESSA authorization and in many of the state plans submitted to detail 
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implementation priorities. As we will show, an expansive review of the 
state plans for the implementation of ESSA indicates that the promise of 
leading learning seems to have escaped those who either wrote relevant 
provisions of the law or created rubrics for states to use in developing 
their plans for the implementation of the law.

 Background for Instructional Leadership 
as a Dominant Narrative

Instructional leadership as a construct for school leadership emerged at 
least as early as the 1960s but was reinforced by the effective schools’ 
movement of the 1970s and 1980s (Bridges, 1967; Bossert, Dwyer, 
Rowan, & Lee, 1982; Edmunds, 1979). The principal as an instructional 
leader challenged the then conventional managerial role of the principal. 
Slow to “take off” because it was perceived as requiring “deep knowledge 
of subject matter” and “expansive pedagogical expertise” that was beyond 
the capacity of many principals, the concept also ran counter to the tra-
ditional promotion practices of school districts that focused on a princi-
pal’s managerial responsibilities. It, nevertheless, was viewed by 
policymakers and stakeholders as essential in a standards-based education 
climate. It fit the prevailing narrative that strong leadership would pro-
duce effective schools that, in turn, would promote student learning. The 
idea of the instructional leader as essential for schools to succeed, gave 
added importance to the idea of the principal as a hierarchical and unidi-
rectional leader in a well-organized school, who exerted maximum influ-
ence on all school practices. Many of those who wrote about this form of 
instructional leadership argued that the principal’s authority was derived 
from their position as a principal in a system where they were charged 
with implementing district policies and managing well the resources they 
were provided. As the concept evolved, instructional leadership was 
viewed as requiring strong individuals making “top-down” decisions 
regarding the instructional programme of the school, monitoring student 
progress, and evaluating teacher performance to ensure compliance with 
district policies and practices.
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The Obama administration (2009–2017) greatly expanded the con-
cept of strong school leadership with added accountability expectations 
and greater reliance on student scores as the measure of principal effec-
tiveness. Also occurring at this time was the impact of the 2008 economic 
recession that resulted in the loss of administrative staff (assistant princi-
pals and curriculum specialists and subject chairs) that forced principals 
to assume more and more instructional responsibilities. Noteworthy was 
the fact that fewer administrators necessitated other staff to assume new 
responsibilities and reinforced the perception that teachers could and 
should play a much greater role in instructional leadership. The combina-
tion of increased accountability and diminished staffing contributed to 
an expectation that the 2015 reauthorization of ESEA would produce 
clarity on principal role definition and more resources for principal devel-
opment. As this chapter will show, what ESSA produced was a call for 
continued principal leadership by strong leaders in unidirectional roles 
who both manage the operation of schools and lead the learning of teach-
ers and students.

 Chapter Organization

In each of the following sections of this chapter, we examine more closely 
policies at the federal, state, and district levels. At the federal level, we 
outline the major changes impacting school leaders from the No Child 
Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) to ESSA (2016)—the most recent 
reauthorization of the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(ESEA). At the state level, we conduct an “Instructional Leadership” (IL) 
and “Leadership for Learning” (LfL) review of the 50 ESSA State Plans—
which outline state-specific strategies to meet the federal ESSA require-
ments. At the district level, we investigate how current methods of 
principal evaluation (mostly prior to ESSA implementation) demonstrate 
evidence of the “Instructional Leadership” and “Leadership for Learning” 
philosophy at the local level. Throughout these sections, we consider 
whether these policies demonstrate a “shift” from IL and towards LfL 
ideas in the US. In a concluding section, however, we acknowledge that 
while we have not found evidence of that shift, the relationship might in 
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fact be more complicated than a simple before and after picture. We fol-
low with a summary of challenges to a more full adoption of “Leadership 
for Learning” in the US and conclude with a statement regarding the 
limitations to our review.

 ESEA, and the Shift from NCLB to ESSA

In December 2015, President Obama signed Congress’s reauthorization 
of the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). This 
reauthorization, known as the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), 
replaced the previous 2002 Bush Administration reauthorization known 
as No Child Left Behind (NCLB).

Although many parts of ESSA address the roles and responsibilities of 
principals either directly or indirectly, the primary area where shifts from 
NCLB to ESSA may have been the greatest was in Title II—“Preparing, 
Training, and Recruiting High-Quality Teachers, Principals, or Other 
School Leaders”. These Title II provisions, according to the National 
Association of Elementary School Principals (NAESP), can potentially 
help the US establish a “robust principal pipeline” that not only ensures 
a highly qualified principal in every school but also meets the increasing 
demand for more principals that the US will experience in the coming 
years (NAESP, 2016).

Part A of Title II of ESSA authorizes a number of programmes intended 
to (a) increase student achievement consistent with challenging State aca-
demic standards; (b) improve the quality and effectiveness of teachers, 
principals, and other school leaders; (c) increase the number of teachers, 
principals, and other school leaders who are effective in improving stu-
dent academic achievement in schools; and (d) provide low-income and 
minority students greater access to effective teachers, principals, and 
other school leaders. States can now use up to 3% of Title IIA funds for 
the development and support of principals (a new provision). The law 
also requires states to consult with principals on how to best put those 
principal development funds to use (ESSA, 2015). In addition to these 
Title IIA funding provisions, ESSA also allows states to create teacher, 
principal, and school leadership academies, expand “job-embedded” 
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 professional development activities, and require that professional devel-
opment should be collaborative with the ability for teachers to apply 
what they learn with immediacy. In addition, Title II retitles the “Teacher 
Incentive Fund” programme as the “Teacher and School Leader Incentive 
Grants” programme which provides monies to states and districts for 
performance-based preparation programmes or for other ways to develop 
human capital. The law also allows states to develop new forms of teacher 
and principal evaluations but stipulates that if states/districts use Title II 
funds to create or improve teacher evaluation, that those evaluations 
must be based “in part” on student achievement and rely on other mul-
tiple measures such as observations or student surveys.

 State ESSA Plans

ESSA required that each state submit a “State ESSA Plan” to outline how 
they intended to meet the requirements of the law, as well as how they 
generally envisioned using the authorized funds available to them. 
Templates for these state plans were developed and transmitted to each 
Chief State School Officer (and later modified by the incoming Trump 
administration). The authors of this chapter have used these state plans to 
analyse whether states have put a premium on new forms of instructional 
leadership or chosen to embark in new directions for leading learning. By 
next examining the state plan responses to the ESSA law, the authors 
sought to gain an understanding of whether this federal legislation enables 
or encourages states to adopt leadership for learning or retains an empha-
sis on both traditional and evolving forms of instructional leadership.

The ESSA state plans provide a fairly detailed and precise description 
of their accountability system as required or mandated under Title 1. The 
details for their accountability plans are often lost in the Title IIA section 
where the majority of state plans devote only a few pages to their plan-
ning for teacher and principal development. These pages are often domi-
nated by descriptions of professional learning systems and teacher 
preparation pipelines, with only a few sentences describing the role of 
leadership in schools. For example, North Dakota devotes over 60 pages 
to describing accountability measures for schools, principals, teachers, 
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and students and three pages to describing their plan to support principal 
and educator development. The result is that many ESSA plans provide a 
surface-level description of the anticipated role that leadership will play 
in schools, failing to provide details about the actions and roles school 
leaders will take in their states. Despite the ambiguity of the plans, cer-
tain themes about principals, leadership, and professional learning emerge.

When reviewing the ESSA plans, we found an absence of the term 
“leadership for learning” (LfL), showing that the terminology has not 
made its way into the vocabulary of most state actors. As LfL was not 
clearly stated, we looked for evidence of the principles of IL as described 
by Hallinger and Murphy (1985) and the principles of LfL described by 
MacBeath and Cheng (2008) (see Table 5.1 below).

We found that states’ responses to ESSA’s focus on leadership were a 
miscellany of approaches for principals to support effective educators in 
schools. The dominant approach to leadership in schools appears to be 
managerial (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985). States that adopted this 
approach often focused on the principal as a strong leader, the need to 
focus on data and evaluation, and the prescribed nature of professional 
learning. Teacher leadership and collaborative learning approaches were 
popular concepts among states, showing signs of moving towards a focus 
on shared leadership and learning (MacBeath & Cheng, 2008). However, 
the meaning and application of these terms seems to diverge, showing 
little consensus for what it means to learn collaboratively and draw on 
teacher leadership. Finally, there are some states that recognize the 
Learning Forward standards, inspired by LfL. However, these states do 

Table 5.1 The principles associated with instructional leadership and leadership 
for learning

Instructional Leadership (Hallinger 
& Murphy, 1985)

Leadership for Learning (MacBeath & 
Cheng, 2008)

1. Defines the School Mission
2. Manages the Instructional 

Programme
3. Promotes a Positive School-

Learning Climate

1. Maintains a Focus on Learning as an 
Activity

2. Creates Conditions Favourable to 
Learning as an Activity

3. Creates a Dialogue About LfL
4. Shares Leadership
5. Shares Accountability
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not appear to have planned for how to create a leadership system that 
shares accountability for student growth (MacBeath & Cheng, 2008). 
The themes that emerge from the ESSA plans show a wide variety of 
approaches to school leadership.

 Heroism, Evaluation, and Data

Hallinger and Murphy (1985) described the ideal principal as an instruc-
tional leader having strong-mindedness, directness, top-down manage-
ment skills, and charisma. They contended that the principal is the leader 
of the school, defining the school mission, managing the instructional 
programme, and promoting a positive school-learning climate. The 
majority of states appear to have maintained this instructional leadership 
role for the principal in their ESSA plans.

 Heroism

The principal as a charismatic and strong leader, ready to drive school 
improvement, appears in multiple ESSA plans. Massachusetts and 
Tennessee provide examples of how state plans explicitly stated the impor-
tance of the principal. Massachusetts focused on the principal as the key 
factor in transforming high-need schools, using “turnaround schools” 
strategies for effective intervention and sustainable improvement. Similarly, 
Tennessee has created an Academy for School Leaders that focuses on the 
preparation of transformational principals who drive growth to achieve 
improved student outcomes. Tennessee’s “equation to success” appears to 
be a strong principal with many skills (such as instructional leader and 
staff manager) using evidence-based interventions that result in student 
success. The Governor of Tennessee, in 2013, captured the heroic princi-
pal notion in a statement that the Tennessee ESSA plan quotes:

Principals are responsible for hiring and retaining great teachers, being the 
instructional leaders of their schools, creating positive learning environ-
ments and managing complex operations within their buildings. Successful 
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organizations have great leaders at the top, and one of the most important 
things we can do to transform our schools is to have each one led by a great 
principal. Tennessee has many great principals already, and we want even 
more. (Tennessee ESSA Plan)

This heroic view of the principal is consistent with the concept of 
instructional leadership (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985), but states did not 
always explicitly use this term in their plans. Many states represented the 
managerial aspect of the principal’s role explicitly or implicitly through 
descriptions of the principal relying on an array of data and the use of 
teacher evaluation protocols. Evaluation and the reliance on data are seen 
as key to learning in schools.

 Evaluation and the Use of Data

For the majority of ESSA plans, evaluation of student learning and 
teacher instruction (student assessment and observation data) receives 
more attention than the process of learning for teachers (professional 
learning). This focus means that the role of principals is more heavily 
weighted towards evaluating teachers and using data from the evaluations 
to assign professional learning rather than understanding and creating a 
process for teachers to learn. Iowa, Mississippi, and South Carolina’s 
plans are examples of slightly different ways that student assessment and 
teacher observation data are expected to be used by principals. All of 
these plans require the principal to adopt the role of manager for profes-
sional learning, gathering as much data as possible to construct profes-
sional development interventions (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985). Iowa’s 
plan suggests that school leaders should “provide learning opportunities” 
for others through a cycle of data collection, goal setting, content provid-
ing, and measuring outcomes (Iowa ESSA Plan, p. 100). Mississippi and 
South Carolina both utilize state-run educator evaluation systems to 
determine professional learning needs. Principals are charged with align-
ing teacher needs to professional learning activities based on data gath-
ered from these evaluations systems.
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For some states, the principal’s role in professional learning appears to 
be more manager than prescriber. Colorado and Arizona are examples of 
plans that have the state as a major determiner of professional learning. 
Colorado uses gathered data to identify what should be learned by teach-
ers and then provides targeted technical assistance to schools and a list of 
evidence-based interventions and strategies (Colorado ESSA Plan, p. 95). 
Arizona also offers free and low-cost training aimed at strengthening 
teachers’ content knowledge and instruction (Arizona ESSA Plan, p. 53). 
The principal’s role in these state-driven professional learning systems is 
sometimes unclear. One can assume that the principal is charged with 
monitoring the state-mandated professional learning intervention.

The focus on outcomes and instruction when states and principals 
decide on professional learning means that there is a lack of focus on how 
teachers learn and improve. There appears to be an assumption, in many 
state plans, that delivering content to teachers, through face-to-face, 
blended, or online learning formats, will be enough to help them improve 
in the classroom. This prescriptive form of teacher learning fails to meet 
the principle of learning for all that is championed by LfL (MacBeath & 
Cheng, 2008). There are some states that do recognize the need for a 
focus on teacher learning by advocating the use of professional learning 
communities (PLCs). However, as we discuss later, the process of learn-
ing within a PLC is not “fleshed out” in detail in most state plans.

 Teacher Leadership and Collaborative 
Learning: Patchwork Approach to Changing 
School Leadership in an Evaluation 
Environment

The terms “teacher leadership” and “collaborative learning” are used in 
many of the ESSA plans. Teacher leadership carries with it different defi-
nitions and is recognized as something different from district to district 
and state to state. Maryland’s state plan calls for the state agency to find a 
common definition and promote its use throughout the state. The terms 
“teacher leadership” and “collaborative learning” appear to align with the 
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concepts of shared leadership and a focus on learning (MacBeath & 
Cheng, 2008). However, there does not appear to be a clear and consis-
tent definition of the term and the role of the principal and, therefore, it 
is difficult to say that states have adopted key principles of LfL.

 Teacher Leadership

The concept of shared leadership, where multiple members of the school 
community are responsible for learning, is an important part of LfL 
(MacBeath & Cheng, 2008). Teacher leadership, as a form of shared 
leadership, is a popular concept of many of the ESSA plans. However, 
what teacher leadership is, what a teacher leader does, and how you learn 
to become a teacher leader are not well defined. Indiana’s ESSA plan 
describes the development of a “Teach to Lead” initiative; however, the 
roles and responsibilities of the teacher leader are missing from the plan. 
Other state plans, such as Illinois’, recognize the importance of shared 
leadership, but call for more efforts to increase understanding of the role 
and work of teacher leaders (Illinois ESSA Plan, p. 98). Without a clear 
understanding of the role and work of teacher leaders, it is difficult to 
know what role the principal is expected to take in teacher leadership.

There are some states that have defined teacher leadership more clearly, 
but they appear to apply it to the top-down approach of instructional 
leadership. For example, Idaho describes a teacher leader as someone who 
delivers professional learning experiences to other teachers. Louisiana 
provides a more detailed description of a teacher leader and what they do. 
In Louisiana, 5000 teacher leaders (about three per school), receive train-
ing and a monthly newsletter from the state. They are then charged to 
share what they learn with other members of the school. Even though the 
state has adopted the term “teacher leader”, they are not using it as a form 
of shared leadership, but rather as a form of top-down leadership.
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 Collaborative Learning and Professional Learning 
Communities

Collaborative learning is also a component of shared leadership in LfL 
(MacBeath & Cheng, 2008). Many states have championed the idea of 
developing a more collaborative professional learning environment. Texas 
focuses on the role of the principal in that collaborative environment. 
The principal is expected to meet with teachers to analyse student work 
and formative assessment data, to observe and coach teacher leaders who 
work with their peers, and to promote collaborative analysis of data and 
promote teacher use of root cause analysis as a form of self-reflection.

PLCs are a popular approach to teacher learning. For example, 
Tennessee plans to promote personalized learning through PLCs and 
more frequent coaching and feedback (Tennessee ESSA Plan, p. 247). 
However, the form and function of a PLC is not fully developed. Given 
Tennessee’s support of the need for a principal as “great leader” (discussed 
earlier), there are contradictory concepts being championed in one state 
plan. Arkansas hints at what happens in a PLC, stating that they must be 
facilitated by expert, experienced teachers. However, it is unclear whether 
the PLC is structured for the expert teacher to teach the other teachers or 
for the expert teacher to facilitate shared leadership. The inner workings 
of PLCs and the role of principals in facilitating them is not well enough 
defined in the ESSA plans to say whether states have adopted the prin-
ciples of LfL. Despite the ambiguity around PLCs, there are some ESSA 
plans that do hint at the possibility of moving towards principles of LfL.

 A Real Change?

The leadership for learning concept of the school as a learning organiza-
tion emerged in a few states. Things that matter in this vision, in addition 
to student performance, are professional learning communities, the 
building of trusting relationships between teachers, students, adminis-
trators, and parents, networks focused on student and adult learning, 
reliance on a shared vision, and promoting collective practices and shared 
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learning. Here, the principal is a facilitator or enabler of learning, culti-
vating leadership in others, who recognizes the potential of teacher learn-
ing as the way to strengthen instructional practices.

 Learning Forward Adopters

State plans from New Hampshire, Maryland, North Carolina, Oklahoma, 
Illinois, and Delaware indicate that these states are adopters of the 
Learning Forward standards. These standards are a departure from earlier 
standards for professional development. They borrow heavily from LfL 
concepts and acknowledge efforts by academics in Australia, New Zealand 
and Canada to frame and use the standards (Hirsh, 2018). They call for 
new forms of educator learning in which educators are enrolled “as active 
partners in determining the content of their learning, how their learning 
occurs, and how they evaluate its effectiveness”. The standards put a pre-
mium on learning communities, call for a commitment to continuous 
improvement, promote collective responsibility, create opportunities for 
alignment and accountability, and rely on data to determine student and 
teacher learning needs. While other states champion many of the prin-
ciples of LfL and embrace Learning Forward’s Standards for Professional 
Learning, these concepts are not pervasive in ESSA state planning.

Delaware adopted the Learning Forward standards in 2012 and focuses 
its efforts on creating a “meaningful and differentiated form of profes-
sional learning” (Delaware ESSA Plan, p. 79) that goes beyond evalua-
tion and incorporates individualized coaching. Principals are viewed in 
the Delaware plan as the driving force behind collaborative and individ-
ual teacher learning. New Hampshire promotes personalized learning 
options for teachers and is working to develop collective responsibility for 
improved student performance. In both of these plans, principals are the 
drivers for professional learning for teachers.
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 An Expanding Definition of the School Leader

Nebraska and Oklahoma both adopted the Learning Forward standards, 
but still maintain systems that focus heavily on the school principal as the 
traditional instructional leader. Oklahoma is not as descriptive in their 
discussion of the role of the principal, despite adopting the Learning 
Forward standards, but appeals for a strong instructional leader in every 
school (Oklahoma ESSA Plan, p. 149). Nebraska’s plan is more detailed, 
and calls for mobilizing schools, districts, and education service units 
(ESUs) to embrace systems of evaluation and support continual and 
focused growth, produce evidence to inform professional growth activi-
ties, and build capacity of building administrators to serve as instruc-
tional leaders (Nebraska ESSA Plan, p.  161). Nebraska seems to rely 
heavily on the Learning Forward concepts but seeks to expand the role 
and definition of the modern-day principal to be someone who must be 
an instructional leader, a visionary community organizer, a data analyst, 
a change agent, a team builder, and a cultivator of leadership in others. 
The Nebraska state plan contends that the modern-day principal must be 
prepared to engage in the processes of hiring and dismissing of teachers, 
serving as a coach for teachers’ continual improvement, cultivating a safe 
and secure learning environment, and nurturing a collaborative culture 
of shared accountability. Seemingly, the modern principal can do 
everything.

 Against the Hero Narrative

Michigan’s ESSA plan seems to be the most adoptive of the LfL princi-
ples. They use language to emphasize that the goal is not a single super-
hero principal whose individual “herculean” effort is responsible for 
school improvement that is not sustainable. Instead, they see the princi-
pal as part of a collective staff that aims to provide students with access to 
an “effective learning environment” (Michigan ESSA Plan, p. 74). This 
distributive leadership model puts learning at its centre. However, they 
still see the value of using locally adopted formative and summative eval-
uation systems for teachers and leaders to receive individualized 
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 professional learning. What that individualized learning looks like is not 
fully explored. Coaching and mentoring seem to be the primary learning 
approach for teachers and leaders and teacher leader voices are seen as 
important to regional and state-level policy. It is unclear whether states 
are going to move towards Michigan’s focus on learning or remain fixated 
on prescriptive forms of professional learning. We explore principal eval-
uation at the district level to see if concepts of IL and LfL seen in the 
ESSA plans have made their way to local practices.

 IL and LfL in Action: Principal Evaluation at 
the District Level

Principal evaluation grew from the push for standards and accountabil-
ity that began in the 1980s with A Nation at Risk (1983) and continued 
with the school leadership “paradigm wars” of the 1990s (Murphy, 
Seashore- Louis, & Smylie, 2017). By looking at how a sample of large 
US school districts are currently evaluating their principals (either 
before, after, or in addition to ESSA implementation), we sought to 
gain further understanding of whether (or how) ideas associated with 
IL and LfL are influencing leadership policy and practice in schools in 
the US. First, however, we briefly recount efforts by national education 
organizations (since the 1990s) to establish a shared set of educational 
leadership standards and principal evaluation methods. Others (e.g., 
Canole & Young, 2013) have traced these histories in much greater 
depth, but the summary that follows aims to provide sufficient context 
for understanding current evaluation protocols in major school districts 
in the US.

In 1996, the National Policy Board for Educational Administration 
(NPBEA), in partnership with the Council of Chief State School Officers 
(CCSSO), created what they hoped would be the first set of national 
standards for educational leadership in the US. A coalition of NPBEA 
and CCSSO members formed the Interstate School Leaders Licensure 
Consortium (ISLLC) and created the instructional leadership-focused 
ISLLC Standards for School Leaders. In the next decade, 46 states either 
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adopted these standards outright or used them as a template to develop 
their own state- or district-level standards (Canole & Young, 2013). In 
2008, in part due to increased demands on principals as a result of the 
accountability measures of No Child Left Behind, the consortium revised 
the standards to produce the 2008 ISLLC Standards for Educational 
Leadership. These standards included the following domains of effective 
principal leadership (Shipman & Murphy, 1996; Van Meter & 
Murphy, 1997):

 1. Vision, mission, and goals;
 2. Teaching and learning;
 3. Managing organizational systems and safety;
 4. Collaborating with families and stakeholders;
 5. Ethics and integrity; and
 6. The educational system.

In 2015, the consortium once again revised the ISLLC 2008 stan-
dards (newly named the Professional Standards for Educational Leaders, 
or PSELs) in an effort to respond to an increasingly technology-driven, 
diversity-focused, and globally interconnected world. The new and 
modified standards addressed the CCSSO and NPBEA insistence that 
the 2015 PSELs have (a) a stronger, clearer emphasis on success (aca-
demic and general well-being) for “each” and “all” students; (b) a more 
systemic view of leadership work with evidence that links leadership 
practices to learning; and (c) components of equity and cultural respon-
siveness, including promoting meaningful engagement of families and 
communities (NPBEA, 2015). The standards use neither instructional 
leadership nor leading learning, but a new Standard 7 puts emphasis on 
“[empowering] and [entrusting] teachers and staff with collective 
responsibility” (p.  22), and Standard 6 encourages school leaders to 
“foster continuous improvement of individual and collective instruc-
tional capacity” (p.  20). The PSELs were quickly embraced by states 
and districts seeking ways of both defining the principal’s role and 
responsibilities, and fashioning evaluation protocols to be used to assess 
principal performance.
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Parallel to the development of the PSELs, NPBEA sought to create a 
reliable evaluation system to measure the capacities and capabilities of 
practising principals as part of its portfolio. Eventually, they turned to the 
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS) to use its 
resources to develop a valid and reliable assessment protocol. Despite 
their best efforts to develop such a protocol that was based on another set 
of standards, NBPTS shuttered this initiative in 2014, after a five-year 
and $3.5 million effort proved to be financially untenable (Maxwell, 
2014), but left the community with the Accomplished Principal 
Standards, which emphasize nine priorities (NBPTS, 2010):

 1. Leadership for Results
 2. Vision and Mission
 3. Teaching and Learning
 4. Knowledge of students and adults
 5. Culture
 6. Strategic Management
 7. Advocacy
 8. Ethics
 9. Reflection and Growth

Although these standards, as well as the PSELs, show evidence of prin-
ciples and practices associated with LfL (especially standards pertaining 
to the principal’s responsibility for building the professional capacity of 
school personnel), they stop short of a full embrace of the principles asso-
ciated with leading learning. This shortcoming might ultimately be 
because the very notion of principal evaluation is, in itself, rooted in the 
ideas of “instructional leadership”. That we might go into a school to 
observe the practice of the one school leader and come away with an 
understanding of how successful that person is or is not at leading the 
school to success is an important assumption that underlies much of the 
leadership standards work of the last 20–30 years, and that we therefore 
see throughout evaluation systems as they still exist today. While count-
less evaluation protocols used to assess the effectiveness of school leaders 
have emerged, few of them embody the concepts and principles inherent 
in leading learning.

 D. Imig et al.



123

 Principal Evaluation in Large US School 
Districts: IL, LfL, or Both?

The 25 most populous school districts in the US account for 50.3 million 
students—11.7% of all students attending public schools in the US 
(NCES, 2016), and represent varying levels of academic performance 
and yearly per-pupil school funding (see US Department of Commerce, 
2015). Examination of these districts’ practices for evaluating principals 
(sometimes known as school-based administrators, or SBAs) affirms that, 
while we may be moving towards LfL in small or fragmented ways, ideas 
associated with IL still weigh most heavily on how we think about the job 
of a principal in schools in the US.

The districts in our sample of 25 currently evaluate their principals in 
strikingly similar ways to one another. In light of the history of the devel-
opment and early 2000s adoption of the original ISLLC standards, this 
commonality is not surprising. As mentioned above, New York State uses 
the PSELs outright, while the Los Angeles Unified School District 
(LAUSD) has created their own school leadership framework that specifi-
cally cites the corresponding PSEL and California Professional Standards 
for Educational Leadership (CPSEL) standards. One of the CPSEL stan-
dards comes close to embodying LfL principles. That standard (CPSEL 
Standard 5) reads as follows: “I. Leadership and Professional Growth—
School: Leaders have a responsibility to be the ‘chief learner’ at a school 
site, modelling reflective practice, ethical decision-making, professional 
growth, and other learning-centred leadership behaviours” (Los Angeles 
Unified School District, 2016).

In contrast to LAUSD’s language above, other principal evaluation sys-
tems from our sample of districts seem to lean heavily on the tenets of 
Hallinger and Murphy’s (1985) framework for IL. Several of the districts 
even use the exact term “Instructional Leadership” as a broad section 
header, standard, or criterion (e.g., LAUSD; Fairfax County Public 
Schools, VA; Clark County Public Schools, Las Vegas NV; Houston 
Independent School District, Texas). Additionally, nearly all of the above 
systems list the following tasks as essential priorities for principal practice: 
(a) defining and communicating the school’s mission or leadership vision; 
(b) supervising and evaluating teachers and administering or coordinating 
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professional development; (c) fostering positive and professional relation-
ships with, between, and among students, teachers, parents, and staff; 
and (d) collecting, evaluating, and using data to set the school improve-
ment agenda. Also vital to principal evaluation systems in these districts 
is the combination of “professional practice” (or some similar principal 
behaviour-focused heading) with some kind of “student performance” 
metric. That is, the tasks above may account for only half of a principal’s 
evaluation data, while student attendance, retention, and performance on 
standardized district and state assessments account for the other 50%. 
School systems from our sample that make use of this approach are the 
New York City Public Schools, Clark County Schools (Las Vegas NV), 
Prince George’s County Public Schools (MD), and all Florida School 
Leadership Evaluation System schools, which include Miami-Dade, 
Broward County (Ft. Lauderdale), Hillsborough County (Tampa), 
Orange County (Orlando), Duval (Jacksonville), and Palm Beach County 
Schools. This practice in principal evaluation is still in line with require-
ments from No Child Left Behind, and we are yet to see changes emanat-
ing from ESSA, which leaves much more discretion to districts and states 
in the formulation of new evaluation protocols. Additionally, all of the 
approved ESSA state plans require districts to put into place a school-
ranking system for all schools that makes similar demands on districts.

Similar to our findings from examining state ESSA plans, principal 
evaluation protocols in the 25 largest US school districts demonstrate 
little systematic commitment to the ideas of LfL. LAUSD’s and NYC 
Public Schools’ protocols make some headway, referencing “shared leader-
ship”, “professional collaboration”, and the building of leadership capac-
ity in teachers, students, families, and other members of the greater 
school community (LAUSD School Leadership Framework, NYC 
Principal Performance Review, PPO Scoring Tool). In most other cases, 
however, the word “shared” references the principal’s role in ensuring that 
the mission and goals of the school are shared ones. While this task of 
developing and communicating a shared vision or mission could be highly 
collaborative, the language, in practice, seems to refer more to a hierar-
chical process of achieving community adherence to a principal-defined 
mission and school goals (i.e., it is the principal’s job to ensure that school 
stakeholders share the principal’s vision for the school).
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While the criteria in IL-centric principal evaluation systems may be 
important for school success, proponents of LfL might argue that in 
examining school leadership practice through only the hierarchical lens 
of the principal, we are missing the bigger picture of what it means for a 
school to be a place where everyone takes on roles of teacher and learner—
where everyone is responsible for leading their own learning, as well as 
contributing to the learning of others. The Comprehensive Assessment of 
Leadership for Learning (CALL) is an example of a leadership evaluation 
system that subverts that hierarchical approach in favour of a school-wide 
assessment (Kelley & Halverson, 2014). The CALL (developed over the 
last decade by Carolyn Kelley, Richard Halverson, and James Shaw at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison) is a 40-minute-long online survey for 
all teachers, administrators, and student support staff that is specifically 
not a method of evaluating a school’s principal, but rather a way of char-
acterizing both formal and informal leadership practices in areas such as 
professional development, teacher collaboration, parent/teacher confer-
ences, faculty meetings, discipline policies, and serving students from 
special populations. While the CALL is not yet widely used in the US, it 
does provide a vision for where school leadership evaluation could be 
headed in the years to come.

 Chapter Limitations and LfL Challenges 
in the US

In this chapter, we have alluded to limitations of our investigation, as well 
as to challenges that widespread adoption of LfL faces in the US. We 
conclude with a brief summary of both, followed by some thoughts on 
the relationship between the two leadership paradigms.

 Limitations

Although President Obama signed ESSA in 2015, we are, 4 years later, 
still very much in a time of transition between NCLB and ESSA. 
Ironically, legislation that was intended to constrain the Obama 
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administration’s oversight and direction for school reform now limits 
the Trump administration from exercising sweeping changes in the 
form and function of public schools in the US. Expansive federal autho-
rizations like ESSA generally “phase in” over an extended period and a 
change of presidential administrations (including the appointment of a 
new Secretary of Education) has led to different interpretations of (and 
guidance on) aspects of the law. Thus far, Congress has been unwilling 
to embrace school policy proposals generated by the Trump administra-
tion and states and districts seem slow to enact changes mandated by 
ESSA. During this time of transition, states have filed for and received 
various extensions on state plan submission or enactments of aspects of 
the law. At the time of the writing of this chapter, all 50 states plans 
have been approved by the Department of Education with an expecta-
tion that implementation will begin with the beginning of the school 
year 2018–19.

It is also still too early for us to determine how states will put into 
action the conceptions of, and priorities for, leadership expressed in 
ESSA state plans. Most ESSA plans involve outlines of programmes 
and priorities with the expectation that state governance will do addi-
tional planning and budgeting before actually implementing their 
plans. Furthermore, although ESSA gives states the ability to allocate 
up to 3% of Title IIA funding for principal development, this addi-
tional funding for principals is not a requirement. Since states are also 
now allowed to spend up to 100% of Title IIA funds on Title I activi-
ties, we may find in the future that ESSA implementation contributes 
to less funding for the recruitment and training of high-quality teachers 
and school leaders.

 Leadership for Learning in the US: Challenges 
and Considerations

Throughout this chapter, we have found repeatedly that the conception 
and practice of school leadership in the US is weighted heavily towards 
ideas associated with IL.  Although our investigation revealed federal, 
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state, and district consideration of some ideas associated with LfL (e.g., 
PLCs, cultivating leadership in others, creating a climate for learning, 
teacher leadership), implementation of these ideas is often hierarchical or 
inconsistent across states or levels of government. While networks of 
schools and school leaders in several states now embrace concepts from 
LfL, we found no systematic attempt by national, state, or local educa-
tion authorities to adopt LfL or its associated ideas as a consistent school 
leadership philosophy.

The authors identified several challenges to widespread adoption of 
LfL (or its associated ideas) in the US. A first challenge is the organization 
of the American educational system. Because education is a state respon-
sibility, nationwide educational movements are extraordinarily complex 
and lead to a fierce debate about governmental overreach, big vs. small 
government, and states’ rights. Although states could come together to 
redefine not only leadership standards (as with the PSELs) but the way 
we think about leadership for schools in the US, there are few incentives 
to do so at this time.

Another challenge is our deeply ingrained systems of accountability, 
evaluation, and data collection/analysis. US accountability and evalua-
tion systems prioritize individual responsibility and duties over collec-
tive responsibility, and our data collection emphasizes primarily 
quantitative data measuring “student results” without much deep anal-
ysis of situated causes or processes to explain “root causes” for learning 
(or lack thereof ). These systems seem to lend themselves to conversa-
tions about blame and guilt, and therefore shorter tenures for principals 
and superintendents.

 Conclusion

Townsend, in Chap. 1, asked whether instructional leadership and lead-
ing learning were two sides of the same coin. The review of the literature 
and of the state plans prepared in response to ESSA and selected principal 
evaluation protocols suggest that they are distinctly different. Embedded 
in the instructional leadership construct is the heroic leader dominating 
every aspect of the school environment. While there are a few references 
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to the other side of the coin, with the principal as the lead learner for a 
school, these are infrequent references and found in very few state plans 
and evaluation protocols. The PSEL standards promote a new form of 
leadership without explicit reference to LfL that captures many of the 
features of leading learning. We did not find much evidence that these 
standards are being implemented. This may be a variation on the theme 
of instructional leadership but it also may presage a fundamental shift in 
the way that teachers and students and leaders learn together. In this 
model, hierarchical leadership gives way to leadership that promotes a 
professional community of learners engaged in a common purpose of 
ensuring all students learn.

The chapter review also suggests that while instructional leadership 
remains the dominant paradigm for school leadership, there is an 
emerging consensus that schools need to be very different from those 
that dominate the American landscape. This time, however, the change 
will come from within schools and come from the bottom up. Driving 
such change will not be massive federal mandates but, rather, much 
experimentation by states and districts with new assessments and cur-
riculum, teacher assignments and school structures. It may be exhaus-
tion from a decade of efforts by Washington to reform schools, but 
what is emerging is a landscape of local efforts to make schools more 
student-centric with students having a greater voice in their own learn-
ing. Individualization or personalization is much talked about, with 
philanthropic foundations supporting experimentation with these 
ideas, but at the heart of these new designs resides an ambition that 
students will cross traditional disciplinary and age-based boundaries 
and engage with other students with similar interest and proficiency. 
The American aversion to tracking—based on the sordid history of 
racial segregation and assignment—seems to be giving way to new ways 
of grouping by interest and opportunity. The disciplinary curriculum is 
giving way to more problem-based study with flexible assignments and 
the end of traditional age groupings in favour of individual learning. 
The challenges of transforming thousands of schools in hundreds of 
school districts in the US are enormous but ESSA has created a space 
and an opportunity for this to occur.
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6
Leading Learning in Schools 

in Challenging Times: Findings 
from Research in Portugal

Maria Assunção Flores and Fernando Ilídio Ferreira

 Introduction

Leadership has been the subject of discussion, reflection and investiga-
tion over the last decades, particularly in the English-speaking world (for 
a synthesis, see, for instance, English, 2005 and Townsend & MacBeath, 
2011). As Townsend and MacBeath (2011) state, concepts related to run-
ning organisations such as schools have evolved. Management, for 
instance, seems to be seen as a constraining term, associated with ensur-
ing conformity, uniformity and stasis whereas leadership emerged as an 
alternative concept, linked to change, development and movement. 
However, they underline that ‘the best managers have all the qualities of 
a leader, because even conformity and uniformity these days involve 
change and development, and the best leaders all have to manage well’ 
(pp. vii–viii).
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Instructional leadership and leadership for learning have been dis-
cussed in the literature from a variety of perspectives. Hallinger (1992, 
p. 37), for instance, states that ‘the instructional leader was viewed as the 
primary source of knowledge for the development of the school’s educa-
tional program’. In turn, Bush (2015, p. 487) stresses the limitations of 
the instructional model, arguing for the distributed approach and the 
need to revisit the balance with its central focus on learning rather than 
on instruction. Dimmock and Tan (2016) also highlight the need for a 
more critical perspective of instructional leadership associated with the 
expansion of principals’ responsibilities. They refer, amongst other fea-
tures, to instructional leadership as a multi-dimensional concept with 
different dimensional efficacies, to the need to challenge the so-called 
established truths about effective practices, to instructional leadership as 
a cross-cultural and comparative concept and to the reconfiguration of 
the school’s patterns of leadership.

Teacher leadership has been expanding as a key element to improve 
education within a view of more distributed leadership and of schools as 
being the communities of learning. Yet, the existing literature points to 
the existence of different perspectives and understandings (Alexandrou & 
Swaffield, 2012; Davis & Leon, 2009), including both a formal and an 
informal dimension. Frost (2012) argues for a non-positional approach 
in which teachers are able to engage in strategic action for change and to 
transform their educational practice (Frost, 2017). This perspective ‘does 
not assume leadership is automatically linked with positions in the orga-
nizational hierarchy of the school. Instead it recognizes the potential of 
all teachers to exercise leadership as part of their role as a teacher’ (Frost, 
2012, p. 210). In a similar vein, Huang (2016) distinguishes traditional 
views of leadership and informal leadership, the former focussing on an 
authorised individual (usually the principal or head teacher in the school), 
and the latter pointing to those who do not have a formal position in an 
organisation.

Literature has identified several constraints and obstacles for teachers 
to exercise leadership, such as isolation and individualism, role ambigu-
ity, inadequate time for collaboration, lack of incentives (York-Barr & 
Duke, 2004); external accountability, teachers’ capacity to undertake 
“extra work” and the role of senior managers (Muijs & Harris, 2006); and 
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lack of administrative support, lack of time, dealing with teachers who 
are resistant to change, have too many duties and lack of professional 
development opportunities (Gordon, Jacobs, & Solis, 2013). Also, there 
is a vast literature on leadership focussing on the challenges of instruc-
tional leadership by using student achievement information for instruc-
tional improvement (Timperley, 2005), on how school leaders enact 
policies in context managing tensions and balancing conflicting goals 
(Flores & Derrington, 2017), on the interplay of the relationships 
between school context, principal leadership and mediating variables in 
leadership for learning (Paletta, Alivernini, & Manganelli, 2017), and on 
school leadership focusing on values embedded in the biographies of 
principals of successful schools and how they influence their response to 
systemic policy reforms (Day & Gu, 2018).

For Stevenson (2012, p.  345), much of the existing literature on 
teacher leadership ‘is rooted within mainstream discourses of education 
leadership and management and fails to address more fundamental ques-
tions about the nature of leadership in an educational context’. The 
author identifies two main problems linked to this literature: (a) teacher 
leadership continues to be seen within a managerialist perspective located 
within managerialist tradition and hierarchies, linked to roles and struc-
tures and remaining essentially conservative and orthodox; and (b) the 
literature stresses the contribution of teacher leaders to educational 
change but seldom questions the ‘fundamental nature of these changes’ 
(p. 345). For instance, the idea widely disseminated is that teachers’ resis-
tance to change has to do, to a great extent, with the belief that change is 
naturally good and not as simply a decision-making process that may also 
inhibit or even negatively impact pupil learning. Therefore, discussing 
the nature of change, including its purpose, values and meaning, as well 
as the interests behind them, is crucial for critically leading innovation in 
schools. Moos (2008), for instance, emphasising critical reflection in det-
riment to fundamentalist beliefs, discusses contemporary demands from 
the perspective of notions of democratic education. He asks if leaders can 
contribute to building democratic communities in schools, where profes-
sionals and students participate in the interactions on the basis of inclu-
sion in the community (participation) and on critical reflection and 
analysis (deliberation). In this sense, three main perspectives converge for 
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leadership for learning: democratic learning, learning democracy and 
democratic leadership.

These theoretical and conceptual perspectives offer a basis for under-
standing the ways in which leadership for leading learning in schools and 
classrooms has been developing in Portugal in the light of both the 
national and the global political agendas but also the social, cultural and 
political features that characterise the Portuguese context. This chapter 
draws upon data arising from a wider piece of research aimed at analysing 
school and teacher leadership in times of economic downturn and inten-
sive reforms. It provides a pluralistic view of leadership which includes 
both formal and non-formal approaches, and diverse actors within the 
school setting, including principals, teachers and pupils. We look at the 
emerging trends arising from data from the research project, the details of 
which will be described after a brief contextualisation to which 
we now turn.

 The Portuguese Context

 A Bureaucratic, Centralised and Compliant Tradition

For almost half of the last century, Portugal was ruled under a dictator-
ship. This has marked both the structures and the mindset of people in 
various sectors of the state and the society. In his book Portugal hoje—o 
medo de existir (Portugal, today—the fear of existing), José Gil (2005), a 
Portuguese philosopher, considers that some characteristics of people 
nowadays correspond to the heritage of the dictatorship: people are envi-
ous, resentful, always complaining and essentially, they fear: they fear 
risk-taking, they fear not being up to what was required.1 During the 
dictatorship, known as Estado Novo (New State), the development of the 
country, and particularly the education sector, was stagnant. Research 
shows a number of repressive strategies aimed at securing a tight social 
control and a detailed normalisation of the schooling system (Fernandes, 
1992). Educating for passivity and compliance in order to keep a civil 
society depoliticised was the main goal of the New State regime 
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(Formosinho, 1987). Schools were the last link of a long hierarchical 
chain commanded by the central administration and, to a great extent, 
this perspective is still very much present and culturally rooted in the 
existing school organisations.

 From the Democratic Management to School 
Autonomy and Accountability

The Red Carnation Revolution, in 1974, marked the end of the dictator-
ship. Democratic school management became the mainstream notion. 
Yet, it became clear there was a progressive abandonment of the qualifier 
“democratic” in subsequent legislation. The terms used before the revolu-
tion such as rector and school director/principal were replaced by the 
word “president” (president of a collegial body named as directive or 
executive council). The president was a teacher elected amongst his/
her peers.

The notion of school autonomy started to be used in the legislative 
texts during the transition period of the 1980s to the 1990s, and it has 
been associated with successive models of school administration and 
management. In 1998, in the Decree-Law no 115-A/98, of the 4th May, 
the three notions were used together for the first time: autonomy, admin-
istration and management of schools and “clusters of schools”.2 School 
contracts (“contracts of autonomy”) between the Ministry of Education 
and the schools were also mentioned in this legal framework but it was 
only in 2006 that this process began to be fully articulated with the 
mechanisms of internal and external evaluation of schools. These reforms 
were undergirded by the premise that greater school autonomy will 
encourage innovation and quality teaching and drive forward school per-
formance (Lupton, 2011; Wößmann, 2007).

In Portugal, the discourse of autonomy has influenced a rather rhetori-
cal role but at the same time, a strategic function of recentralisation of 
education through renewed mechanisms typical of the “Managerial State” 
(Newman and Clarke, 1997). Whether concentrated or deconcentrated, 
the decentralisation of education is in sharp contrast to the possibilities 
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of democratic management of the schools, as they are run and controlled 
by the central administration. As Lima (2014, p. 1078) states, autonomy 
is seen as a rhetorical condition in the face of the maintenance of centrali-
sation, or even the recentralisation, of the powers in education: ‘elections, 
collegiality, and participation in the decision-making process are now 
widely undervalued as basic dimensions of the democratic management 
of schools’.

The above referred to Decree-Law no 115-A/98 was in place for 
ten years before being replaced in 2008. The government approved a new 
legal framework (Decree-Law no 75/08, on 22nd April), which is still in 
place. Its label is the same as the previous decree law, but it introduced for 
the first time the concept of leadership. This has generated great contro-
versy and debate involving policymakers, teachers’ unions, academics and 
teachers. The principal is no longer elected but appointed by the General 
Council, according to a recruitment process. He/she should have ade-
quate qualifications for the role, including either training or experience 
in school administration and management. According to this new legisla-
tion, the principal is given more power in order to reinforce school lead-
ership and to enhance effectiveness, but it also represents more 
responsibility. He/she simultaneously assumes the presidency of the 
Pedagogical Council and designates the coordinators of the curriculum 
departments which are the main pedagogical coordinating and supervis-
ing structures at school (in the previous legislation, the coordinators of 
the curriculum department were elected amongst teachers who integrated 
each department).

 The Emergence of the Concept of Leadership: Mixed 
and Contradictory Messages

Over the last ten years, the concept of leadership has emerged. The man-
agement and leadership discourses go hand in hand, although both dis-
courses reveal the landmarks of a centralised and bureaucratic culture. 
Today, mixed notions co-exist, such as “top management” and “top lead-
ership” as well as “intermediate management” and “intermediate 
leadership”.
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The legislation stated that the principal is “the face” and the “first 
responsible” for the school. It also stipulates new school governance 
(principal), the aim of which is to “reinforce leadership at school”. The 
legal text uses notions such as “strong leadership” and “effective leader-
ship” as well as the innocuous term of “good leadership”. It is possible to 
identify in this legislation a conception of leadership as mere implemen-
tation, defining the “authority of the principal” as a way to “locally exe-
cute policy initiatives issued by the central government”.

To the lexicon typical of a centralised and bureaucratic administra-
tion was added the emerging managerialistic lexicon such as efficacy, 
efficiency, goals and objectives, measurable and quantifiable results, 
standards to assess quality, competitiveness, performance, excellence, 
and so on. It should not be forgotten that managerialism has been 
growing in the educational discourse and, for much of the time, it is 
related to the seduction of its lexicon, which is nowadays greatly valued 
and used in schools, particularly by the principals. An example may be 
seen in the existence of “merit places”, which have been institution-
alised in many Portuguese schools influenced by the seductive discourse 
of excellence.

 Economic Downturn and Austerity Measures

The research project on which this chapter draws was developed during a 
critical period in Portugal as the country was going through a severe 
financial and economic crisis (2011–2014) with implications for the edu-
cation sector and particularly for teaching (see Flores, 2014; Flores & 
Ferreira, 2016). Schools and teachers were greatly influenced not only by 
the need to educate children, but also by the alarming expansion of pov-
erty bringing with it greater social intervention demands. A number of 
policy initiatives were introduced to deal with the complex demands of 
school life as a result of the financial, economic and social crises. Since 
2012, several emergency and compensatory policies, programmes and 
initiatives have been put in place by the Ministry of Education, including 
the school programme for “Food Reinforcement” (PERA Portugal, 
Ministério da Educação e Ciência, 2012), which aimed at providing 
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pupils in need with a meal in the morning (around 14,000 and 12,000 
pupils benefited from this programme in 2012/2013 and 2013/2014, 
respectively).

A number of changes in the education sector occurred after 2011 
(Benavente et al., 2014), including: an increase in the number of pupils 
per class; increased workload for teachers; promotion of school rankings 
based on national exams; reinforcement of so-called key subjects, such as 
Portuguese and Mathematics; and reduced attention given to subjects 
such as physical education, artistic education, civic education and health 
education. Considering the effects of the austerity measures, Flores, 
Ferreira, and Parente (2014) identify issues such as salary cuts, high rates 
of unemployment, high taxation and worsening opportunities for career 
progression, as a few examples of the ways in which the teaching profes-
sion has been affected during this period.

Existing research pointed to the deterioration of working conditions at 
school for teachers not only as a result of the economic and social crisis, 
but also the greater challenges and pressures placed on them. Teachers 
had to deal with social issues such as child poverty and scarcity of 
resources, but also were faced with the intensification of their work, an 
increase in bureaucracy and low morale (Flores, 2014). Enhancing learn-
ing through leadership has, thus, become a more demanding endeavour 
on the part of both principals and teachers.

 Methods

This chapter draws on data from a wider three-year project (January 
2011–June 2014) funded by Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia 
(National Foundation for Science and Technology) (PTDC/CPE- 
CED/112164/2009). Drawing upon the major research project, this 
chapter addresses the following research questions:

 1. How do principals, teachers and pupils understand leadership?
 2. In which ways is leadership linked to pupil learning from the point of 

view of principals, teachers and pupils?
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 Data Collection and Participants

Data were collected through in-depth interviews with 11 principals and 
also focus on the groups of pupils (n = 108) and teachers (n = 99) in 11 
schools. Data analysis was undertaken in two phases. First, there was an 
analysis of data gathered in each school from the voices of teachers, pupils 
and the head teacher. A second phase was then carried out according to a 
comparative or horizontal analysis (cross-case analysis) (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994). In this phase, it was possible to look for common pat-
terns as well as differences. A semantic criterion was used to look for key 
themes arising from the qualitative data by the research team.

 Findings

The findings from the research are presented below according to the fol-
lowing themes: (a) common challenges faced by the schools and the exer-
cise of leadership in demanding circumstances; (b) a plural understanding 
of leadership versus an emphasis on the formal roles; (c) accountability, 
school autonomy and the increase of the bureaucratic work and control 
in schools; (d) leading innovation by doing policy: a more ecological and 
inclusive view of leadership; and (e) leadership for learning and learning 
for leading: two sides of the same coin. Quotations used to illustrate the 
main themes are drawn from the focus groups with teachers and pupils 
and from the interviews with the principals.

 Common Challenges Faced by the Schools and the Exercise 
of Leadership in Demanding Circumstances

The school principals pointed to the constraints and difficulties in exer-
cising leadership as well as the strategies used to deal with them. Issues 
such as self-motivation and ability to motivate and encourage others were 
at the forefront of their accounts during a period marked by the feelings 
of frustration and disappointment, on the one hand, and resilience and 
professionalism, on the other. Teachers’ negative image, especially on the 
part of politicians and the media, policy initiatives related to teacher 
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evaluation, and an obsession with outcomes were examples identified in 
the principals’ interviews:

Since 2008 motivation has decreased, first as a result of the implementation of 
teacher evaluation, which as a crazy process and has led to huge demonstra-
tions, and then the curriculum goals to increase students’ outcomes. (Principal)

Motivation is very low at the moment due to the economic situation, salary 
cuts, high taxes. These and other aspects have led to the deterioration of the 
image of teachers. (Principal)

A social image has been created that is not good for teachers; it is a narrative in 
which teachers have lots of privileges, including long holidays, great salaries 
that do not correspond to what they do, etc. (Principal)

The increase of teachers’ workload, the increase of the number of stu-
dents per class, the increase of meetings, roles and administrative tasks, 
the high level of unemployment, the precarious jobs, the lack of career 
advancement and salary cuts, the deterioration of the teachers’ image and 
lack of social recognition are among the key aspects that have led to the 
impoverishment of the teacher workforce, along with issues of insecurity, 
fear and lack of job satisfaction:

The lack of a secure job is more and more felt by the teachers. The school is not 
a healthy environment anymore … there is fear. (Principal)

Teachers are tired! They have gone through too many reforms, legislation, etc. 
Somebody needs to stop that! It is hard for teachers to find a calm situation and share 
their practice, it is hard to do collaborative work in such circumstances. (Principal)

When asked to talk about themselves, the school principals revealed 
common feelings in regard to the ways in which they understand 
 leadership, especially when they have to lead in demanding circum-
stances. In general, they feel good about their job despite the increased 
challenges and difficulties they need to deal with on a daily basis:

I am very happy doing my job. I enjoy what I do, I commit to what I do, I am 
perfectionist and I think people need to do well their job. (Principal)
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Principals’ views of “good leadership” and “good leaders” point to per-
sonal qualities: being able to listen, to motivate, to cooperate, to influ-
ence others, to create a positive environment, to demonstrate ways to 
work in a team, being altruistic, being strong, to bond with other people:

Teacher leaders are able to listen, motivate and mobilise others in their groups 
or departments …. They are capable of provoking discussion and make others 
do something. (Principal)

You alone cannot do much. But if there is sharing, help and a positive climate 
for people to cooperate and work together … it is great. I think this is crucial in 
any organisation. In a school, if everybody works in an individualistic manner, 
it doesn’t work. (Principal)

Being able to listen is key to exercise leadership. Also important are sharing and 
teamwork. (Principal)

A number of conceptions of leadership emerged from the participants’ 
accounts. Issues such as “open door leadership”, “democratic leadership”, 
“shared leadership”, “emotional leadership” and “motivational leader-
ship” were but a few recurring examples in the principals’ accounts.

If I am able to keep a more directive and hierarchical attitude, it tends to rein-
force the bureaucratic path and organisations, and even more schools, which 
have to be the least bureaucratic possible in order to motivate people. (Principal)

My concern is my leadership to be as democratic as possible … sometimes you 
need to be more directive, other times you need to tolerate and understand the 
context in which things happen. (Principal)

I guess my leadership is motivational in the sense that I am motivated and I am 
concerned with motivating people. I also feel the effect of other people’s motiva-
tion. (Principal)

I think it is about emotional leadership. We have had external evaluation in 
our school and one of the key features identified was leadership and teachers’ 
engagement. When I speak about emotional leadership, I mean respecting peo-
ple and give them autonomy… (Principal)
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Although Principal’s complain about the time and energy that they 
have to spend on bureaucratic tasks that prevent them from focussing on 
the issues of teaching and learning, they emphasise that the pedagogical 
dimension is the most important one for them. As Sergiovanni (1998) 
asserts, if one intends to improve the school, pedagogical leadership is the 
more effective alternative to bureaucratic leadership. To quote one prin-
cipal: ‘It is at the Pedagogical Council that I feel better and fulfilled, as it 
is the heart of the school in which you make big decisions, evaluate and 
devise and develop improvement strategies’.

 A Plural Understanding of Leadership Versus an Emphasis 
on the Formal Roles

Concepts such as “leadership density” (Sergiovanni, 1992) and “leaderful 
practice” (Raelin, 2003) emphasise the principle that all members of a 
school have something to contribute. MacBeath and Townsend (2011, 
p. 9) assert that ‘leadership may, like learning, be understood not simply 
as the province of those in formally defined roles but as opportunistic, 
emergent and collective’ and they go on to say that ‘opportunistic leader-
ship occurs within cultures which encourage leadership to be taken rather 
than simply given, an expression of agency’ (p. 10).

Both the principals and the teachers held a plural view of leadership, 
but the concept that emerged in their discourses was much more associ-
ated with the principal and his/her staff and with teachers who perform 
formal roles in the school structure such as head of departments and 
subject leaders.

Leadership is about the principal and the intermediate structures at school such 
as the head of departments, class tutors and the coordinator of the tutors. (Teacher)

This emphasis on the formal dimension of leadership linked to the 
hierarchical structures of the school and the exercise of roles and func-
tions is not surprising, taking into account the Portuguese context and 
culture and the generalised understanding of the concept (see context 
section above). For instance, some teachers stated that ‘the principal is in 
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charge, but coordinators are also doing their job’ and ‘leadership comes 
from the principal, but you can also identify other levels of leadership in 
the school’.

Despite this, some principals also spoke of informal teacher leadership 
in a diversity of contexts and situations, including the classroom. 
According to Danielson (2007), informal leaders emerge in a spontane-
ous and organic way among teachers; they are not selected and do not 
possess a formal authority. They rather take the initiative in solving prob-
lems or in the implementation of a project and their influence stems from 
experience, practice and respect in regard to peers.

Leadership in school is exercised through the roles and functions at the interme-
diate level of the school structures but also by the teachers themselves when they 
lead projects. (Principal)

I think everybody can exercise leadership, for instance, the teacher in the class-
room … even the pupils. (Principal)

At the beginning of the focus group, teachers spoke of leadership in its 
formal dimension, but as the focus group went on, they started to talk 
more spontaneously and reflected on the issues under discussion. They 
explained the concept by highlighting teacher leadership at the interper-
sonal and professional level and at the level of projects and activities at 
school: ‘you can exercise different forms of leadership in the ways in which 
you interact with people at school’ (Teacher); ‘teachers are not only in the 
classroom; their practices represent the true power of the school’ (Teacher); 
‘The school dynamic has to do with all people at the school’ (Teacher).

In a similar vein, one principal stated that ‘school is the face of teachers’ 
and ‘a good teacher makes a good school’ through his/her daily practices 
and persistence.

As for the pupils, there is a clear distinction between the role of teach-
ers and of the principal. During the focus group, when asked about who 
is the most influential person(s) in decision-making at school, the major-
ity of the pupils identified the school principal: ‘I think the principal is the 
boss’ (Pupil); ‘I have never seen anyone with more power at school than the 
principal’ (Pupil).
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However, during the focus group, pupils reflected on other forms of 
leadership from the part of other actors in the school: ‘teachers are also 
leaders… this is our vision but I am not sure if they are the ones who are more 
influential at school’ (Pupil); ‘if you talk at a personal level, teachers are lead-
ers, if you talk at a bureaucratic level the principal is the leader and bureau-
cracy is ruining the school’ (Pupil).

 Accountability, School Autonomy and the Increase 
of Bureaucratic Work and Control in Schools

In the name of autonomy, principals and teachers deal simultaneously 
with bureaucratic intensification and control of their work and increasing 
demands of accountability and performativity. These demands have 
become characteristic of some policy initiatives in Portugal, especially 
those related to schools’ internal and external evaluations, teacher evalu-
ation and pupil assessment, with a particular emphasis on national exams 
for new entrants into the teaching profession, and for pupils in Year 4, 
Year 6 and Year 9  in Portuguese and Mathematics. More pressure has 
been placed on schools and teachers to increase student attainment as a 
result of concerns with national and international assessment pro-
grammes, such as Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA).

Nevertheless, in the interviews with the principals, autonomy was one 
of the most critical aspects: ‘there is no autonomy whatsoever!’; ‘autonomy is 
zero! You are kidding!’; ‘Autonomy is rhetoric there is no such thing as auton-
omy!’ Others said:

The legislative texts mention autonomy, but it is about autonomy in regard to 
what the Ministry of Education has regulated! (Principal)

I have autonomy but to do and make others do whatever the central adminis-
tration imposes on us! (Principal)

The principal is asked to respond to centralised or deconcentrated services of 
school administration. And this is on the top of the daily work that as a princi-
pal you need to do. (Principal)
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The abundant, hurried and unstable legislation, through more and 
more micro-legislative texts, hyper-regulate school life. For principals and 
teachers, bureaucracy (usually seen as filling in documents, doing reports, 
etc.) implies less time and energy for reflection, discussion and other 
learning-oriented practices. One principal stated: ‘I really would like to 
have autonomy at the pedagogical dimension, I would like to develop a cur-
riculum that takes into account the socio-economical characteristics of the 
environment of the school’. A teacher also claimed that ‘it is all about paper-
work and more paperwork … what I enjoy is being with the children.’ Other 
principals stated:

You feel suffocated by bureaucracy that does not leave space for other tasks which 
require reflection, proximity and discussion. (Principal)

It is frustrating because people do reports and other administrative tasks, and 
this means less energy for other practical stuff. (Principal)

Sometimes I reflect on what I do and I find myself feeling like giving up. In 
5 days, 2 or 3 days are devoted to pupils and the rest to the other tasks. You feel 
frustrated because you do not do what you enjoy. (Principal)

As Torres Santomé (2006, p. 131) states, ‘teachers who are committed 
to their work, to the daily life of the school, but do not see their work 
recognized, became disappointed, lack motivation, generating a “culture 
of pessimism”’.

Teachers are tired of being seen in a negative way, of being mistrusted. There 
have been too many reforms, too much legislation and so on. There are people 
that are exhausted and they say “I am going to retire. I can’t stand it anymore”. 
(Principal)

Some principals and teachers also highlight the new forms of bureau-
cratic control that is exercised through online platforms from the part of 
the services of the Ministry of Education.

I think we are more and more controlled at all levels, including through infor-
matics … and online platforms. (Principal)
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We know that there is a need to register data for future analysis. But doing the 
same in a systematic way … you are asked to provide the same data and you 
need to register the same, it is too much! (Teacher)

Principals and teachers spend much time inserting data without seeing 
its utility and purpose. However, this does not correspond only to admin-
istrative tasks but to new forms of “E-Government” (Henman, 2010) 
which are nowadays very much prevalent in schools. A recent research 
project carried out in Portugal has shown that “electronic bureaucracy” 
(Meira, 2017) is one of the most exacerbated forms of control of the 
schools, of principals and of teachers.

The bureaucratic paraphernalia implies less time and energy for princi-
pals and teachers for exercising leadership for learning. In addition, it 
creates the illusion of teachers as agents of change when they, in fact, only 
implement top-down programmes and initiatives. Thus, teachers stressed 
the change at the rhetorical level but with them having no effects in real-
ity. They highlight the endless changes in education seen as a make-up 
exercise. Change is, therefore, seen as a mere language game in so far as 
the change of the language is not accompanied by changes in practice: 
‘there is no change at all; the language is different, the lexicon is different but 
everything remains unchanged’ (Teacher).

 Leading Innovation by Doing Policy: A More Ecological 
and Inclusive View of Leadership

The idea that nothing changes, because it is just about a change in the 
lexicon, may be related to the perception that both principals and teach-
ers are mere implementers or doers of endless policy initiatives that invade 
the school on a daily basis. However, Ball, Maguire and Braun (2012) 
reject the idea that policies are simply “implemented”. They argue that 
policies are interpreted and put into practice in various ways. Arguing for 
the concept of “policy enactment”, they state that social actors may con-
trol the process of doing policy in their schools.

Implementation is related to top-down policy, whereas enactment 
refers to how people interpret, accept, resist and subvert policy in context, 
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implying teacher activism (Sachs, 2003). When conceiving schools as 
contexts in which policies are active and creatively produced, “micropo-
litical literacy” (Kelchtermans & Ballet, 2002) becomes crucial. As these 
authors argue, learning how to deal with the micropolitical aspects of 
teachers’ work lives, such as power, influence and control, implies a “polit-
ical” learning process.

Opposing the concepts of implementation and innovation, Frost 
(2010) states that the focus of implementation is: design at the centre, 
behavioural specifications, hierarchical accountability and training as the 
mode of transfer. As for innovation, it is a process marked by distributed 
design, proposed principles, professional accountability and practitioner- 
led and enquiry-based development as the mode of transfer. In this sense, 
a process of innovation demands “multi-level learning” (students, teach-
ers, the school as an organisation and the educational system). However, 
according to Frost (2010), ‘a key component in the diagram is the con-
nection between the layers. The little sticks that link one level to the next 
represent “leadership”’ (p. 208).

The exercise of leadership has become more complex in so far as prin-
cipals and teachers have to deal with various and often contradictory 
demands: promoting students’ learning; providing social support to chil-
dren and their families, particularly in the context of the crisis and auster-
ity; and dealing with the paradoxical discourse of school autonomy. Our 
study, however, shows that, in some schools, the exercise of leadership in 
more political, ecological and inclusive ways emerged through the pro-
motion of decentralised and bottom-up strategies and initiatives, as well 
as through the capacity to build trust and collegiality and support and 
fostering meaningful processes and experiences to enhance pupil learning.

Issues such as teachers leading work with colleagues to improve teach-
ing and learning were at the forefront of their accounts. For pupils, prin-
cipals and teachers, leadership has to do, to a great extent, with the ways 
in which teachers who make a difference are seen in the school. They are 
able to influence colleagues, pupils and others through the development 
of initiatives, projects and innovation of practice, despite the constraints 
and difficulties they face. Expressions such as ‘these teachers are respected’, 
‘they are key elements in the school’, ‘they are able to motivate and mobilise’ 
and ‘they take the initiative’ express this position. Another said:
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Some teachers, even if they do not perform a formal role at school, are respected 
by everybody. They are the first ones to be consulted, to be asked for an opinion, 
to discuss an issue … people who are respected … this is the true leader-
ship. (Teacher)

Similarly, pupils spoke of the teachers who were described as ‘good 
teachers’, ‘fair’, ‘they care and respect others’, ‘are able to motivate pupils’ and 
‘are good fun but demanding’. Younger pupils talked about their closed 
reality—their teacher, colleagues and friends—whereas the older ones 
point to the leader and leadership in a broader sense. Older pupils use the 
word “leader” and the younger ones talk about the “boss” and the “person 
who has power”. For older pupils, the leader is associated with the experi-
ence and the capacity to lead teams in order to reach given goals, with 
comments such as: ‘The leader is like a boat’, ‘it is someone who has a vision 
for the future’, ‘he knows what he is doing’, ‘she knows how to sort out prob-
lems’, ‘he inspires others and you have confidence in him’ and ‘she is there for 
you’ (Pupils).

Pupils seem to share the idea that all teachers can exercise leadership 
regardless of the roles and responsibilities they perform. When they com-
pare leadership of the principal and of the teachers, they highlight the 
proximity of the latter: ‘He who makes the decisions is the principal, but 
who is closer to us is the teacher’ (Pupil). Also, the principals stress similar 
views, recognising and valuing the exercise of leadership by the teachers: 
‘Teachers can take initiative, the power and responsibility to make decisions 
and the confidence to dare … they feel we trust them, we have confidence in 
them …’ (Principal).

In a study carried out by Mullen and Jones (2008), teachers ‘have 
shared that they want to work with principals who are willing to listen, 
support their decision making within reason, and trust what they say and 
do’ (p. 337).

Teachers are willing to take on more leadership responsibilities where 
they respect and admire their principals and feel supported by them. 
Hence, the value of building collegial relationships among teachers, 
and between teachers and administrators, is extremely powerful. 
(2008, p. 337)
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One principal sees himself as exercising an ‘emotional leadership’ and 
another one stated that ‘you need to respect people and give autonomy to 
people’. In a similar vein, when teachers talked about the principals, they 
identify aspects related to vision, confidence, wisdom, intuition, causes 
and convictions: ‘the principal is a woman of causes. She never gives up’ 
(Teacher).

The political dimension of leadership emerges in some schools and 
conjunctures towards a more activist and ecological view of leadership. As 
one teacher stated, teachers make a difference: ‘it is the people who make 
others believe’, a statement convergent with Deleuze’s words (2000, 
p. 172), ‘something possible, otherwise I will suffocate’. Frequently, an idea 
is only seen as impossible because we understand the real as something 
solid and given. However, the possible will often consist of more realities 
than what is now known. In the challenging circumstances faced by the 
schools and teachers in which our research was carried out, the dominant 
perspectives tended to the impossible. However, political, contextual/
ecological understandings of leadership practices were also identified, 
deriving from believing and seeing that something is possible.

The recognition of the importance of context and the capacity to read 
and interpret it in its idiosyncrasy are key elements in a more ecological 
view of leadership. For instance, one principal spoke of the challenges he 
handled when he started his job as a principal. He said he saw a school 
‘crowded and worrying particularly in regard to pupil behaviour’. It was 
necessary to ‘take leadership in context’, and he went on to say: ‘the prob-
lem was not faced directly, in so far as the school tried to defend herself from 
the context instead of taking leadership from the context’ (Principal).

 Leadership for Learning and Learning for Leading: Two Sides 
of the Same Coin

Principals participating in the study have a long experience as teachers 
and as members of management and coordination bodies and structures, 
and they have been serving as principals for some years in their school. In 
general, they state that they learn informally from the daily practice and 
experience.
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I think you learn from your daily experience. It is through experience that you 
learn the competencies that you need. It is in practice that you learn. My profes-
sional development is informal, so to speak, and this daily professional informal 
way of learning is really important for me. (Principal)

Besides experience, principals’ professional development is based on 
In-service education and training of teachers (INSET) and specialised 
training, although this kind of training has often a managerialist and 
bureaucratic nature. It focusses mainly on administrative and legal issues, 
related to the policy initiatives derived from the Ministry of Education, and 
usually the Ministry of Education is the course provider. In terms of spe-
cialised training, at an academic level, several principals hold a Master’s or 
PhD in areas such as school  management, administration or supervision, 
not in areas associated with school leadership or leadership for learning.

I also do INSET activities and I hold a Master’s in Educational Administration. 
(Principal)

I have tried to do training. I did a specialisation in Management and School 
Administration and other courses run by the Ministry of Education. (Principal)

Data from the 2013 Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) 
report (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), 2014) show that the training of school leaders in Portugal is scarce 
and not systematic. Data demonstrate that the situation deserves further 
consideration at the political, academic and professional levels. Meanwhile, 
the Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) report 2018 is 
seen with great expectation. In comparison with the other Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries, Portugal 
has the highest proportion of school leaders who report barriers to their 
participation in professional development activities: the highest proportion 
of principals (54%) to indicate the lack of relevant opportunities available 
for professional development; the highest proportion (82%) of school lead-
ers to report a lack of support from the employer for professional develop-
ment; and one of the highest proportions (71%), close to Spain (79%) and 
Italy (73%), to state that there were no incentives for participation in profes-
sional development activities. In some countries, including Portugal, 40% 
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or more of the school leaders perceived that the expense of professional 
development was a barrier to their participation, as well as them lacking 
prerequisites (10% or more). Portugal has the highest proportion of prin-
cipals (45%), who indicate that they have never participated in a teacher 
training programme or course. A substantial proportion of individuals 
undertake some formal preparation as teachers after they assume the prin-
cipal’s position (8%), or cumulatively before and after assuming that posi-
tion (18%). Portugal has the highest proportion (40%) of principals who 
indicate no formal administrative or principal training preparation as a 
part of their formal education and the smallest proportions of principals 
reporting sufficient leadership preparation (40%). Also, it has the smallest 
proportion of principals who report taking part in a professional network, 
mentoring or research activity during the previous 12  months (11%), 
contrasting with high proportions (more than 80%) in other countries.

This situation reinforces the relevance of the concept of “multi-level 
learning” for enabling teachers to lead innovation and contribute to the 
development of professional knowledge (Frost, 2008, 2010). Thus, one 
cannot ignore that also through student leadership, it is possible to create 
participatory learning cultures (Frost, 2011). Turner, Christensen, 
Kackar-Cam, Fulmer, and Trucano (2018) state that teacher leadership 
flourishes within professional cultures which encourage innovation. 
According to these authors, professional learning communities can help 
change organisational and professional cultures towards innovations 
where school principals hold the professional capacities, beliefs and dis-
positions to develop their schools as learning communities in which 
teachers feel able to innovate, collaborate and work on their profes-
sional concerns.

In the light of this perspective, leadership for learning and learning for 
leading are seen as two sides of the same coin. In Portugal, policies and 
training institutions have not addressed these issues. Even programmes 
that focus on school and teachers’ leadership do not take this approach to 
leadership for learning. It would create powerful and equitable learning 
opportunities for students, professionals and the system, and motivate 
participants to take advantage of these opportunities (Knapp, Copland, 
& Talbert, 2003). Leaders can accomplish this by committing themselves 
to establishing a focus on learning, building professional communities 
that value learning, engaging external environments that matter for 
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learning, acting strategically and creating coherence (Knapp et al., 2003; 
Ouchi, 2003). This vision focusses on providing all learners, regardless of 
the difficulties they face, with the means to master challenging skills and 
to develop habits of mind that promote further learning, as well as inde-
pendent learning (Göker, 2012).

Fairman and Mackenzie (2012) assert that teachers exercise leadership 
(TEL) when they extend their own and their students’ learning beyond 
content and pedagogy: teachers reflect deeply on their beliefs in relation 
to their teaching; they learn how to create safe environments in which to 
share ideas with colleagues; they promote interpersonal skills and 
 intrapersonal awareness and they develop skills in communicating with 
other stakeholders. As one participant puts it:

Leadership is a process that is built in context. You do a kind of pathway with 
others, because a leader is only a leader because he/she has got a group to lead 
and this group makes him/her to learn how to become a leader. (Teacher)

 Discussion

Two main tensions concerning the exercise of school leadership in 
Portugal emerged from the data. On one hand, principals and teachers 
were under pressure during the period in which the study took place. 
They had to deal simultaneously with the demands of increasing pupil 
achievement and with the need to actively invest in initiatives for social 
support to families and children, especially due to the increase of social 
vulnerability and poverty in the context of the national crisis and subse-
quent austerity (Flores & Ferreira, 2016). Simultaneously, they had to 
deal with traditional and persistent bureaucratic centralism with the new 
demands of managerialism, accountability and performativity.

Despite the use of the new managerialistic terms of effectiveness, effi-
cacy, outcomes, quality and excellence, among others, a bureaucratic cul-
ture is still very much prevalent in Portuguese schools. Consequently, the 
image of the principals in regard to their role is that they can or should 
manage rather than lead. As such, leadership for learning is not embed-
ded in their representation of their role in so far as this view entails a 
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more closed, supportive and encouraging relationship with teachers, stu-
dents and learning environments, whether in the classroom or in other 
contexts such as projects and activities in the community with families 
and other institutions.

In light of the tensions identified above, and theoretical and concep-
tual developments in the field, it is necessary to understand and promote 
new meanings for school leadership, especially those based on the per-
spective of leadership for learning, taking into account its potential for 
questioning, as a means to overcome the dominant bureaucratic culture. 
This is one of the reasons why Evers and Kneyber (2015) state that ‘the 
educational system requires to be flipped. Replacing top-down account-
ability with bottom-up support for teachers’ (p. 5):

Teachers do not wait to be told what to achieve and how to achieve it; 
instead they show leadership in regard to the how and the what ….. To 
initiate this process, it is not simply a question of the government telling 
teachers to emancipate. It is rather a question of teachers initiating this 
process themselves. (pp. 6–7)

 Leadership for Learning and Learning for Leading: 
Meaningful Challenges

In Portugal, the notion of leadership is still very much associated with the 
“big leader” who, through his/her singular and innate qualities, is able to 
mobilise his/her followers. As Frost (2011, p. 869) argues, ‘The language 
chosen—in particular the constant use of the word “leader”—is inhibit-
ing and reinforces the assumption that it is about special people with 
particular role designations and authority bestowed by officialdom’. In 
the Portuguese context, the use of the concept of school leadership, and 
even more, teacher leadership, is very recent. The concept has entered the 
school context through a legal framework which has ended the existence 
of a collegial body being replaced by the principal through the advocacy 
of “strong leadership”. There is a scarcity of studies dealing with this 
topic, both theoretically and empirically, an example of which is the work 
by Castanheira and Costa (2007) and Silva, Amante, and Morgado 
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(2017). The research project conducted within the context of the Teachers 
Exercising Leadership (TEL) project, on which this chapter is based, was 
up until today the biggest study. It has attracted the national media and 
it has captured the picture of schools and teachers in the Portuguese con-
text in recent years.

In teacher education programmes, issues related to leadership have not 
been prevalent. In some cases, it may include a curriculum unit, or even 
just a number of topics within a course, with the dominant issues being 
educational administration and management and educational policies. 
There are not specific courses on a regular basis for school principals 
either. Nor are there specific courses on school and teacher leadership. 
The Ministry of Education provides some courses for school principals 
although the focus is predominantly on educational policies, considered 
to be a priority. Legal and administrative issues related to new legislation 
are usually prevalent. In INSET, leadership is not a recurring topic either, 
especially for school principals who do not identify such interest.

In addition, the term instructional is no longer or seldom used in 
Portugal. In the democratic period, it has been subject to criticisms due 
to the fact that it has been associated with a narrow view of teaching as 
mere transmission of knowledge. Nowadays, it has been associated with 
the schooling or knowledge of a given person (an educated person). As 
such, although internationally, instructional leadership has been develop-
ing, sometimes almost as synonymous with leadership for learning, in the 
Portuguese context, the latter entails a great transforming potential at the 
level of policy, practice and research within the double perspective of 
leadership for learning and learning for leading.

Our research findings are in line with earlier empirical work focussing 
on the need to reinforce the ethical, cultural, social and political dimen-
sions of teaching (Biesta, 2004; Tirri, 2014; Zeichner, Payne, & Brayko, 
2014), for advancing social justice and democracy (Osborn, 2006; 
Zeichner, 2016). The moral dimension (Etzioni, 1988) and the need of 
“sense-making in organizations” (Weick, 1995) are the key elements for 
changing schools and learning. School cultures for learning need to 
reconnect with the question of purpose and ethical and moral project in 
an age of measurement and performativity (Ball, 2016; Biesta, 2009). 
Moral purposes include care, courage and pupils’ voice (Day, 2004), 
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which implies that children are seen as competent social actors, with 
voices and rights, particularly regarding issues that apply to them. The 
contribution of this study relates to the fact that the deconstructing and 
reconstructing leadership for learning lies in pupil voice. In such demand-
ing times, it becomes more important than ever to pay attention to pupils’ 
voices, through listening to their own views and experiences about the 
ways in which the school and the curriculum affect their lives, their moti-
vation and their learning. As Mitra (2004) states, it is essential to take 
into account what pupils say, as well as to create dynamics that enable 
them to be involved in the decision-making process, school change and 
 improvement. Pupil voice enables teachers and principals to improve 
their practice, enhancing the emergence of ideas and projects for the 
development of learning communities within a culture of leadership 
for learning.

Notes

1. This book had a national and international impact. Yet, one cannot ignore 
its limitations. In fact, it was published within the context of a specific 
conjuncture and it makes a generalisation which tends to reinforce the 
cultural traits that it aims to criticise.

2. The creation of big clusters of schools corresponded to an imposed policy 
from the Ministry of Education and its consequent shutting down of 
almost all rural schools in the country. The majority of these clusters of 
schools (67%) have more than 1200 students and 15% of them more 
than 2500 students (CNE, 2017).
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7
Future-Ready Leadership Development

David Ng Foo Seong

 Context and Introduction

Schools are complex and open systems with multiple sources of interde-
pendent influences. At the macro level, global economic, cultural, politi-
cal and technological influences and challenges among national 
institutions and economies exert tremendous pressure on schools. As 
schools strive to be relevant and globally connected, school reform takes 
on both local and international contexts. International contexts have 
become widely associated with comparative results from international 
tests, such as the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 
and the Programme for International Student Assessment, which purport 
to measure certain aspects of educational quality. Countries have taken it 
that attaining high scores on these tests is a strong indicator of being 
world-class. This has come to be known as world-class education reform. 

D. Ng Foo Seong (*) 
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore, Singapore
e-mail: david.ng@nie.edu.sg

© The Author(s) 2019
T. Townsend (ed.), Instructional Leadership and Leadership for Learning in Schools, 
Palgrave Studies on Leadership and Learning in Teacher Education, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-23736-3_7

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-23736-3_7&domain=pdf
mailto:david.ng@nie.edu.sg
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-23736-3_7#DOI


166

However, academic ability is only one of the three purposes of education. 
The other two purposes—preparation for vocation and citizenry develop-
ment—have been conveniently overlooked. Without a doubt, academic 
ability counts for nothing if graduates are not able to translate their aca-
demic ability into skills and knowledge needed for jobs in the future. 
While there is little consensus of what world-class education means, a 
common fundamental question found in school reform documents 
worldwide is: ‘How do we prepare future-ready students?’

Being future-ready implies that learning outcomes must be dynamic 
and aligned to new realities that emerge over time. The future is about 
new realities that are context situated and context dependent. For exam-
ple, if we look at Singapore’s labour force by occupation in 2016, 83.5% 
of employment is in the services sector.1 The services sector comprises 
commerce, transport and communications, finance and business, and 
community and social services, and accounted for more than three quar-
ters of total employment. This new reality contrasts significantly when 
compared to the 1980s. In 1983, 62% of employment was in the services 
sector. But over the last 20 years (until 2016), a new reality has emerged.

The trends cited in the Singapore example, towards an increasing share 
of employment in the services sector, are consistent with developments in 
the other newly industrialised economies (NIEs) and more advanced 
economies (Fig. 7.1).

This new reality of jobs that are service oriented will challenge current 
assumptions of preparing students for the future beyond simply high aca-
demic grades. Specifically, school leaders must challenge current para-
digms of inquiry in leadership, management, teaching and learning 
practices. Adopting relevant methods of inquiry (questioning, learning 
and knowing) will lead to new and novel solutions and practices that will 
meet the challenges of the new reality. Conversely, wrong methods of 
inquiry arising from old and outdated assumptions would only lead to 
ineffective practices. Fundamentally, ‘future-ready’ will also challenge 
how school leaders learn. School leadership learning and development 
must keep pace with a broader definition of effective schools beyond just 
grades and achievements. The next section will look at a new framework 
to define effective schools.
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Fig. 7.1 Employment in services (% of total employment) country comparison 
1991–2018

 A Multi-dimensional Framework for Effective 
Schools

The narrow concept of effective schools looks at gains in assessment mea-
sures or standards, while the broader concept of effective schools looks at 
the holistic development of students. Whether it is from a narrow or 
broad perspective, school improvement is complex and involves multi- 
dimensions. This chapter proposes a new multi-dimensional framework 
for effective schools (Fig.  7.2).  The framework provides an integrated 
approach to define effective schools. An effective school (successful edu-
cation system) is able to develop future-ready individuals who will con-
tinue to learn beyond graduation, take on future lifework, and thrive in a 
changing society and environment. 

 Dimension 1: Purpose (Mission)

The first dimension is Purpose. The purpose or purposes of schooling 
provide the reasons for the existence of schools, or in other words—the 
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Fig. 7.2 Multi-dimensional framework for school success

mission of schools. There are three sub-dimensions in Purpose: develop-
ment of values that enable individuals to live peacefully and collegially 
with one another in society; development of knowledge that fulfil stan-
dards of achievement and development of individuals with competencies, 
skill sets and habits for their chosen vocation. Effective schools must fulfil 
all three purposes of the school.

 Dimension 2: Time (Perspective)

The second dimension is Time. Time provides perspective/focus to 
Dimension 1 (Purpose). The perspective of time is like the concept of 
vectors in Physics. A vector has direction and magnitude. Direction is 
past, present and future in the continuum of Time. When we relate the 
dimension of time to the dimension of purpose, we have an idea how 
much focus is required or the extent of school activities that school lead-
ers are emphasising on fulfilling the purposes of schooling.

Magnitude is the extent or ‘quantity’ of school activities as per point of 
the continuum. Magnitude also will give us an indication of what schools 
value. Generally, we tend to focus on the present perspective of time and 
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have a heavily lopsided magnitude (extent of activities) with measures 
that will bring immediate value to our education system. For example, 
high performance in assessment brings immediate high value in the form 
of recognition for the individual, school, system and even country. So, we 
have a greater magnitude of activities related to assessment. But we need 
to be keenly aware of the future perspective of time. The future perspec-
tive is no less important or valued. Future value is about the future- 
readiness of the graduates of our education system to fit into society and 
have the relevant qualifications and skill sets for a changing economy.

When we compare the amount of time students spend in the school 
system with the time in future work, it is clear that working years are 
about three times more than schooling years. For example, students gen-
erally finish post-secondary education at the median age of 23 but work 
until at least a median age of 65. The critical questions related to the 
dimension of time with regard to development of students for the future 
are as follows:

 1. How do we define future value learning for students?
 2. How much future value is created AS AN OUTCOME of learning? 

(Measures)
 3. How will the value of current learning for students be translated into 

FUTURE VALUE for human capital? (Process)

 4. What is the magnitude of school activities along the time continuum 
that affect a student’s learning outcome—including future 
value? (How-to)

Effective schools, therefore, must be cognisant of the extent of learning 
activities and experiences—in particular, how successful the school sys-
tem is in developing future-ready students. In this chapter, initial explo-
ration to define future value is guided by Dimension 3 (Context).

 Dimension 3: Context (Frames)

Context provides the frame upon which we can have specifics/details to 
describe Purpose (Dimension 1) and Time (Dimension 2).
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There are at least five sub-dimensions of context: Political, Institutional, 
Cultural, Economic and Technological. In view of the limitations of this 
chapter, this section will only highlight pertinent ideas related to the con-
text of economics to define future value for students.

The sub-dimension of economics looks at two aspects of vocation:

• The nature of jobs that contribute to the economy and the gross 
domestic product (GDP) of a country; and

• The employment of manpower across sectors.

There are typically three sectors of jobs: Manufacturing/Industrial; 
Services and Agriculture.

The nature of the services sector in the knowledge economy is charac-
terised by higher skilled and higher value-added knowledge. Unlike man-
ufacturing, which produces physical goods, services produce ‘intangible’ 
goods. These intangible goods include know-how in governance, health, 
education, communication, information and business. Producing ser-
vices tends to require relatively less natural capital and more human capi-
tal than producing agricultural or industrial goods. With the declining 
natural resources, the world will have to look to developing future 
human capital.

The context of the economy in new, emerging and advanced econo-
mies will provide detail of what preparation for vocation (the second 
purpose of education) looks like. This chapter will use Singapore as a case 
to examine the economic changes and their implications for preparation 
for future vocation in the school system.

 Singapore Context

The new millennium in the Asia Pacific saw the rise of large new players 
in the economic landscape, in the likes of China and India. These two 
major Asian powers bring both challenges and opportunities to Singapore. 
Singapore has to compete with India and China—at least in economic 
terms. With no natural resources and geographical constraints, Singapore’s 
economy has been moving in the direction of a ‘Knowledge and 
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Fig. 7.3 Singapore’s economy 1960–2017

Innovation Economy’ from 2000 onwards (see Fig. 7.3). This move is 
both to compete with the Asian powers for direct foreign investment and 
to cement economic ties for the purpose of trade.

Characteristic of all developed nations in the world is the large compo-
nent of the service sector that contributes to the growth of the economy, 
compared to the manufacturing sector. Singapore follows the same trend 
and has seen a steady rise in the service sector over the last one and a half 
decades. The service sector in Singapore has consistently contributed to a 
greater share of total economic output and employment in the economy. 
In 2016, the service sector accounted for about 73.4% of GDP and 
employed about 83.5% of the total workforce (see Fig. 7.4). Notably, if 
one were to step into any classroom today, eight out of ten students will 
be employed in the service sector upon completing their education. As 
inferred from the trend in developed nations, together with Singapore’s 
geographical constraints, it is expected that Singapore will continue to 
have a large component of the service sector contributing to economic 
growth and employment even 10 years into the future.
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Fig. 7.4 Singapore’s employment by economic sectors 2016. (Source: mom.gov.sg)

What are the implications of the rise of the service sector in Singapore 
for the purposes of education? More specifically, how do we define future 
value from the sub-dimension of the economy? Consequently, how 
should the system develop school leaders to lead Singapore’s schools to 
fulfil the imperatives of preparing students who are future-ready?

 Defining Future Value of Students 
from the Sub-dimension of Economy 
(Singapore’s Example)

Producing services tend to require relatively less natural capital and more 
human capital than producing agricultural or industrial goods; thus, ser-
vices are well suited to Singapore’s situation.

To put it in practical terms, value-added services will require employ-
ees to create innovative services and new value services. The imperative 
to be innovative is driven by fierce competition among countries that 
are producing the same type of services. Singapore can only effectively 
compete with other nations if the services are perceived by customers as 
new and value-added solutions. This poses a challenge to the purpose of 
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preparing students for vocation. Future value for students from an eco-
nomic context will require students to have an ingrained innovative 
mindset. Developing an innovative mindset will require consistent 
teaching and learning environments that will foster such a mindset. 
Rote and efficient learning will no longer be enough in the new eco-
nomic reality. This economic context example and definition of future 
value are interlinked with Dimension 4 (Practices) next.

 Dimension 4: Practices

The Practices dimension includes leadership and management practices, 
teaching and learning practices, community practices and more. Practices 
are based on sets of assumptions, beliefs and theories. These assumptions 
MUST NOT and CANNOT remain unchallenged paradigms in the dis-
cussion of future-readiness. Table 7.1 provides a contrast of the evolve-
ment of learning assumptions in the two centuries.

What is important in terms of school success is that practices must 
evolve and be relevant to match the evolving realities of the purposes, 
time and context. Teaching and learning inquiry methods must keep up 
with changing realities. One example is the current dominant teaching 

Table 7.1 Learning assumptions of twentieth and twenty-first centuries

Twentieth century post-war landscape Twenty-first century landscape

General characteristics:
Industrial expansion driven by surge 

in mechanical, technological, 
electronic inventions

General characteristics:
Advanced industrialisation and rise of 

the service knowledge-based 
economy

Learning characteristics:
Efficiency
Planned
Disciplined
Behaviourist reinforcement
Competency
Knowledge acquisition
Site/school-based constraints
Cohort/group-based learning

Learning characteristics:
Efficiency
Disciplined
Innovation
Creativity
Complexity
Knowledge creation
Informal, technological enhanced 

learning
Life-wide learning
Individualised learning
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and learning inquiry method that is based on a set of behavioural objec-
tives. Behavioural objectives typically are very specific proxies of change 
in learning. Whenever learning is defined by a set of specific behavioural 
objectives, it is already limiting the learning to a set of predefined and 
known knowledge. Objectives-driven learning will still be relevant but 
there is a need to include other alternative inquiry methods such as com-
petency and complexity learning. In the latter section, the concept of 
complexity learning will be discussed.

Referencing the economic context example of Singapore, students 
must have an innovative mindset as future value that will enable them to 
fit into the next decade of economic development. There are three funda-
mental competencies that enable innovation to thrive (see Fig. 7.5). The 
capacity of generating and developing ideas (those that challenge current 
assumptions and practices) is the starting point for innovation. Without 
new ideas, there is no innovation. Testing the ideas and subjecting those 
ideas through the process of ‘what, how, when, why’ will allow the trans-
lation of the abstract (ideas) into reality (product). If the outcome is to 
turn the idea into a useful product, the final phase of entrepreneurship 
involves convincing users to adopt the new product. Translating these 
phases into the school’s teaching and learning will involve creating three 

IDEATION
PROCESS

ENTREPRENEURSHIP

INNOVATION

Fig. 7.5 Three learning environments in schools
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learning environments that mirror the three phases. However, current 
practices of teaching and learning pose great challenges for these learning 
environments to be actualised. For example, allowing students to gener-
ate ideas and testing the ideas is often seen as a waste of time by teachers. 
This is because the curriculum has been planned and the outcome of 
learning has been predetermined. There is little room for students to gen-
erate ideas/topics/projects that are not in the planned curriculum. How 
should school leaders overcome the challenges?

 Evolution of Leadership Learning 
and Developmental Programmes

Current methods of training and development of school leaders do not 
adequately address the challenges posed in the multi-dimensional frame-
work of effective schools. There is a need for school leaders to generate 
new and novel ways to create new learning environments in schools. In 
recent years, the earlier conception of ‘instructional leadership’ has been 
‘reincarnated’ as a global phenomenon in the form of ‘leadership for 
learning’ (Hallinger, 2009). The paradigm shift from instructional lead-
ership to leadership for learning in schools necessitates the development 
of leaders in a way that parallels this shift. In instructional leadership, the 
focus is on instruction or teaching, and less on the process of learning. 
Leadership for learning places learning at the centre of focus, and together 
with its emphasis on creating conditions for learning, impels school lead-
ers to bring life into the learning environment of teachers and students. 
(See MacBeath’s chapter in this book for the five principles of leadership 
for learning, as well as MacBeath and Townsend [2011] and Swaffield 
and MacBeath [2009]. The five principles are sharing leadership, focus-
ing on learning, sustaining a learning dialogue, creating an environment 
for learning and reframing accountability.) This section will trace the 
leadership development over the past three decades and the proposal of a 
new way to re-conceptualise leadership learning for the future.

In the past 50 years, educational leadership programmes have often 
seen incremental improvements rather than discontinuous change within 
a dominant design (see Fig. 7.6). In addressing this, we have conducted 
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Fig. 7.6 Evolution of educational leadership development

an extensive review of literature and traced the evolution of educational 
leadership development to three eras: prescriptive, behavioural and the 
proposed complexity eras. During each era, the design and delivery of 
programmes have been based on the conceptual framework of the era. In 
each era, the discontinuation of the dominant design has come about 
because of a technological substitution and deep dissatisfaction with the 
current limitations of the design (Ng, 2014, 2015).

The following sections highlight the conceptual framework of each era 
and discuss how the framework determines leadership learning.

 The Prescriptive Era (1900–1946)

There was little formal training in this era. Most school administrators 
learned their profession on the job, through trial-and-error processes. 
The little formal training that was provided taught courses on basic 
pedagogy, philosophy, school management principles and leadership 
characteristics. The emphasis was on the ‘great man’ and trait theories 
(Cooper & Boyd, 1987) and the application of philosophical knowl-
edge to schools (Murphy, 1998). The ‘great man’ theory was based on 
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identifying leadership traits of successful leaders (who were, almost 
always, men) in the political, business and battle fields. These successful 
leaders were deemed to have certain traits, such as being bold, being 
decisive and so on. Leadership development then was designed based 
on how best to teach these successful traits to participants (also usually 
men). For close to 50 years, the prescriptive approach was the domi-
nant design for every leadership programme in the world.

In every design, the era of incremental improvement will take place 
where a programme will be refined within the parameters set by the dom-
inant design. Inevitably, the law of diminishing returns sets in, where the 
degree of improvement becomes significantly diminished—causing dis-
satisfaction in the design outcome. This dissatisfaction leads to the start 
of an era of ferment where institutions begin to seek for alternative theo-
retical frameworks. The emergence of scientific research during the pre-
scriptive era provided the platform for technological substitution, 
ushering in the next dominant era of design—the Behavioural Science 
influence.

 Behavioural Science/Competency Era (1950s–Present)

In the period from the late 1940s to about 1985, theoretical and concep-
tual material drawn from the social sciences began to influence training 
programmes. This was also a period of ferment in the field of school 
administration. Much criticism was levelled against ‘the naked empiri-
cism, personal success stories and maxims or untested principles that 
constituted the knowledge base of educational administration’ (Murphy, 
1998). This resulted in considerable changes to the structure and content 
of training programmes, to mirror the perceived higher status of school 
administration in society. The following major changes were noted.

 1. Educational administration was now viewed as ‘an applied science 
within which theory and research are directly and linearly linked to 
professional practice’ (Sergiovanni, 1991).

 2. Social science content was the predominant yardstick used to indicate 
a high-quality programme (Miklos, 1992).
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 3. There was almost universal adoption of behavioural sciences’ research 
techniques and instruments for research (Culbertson, 1988).

 4. There was now a multidisciplinary approach to principal preparation 
(Culbertson, 1988). Scientific research in this era provided evidence- 
based decisions on learning and development.

In particular, learning could now be supported by evidence of changes 
in the cognitive, affective and psychomotor domains. The behavioural 
science era quickly supplanted the prescriptive design and became the 
new dominant design in leadership development. Characteristics of the 
behavioural science model include the following:

• a set of learning objectives;
• a specific body of knowledge (content) to be taught in order to achieve 

the objectives and
• adoption of the right pedagogical approach to deliver the body of 

knowledge.

These characteristics meant that learning could now be taught effi-
ciently and effectively. While the behavioural science era is still rele-
vant to a certain extent, there are inherent weaknesses in the design 
that again gave rise to discontent and ferment in further refining any 
programme. One of the inherent weaknesses of the behavioural sci-
ence approach is that learning is predetermined knowledge. In addi-
tion, the increasing complexity of organisations and the influence of 
external factors, such as globalisation and information technology, 
have significant impact on emerging knowledge of how educational 
leaders need to lead and manage schools differently. Awareness has 
grown that predetermined knowledge and the body of knowledge 
based on known and past knowledge are no longer suitable to meet the 
new and current challenges. With the world changing rapidly and new 
knowledge being generated at a fast pace, the behavioural science era 
is no longer suitable as the only way to design any teaching and learn-
ing programmes.
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 Limitations of Behavioural/Competency 
Educational Leadership Learning 
and Developmental Programmes

The increasingly complex school system is central to the discussion of the 
relevance of leadership development, delivery and learning. Competency- 
based learning has been the dominant design in most leadership pro-
grammes for the past 50  years. The theoretical underpinning for the 
competency-based design is premised upon the behavioural science era 
where knowledge is viewed as a set of prescribed skills, roles and behav-
iours (Ng, 2013, 2014, 2015). Therefore, the common features in such a 
design will consist of specific modules or workshops designed to deliver a 
predetermined set of competencies, knowledge and skills. While we 
acknowledge the continuing importance of the behavioural sciences, 
there is also a recognition that such prescriptive courses are no longer suf-
ficient to prepare leaders to lead and thrive in an increasingly complex 
and fast-paced changing world (Cheng & Tam, 2007; Hallinger & 
Snidvongs, 2005; Ng, 2015).

There is a great ongoing effort to change the delivery modes of learning 
and development for leadership programmes. Grogan and associates 
(2009) reviewed several studies and highlighted the common themes, 
such as the use of integrated curricular modules in place of the more tra-
ditional stand-alone college courses, the employment of intensive sum-
mer institutes, and the development of partnerships between preparation 
programmes and schools and school districts (Grogan et  al., 2009). 
Hammond et al. (2007) reported similar trends in leadership preparation 
programmes that have moved towards non-traditional organisational 
arrangements, and special emphasis on the intentional integration of 
coursework and fieldwork.

Recent reviews of principal preparation literature suggest a common 
thread of the importance of integrating university course work and the 
students’ field experiences (Lumby & English, 2009; Hammond et al., 
2007; McCarthy & Forsyth, 2009). The belief is that adult learners ben-
efit best from a ‘learn-by-doing’ active approach.
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These new developments are a good step towards the integration of 
theory and practice and provide more authentic learning experiences for 
school leaders. However, there are still clear limitations with these 
approaches in learning and development. The limitations are as follows:

• Learning and development starts from a set of identified learning 
objectives typically written in the form of instructional objectives that 
measure gain in known cognitive, affective and psychomotor skills. In 
other words, the learning outcome is predetermined.

• Predetermined knowledge is useful for dealing with known problems 
and is not particularly suitable for dealing with emerging and new 
problems that do not fit the parameters of old problems. There is a 
need, then, for school leaders to constantly go back to training and 
developmental workshops to learn new skills to deal with new prob-
lems. By the time they learn the skills, other new problems emerge and 
the cycle repeats itself—each time training and development is a reac-
tive response.

• As schools grow in complexity, there is a need for new and novel ways 
to solve emerging problems. The school leader is best placed in the 
school to deal with these new problems if they are equipped with pow-
erful ways to generate new problem-solving knowledge. There is a 
need to overcome the current one-step behind, cyclical learning and 
developmental limitations of current programmes.

 The Emerging Era of Future Leadership 
Development: Complexity-Based Learning 
for Leadership Development

The increasingly complex school system and new realities (economic, 
technological and cultural) will require a new paradigm in developing 
school leaders. Townsend, Acker-Hocevar, Ballenger, and Place (2013, 
p. 79) wrote:

However, as school communities become increasingly diverse and more 
complex year by year, and where school leaders have to move from simple, 
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through complicated, to complex problems (Patton, 2008), from struc-
tured to unstructured ones (Leithwood & Steinbach, 1992, 1995), or from 
tame, to critical, to wicked ones (Grint, 2005), then this common-sense 
approach serves fewer and fewer people.

In a complex system such as a school, traditional instructional leader-
ship, with its hierarchical approach where the principal plays the heroic 
individual directing others to follow his or her vision for the school, no 
longer applies. A complex system, which is made up of intricate relation-
ships among various stakeholders, requires that leadership be distributed 
among the stakeholders. In this sense, leadership for learning might be a 
more fitting model here than traditional instructional learning, because 
of its emphasis on shared leadership rather than on leadership by one 
individual. Also, leadership for learning is designed to expand learning to 
all levels within the system (Townsend et al., 2013). Indeed, this is what 
complexity involves—permeation of interdependent relationships across 
all levels in the system. With increasing complexity, school leaders will 
need a set of new methods of inquiry to deal with new challenges 
that emerge.

As stated earlier, the dominant design for educational leadership pro-
grammes has been centred within the behavioural science era. However, 
in the last decade, there has been no lack of new theories—from strategic 
choice theory to learning organisation theory, to open systems theory, 
and now to chaos and complexity theory—as competing theories in 
teaching and learning design. This progression suggests a move to take 
into account the complexity of interactions, uncertainty and unpredict-
ability, and their relationship with diversity and creativity within an 
organisation.

Cunningham (2000), in a conference paper submitted to the Institute 
of Education, University of London, proposes that complexity theory 
may provide a tool for tracing the emergence of simple organising prin-
ciples from the complexity of social interaction and have implications for 
the study of schools and their communities. Morrison (2002) noted that 
complexity theory incorporates, indeed requires, unpredictable 
 fluctuations and non-average behaviour in order to account for the 
change, development and novelty through self-organisation.
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In the following section, I extrapolate from Fig. 7.6 and focus on the 
complexity theory era, briefly describing the concepts within this new 
cycle. I also discuss the approaches to learning and delivery of educa-
tional leadership programmes based on the concepts discussed.

 Complexity Theory

In this section, I look briefly at key concepts of complexity theory. A rela-
tively new perspective in the field of educational leadership, complexity 
theory provides an explanation in understanding the school as a complex 
organisation. Appearing in the twentieth century in response to criticism 
of the inadequacy of the reductionist analytical thinking model, it helps 
us to understand learning and suggests an alternative approach for knowl-
edge in general and for the knower, the object of knowledge, method 
and truth.

The ability to self-organise successfully is a vital characteristic for any 
organisation to possess if it is to flourish in the complex world in which 
it exists. Leithwood and Day (2007, p. 208) add that ‘Schools are dynamic 
organisations, and change in ways that cannot be predicted’, based on 
their analysis of leadership studies from eight different countries.

By looking at the complexity of an organisation, leadership should 
consequently be viewed in a different light. A complex system is a func-
tional whole, consisting of interdependent and variable parts. In other 
words, unlike a conventional system (e.g., an aircraft), the parts need not 
have fixed relationships, fixed behaviours or fixed quantities; thus, their 
individual functions may also be undefined in traditional terms. Despite 
the apparent tenuousness of this concept, these systems form the major-
ity of our world, and include living organisms and social systems, along 
with many inorganic natural systems (e.g., rivers).

Evaluating leadership learning through the lens of complexity theory 
provides a different and new perspective on how individuals learn. This is 
so, especially for leadership development programmes that are designed 
with elements of complexity theory incorporated into the learning 
 structures. The process of learning and new methods of inquiry take on a 
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non- linear and unpredictable manner that makes setting fixed learning 
objectives meaningless. A complex system is a functional whole, consist-
ing of interdependent and variable parts.

The following is a brief explanation of the key concepts of complexity 
theory and how they impact leadership learning.

 Emergence

Emergence is a key concept in understanding how different levels in a 
system are linked. In the case of leadership learning, it is about how the 
individual, structure and system are linked. These different levels exist 
simultaneously and one is not necessarily more important than the other; 
rather, they are recognised as coexisting and linked. Each level has differ-
ent patterns and can be subject to different kinds of theorisation. Patterns 
at ‘higher’ levels can emerge in ways that are hard to predict at the ‘lower’ 
levels. The challenge long-addressed in learning is how such levels are to 
be linked.

 Non-linearity

Non-linearity in this paper refers to leadership learning and means that 
the causal links of the outcomes of learning are from something more 
complicated than a single source or single chain of events.

When there are no new patterns in conversations, there is no new idea 
and no novel ways to solve problems. The learning outcome is considered 
linear if one can add any two sources of learning or solutions derived 
from the teaching. Non-linearity in leadership learning would mean that 
the output of the learning is not proportional to the input and that the 
learning does not conform to the principle of additivity—that is, it may 
involve synergistic reactions in which the whole is not equal to the sum 
of its parts.

One way to understand non-linearity is to consider how small events 
lead to large-scale changes in systems. Within the natural sciences the 
example often cited (or imagined) is that of a small disturbance to the 
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atmosphere in one location, perhaps as small as the flapping of a butter-
fly’s wings, which tips the balance of other systems, leading ultimately to 
a storm on the other side of the globe (Capra, 1997).

 Self-Organisation

Self-organisation happens naturally as a result of non-linear interaction 
among members of an organisation (Fontana & Ballati, 1999). As the 
word describes, there is no central authority guiding it or imposing on 
the interactions. Members in the organisation adapt to changing goals 
and situations by adopting communication patterns that are not centrally 
controlled by an authority. In the process of working towards a goal (e.g., 
solving a leadership problem), self-organising members tend to exhibit 
creativity and novelty as they have to adapt quickly and find ways and 
means to solve the problem and achieve the goal. As a result of interac-
tions among members, the emergence of new patterns in conversation 
happens. This is an important aspect of self-organisation.

It must be noted that new patterns of conversation depend upon the 
responsiveness of members towards each other and their awareness of 
each other’s ideas and response. As a result of the behaviour of interacting 
members, learning and adaptation or novel ways of solving prob-
lems emerge.

In summary, the complexity-based method of inquiry for building 
leadership capacity will have the following three key features:

• Learning emerged at the end—rather than predetermined at the begin-
ning. In other words, participants generate new knowledge and new 
learning in solving problems at the end of the course. This knowledge 
is not taught or determined by faculty members.

• Learning is optimised from participating in the process of learning 
through multiple sources—where process itself is content. It is not the 
typical approach where content is packaged and delivered through 
courses. The phrase that can aptly describe this form of learning is: 
‘Process is content’ and ‘Courses as support’.

• Learning is largely self-organised and participant initiated rather than 
faculty-driven.
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 A Case Example of Complexity-Based Learning 
in the Leaders in Education Programme

True leaders often do not need to exercise hierarchical power. Instead, 
they persuade and influence others. The people follow their lead because 
the people identify with their vision. True leadership also promotes, 
enables, supports and creates innovations. In the Leaders in Education 
Programme (LEP) in Singapore, participants learn to do these. It is a 
6-month full-time principalship development programme that is designed 
to meet the educational reforms in Singapore. The programme goal is to 
develop current and future ‘principalship capability’ in an increasingly 
complex world. Such principalship capability will be values-driven, pur-
poseful, innovative and able to succeed in ill-defined conditions. The 
achievement of the programme’s broad and deep goals demands a vibrant 
learning structure that is based on active and ongoing participation in a 
community of professional practice. What participants will learn is deter-
mined by the deep interactions and the active participation in the rich 
processes such as action learning, dialogue, reflection, external perspec-
tives and so on. In other words, participants will be actively creating per-
sonal and content knowledge.

The highlight of the programme is the innovation project that each 
participant undergoes. In the innovation project, the participants have to 
get the principal and staff of the attachment school to buy their ideas by 
merely influencing them. The implementation of the innovation project 
is therefore a powerful test of their leadership capability. Not only have 
they to identify and plan the innovation, but also they have to paint an 
exciting picture of the innovation and learn to communicate the vision. 
In implementing the innovation, the participant plans and schedules 
every activity in the project. In this way, the project enhances the partici-
pants’ independence and experience. Further details on the innovation 
project are as follows.

 Knowledge Creation Through an Innovation Project

Participants are attached to a school throughout the programme and they 
spend regular weekly time in that school carrying out a major innovation 
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project. They receive support and guidance from the principal of the 
school, the superintendent and a University faculty member. The project 
is expected to help the school to improve in leadership and management 
practices that lead to student learning and is meant to be a profound 
learning experience for the participant.

The school attachment provides the platform for participants to create 
new knowledge. In the short time that they spend in the school, they 
must lead others (teachers, students, parents) to do new things and/or 
must find different ways of doing existing things. The goal of creating 
new practical knowledge is to take the school to a higher level of 
achievement.

The process for knowledge creation through the innovation project is 
captured in Fig. 7.7. The innovation project is an example of how the 
three main vehicles, of knowledge triggers, generators and applications, 
work together. It is a major learning task for the LEP participants, one 
which illustrates how the LEP moves from a managerial model of school 
leadership to one that is based on an agenda of school-based innovation.

In this undertaking, the participants use the school context and read-
ings (knowledge triggers), conceptualise an innovation project (knowledge 

Fig. 7.7 Knowledge creation (complexity learning) through an innovation 
project
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generator) and implement the innovation. Finally, after they have imple-
mented the project, they represent their metacognitive learning through 
maxims, models, frameworks, and so on (knowledge representation). The 
innovation project requires each participant to design and implement an 
innovation in a local attachment school that can bring new value to the 
school and the students. The participant is to design the innovation by 
tapping on the strengths of the school and using an appropriate technol-
ogy or know-how. Due to the time factor, the implementation of the 
innovation may be done as a prototype. But the participant must demon-
strate the scalability and long-term sustainability of the innovation. The 
participants gain a basic understanding of innovation from the various 
courses and are encouraged to acquire more knowledge in this area through 
readings and discussions.

This project requires the participants to be deeply engaged in innova-
tion so as to create a workable plan for something new. They have to 
scan the school’s operation to understand the reality and talk to differ-
ent stakeholders to gather environmental data. They have to look for 
strengths and opportunities, produce the blueprint of an innovation 
and work with the school principal and staff to implement it. The proj-
ect is not a regurgitation of lecture material. Instead, the need to situate 
the innovation in a real school setting allows authentic learning and 
application of knowledge. In the syndicates, the group members discuss 
their innovation projects with one another. The interest is high because 
it is what they have to deliver. These dialogues help the participants 
generate new knowledge of and insights into innovation. The project 
allows the participants to apply the knowledge and skills of innovation 
in a real setting while the syndicates allow knowledge generation in a 
social constructivism paradigm.

Innovation is a theme that LEP participants have to grapple with when 
they return to school. They are keen to hear candid opinions from one 
another about this issue that intrigues them and matters to them. The 
different interpretations of the same concept, the diversity of opinions of 
the participants and the intellectual thrust of different people in the 
group greatly enrich the learning experience.

The key element in this learning project is the emergence of a workable 
innovative idea. This parallels complexity theory’s element of emergence 
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and autopoiesis where participants self-create knowledge (learning) dur-
ing interaction with the stakeholders and components in the school system.

To date, participants have successfully completed a wide array of inno-
vative projects and many of these projects have been sustained by 
the schools.

 Conclusion

Future-ready leadership development needs to place an emphasis on 
learning, on leaders creating favourable conditions for learning, as well as 
sharing leadership. These are three of the five principles of leadership for 
learning discussed by MacBeath in another chapter in this book. 
Therefore, the leadership for learning model seems to be more appropri-
ate than the traditional instructional leadership model when we discuss 
future-ready leadership development.

Three questions emerged in defining future-ready leadership 
development:

 1. Knowledge development: How do school leaders continue to create 
new knowledge beyond courses/workshops?

 2. Self-learning: How do we equip school leaders with self-learning tools 
that will enable them to practice lifelong learning?

 3. Mixed-design leadership learning: How do training providers design 
leadership programmes that will address the above two questions?

In leadership development programmes, the aim is that participants 
will learn new and effective ways to bring about school success and reform 
through a well-taught programme. In programme delivery, while the 
international trend in education has seen a shift from teacher-centred to 
student-centred learning and from transmission to reflective approaches, 
most educational leadership programmes have remained heavily faculty 
centred (Barr & Tagg, 1995). In being teacher or faculty centred, the 
emphasis is on instructional leadership (i.e., instruction and teaching 
rather than learning) and this no longer serves us well. Educational pro-
grammes need to follow the paradigm shift to leadership for learning, 
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bringing student learning to the centre of focus. The need to rethink 
programme delivery has gathered momentum over the years and the call 
for changes in programme content has been much discussed in literature 
even in the early 1990s (Dimmock & Walker, 1998; Hallinger & 
Leithwood, 1998). Universities have to shoulder an extremely difficult 
task in this respect, because conventional practices of course-driven pro-
grammes have been remarkably resilient over the years in the face of 
efforts to effect change in programme delivery and a new understanding 
of complexity in the world of education. School leaders have to navigate 
non-linear change-paths and learning how to navigate this kind of change 
is a critical competence for twenty-first-century change-leaders in 
school systems.

The complexity theoretical framework provides an alternative design 
for leadership development programmes that is able to meet current and 
future challenges that are mentioned by Cheng (2007), MacBeath (2008) 
and Stacey (2001). Yearly, billions of dollars are spent on training and 
development. It is important to ensure that the outcome of training, 
learning and development yields practical outcomes that are innovative 
and implementable.

One of the goals of this chapter is to provide a conceptual understand-
ing of learning and design paradigms that determine eventually the out-
come of learning. For more than 50 years now, the behavioural-based and 
competency-based designs have dominated the learning, training and 
development of school leaders.

Since Peter Ramus introduced the word curriculum in 1576, curricu-
lum is usually seen as a form of planned learning. Many school leadership 
programmes are set and delivered in specific modules or workshops to 
achieve a predetermined set of competencies, knowledge and skills. In 
addition, these programmes are driven by faculty members and the pre-
scribed content. The behavioural and competency concepts may still be 
important. However, in view of the changing reality in new emerging and 
advanced economies and schools, it is no longer sufficient to solely adopt 
behavioural- or competency-based learning for developing school leaders.

A serious implication of complexity-based design would mean shifting 
from ‘faculty-centric’ to student-centric learning. It would also mean that 
faculty members must be willing to step back and allow learning to 
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emerge rather than to dictate how learning ought to proceed. Indeed, 
doing so involves adopting the leadership for learning model over the 
traditional instructional leadership model. The alternative complexity 
theory-based design leadership development should be considered as an 
alternative to generate learning that matches the challenges and complex-
ity of the new realities in the twenty-first century. The alternate design 
parallels the principles of leadership for learning where the focus is on 
everyone learning. Future-ready and world-class education systems will 
need new assumptions of learning—complexity learning for school leaders.

Note

1. Retrieved from: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.SRV.EMPL.
ZS?end=2015&locations=AU&start=2000&view=chart

References

Barr, R. B., & Tagg, J. (1995). From teaching to learning – A new paradigm for 
undergraduate education. Change: The Magazine of Higher Learning, 
27(6), 12–26.

Capra, F. (1997). The web of life: A new scientific understanding of living systems. 
New York: Anchor.

Cheng, Y. C., & Tam, W. M. (2007). School effectiveness and improvement in 
Asia: Three waves, nine trends and challenges. In  International handbook of 
school effectiveness and improvement (pp. 245–268). Dordrecht: Springer.

Cheng, Y. C. (2007). Future developments of educational research in the Asia-
Pacific Region: Paradigm shifts, reforms, and practice. Educational Research 
for Policy and Practice, 6(2), 71–85.

Cooper, B., & Boyd, W. L. (1987). The evolution of training for school admin-
istrators. In D. Griffiths, R. Stout, & P. Forsyth (Eds.), Leaders for America’s 
schools (pp. 251–272). Berkeley, CA: McCutchan.

Culbertson, J. (1988). A century’s quest for a knowledge base. In N.  Boyan 
(Ed.), Handbook of research on educational administration (pp.  3–26). 
New York: Longman.

Cunningham, R. (2000). Chaos, complexity and the study of education communi-
ties. A paper presented to the British Educational Research Association Annual 

 D. Ng Foo Seong

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.SRV.EMPL.ZS?end=2015&locations=AU&start=2000&view=chart
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SL.SRV.EMPL.ZS?end=2015&locations=AU&start=2000&view=chart


191

Conference, University of Leeds, 13–15 September 2001. Retrieved from 
www.ioe.ac.uk/ccs/conference2000/papers/tpm/papers/cunningham.html

Darling-Hammond, L., LaPointe, M., Meyerson, D., Orr, M. T., & Cohen, C. 
(2007). Preparing school leaders for a changing world: Lessons from exemplary 
leadership development programs. School Leadership Study. Final Report. 
Stanford, CA: Stanford Educational Leadership Institute.

Dimmock, C., & Walker, A. (1998). Comparative educational administration: 
Developing a cross-cultural conceptual framework. Educational Administration 
Quarterly, 34(4), 558–595.

Fontana, W., & Ballati, S. (1999). Complexity. Complexity, 4, 14–16.
Grogan, M., Bredeson, P., Sherman, W., Preis, S., & Beaty, D. (2009). The 

design and delivery of leadership preparation. In M. D. Young, G. M. Crow, 
J. Murphy, & R. T. Ogawa (Eds.), The handbook of research on the education 
of school leaders (pp. 395–415). New York: Routledge.

Hallinger, P. (2009). Leadership for 21st century schools: From instructional leader-
ship to leadership for learning. A paper presented for the Chair Professors 
Public Lecture Series of The Hong Kong Institute of Education, 23 
September 2009.

Hallinger, P., & Leithwood, K. (1998). Unseen forces: The impact of social cul-
ture on leadership. Peabody Journal of Education, 73(2), 126–151.

Hallinger, P., & Snidvongs, K. (2005). Adding value to school leadership and 
management: A review of trends in the development of managers in the education 
and business sectors. Nottingham, NG: National College for School Leadership.

Leithwood, K., & Day, C. (2007). What we learned: A broad view. In C. Day 
& K.  Leithwood (Eds.), Successful principal leadership in times of change 
(pp. 189–203). Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Springer.

Lumby, J., & English, F. (2009). From simplicism to complexity in leadership 
identity and preparation: Exploring the lineage and dark secrets. International 
Journal of Leadership in Education, 12(2), 95–114.

MacBeath, J. (2008). Leading learning in the self-evaluating school. School lead-
ership and management, 28(4), 385–399.

MacBeath, J., & Townsend, T. (2011). Leadership and learning: Paradox, para-
digms and principles. In T. Townsend & J. MacBeath (Eds.), International 
handbook of leadership for learning (pp.  1–25). Dordrecht, The 
Netherlands: Springer.

McCarthy, M. M., & Forsyth, P. B. (2009). An historical review of research and 
development activities pertaining to the preparation of school leaders. In 
M. D. Young, G. M. Crow, J. Murphy, & R. T. Ogawa (Eds.), The handbook 

7 Future-Ready Leadership Development 

http://www.ioe.ac.uk/ccs/conference2000/papers/tpm/papers/cunningham.html


192

of research on the education of school leaders (pp.  86–128). New  York: 
Routledge.

Miklos, E. (1992). Administrator preparation, educational. In M.  C. Alkin 
(Ed.), Encyclopedia of educational research (6th ed., pp. 22–29). New York: 
Macmillan.

Morrison, K.  R. B. (2002). School leadership and complexity theory. London: 
Routledge Falmer.

Murphy, J. (1998). What’s ahead for tomorrow’s principals. Principal, 78, 13–14.
Ng, F. S. D. (2013). Assessing leadership knowledge in a principalship prepara-

tion program. International Journal of Educational Management, 27, 425–445.
Ng, F. S. D. (2014). Complexity-based learning – An alternative learning design 

for the twenty-first century. Cogent Education, 1(1). Retrieved from www.
tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/2331186X.2014.970325

Ng, F.  S. D. (2015). Leadership learning for complex organizations. Cogent 
Education, 2(1). Retrieved from www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/23
31186X.2015.1017312

Sergiovanni, T. J. (1991). The Principalship: A reflective practice perspective (2nd 
ed.). Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

Swaffield, S., & MacBeath, J. (2009). Leadership for learning. In J. MacBeath 
& N. Dempster (Eds.), Connecting leadership and learning: Principles for prac-
tice (pp. 32–52). Oxon, MD: Routledge.

Townsend, T., Acker-Hocevar, M., Ballenger, J., & Place, W. (2013). Voices 
from the field: What have we learned about instructional leadership? 
Leadership and Policy in Schools, 12(1), 12–40.

Additional Reading

Stacey, R. (2001). Complex responsive processes in organizations: Learning and 
knowledge creation. London: Routledge.

Yin, R. K. (2003). Case study research design and methods, applied social research 
methods series (Vol. 5, 3rd ed.). London: Sage.

 D. Ng Foo Seong

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/2331186X.2014.970325
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/2331186X.2014.970325
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/2331186X.2015.1017312
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/2331186X.2015.1017312


193

8
Professional Autonomy and the Future 
of Leadership for Learning in Australia

Brian J. Caldwell

Leadership for learning is especially challenging in Australia as efforts are 
made to secure alignment, or at least a measure of coherence, between 
two levels of government, at the same time as more authority and respon-
sibility for important decisions shifts to schools. It is a rapidly changing 
scene with further, possibly dramatic change, in the decade ahead.

 Context

Australia has a population of 24.6 million and is a federation of six states 
and two territories. It was constituted from existing colonies in 1901. 
There are three levels of government: federal, state/territory and munici-
pal. Municipal governments are creations of the states and territories and 
are not recognised in the Constitution. They provide various forms of 
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assistance to schools in  local partnership arrangements but are not 
 considered to be a level of government in education. Federal and state/
territory governments are the levels of government as far as schools are 
concerned.

The Constitution leaves responsibility for schools in the hands of the 
states, but there are factors that explain why and how an important role 
for the federal government has emerged. This is because Section 96 of the 
Constitution allows it to grant money to states/territories under whatever 
terms and conditions are mutually agreed. This largely arose from deci-
sions of the High Court that upheld the exclusive right of the federal 
government to levy an income tax under legislation passed in 1942. This 
is a key factor in explaining the relatively high level of vertical fiscal ineq-
uity in Australia. The upshot is that states/territories as well as Catholic 
and independent schools are now dependent on the federal government 
for significant amounts of public funding for schools.

The federal government can create or operate within structures and 
processes that enable it and the governments of states/territories to work 
together, as illustrated in the deliberations of the Education Council (of 
ministers) of the Council of Australian Governments (COAG). The 
Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) (owned 
and funded exclusively by the federal government through the Minister 
for Education and Training) and the Australian Curriculum, Assessment 
and Reporting Authority (ACARA) (owned and funded jointly by the 
federal and state/territory governments but mandated under federal leg-
islation) illustrate how the different levels of government have aligned 
their efforts in recent times.

To illustrate the foregoing, ACARA develops the Australian Curriculum 
that is implemented after approval by the Education Council. States/ter-
ritories then adopt, adapt or incorporate it in their own curriculums, 
with further change by schools to meet local priorities, depending on the 
level of autonomy and how it is exercised. ACARA also designs and deliv-
ers a national system of tests at Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 (National Assessment 
Program—Literacy and Numeracy), implemented by state/territory 
authorities, with the online release of school-by-school results (My 
School). Since the federal government neither owns nor operates a school, 
these arrangements can only occur with the formal agreement of states/
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territories. Professional standards for teachers and principals have been 
prepared by AITSL and approved by the Education Council. Standards 
related to initial teacher education have also been set but implementation 
is dependent on action by and agreement with universities.

 Professional Autonomy and Student 
Achievement

The International Study on School Autonomy and Learning (ISSAL) was 
conducted from 2014 to 2017 and involved researchers from Australia, 
Canada, England, Finland, Hong Kong (China), Israel and Singapore. 
The study arose from a common interest in school autonomy, given that, 
in one way or another and under different names, it had been a priority 
of the government in these countries. One aspect of the study reflected an 
interest in the contribution of autonomy to the development of twenty- 
first- century skills. Reports of early progress in each of the seven coun-
tries were contained in a special issue of the International Journal of 
Educational Management (2016, Volume 30, Number 7). The study is 
relevant to an understanding of leadership since the extent of autonomy 
reflects the degrees of freedom school leaders can exercise among the vari-
ous functions associated with the performance of the school.

 Professional Autonomy and Leadership 
for Learning

The first stage of the Australian contribution to ISSAL was conducted in 
2014–2016. It involved a comprehensive review of the international lit-
erature and case studies of five high-performing schools in three jurisdic-
tions (Australian Capital Territory, Queensland, Victoria) that had at 
least two years of experience with relatively high levels of autonomy. 
Findings were reported in Caldwell (2016a) and Caldwell (2016b). 
Central to the findings were the following distinctions (Caldwell, 
2016a, p. 4).
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Autonomy For state (public, government) schools, autonomy refers to 
the decentralisation from the system to the school of significant authority 
to make decisions, especially in respect to curriculum, pedagogy, person-
nel and resources, within a centrally determined framework of goals, 
policies, curriculum, standards and accountabilities. Non-state (private, 
non-government) schools have traditionally had a relatively high level of 
autonomy.

Structural autonomy refers to policies, regulations and procedures that 
permit the school to exercise autonomy. Schools may take up such a remit 
in a variety of ways, or not at all, including ways that are ineffective if the 
intent is to improve outcomes for students. The granting of autonomy 
may make no difference to outcomes for students unless the school has 
the capacity to make decisions that are likely to make a difference and 
uses that capacity to achieve this end.

Professional autonomy refers to teachers and principals having the 
capacity to make decisions that are likely to make a difference to out-
comes for students, and this capacity is exercised in a significant, systemic 
and sustained fashion. Professional autonomy calls for the exercise of 
judgement, with a high level of discretion in the exercise of that 
judgement.

The relevance of these distinctions to the future of school leadership 
emerged in a review commissioned by the Australian Government in July 
2017 to provide advice on how to improve student achievement and 
school performance. The review was chaired by David Gonski who had 
previously chaired a review of funding for schools in Australia. The report 
of the second review is colloquially known as Gonski 2.0 (Department of 
Education and Training 2018).

Recommendation 18  in Gonski 2.0 reflected the above distinctions 
and cited Australia’s contribution to ISSAL as its primary source 
(Caldwell, 2016a). The recommendation was couched in these terms: 
‘Ensure principals have the professional autonomy and accountability 
required to lead their school on the improvement journey most relevant 
to their starting point’ (Department of Education and Training, 
2018, p. 91).
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The Australian Government accepted all recommendations that then 
formed the basis of negotiations with jurisdictions on the allocation of 
federal funds. Other recommendations related to the future of school 
leadership included ‘Review and revise the Australian Professional 
Standard for Principals to prioritise leadership of learning and include 
accountability for individual student growth’ (Recommendation 17) and 
‘Provide school leaders with high-quality professional learning’ 
(Recommendation 20). Recommendation 17 clearly envisages principals 
as leaders of learning.

There are powerful implications for school leadership. It is hard to 
reject autonomy when the focus is on professional autonomy. Indeed, 
there should be an alignment of capacities for professional autonomy and 
those that should be addressed in programmes for professional learning. 
Public schools in Australia have been given significant structural auton-
omy for a variety of functions. Have principals and other school leaders 
possessed or developed the capacities to exercise professional autonomy 
to make decisions that lead to improvement? This takes us into the 
domain of professional learning. Private (non-government) schools have 
higher levels of structural autonomy and it is fair to ask if capacities for 
professional autonomy have been developed to match expectations.

 Professional Autonomy and Preparation 
for the Principalship

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) published five volumes in its report on the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) 2015. Volume II (OECD, 
2016a) provided an analysis of policies and practices for successful (high- 
performing) schools based on information gathered from students and 
principals. The focus was on the performance of Year 8 students in science.

Importantly as far as this chapter is concerned, the report noted that 
‘students score higher in science when principals exercise greater auton-
omy over resources, curriculum and other policies, but especially so in 
countries where achievement data are tracked over time or posted  publicly 
more extensively or when principals show higher levels of educational 
leadership’ (OECD, 2016a, pp. 230–231).
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In general, there were statistically significant and positive correlations 
between the level of school autonomy and performance in science. There 
were statistically significant and negative correlations between perfor-
mance and decisions made by a national education authority in the areas 
of resources, curriculum, disciplinary policies and assessment policies. 
There were no statistically significant differences between the level of 
school autonomy and equity in science performance (OECD, 
2016a, p. 120).

Students performed better in science when principals were more 
autonomous, especially in countries where measures on an index of edu-
cational leadership were higher than the OECD average. ‘Schools are 
expected to benefit more from greater autonomy when their principals 
are prepared for the role’ (OECD, 2016a, p. 121). The positive associa-
tion between principal autonomy and student performance was stronger 
in countries where students were assessed in standardised tests because 
there are ‘fewer risks’ if outcomes are regularly monitored.

The findings are important because they highlight the association 
between student achievement under conditions of professional auton-
omy and school leadership, especially when principals are prepared for 
the role. This association holds up across different national contexts.

 How School Leaders Perceive Their Role 
in Australia

A penetrating insight into how ideas about instructional leadership and 
leadership for learning are played out in Australia is evident in how school 
leaders describe their role. OECD published an analysis of data gathered 
in its 2013 Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) (OECD, 
2016b). In 2016, there was interest in the impact of school leaders on the 
nurturing of professional learning communities and the environment for 
learning; it was not a broad-based study of school leadership or of the 
impact of school leaders.

The report defined certain terms that are helpful in describing what 
school leaders do when they adopt different styles or orientations to their 
work. The starting point was to describe instructional leadership and 
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distributed leadership, each of which is considered important in creating 
a professional learning community and nurturing a favourable climate in 
support of student learning. Instructional leadership ‘comprises leadership 
practices that involve the planning, evaluation, co-ordination and 
improvement of teaching and learning’. Distributed leadership is ‘a reflec-
tion of leadership being shown by the principal, but also of others acting 
as leaders in school’ (OECD, 2016b, p. 15). Four types (styles, orienta-
tions) were described:

• Integrated leaders are attentive to both instructional and distributed 
leadership in their schools and spend considerable time on curricu-
lum- and teaching-related tasks.

• Inclusive leaders engage staff, students and their parents or guardians in 
decisions at the school, but relatively less often take up a role as instruc-
tional leaders and spend less time on curriculum- and teaching- 
related tasks.

• Educational leaders are strongly engaged in instructional leadership, 
but much less in involving stakeholders in decisions.

• Administrative leaders spend a large portion of their time on school 
management and administrative issues and are, as a result, less engaged 
in distributed and instructional leadership activities than integrated 
leaders. (adapted from OECD, 2016b, p. 15)

Table 8.1 contains the distribution of leadership types as reported by 
principals of lower secondary schools in Australia.

The responses indicate that about one quarter (26.8%) described 
their role in exclusively instructional leadership terms, about the same 

Table 8.1 Principals’ engagement in leadership activities in lower secondary edu-
cation in Australia (percentage of principals reporting ‘very often’ or ‘often’ as 
reported in TALIS 2013)

Responses
Integrated 
(%)

Educational 
(%)

Inclusive 
(%)

Administrative 
(%)

Australia 61.5 26.8 11.3 0.5
OECD average among 

35 countries
45.9 23.8 19.4 10.9

Adapted from OECD (2016b, p. 40)
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proportion as did principals in the 35 countries for which data are 
reported in the OECD analysis (23.8%). The most striking feature of 
Table 8.1 is the proportion reporting an integrative style (61.5% com-
pared to the OECD average of 45.9%), indicating a balance of instruc-
tional leadership and leadership for learning, to the extent that 
distributed leadership is a feature of the latter.

Table 8.2 summarises responses of principals in their reports of engage-
ment with colleagues in aspects of leadership. Three sets of actions were 
identified in the OECD analysis and these may be considered indicators 
of leadership for learning. It is immediately apparent that the pattern of 
responses is about the same as the pattern in an average of responses 
among those reported in the OECD analysis.

The OECD report drew implications for policy and practice, espe-
cially in respect to the professional development of principals, based on 
the reported strength among participating countries of an integrative 
leadership style (Table 8.1):

Integrated leadership, combining instructional and distributed leadership 
and using student outcomes to develop the school’s goals, program and 
professional development plan, appears to be the most favourable approach 
to establishing such a [professional] learning community at schools. 
Countries and economies … can stimulate this through training pro-
grams… (OECD, 2016b, p. 17)

Table 8.2 Distribution of actions of leaders in lower secondary schools in Australia 
(percentage of principals as reported in TALIS 2013)

Responses

Act to support 
cooperation 
among teachers to 
develop new 
teaching practices
Very often/often 
(%)

Act to ensure that 
teachers take 
responsibility for 
improving their 
teaching skills
Very often/often (%)

Act to ensure that 
teachers feel 
responsible for 
their students’ 
learning outcomes
Very often/often 
(%)

Australia 64.0 76.1 82.5
OECD average 

among 36 
countries

64.1 70.2 76.6

Adapted from OECD (2016b, p. 38)
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 Professional Learning Under Conditions 
of Professional Autonomy

This section summarises developments in Australia, first in respect to 
professional standards, and then in the findings of studies of approaches 
to professional learning undertaken by Jensen, Hunter, Lambert and 
Clark (2015) and Watterston (2015). A summary of an integrated report 
prepared by AITSL (2015) is also included. Then follows a summary of 
approaches to the preparation and professional development of principals 
under conditions of professional autonomy, especially in those states that 
have undertaken major reforms that focus on autonomy.

 Standards

The Australian scene is shaped to a large extent by adoption throughout 
the country of two sets of professional standards, each developed by 
AITSL. These standards—Australian Professional Standards for Teachers 
and Australian Professional Standard for Principals—were approved by 
the Education Council of the Council of Australian Governments for 
adoption throughout the country. The standards serve as a touchstone for 
the design, delivery and assessment of professional development pro-
grammes. The following is a summary of each as they relate to the build-
ing of capacity for the exercise of professional autonomy.

The Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (AITSL, 2011a) 
call for capacity in three domains: professional knowledge (two standards 
and a total of 18 focus areas), professional practice (three standards and a 
total of 17 focus areas) and professional engagement (two standards and 
a total of 8 focus areas). The seven standards and 43 focus areas apply 
across each of four levels: Graduate, Proficient, Highly Accomplished and 
Lead. For example, the Graduate Standard for teachers who have just 
completed initial teacher education, calls for teachers to ‘Use curriculum, 
assessment and reporting knowledge to design learning sequences and 
lesson plans’ while the Lead Standard calls for a teacher to ‘Lead col-
leagues to develop learning and teaching programs using comprehensive 
knowledge of curriculum, assessment and reporting requirements’.
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The Standards call for increasingly higher levels of professional auton-
omy in the progression from Graduate to Lead. Only 9 of the 172 focus 
area descriptors (43 focus areas across 4 levels) explicitly refer to a system 
framework, although such a framework is implied in others that refer, for 
example, to legislated requirements. There is thus considerable scope for 
the exercise of professional autonomy. At issue is the extent to which 
legislated requirements and expectations in respect to curriculum and 
testing constrain that autonomy.

AITSL also developed the Australian Professional Standard for 
Principals (AITSL, 2011b, 2014). The Standard specifies three leadership 
requirements—vision and values; knowledge and understanding; and 
personal qualities, social and interpersonal skills, each of which is applied 
across five areas of professional practice: leading teaching and learning; 
developing self and others; leading improvement, innovation and change; 
leading the management of the school; and engaging and working with 
the community. Successful practice is intended to impact on high-quality 
learning, teaching and schooling, which in turn results in successful 
learners, confident and creative individuals and active and informed citi-
zens. Context is recognised: school, sector and community; socio- 
economic and geographic; and educational systems at local, regional, 
national and global levels. The Standard has a robust evidence base and 
was the outcome of extensive consultation with stakeholders across 
the country.

Aspects of the Standard illustrate the role in three areas in a manner 
consistent with a high level of professional autonomy. Drawing from 
AITSL (2011a, pp. 9–11), for leading teaching and learning, principals 
are responsible for ‘leading, designing and managing the quality of teach-
ing and learning and for students’ achievement in all aspects of their 
development’. For leading the management of the school, principals 
‘ensure that the school’s resources and staff are efficiently organised and 
managed to provide an effective and safe learning environment as well as 
value for money’. For engaging and working with the community, prin-
cipals ‘help build a culture of high expectations that takes account of the 
richness and diversity of the school’s wider community and the education 
systems and sectors’.
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The Standard is silent on several matters related to autonomy. For 
example, a ‘plan and act’ element of leading the management of the 
school is ‘Within the framework established by employing authorities/
school boards manage available resources to support effective learning 
and teaching. Ensure budgets are integrated and aligned with learning 
priorities’. The ‘available resources’ are greater in some jurisdictions than 
in others; for example, in Victoria, about 90% of the state’s annual recur-
rent budget for school education is decentralised to schools for local 
decision- making. The Standard is also silent on some personnel matters 
such as determining the mix of staff at a school and local selection of staff. 
Nevertheless, the processes in the Standard apply, regardless of how 
schools may differ on these matters.

 The AITSL Studies

AITSL commissioned two reports on principal preparation and profes-
sional development. One, by Learning First (Jensen et  al. 2015), pro-
vided a review of programmes, in education and other fields, national 
and international, and was explicitly framed by the Professional Standard 
for Principals. The other (Watterston, 2015) provided a systematic review 
of programmes in Australia. The following is a summary of findings and 
recommendations.

AITSL commissioned Learning First to report on the preparation of 
aspiring principals (Jensen et al., 2015). Programmes were described and 
analysed in a framework of the Australian Professional Standard for 
Principals. A broad perspective was adopted, with information gathered 
from a range of national and international sources, in education and in 
other fields. Practice in education included approaches in Austria, 
Canada, England, the United States, New Zealand and Singapore. 
Practice in a range of Executive MBA programmes in different countries 
was also summarised as well as approaches in the military. The report 
explicitly acknowledged the changing role of the principal, particularly 
under conditions of decentralisation and professional autonomy.

According to Jensen et al. (2015, pp. 3–4), the following need to be 
addressed in the design of preparation programmes:
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 1. Leadership development is an ongoing process, and a principal prepa-
ration programme is just one component.

 2. Principal preparation programmes should align with an education sys-
tem’s strategic objectives of improving teaching and learning. 
Programmes should also take specific education policy objectives and 
context into account, as these will help shape programme content.

 3. Best-practice leadership preparation includes deeper subject matter 
expertise, new management and leadership skills and high-order lead-
ership capabilities.

 4. Effective leadership development programmes provide a variety of 
learning experiences encouraging collaboration, feedback and the 
opportunity to practise new skills in a real-world context.

 5. Programme evaluations may consider intermediate or ‘proximal’ out-
comes … as well as longer-term student performance data.

Watterston (2015) surveyed every state jurisdiction as well as Catholic 
and Independent authorities in compiling her report. She identified six 
ingredients for programme success: (1) integration of theory and prac-
tice; (2) grounding in evidence-based research; (3) inclusion of context- 
related experiential activities; (4) integration of mentoring and coaching; 
(5) provision for shadowing, internships and school visits to help demys-
tify the role; and (6) spaced and blended opportunities with a variety of 
face-to-face, online and self-directed learning opportunities.

Five weaknesses were reported: (1) inadequate funding, (2) lack of a 
coherent and systematic approach, (3) no clearly visible approach to the 
identification of potential principals, (4) lack of rigour in selection into 
programmes and (5) inadequate mechanisms for assessing effectiveness 
and impact of programmes.

Four recommendations were made for improving the ‘pipeline’ of 
applicants: (1) invest in talent identification; (2) adoption of a rigorous 
recruitment and selection process; (3) build partnerships between sys-
tems, universities and the profession and (4) create an evidence base to 
establish needs and priorities.

AITSL drew on the findings in the Learning First and Watterston 
reports and other studies to provide an integrated account under the title 
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Preparing Future Leaders (AITSL, 2015). Five recommendations were 
made for improving principal preparation in Australia:

 1. Take a systemic, standards-based and coherent approach;
 2. Identify and nurture talent;
 3. Match learning to an individual’s capabilities, career stage and context;
 4. Use evidence-based adult learning techniques; and
 5. Evaluate programmes for impact.

The report included a summary of the characteristics of 11 principal 
preparation programmes in several states in both government and non- 
government sectors. These included funding, duration, maximum num-
ber of participants, inclusion of mentoring and coaching, residential 
opportunities, inclusion of online experiences, project-based learning, 
peer learning, internship and shadowing, visits to exemplary schools, 
360° profiling and university accreditation.

 Professional Learning in Selected Jurisdictions

In the second phase of the Australian contribution to ISSAL in 2017 
(Caldwell, 2018), interviews were conducted with leaders in professional 
learning in public systems in five states in response to the question: ‘What 
approaches to the preparation and professional development of principals 
and teachers have proved effective in systems where higher levels of 
autonomy [in your state] have been extended to schools?’ Brief summa-
ries for South Australia and Tasmania are provided below. More detailed 
descriptions of practices in the three states with longstanding experience 
or recent major initiatives follow for Victoria, Western Australia and 
Queensland. Professional learning programmes were supported, to some 
extent, by the Australian Government as part of its Independent Public 
Schools (IPS) initiative. National Partnership Agreements (NPA) differed 
by state and territory to reflect priorities of jurisdictions and enable flex-
ible implementation of the initiative. Descriptions are up-to-date at the 
end of 2017.
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In South Australia, for example, funding through the NPA reflected (a) 
a longstanding requirement in this state that every school must have a 
council and (b) developments that involved a shift from a regional model 
for the support of the state’s 528 public schools to their engagement in 60 
local partnerships. Special initiatives in the NPA called for ‘developing 
school leadership capability and capacity in managing unsatisfactory per-
formance’ and to building ‘the capacity of governing councils to encour-
age greater parental involvement in children’s learning’.

There were requirements for newly appointed principals. A mentor is 
assigned immediately. The principal is required to complete the Graduate 
Diploma in Strategic Leadership offered through the South Australian 
Institute for Educational Leadership by the Department of Education 
and Child Development Registered Training Organisation. Completion 
of the Graduate Diploma may gain a credit of up to 50% toward a rele-
vant master’s degree at a South Australian university. There are eight units 
of study in the Graduate Diploma with a key requirement that the prin-
cipal successfully completes a school-based (or partnership-based) project 
that demonstrates the capacity to address the competencies that are speci-
fied across the units. These competencies have been mapped against ele-
ments of the Australian Professional Standard for Principals and the 
Leadership Framework Capabilities developed by the Department. These 
fall in three broad domains: (1) Self as a leader, (2) Leading change and 
improvement and (3) Contribute to the leadership of the organisation. 
Six months of executive coaching is provided for newly appointed prin-
cipals to assist them during their major project.

In Tasmania, the focus of the NPA was entirely on the Community 
Empowered Schools initiative ‘to increase parental engagement and 
involvement in school governance and decision making as part of their 
School Improvement Plan’. Principals may participate in related pro-
grammes. There were no formal requirements of prior professional 
 learning for those applying for the principalship. There was a suite of 
modules offered by the Professional Learning Institute (PLI) from which 
aspirants may choose if they wish. There were no formal requirements for 
professional learning for serving principals although these may arise from 
performance and development plans as agreed with the principal’s super-
visor. The PLI outsources many of its modules to external providers. A 
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pathway of professional learning for aspirants and serving leaders was 
under development.

The National Partnership Agreement for the Independent Public 
Schools initiative in Victoria called for the support of eight programmes 
for school leaders. Initially agreed in 2014, it was re-negotiated in 2016 
to take account of new state priorities and initiatives. The agreement 
stipulated that schools would not be branded as ‘independent public 
schools’. These eight programmes, each offered by the Bastow Institute of 
Educational Leadership, were building the capacity of new principals 
(120 each year), strategic management for principals (200  in 2014, 
300 in each of the other years), leadership for business managers (80 each 
year), executive management for principals (100 in 2015, 200 in 2017), 
resourcing my principalship (200 each year), coaching for leadership (70 
leadership teams in 2017), communities of practice (CoP) (120 in 2017), 
and technical leadership coaches (two specialist coaches available to 
all schools).

Bastow operates in an environment of a relatively high level of profes-
sional autonomy to meet the needs of government schools in Victoria. 
The current relatively high level of autonomy was established in the early 
1990s but Bastow was established more than 15 years later when the need 
for coherence and comprehensiveness was evident, with a focus that was 
more on professional autonomy rather than the structural autonomy that 
had by then become part of the culture of schools in Victoria (although 
the balance of centralisation and decentralisation shifts from time to time).

Bastow is leading the design and delivery of a CoP approach. It is 
aimed at cultivating collaborative cultures as a lever for system-wide 
change that empowers highly networked principals to strengthen their 
capacity for leading learning which, in turn, enables a sustainable self- 
improving education system based on trust and mutual accountability. 
This approach involves the active participation of principals in 
 collaborative professional practice networks that seek evidence, analyse 
data and measure the impact of strategies in the pursuit of shared goals 
that build the capacity for teaching and learning excellence and improved 
student learning outcomes.

Most of the professional learning has been delivered from the Bastow 
site in Melbourne. Since 2014, Bastow has significantly increased its 
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regional delivery of courses to expand access to its professional learning 
suite in regional centres throughout the state. Most of the funding to 
support Bastow professional learning comes from the Victorian 
Department of Education and Training but participants are required to 
make a form of ‘co-payment’ that covers about 30% of the costs of deliv-
ery. More than 16,000 educators have participated in professional learn-
ing since 2010.

The National Partnership Agreement for the Independent Public 
Schools initiative in Western Australia contained a provision for four 
modules conducted over six months for principals in the IPS Leadership 
Program and four modules in the Empowered Governance Program for 
school boards. These are offered by the Institute for Professional Learning 
as part of its suite of programmes for IPS. There have been three reviews 
of IPS. One by the University of Melbourne was generally positive as was 
another commissioned review (Hamilton Associates, 2015). The report 
of a parliamentary inquiry was generally negative (Education and Health 
Standing Committee, 2016).

There was a measured roll-out from an initial group of 34–524 out of 
a total of about 800 schools. There have been changes in terminology 
over the years with empowerment now preferred to autonomy. The review 
by the University of Melbourne encouraged a shift from structural auton-
omy, with a preoccupation at the school level with staffing and one-line 
budgets, to professional autonomy, with a focus on building the capacity 
of principals and other school leaders before the selection of their schools 
into the IPS programme.

There was a high level of stability in system leadership over the life of 
IPS. The Director-General had served for a decade and was the longest- 
serving of all system leaders in Australia. The Minister for Education in 
the former government served for much of this period. Principals in IPS 
reported directly to the Director-General who met with all principals 
twice per year in groups of 20, with principals of remote and some regional 
schools participating by teleconference. Management in this unusual line 
management role is ‘by exception’ rather than ongoing with direct over-
sight by a regional leader. This is remarkable by national and international 
standards, with Western Australia (WA) geographically larger than most 
countries in the world and many schools in very remote locations.
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Administered by the Institute for Professional Learning, the pro-
gramme of preparation and professional learning for all principals is rela-
tively straightforward. It contrasts with the comprehensive and coherent 
programme for those in or preparing for the principalship in IPS described 
below. This ‘gateway’ programme for all principals consists of principal 
eligibility modules that involve online learning, and which must be com-
pleted within six  months of a new appointment. These are essentially 
compliance based, bringing appointees to an awareness level of key 
department policies.

In 2016–2017, the Department of Education offered five programmes 
in three tiers of capacity-building in the Moving from Autonomy to 
Empowerment initiative. The underlying rationale is that ‘school auton-
omy in itself will not create the conditions for student success’ (Hamilton, 
2015) and that the following strategies are required to maximise the 
impact of autonomy on classrooms: principal capacity-building; intelli-
gent accountability mechanisms; fostering an empowered mindset 
amongst principals and teachers; enhancing collaboration within and 
between schools; a focus on improving the quality of teaching and the 
educational experience of students; and a commitment and capacity 
within the central authority to deliver and support meaningful authority 
and not circumscribe it in such detailed ways that schools gain lit-
tle benefit.

At the Entry Level, there is the IPS Development, Selection and 
Transition Program and the IPS Bridging Development Program. At the 
Consolidation Level, there is the IPS Board Development Program and 
the IPS Advanced Leadership Program. At the System Leadership Level, 
there is the IPS Principal Fellowship Program. There is no cost to partici-
pants in these programmes which are co-funded by the State and 
Australian Government under its Independent Public Schools initiative.

A feature is the involvement of the private sector in design and deliv-
ery. For example, Integral Development contributed to the design of the 
Advanced Leadership Program. The Nous Group was a contractor for the 
design of the IPS Board Development Program, providing training for 
facilitators and developing online resources.

The National Partnership Agreement on Independent Public Schools 
in Queensland is a good illustration of how Commonwealth (Australian 
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Government) funds can be allocated in a way that matches state priorities 
and work that had already been accomplished or was in progress (‘scaf-
folding’). There are three main elements in the agreement:

• Achieve more schools with IPS status than anticipated, from 120 
schools in 2015 to 250 schools in 2017 (the goal has been achieved).

• Conduct professional development programmes to build the capacity 
of school leaders (Leading Workforce Success) (up to 900 in first year 
and 10 events per year); address the needs, characteristics and contexts 
for delivery in schools in rural and remote areas (Capacity Building for 
Regional and Rural Schools) (up to 300 participants over 3 years); and 
strengthen school governance for principals and councils (Capable 
School Councils) (all members of council shall participate as they are 
appointed; also available to non-IPS schools with councils).

• Development of an online facility to support school-based budgeting.

As in Victoria and Western Australia, IPS schools remain part of the 
state school system and are required to operate in line with the same leg-
islation, industrial instruments, directives, whole of government policy 
and national agreements as all other state schools. The 250 IPS schools 
have a direct reporting responsibility to the Director-General and, in this 
respect, are like the line relationship in WA.  The Deputy Director- 
General—State Schools Performance has a broad oversight role and her 
prior experience as a principal has been important.

It was identified early on that IPS principals would need to set up their 
own professional support networks as they moved away from the close 
supervisor relationships with regional directors and assistant regional 
directors. The initial 26 schools were supported to form a collegial asso-
ciation of IPS schools (‘Alliance’) which aims to (a) facilitate professional 
development that furthers the goals of the IPS initiative, (b) share insights 
and evidence-based practice in school improvement and (c) provide 
advice to the Department on the implementation of the IPS initiative 
and influence future policy reform.

The guiding principles of the IPS Alliance are (a) students, teachers 
and school communities are at the centre of their work; (b) IPS schools 
work in collaboration with others and (c) IPS schools’ work is based on 
strong evidence and research. While membership in the IPS Alliance is 
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voluntary, membership has grown over the years to include nearly all 250 
IPS schools. A policy framework that reflects these guiding principles was 
adopted by the Queensland Government in 2016.

The Alliance employs a full-time officer to support its work. Each 
school pays an annual fee to meet the costs of the Alliance’s programmes 
that include three conferences each year that attract most IPS schools. 
Attention is given to leadership development, strengthening partnerships 
across the system, and innovation. A research project to draw on the 
experience of the initial 26 schools was underway at the time of writing.

All new IPS principals and their leadership teams receive targeted 
induction programmes to build their capacity and be accountable at the 
local level. Professional development was provided by the Department in 
areas such as human resources, finances and school councils, and external 
providers of professional development, such as the Queensland Education 
Leadership Institute (QELi) (see below), have also been engaged to con-
duct school council and leadership training. These programmes are sup-
ported by funds from the National Partnership Agreement.

Much of what has been learned with the IPS initiative has been applied 
in all schools and has helped contribute to a change in culture and sense 
of optimism in the system. Included here is the way data are being used 
by schools. There has been movement from an exclusively data-driven 
approach to an evidence-driven approach, with teachers using evidence 
to make informed decisions about student learning. An ‘evidence hub’ 
was formed and is now available to all schools.

The QELi was established in 2010 as a not-for-profit organisation 
jointly owned by the Department of Education and Training, the 
Queensland Catholic Education Commission and Independent Schools 
Queensland to help build the capacity of school leaders to drive 
 educational reform. It is the only organisation of its kind in Australia. 
Participants pay a fee for their involvement in the various programmes. 
Offerings in 2017 included the Emerging Principals Program, the High 
Potential Future Teacher Leaders programme and the Middle Leadership 
Program and targeted events such as the Executive Leadership for School 
Principals Masterclass. As noted above, QELi has contributed to the IPS 
professional learning programme for school leaders and school councils, 
supported by funds that derive in part from the National Partnership 
Agreement.
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 Cross-Jurisdictional Initiatives

QELi is an example of a cross-jurisdictional initiative whereas Bastow, in 
Victoria, is for leaders in government schools only. Professional associa-
tions offer programmes that are cross-jurisdictional. For example, 
Principals Australia Institute (PAI) is a consortium of national principals’ 
associations with membership from government and non-government 
sectors and membership at both primary (elementary) and secondary lev-
els. A noteworthy initiative of PAI is the creation of a voluntary accredita-
tion programme for those preparing for the principalship. Its creation 
was the outcome of international research, extensive consultation among 
stakeholders and trialling. It has been implemented on a voluntary basis 
with participants paying a fee for their engagement. A key issue is whether 
it will be recognised and acted upon by employing authorities.

Various professional bodies organise annual or occasional conferences 
that constitute another form of professional learning along with their 
lightly refereed journals on special themes. The most comprehensive are 
those of the Australian Council for Educational Leaders (ACEL). The 
history of this organisation illustrates the shifts in thinking about the 
work and study of leaders over the last half-century. Originally estab-
lished as the Australian Council for Educational Administration, the ini-
tial focus was on administration, adopting the North American use of 
that term, and its conferences and publications reflected this. There was a 
high degree of separation from the fields of curriculum, pedagogy and 
learning. Professor William Walker, an Australian and international 
 pioneer in the field, was its driving force. Efforts to broaden its work 
gathered in intensity by the turn of the century and it was renamed and 
restructured as ACEL. A review of its programmes and publications 
makes clear that its main concern is the leadership of learning, with its 
major conference presenters being among the leaders in the field, national 
and international.

 Leadership in the Non-government Sector

Between one quarter and one-third of students attend a non-government 
(non-state, private, independent) school in Australia. This rises to more 
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than one half at the senior secondary level in the higher Socio-Economic 
Status (SES) suburbs of the largest cities. These proportions are steady or 
in slight decline after years of growth. It is therefore of interest how these 
schools prepare and facilitate professional learning for their leaders.

The largest number of non-government schools are Catholic schools, 
with most organised into systems which organise programmes for their 
leaders and potential leaders. Most reflect a leadership for learning ori-
entation with an agenda like those for government schools in the states 
as described in the preceding pages. Along with their non-systemic 
counterparts, some participate in cross-jurisdictional events. Most inde-
pendent schools are supported by a professional organisation in their 
state or territory which organises programmes for leaders and charge a 
fee to participants. These programmes may be comprehensive, especially 
in the larger states, serving leaders at different stages of their careers. 
Some topics carry greater weight than those serving government schools, 
for example, board governance, reflecting a higher level of autonomy of 
non- government schools.

 Summary

The Australian Standard for Principals approved by the Education 
Council is rigorous by international standards but some programmes for 
professional learning based on this standard are not as aligned with it as 
they might be, especially for those working under conditions of profes-
sional autonomy. The findings and recommendations of Australian stud-
ies of preparation and professional development programmes are 
consistent with recommendations in the international domain; indeed, 
researchers have contributed to international work. Details of prepara-
tion and professional development for three states were provided 
(Victoria, Western Australia and Queensland) and these were partly 
funded at the time by National Partnership Agreements for the 
Independent Public Schools initiative of the Australian Government. 
Participation is mandatory if a school is to join the IPS schemes in 
Western Australia and Queensland (as it was when high levels of auton-
omy were extended to all schools in Victoria in the mid-1990s). These 

8 Professional Autonomy and the Future of Leadership… 



214

and other programmes for leaders and potential leaders in government 
schools generally reflect a leadership for learning orientation, as do events 
organised by professional associations that are cross-jurisdictional, and 
those organised for those in non-government schools.

 Discussion

There is a strong case that a profession of school leadership is emerging in 
Australia as a consensus settles on the practice as leadership for learning, 
energised by the exercise of professional autonomy. Hargreaves and 
Fullan (2012) distinguished between being professional and being a profes-
sional. While both are desirable, ‘Ideally, of course, it’s best to be profes-
sional and be a professional at the same time—to have status and 
autonomy and be trusted and able to make informed judgments effec-
tively’ (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012, p. 81). They cited Etzioni’s list of the 
characteristics of a profession:

• Specialised knowledge, expertise and professional language;
• Shared standards of practice;
• Long and rigorous processes of training and qualification;
• A monopoly over the service that is provided;
• An ethic of service, even a sense of calling, in relation to clients;
• Self-regulation of conduct, discipline, and dismissals;
• Autonomy to make informed discretionary judgments;
• Working together with other professionals to solve complex cases; and
• Commitment to continuous learning and professional upgrading. 

(cited by Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012, p. 80)

A high level of professional autonomy in Australia is consistent with 
many of these characteristics, especially those concerned with specialised 
knowledge, standards, making informed professional judgements and 
working together to solve complex cases. There is progress on processes 
of training and qualification and commitment to continuous learning 
and upgrading. A monopoly over service and self-regulation largely lies 
with employing authorities and their requirements for selection and 
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appointment rather than leaders themselves, as would be achieved if cur-
rent voluntary accreditation schemes such as those developed by the 
Principals Australia Institute become compulsory. Recognition that cases 
are complex is consistent with a leadership for learning orientation as is 
an ethic of service.

In an optimistic scenario, if high levels of professional autonomy are 
achieved for all leaders, especially principals, in what ways should systems 
of education change, especially when different levels of government are 
involved? Taking a systems’ view, a major change cannot be made at the 
point of delivery—the school—without changes to other parts of the 
system. If an open systems’ view is taken, how do all parts of the system 
respond, reaching new points of equilibrium? These matters were 
addressed in the second phase of Australia’s contribution to ISSAL, the 
main thrust of which was to examine strategic alignment among different 
levels of government in 13 countries, including most of the world’s top 
performers. A re-alignment of roles was recommended for Australia 
(Caldwell, 2018).

There is international interest in how higher levels of autonomy may 
affect the roles of different levels of government. Burns and Köster 
described increasing complexity in multi-level governance and the chal-
lenge of reaching an equilibrium. They singled out the trend to autonomy 
in response to demands from local actors who are increasingly diverse and 
well educated. They observed that ‘Education systems are now character-
ised by multi-level governance where the links between multiple actors 
operating at different levels are to a certain extent fluid and open to nego-
tiation’ (Burns & Köster, 2016, p. 11).

A likely and preferred scenario for Australia is a deepening concern for 
leadership for learning among school leaders, with higher levels of profes-
sional autonomy driving the effort. A profession of school leadership is 
likely to emerge, with a re-alignment of roles between federal and state/
territory governments and within the latter. This will call for a higher 
level of system adaptivity than is currently evident.
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9
Leaders of Learning: Recovering 

the Pedagogical Role of School Leaders 
and Promoting Leadership at All Levels 

in Scotland

Margery A. McMahon

In Scotland, in recent years, the focus on leadership for learning has inten-
sified. This is majorly because of the Teaching Scotland’s Future Report 
(TSF) (2011), which positioned school leaders as leaders of learning ‘not 
just in relation to young people but for themselves, their staff and student 
teachers’ (Donaldson, 2011, p. 102). This chapter provides a critical over-
view of how this aspiration has been realised, through a national leader-
ship strategy to advance leadership at all levels. This imperative has also 
afforded the opportunity to consider how leadership is positioned and 
presented in initial teacher preparation as part of a more coherent profes-
sional continuum. The chapter begins by discussing the ways in which 
leadership at all levels has been promoted and how this articulates with 
government policy focused on achieving excellence and equity in educa-
tion and reducing a poverty-related attainment gap. Terms such as 
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 leadership for learning and leadership of learning feature as a constant 
(the term instructional leadership is not used widely in the Scottish con-
text) though the depth and range of application reflect the critical priori-
ties of the government. There is a recognition that improving teacher 
and leader quality is central to achieving system-level change and improv-
ing educational outcomes for children and young people. The chapter 
concludes by considering the way in which leadership as learning has 
emerged as a third dimension, where being a lead learner and leading 
the learning of other practitioners, as well as pupils, is a key tenet of the 
teacher professionalism.

 Leadership at All Levels

The promotion of leadership at all levels was an important recommenda-
tion of the Teaching Scotland’s Future report. The subsequent articulation 
of this was effected through a National Implementation Board and a new 
leadership college. Part of this involved the development of the Framework 
for Educational Leadership. This mapped out a professional continuum 
for leadership development (Scottish Government, 2014). The frame-
work serves as a guide for teachers and school leaders on how leadership 
is enacted and actions that teachers and school leaders might take to 
achieve and sustain it.

In spite of the inclusive and distributive approach to leadership that 
leadership at all levels implied, it was posited on a model of positional 
leadership aligned to the organisational hierarchies in schools (Mowat 
& McMahon, 2018). Consequently, the framework reflected a staged 
model linked to formal roles/positions in schools: teacher leader, mid-
dle leader, school leader and system-level leader (Mowat & McMahon, 
2018). In taking forward the strategy to promote leadership at all levels, 
two issues emerged: (a) the implications for pre-service/initial teacher 
education and (b) the extent to which teacher leadership became the 
paradigm and vehicle to secure the wider engagement of the teaching 
profession in leadership. These two elements are considered in the fol-
lowing section.
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 Leadership Learning in Initial Teacher Education

Two key questions arising from the promotion of leadership at all levels 
consider when leadership learning should occur and whether a greater 
case can be made for leadership learning in pre-service or initial teacher 
education. In most education systems, leadership learning occurs after 
initial qualification, once a teacher has become established in the profes-
sion. Unsurprisingly, a search of the literature shows this to be an under- 
researched area of teacher education, though in some of the literature it 
falls under the umbrella of service-leadership.

The TSF report in Scotland set down a new marker for leadership 
learning in the initial phase of teacher education. A wide-scale review and 
consultation exercise was undertaken by the review group, led by Graham 
Donaldson, former Chief Inspector of Schools in Scotland. The review 
found that beginning teachers had limited knowledge about leadership in 
education and ‘many early career teachers who engaged with the Review 
had very little awareness of leadership expectations and pathways, 
although local authority induction programmes often provided opportu-
nities to learn about school and system level leadership’ (Donaldson, 
2011, p. 58). Donaldson proposed that the early phase of teacher educa-
tion provided significant opportunities to extend understanding of the 
facets of leadership in education (Donaldson, 2011, p. 58) and argued 
for ‘the importance of leadership for successful learning and the need to 
develop leadership qualities and skills from the outset of a career’ (pp. 58, 
79). When a career in teaching was seen to begin (by admission to an 
initial teacher preparation programme or admission to the profession 
post qualification) was not specified but the reform of pre- and in-service 
teacher education afforded opportunities to align professional pro-
grammes more closely with educational policy priorities, of which leader-
ship was central.

Recommendations from the Donaldson report were wide-reaching, 
resulting in revised professional standards for teaching and in new teacher 
education programmes to replace the traditional Bachelor of Education 
programme, and the refreshment of existing programmes. Despite 
Donaldson’s attention to leadership learning and leader development in 
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the early phase of a teaching career, this was not fully explicated in the 
professional teaching standards published in 2012 (GTCS, 2012a), par-
ticularly, those pertaining to initial registration. In the preface to these 
standards (GTC, 2012a, p. 2), it was noted that:

effective leadership depends on the principles of collegiality. All teachers 
should have opportunities to be leaders. They lead learning for, and with, 
all learners with whom they engage.

Within the Standards for Registration, leadership was seen as central 
to professionalism, listed alongside ‘committing to lifelong enquiry, 
learning, and professional development’ as core aspects of professional-
ism and collaborative practice (GTCS, 2012a, p. 6).

As noted above, Donaldson’s recommendation for leadership at all 
levels was largely seen as pertaining to the post-qualification phase and 
a series of national initiatives and programmes were launched to take the 
TSF agenda forward. While initial teacher education programmes were 
revised significantly to advance Donaldson’s recommendations for 
Masters-level learning, grounded in enquiry and delivered in partner-
ship with schools, a dichotomy between pre-service and in-service edu-
cation remained in relation to leadership learning in the initial phase. 
The extent to which this has permeated across career phases is currently 
being explored in a research study involving Scotland, the Republic of 
Ireland and Northern Ireland, funded by the Standing Committee on 
Teacher Education North and South. The study is investigating the 
extent to which leadership learning is embedded within the initial 
teacher education curricula in the participating systems. The project is 
examining models that have been successfully adopted and will then 
review curricula for initial teacher education to identify opportunities to 
further embed leadership learning. Preliminary findings from the initial 
phase of the study suggest three patterns: named leadership courses 
though the leadership element is variable; courses where leadership 
behaviours and practices are developed though leadership is omitted 
from course nomenclature and literature; and courses where leadership 
is deeply submerged with explicit and implicit articulations difficult 
to discern.
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Promoting the concept of leadership learning in initial teacher educa-
tion is not without controversy, and arguments are advanced about the 
challenges of introducing another ‘subject’ to an already crowded curric-
ulum, which needs to respond to policy priorities, as well as a curriculum 
that increasingly comes under public scrutiny and the influence of asser-
tive lobby groups. Moreover, there is resistance emanating from a con-
cern that leadership learning in the initial phase will promote a ‘race to 
the top’, with new teachers accelerating through their early years to secure 
a leadership role, without the taking the time to consolidate their teach-
ing practice and ‘learn their craft’.

There is a concern, however, to underline that leadership learning in 
initial teacher education is not about creating a ‘principal pipeline’, 
though that may be a longer term consequence. Rather, it entails educat-
ing beginning teachers and equipping them with the skills to understand 
and contribute to the leadership they will experience as a teacher. 
Understanding leadership is, therefore, central to teacher professional-
ism, and with the focus in many schools on distributive and collaborative 
leadership, all teachers need opportunities to develop leadership knowl-
edge and practices. It is, therefore, a form of socialisation into the profes-
sion. Early-career teachers are exposed to leadership in many ways and so 
leadership learning in initial teacher education is a means to help them 
understand the leadership actions and decisions that impact directly 
upon them and their pupils. However, it is more than this. Classrooms 
today are increasingly more diverse and inclusive and it is not unusual for 
there to be two or three other adults (or more) providing a range of pupil 
support. Classroom teachers are, therefore, not only leading the learning 
of their pupils but also are leading and managing other adults, directly in 
their educative role of leading learning (King & McMahon, 2017). While 
beginning teachers may have a slightly reduced teaching timetable and 
access to a school-based mentor (as in the Scottish Teacher Induction 
Scheme), the reality for many new teachers is that they will be working 
with and leading other adults from the outset. In this respect, leadership 
learning could be included as a ‘first day competence’ for new entrants to 
the teaching profession (Hammond, 2018).

As noted above, the literature on leadership learning in initial teacher 
education is limited, but from this small body, a persuasive case is made. 

9 Leaders of Learning: Recovering the Pedagogical Role… 



224

It is seen as a means for building leadership capacity across schools and is 
part of a leadership development continuum (Hamilton, Forde, & 
McMahon, 2018). It helps develop understandings of the school as an 
organisation and positions teacher leadership as a dimension expected of 
all teachers. It also challenges existing leadership hierarchies and where 
leadership is seen to reside in schools. It is a means of system-level trans-
formation and engagement of all teachers in developing understandings 
and skills that support collaborative professionalism. Finally, it is part of 
the long-term development of a leadership pipeline (Forde, Dickson, & 
McMahon, 2018; Mowat & McMahon, 2018).

Pucella (2014) argues for the importance of raising student teachers’ 
awareness of the nature of leadership to challenge their perceptions of 
leadership and hierarchies in schools, through which they can become 
more competent and confident in exercising agency and advocacy. She 
also sees it as central to the construction of their professional identity; 
through exploring power dynamics and relations in education they build 
a better sense of self-efficacy. It builds collaborative skills and strengthens 
the efficacy of student teachers in anticipation of future change agency; it 
enhances followership skills as well as leadership skills and fosters a sense 
of active participation in schools (Pucella, 2014).

Endorsing a move towards more visible leadership learning in initial 
teacher education is challenging. In addition to its place in a curriculum 
that is already seen to be overcrowded, there are questions about compet-
ing constructions of leadership, whether building secure theoretical 
understandings in a complex area is sufficient, and about the authenticity 
of experiences that may be built into programmes of study (Forde et al., 
2018). There are questions about what leadership learning in the initial 
phase consists of. Is it, for example, seen to involve knowledge develop-
ment; skills development; and values, attitudes and readiness to partici-
pate and exercise agency (Forde et al., 2018)? Questions have been raised 
also about whether leadership learning in the initial phase is simply a 
proxy for professionalism. Leadership for learning and teacher leadership 
are two constructs for how these questions might be addressed: for how 
leadership at all levels might be achieved and for how leadership learning 
in initial teacher education might be conceptualised and advanced. These 
are now considered in the following section.

 M. A. McMahon
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 Leadership for Learning and Teacher 
Leadership

Leadership for learning and teacher leadership are terms that are more 
commonly used in the Scottish context, rather than instructional leader-
ship (which is rarely used), when discussing practices of teachers to lead 
learning for themselves, their pupils, and other colleagues. Both terms have 
gained greater currency and traction in recent years with the wider rollout 
of the TSF recommendations (Donaldson, 2011). In the Scottish context, 
leadership for learning is seen as transcending positions (i.e., remunerated 
roles) and is viewed as an expectation and responsibility for all teachers, 
from classroom teachers to headteachers (principals). Recently, however, 
there has been a more overt assertion of the role of the headteacher in lead-
ing learning, not to diminish the contribution of others, but to recover 
what is seen to be the core work of the headteacher (principal), that is, to 
lead learning, though this is not framed directly as ‘instructional leadership’.

The promotion of leadership for learning predated TSF (2011) and in 
terms of the policy agenda can be traced back to the publication of the 
document ‘Leadership for Learning: The Challenges of Leading in Times 
of Change’ by the Scottish school inspection body—Her Majesty’s 
Inspectorate for Education (HMIe, 2007). HMIe undertakes the inspec-
tion of schools in Scotland to provide assurance to Scottish Ministers 
regarding the quality of education across schools in Scotland (including 
schools in both the state and private sectors) (HMIe, online). A self- 
evaluation framework, How Good Is Our School, is available to support 
schools in their preparations for inspection. This framework consists of 
15 quality indicators (QIs) against which schools are evaluated and self- 
evaluate. QI 1.2 is Leadership of Learning. The guidance for schools 
issued by HMIe relating to QI 1.2 is detailed in Table 9.1.

The 2007 Leadership for Learning report (HMIe, 2007) sets out a vision 
for the critical role of leadership in achieving the ambitions for education 
in Scotland. Since then there has been considerable emphasis and invest-
ment in leadership as a key driver in realising educational improvement. 
While the distinction between leadership for and of  learning might seem 
insignificant, this should not be immediately dismissed as linguistic slip-
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page but rather reflects the ways in which concepts of leadership in lead-
ing school improvement have evolved and could possibly collide. Here, 
the emphasis is less on the leading of learning on behalf of and for others 
(as constructed in senior leadership roles in schools), but leading learning 
for all in the school community, including pupils as leaders of learners, 
and also other members of the school community. The tensions that have 
arisen as it has evolved have shown that such distinctions, conceptually 
and in practice, are not easily resolved, particularly, as expectations associ-
ated with more performative cultures have come to dominate.

‘Leadership for Learning: The Challenges of Leading in Times of 
Change’ (HMIe, 2007) foregrounded leadership as a critically determin-
ing factor for school improvement. It was a theme that continued to be 
emphasised in the subsequent Teaching Scotland’s Future report, by the 
same author, former Chief Inspector of Schools, Graham Donaldson. In 
his TSF Report (2011), Donaldson presented his findings on a major 
review of teacher education in Scotland, all of which were accepted in full 
or in part by the Scottish Government. While ‘leadership for learning’ 
warranted only brief mention (p. 10), arguably Donaldson’s recommen-
dations on career-long professional learning and the development of 
leadership at all levels reflect the broader ethos and culture of leadership 
for learning (Donaldson, 2011, p. 10).

The rollout of the Donaldson recommendations was effected through a 
national implementation board and the translation from policy to practice 
involved key stakeholders such as, inter alia, the regulatory body for the 
profession, the General Teaching Council for Scotland (GTCS), the 
national education and inspection agency, Education Scotland and the 
providers of pre-service and in-service teacher education, which in Scotland 
resides largely with universities. The GTCS professional standards, which 
were revised to align with the TSF recommendations, are an important 
lever for effecting change in education since teacher education programmes 
are benchmarked against the Standards and accredited by GTCS. A pro-
fessional update scheme (which requires teachers to demonstrate how they 
are maintaining practice against the relevant professional standard) was 
designed to be a further mechanism for effecting change. Leadership for 
learning evolves across the suite of standards, which reflects the profes-
sional continuum from early career to headship/principalship. Thus, in 
Scotland there are five professional teaching standards (see Table 9.2):
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Table 9.2 Professional standards and career stages in Scottish education

Professional standard Career stage

Standards for registration
Standard for provisional teacher registration Pre-service
Standard for full registration Newly qualified teacher
Standard for career-long professional learning Established/Accomplished
Standards for leadership
Standard for middle leadership and 

management
Middle leader

Standard for headship Headteacher/Principal

As noted earlier, in the Standards for Registration, mention is made 
of the opportunities that should be available for all teachers to be leaders 
and that they ‘lead learning for, and with, all learners with whom they 
engage’ (GTCS, 2012a). Though the Standards for Registration specify 
a focus on leadership for learning (GTCS, 2012a, p. 3), no further expli-
cation of what this means or how it is realised is provided in this entry-
level standard. However, the Standard for Career-Long Professional 
Learning (SCLPL) sets greater expectations:

GTC Scotland recognises that effective leadership depends on the prin-
ciples of collegiality. All teachers should have opportunities to be leaders. 
They lead learning for, and with, all learners with whom they engage. 
They also work with and support the development of colleagues and 
other partners. The Standard for Career- Long Professional Learning 
includes a focus on teacher leadership and leadership for learning. (GTCS, 
2012b, p. 2)

The Standard sets out the professional knowledge and understanding 
expected of those who are engaging with the SCLPL which involves devel-
oping deep, critically informed knowledge and understanding to enhance 
skills and abilities in relation to the key areas of career-long professional 
learning. These key areas are pedagogy, learning and subject knowledge; 
curriculum and assessment; enquiry and research; educational contexts 
and current debates in policy, education and practice; sustaining and 
developing professional learning; and learning for sustainability (GTCS, 
2012b, pp. 8–9). Although not listed under professional knowledge and 
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understanding, the SCLPL specifies the leadership expected from teachers 
working with this Standard so they are expected to develop and apply 
their knowledge, skills and expertise through enquiry and sustained pro-
fessional learning for the following purpose:

• Deepen and develop subject, curricular and pedagogic knowledge to 
be able to lead learners and the learning of colleagues

• Lead curriculum development with a deep understanding of the place 
of subject knowledge and the wider purposes of education

• Lead and collaborate with others to plan innovative curricular 
programmes

• Lead and work with others to ensure effective practice in the assess-
ment of learning, including a deep knowledge and understanding of 
the policies and practices of assessment as required by awarding bodies

• Lead and participate in collaborative practitioner enquiry
• Lead and contribute to the professional learning of all colleagues, 

including students and probationers (GTCS, 2012b, p. 8).

The Standards for Leadership and Management (which encompass the 
Standard for Middle Leadership and Management and the Standard for 
Headship) specify the leadership expectations further. As well as the 
opportunity for all teachers to be leaders, to lead learning for, and with, 
all learners with whom they engage and work, and to support the devel-
opment of colleagues and other partners, the Standards for Leadership 
and Management include a focus on leadership for learning, teacher lead-
ership and working collegiately to build leadership capacity in others 
(GTCS, 2012c, p. 2). Underpinning this is a model of the leader as ‘the 
leading learner’ who commits to their own career-long learning and 
encourages others to engage in career-long learning to enhance their 
practice (GTCS, 2012c, p. 8).

An emphasis on collegiality and working collaboratively to build 
capacity in self and others features as part of the professional standards. 
However, while standards can set out the broad expectations of teachers, 
their adoption and enactment require the engagement of all stakeholders. 
One of the ways in which this has been realised in Scotland is through the 
development of teacher leadership programmes which are underpinned 
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by the principles and practices of leadership for learning. An early proto-
type was a new programme in teacher leadership following the publica-
tion of Leadership for Learning in 2007 (HMIe, 2007). This new 
award-bearing programme was commissioned by Scotland’s largest teach-
ers’ professional association and trade union, the Educational Institute of 
Scotland, and was delivered jointly by two universities. Similar courses 
subsequently were developed by other providers.

The emergence of the Scottish College for Educational Leadership 
(SCEL) as a result of the TSF recommendations saw the development of 
a national strategy for developing leadership at all levels. An early focus of 
the new college was teacher leadership. Although not accredited, the 
structured teacher leadership programme it developed achieved a national 
footprint, involving teachers from across Scotland. An internal evaluative 
report (SCEL, 2016) provided a typology of a teacher leader as first and 
foremost an effective teacher, who could also work well with and influ-
ence their colleagues. They are:

… passionate about learning and teaching. Through informed and innova-
tive practice, close scrutiny of pupils’ learning needs and high expectations 
they play a fundamental role in improving outcomes for children and 
young people. Teacher leaders are effective communicators who collaborate 
with colleagues, demonstrate integrity and have a positive impact on their 
school community. They model career-long professional learning. (Scottish 
College for Educational Leadership, 2016, p. 18)

Then, it could be said that within the Scottish context there has been 
significant progress in promoting professional cultures and creating the 
conditions for system-level improvement through levers such as those out-
lined above: professional standards for teaching; a professional update 
scheme for teachers; review of teacher education; enactment of a national 
leadership strategy through a Framework for Educational Leadership and 
a new leadership college; and a clear focus on leadership for and leadership 
of learning through the school self-evaluation and inspection process. As 
these have evolved there has been greater coherence, though the pace of 
change became an issue as the need for system uplift became a priority for 
the Scottish government. An Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) report on the implementation of Scotland’s 
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Curriculum for Excellence also commented more generally on system-
level reform (OECD, 2015, p. 3) and, while recognising what had been 
achieved, provided detailed recommendations for further change. The 
development of a coherent strategy for building teacher and leadership 
social capital formed one of the recommendations (OECD, 2015, p. 12).

Driven by declining performance in international league tables such as 
the Programme for International Student Assessment, concerns about lit-
eracy and numeracy emerging from the Scottish Survey of Literacy and 
Numeracy and evidence of the widening of a poverty-related attainment 
gap, in 2016 Scotland’s First Minister boldly committed to being judged 
on her government’s education policy. A new National Improvement 
Framework (NIF) and proposed Headteachers’ Charter were fast-tracked 
as the mechanisms to bring about the required change at the scale, pace and 
scope seen to be necessary. These are now explored in the following section.

 The National Improvement Framework 
and the Headteachers’ Charter

In the NIF, the following four key priorities for education in Scotland 
were identified:

• Improvement in attainment, particularly, in literacy and numeracy
• Closing the attainment gap between the most and least disadvan-

taged children
• Improvement in children’s and young people’s health and well-being
• Improvement in employability skills and sustained positive school 

leaver destinations for all young people (Scottish Government, 
2016, p. 7).

Six drivers for improvement would be the means of addressing these 
priorities consisting of school leadership; teacher professionalism; parental 
engagement; assessment of children’s progress; school improvement; and 
performance information (Scottish Government, 2016, p.  9). The first 
iteration of the NIF, in 2016, foregrounded later versions and policy which 
was to set out the ambition for a school- and teacher-led self- improving 
system (Scottish Government, 2017). In the 2016 NIF, the emphasis was 
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placed on the need to empower headteachers and teachers, who in turn 
empower others to take ownership of their own learning, and who have a 
strong track record of ensuring the highest quality of learning and teaching 
(Scottish Government, 2016, p.  10). In evaluating this, through the 
inspection process, the focus was to be the leadership of change, rather 
than the leadership of learning, which was not mentioned explicitly.

A proposed Headteachers’ Charter, as part of a review of educational 
governance, set out ‘the rights and responsibilities of the headteachers, 
empowering them to be the leaders of learning in their schools’ (Scottish 
Government, 2017). The new Charter, it was proposed, would give head-
teachers ‘freedom to lead teaching and learning in their schools, by setting 
out that it is for headteachers to decide how best to design their local cur-
riculum in line with the national framework set out by the Curriculum for 
Excellence’ (Scottish Government, 2017). While this emphasis on support-
ing headteachers to be leaders of learning in their schools was welcomed, 
wider and direct responsibilities for raising attainment and closing the 
poverty-related attainment gap, and for staffing and budgets, raised con-
cerns, particularly, with the prospect that the Charter would be enshrined 
in legislation, as proposed. In the event, the government stepped back from 
legislating for a Headteachers’ Charter, opting to progress it through ‘con-
sensus and collaboration’ rather than legislation (Swinney, 2018).

 Conclusion

This chapter has sought to show how Scotland’s evolving leadership strat-
egy has intersected with existing understandings of leadership and leader-
ship for learning and with emerging government pressures and priorities. 
Many of the initiatives which have been developed can be seen to align 
with the principles of ‘leadership for learning practice’ identified by 
MacBeath and Dempster (2009, p. 71), which involve the following:

• Maintaining a focus on learning as an activity
• Creating conditions favourable to learning as an activity
• Creating a dialogue about leadership for learning
• The sharing of leadership
• A shared sense of accountability.
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While levers for effecting change and improvement may not be inten-
tionally benchmarked against these, they are encapsulated in the profes-
sional standards and quality indicators and are manifested in teacher 
leadership initiatives and programmes.

The emphasis in the Headteachers’ Charter on the role of the principal 
as the leader of learning restores and validates a critical function, though 
the expansion of other areas of responsibilities through the Charter could 
potentially constrain this. Empowering all teachers as leaders of learning is 
central, therefore, for building on and strengthening distributive and col-
laborative approaches. While it might appear that leadership for learning 
waxes and wanes through the policy rhetoric, nevertheless, the focus on 
improving learning by improving teacher and leader quality has remained 
constant. Increasingly, through the NIF and research, more data and evi-
dence are becoming available about the most effective approaches and 
means of improvement. Building leadership capacity and capability forms 
part of this and schools are responding by investing in new roles relating to 
curriculum and pedagogical leadership. A greater focus on collaborative 
professionalism (Hargreaves & O’Connor, 2017) forms part of this devel-
opment, so that along with leadership for learning and leadership of learn-
ing, leadership by learning can also be added as a third strand. Here, leaders 
and teachers work collaboratively to develop and share pedagogic expertise 
in order to improve the quality of the pupil learning experiences and ensure 
achievement (Forde and McMahon (2018) in Carroll & McCulloch, 2018).
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10
Instructional Leadership Development 
for Principals: A South African Context

Parvathy Naidoo and Raj Mestry

 Introduction

Although apartheid policies and practices have been dismantled and 
replaced with new legislation, the South African education system has 
not significantly improved. Some reasons attributed to this are frequent 
curriculum changes, ineffective leadership of principals, poor teacher 
training, lack of teacher commitment, inadequate educational resources, 
poor school infrastructure, insufficient state funding and low levels of 
parent involvement. Assessment of the legacy of apartheid at the end of 
the era highlights major inequalities in education between white and 
black students. Initiatives are driven by the national and provincial 
departments of education to raise the educational standards of the coun-
try and to improve student performance in public education. For exam-
ple, previously disadvantaged schools now receive more departmental 
funding, and also, school fee exemptions are granted to low-income or 
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unemployed parents who are unable to pay school (user) fees for their 
children, regardless of race. Despite these investments, there is growing 
concern that many educational institutions are not functioning at their 
optimum and that student performance is generally of a low standard. 
The public school system is still characterised by low pass rates, low 
teacher and learner morale, overcrowded classrooms, a resurgence of vio-
lence by learners, ineffective leadership and management by school man-
agers, poor governance by school governing boards and generally 
declining school quality, efficiency and effectiveness, especially in schools 
catering for black students. Among the reasons cited above, school lead-
ership is deemed to be one of the main reasons for the decline in educa-
tional standards.

To critically analyse school leadership in a South African context, three 
pertinent issues come to the fore: the professionalisation of principalship, 
instructional leadership and leadership for learning. The lack of stringent 
criteria and the absence of a qualification for the appointment of princi-
pals have resulted in many principals under-performing in their leader-
ship and management roles (Bush, 2004). A person who holds a minimum 
3-year teacher qualification and has been teaching for at least 7 years is 
eligible to apply for a principalship position. In South Africa, there is no 
overarching principal preparation or certification programme. Rather, 
each provincial department determines its own approach and content 
(mostly in-service programmes) but none has a prerequisite programme 
or licensure arrangement. Some provincial departments do not have the 
capacity to implement the in-service programmes they design (Mestry & 
Singh, 2007), and in many instances, in-service programmes that are pro-
vided are of an inferior quality. It should be noted that instructional lead-
ership and leadership for learning in South African public schools have 
not been given the importance they deserve. Although school principals 
play a pivotal role in improving student learning and attaining high edu-
cational outcomes, they work under strenuous conditions and have to 
deal with multi-faceted transformational issues. They experience great 
difficulty in coping with numerous changes, partly because they are inad-
equately prepared for their leadership position or simply lack the neces-
sary skills, knowledge and attitudes to lead and manage schools effectively 
and efficiently. In most schools, curriculum matters are delegated to 
 deputy principals and heads of departments. We argue that principals 
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should have the necessary knowledge, skills, values and attitudes to 
become effective instructional leaders. Equally important is the advance-
ment of leadership for learning.

In this chapter, we examine the interconnectedness of instructional 
leadership and leadership for learning in a South African context by 
examining the following:

• A new leadership required for a democratic South Africa;
• Linking effective instructional leadership to student performance;
• The difference between instructional leadership and leadership 

for learning;
• Instructional leadership and leadership for learning in South Africa;
• School leadership preparation in South Africa;
• Challenges facing school principals in the twenty-first century and
• The type of “leadership for learning” leaders we envision for successful 

South African schools in the twenty-first century.

 Towards a New Leadership Required 
for a Democratic South Africa

The advent of a democratic South Africa led to the decentralisation of 
schools, resulting in a significant refashioning of the education and 
training landscape in the country (Chisholm, 2004, p. 1). The South 
African government faced the enormous task of addressing the legacy 
of economic inequalities in education between the different race 
groups (Taylor, Fleisch, & Shindler, 2008, p. 6). Education control 
was restructured; schools, colleges, technical colleges and universities 
became open to all races (Chisholm, 2004, p.  1). Despite these 
changes, the quality of the school system has not improved as expected. 
Yet, there is a growing understanding in South Africa that the appoint-
ment of competent school principals is crucial to overall education 
quality and improvement (Heystek, 2007; Mathibe, 2007; Prew, 
2007). The Department of Education thus made principal and teacher 
training one of their key  priorities in order to address the changes in 
the education and training landscape in South Africa (Development 
Bank South Africa, 2008).
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Numerous research studies emphasise the importance of principals 
taking on robust leadership roles in creating efficient and successful 
schools (Gunter, 2001). Studies in South Africa (Bush, 2013; Grobler, 
2013; Naidoo & Petersen, 2015; Spaull, 2011; Spaull & Kotze, 2015) 
report that learner achievement and overall school performance is 
associated with the type of school the students attend. The more effec-
tively the schools are run, and the more instructional leadership is 
provided by school principals, the more likely the students are to 
achieve. Tingle, Corrales, and Peters (2017) regard school principals 
as the curators and custodians of the school’s vision, mission and val-
ues, since they provide the inspiration to achieve the school’s vision 
and mission by directing all stakeholders towards a chosen destina-
tion. As such, principals are required to demonstrate a plethora of 
leadership skills, knowledge and qualities (Vick, 2004) to achieve and 
maintain quality schools in complex environments. The Wallace 
Foundation’s (2006, p. 2) Perspective, Leadership for Learning: Making 
the connections among State, District and School Policies and Practices 
Report, and The Wallace Foundation’s (2008, p. 1) Becoming a Leader, 
Preparing School Principals for Today’s Schools Report, both make the 
point that there “are virtually no documented instances of troubled 
schools being turned without intervention by a powerful leader. Many 
other factors may contribute to such turnarounds, but leadership is 
the catalyst”.

We now turn our attention to leadership for learning. It is asserted that 
principals becoming leaders for learning in schools (Kowalski, 2010) per-
form three interchangeable functions at school level. As managers, they 
focus on managing and controlling human, physical and financial 
resources. As leaders, they drive the vision of the institution and focus on 
organisational growth, development and school improvement, while as 
administrators, they deal with day-to-day operational matters, and con-
tinuously shift between leadership and management functions. These 
interchanging roles and responsibilities result in the principal’s role being 
in a constant state of evolution, from navigating through instructional 
responsibilities (Abdullah & Kassim, 2011; DeMatthews, 2014; Du 
Plessis, 2017; Mestry, 2017; Naidoo & Petersen, 2015), to being a 
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 transformational leader (Balyer, 2012; Fullan, 1991, cited in Oumer, 
2014; Tingle et al., 2017), with numerous other roles usually executed in 
a single day. Grant, Gardner, Kajee, Moodley, and Somaroo (2010) offer 
another perspective on how school leaders can become leaders for learn-
ing through grounded leadership roles and responsibilities. They need to 
focus on building a culture of accountability, mutual trust and respect 
among themselves and staff, adding to the already multi-faceted roles 
that they (school leaders) are expected to execute in their daily routines. 
Ultimately, the most arduous challenge for principals of the twenty-first 
century is not deciding whether to perform administrative duties, pro-
vide exemplary leadership or manage diverse staff, students and the 
school’s curriculum, but rather for them to acquire the essential acuity 
and time to execute all the above duties and functions optimally, and 
often, all at the same time.

 Linking Effective Instructional Leadership 
to Student Performance

Research confirms that high-performing schools are characterised by 
strong leadership that demonstrates effective instructional practices and a 
tangible capacity to improve teaching and learning. Harris and Muijs 
(2005) argue that effective instructional leadership is widely accepted as 
an essential to school improvement. Effective leaders exercise an indirect 
but powerful influence on the effectiveness of schools and also on student 
achievement (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1998). Internationally, the Stanford 
School Leadership Study Report (2007, p.  1) argues that “high- 
performing principals are not born, but can be made, and those who are 
prepared to engage in innovative, high quality leadership programmes are 
more likely to become effective instructional leaders, who are committed 
to the job and also efficacious in their work”. The importance of effective 
principals is also highlighted by the Task Force (2000) commissioned by 
the Institute for Educational Leadership (IEL) to focus on developing 
and supporting principals as one of its five areas for improvement. The 
task force noted that the top challenge for principals is to become  “leaders 
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for learning”. The IEL also emphasised that principals be provided with 
the necessary knowledge, values and skills to manage the responsibilities 
associated with leading and managing teaching and learning at their 
schools. The task force recommended that school systems must “reinvent 
the principalship” to meet the needs of schools in the twenty- first century 
(Task Force, 2000).

Hallinger and Murphy (1987) noted that principals face various chal-
lenges and a multitude of roles and responsibilities in their daily routines. 
These negatively impact their efficiency and effectiveness in school plan-
ning, curriculum evaluation, supervision of teachers and solving issues 
regarding teaching and learning. Globally, schools are the most impor-
tant institutions in the socialisation of children because of schools’ impact 
on children’s cognitive development. Hallinger, Liu, and Piyaman (2017), 
in their comparative study of principal leadership in China and Thailand, 
explain that “learning-centred leadership” is a process whereby school 
leaders motivate, guide and support teacher learning, which ultimately 
leads to school improvement. Other scholars allude to principals playing 
a role in the various teaching and learning processes in schools, namely, 
methodical supervision of teachers; consistent monitoring of assessments; 
monitoring learners’ growth and development; determining classroom 
management; creation of a conducive learning and teaching environ-
ment; provision of appropriate staff development initiatives and adequate 
training services (Hallinger et  al., 2017; Keefe & Jenkins, 2002; 
Sim, 2011).

The consideration of leadership development in the South African 
context has an important historical dimension. Fleish and Christie 
(2004) remind us that in three core ways, apartheid undermined the 
authority and activity of principals by not giving principals budgetary 
authority or influence over the flow of resources such as textbooks; by 
principals having little or no influence over the hiring and firing of staff 
and by them having almost no decision-making powers regarding the 
curriculum. It can be argued that changing South Africa’s education 
and training system is only possible if there is harmony between the 
vision for transformation and the day-to-day realities of those working 
and leading in the system.
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 What Is the Difference Between Instructional 
Leadership and Leadership for Learning?

The concept “Leadership for Learning” has a different meaning from 
“Instructional Leadership”. One is leadership focussed on learning and 
the other is leadership focussed on instruction. While these concepts may 
have similar underlying aims, the methods used to get there are very dif-
ferent. One is hierarchical, where the principal makes most of the deci-
sions and the teachers implement them, and the other is collegial and 
tries to build the capacity of everyone in the school, including the focus 
on learning for teachers as well.

 Instructional Leadership

Nearly three decades ago, Evans and Mohr (1999) posed a pertinent 
question, which continues to have utmost relevance today: “Can princi-
pals’ professional development truly improve their leadership practice?” 
Principals in the twenty-first century are expected to execute multi- 
faceted roles. Their responsibilities are much more arduous and challeng-
ing than before, are at times highly complicated and are sometimes 
unclear, leading to principals being in danger of being seriously over-
loaded (Bush, 2013; Mahlangu, 2014; Mestry, 2017; Tucker & Codding, 
2002). The authors allude to a principal’s day usually being filled with 
diverse managerial activities, such as scheduling, reporting, handling rela-
tions with parents and community and dealing with unexpected multiple 
student and teacher crises and conflict. What coping mechanisms do 
principals utilise to keep them “afloat” in such complicated environments?

Kelley and Peterson (2007), The Wallace Foundation (2008) and 
Shipman, Queen, and Peel (2007) all offer a possible solution. Good 
principals create successful schools by providing teachers with relevant 
ongoing training and support and by providing students with continuous 
learning opportunities. DeMatthews (2014) claims that principals can 
become instructional leaders, when they take charge of teaching and 
learning processes by critically analysing existing curricula and the impli-
cations they have for teaching strategies and student learning. DeMatthews 
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argues that this will be a collective activity. Furthermore, Naidoo and 
Petersen (2015) argue that principals only become effective instructional 
leaders when they engage teachers with more culturally relevant teaching 
strategies and practices which result in improved student outcomes. Most 
education scholars believe that principals are responsible for setting the 
tone of the school, by providing effective instructional leadership and 
ensuring the professional management of schools. These are, however, 
fundamentally different jobs requiring different leadership practices and 
attitudes, skills and functions (Booth, Segon, & O’Shannassy, 2010; 
Tingle et al., 2017).

However, in a South African context, some principals are not suffi-
ciently ready for the principalship position, since they “are not appropri-
ately skilled and trained for school management and leadership” (Mathibe, 
2007, p. 523).

A few important questions come to the fore:

• How can twenty-first century principals be empowered to become 
instructional leaders?

• What types of training and development will result in principals 
becoming effective instructional leaders?

• What are the instructional leadership challenges facing twenty-first- 
century principals?

This view of instructional leadership resonates with the educational 
leadership and management literature both internationally and in South 
Africa. The authors have selected a few international scholars who offer 
their definitions of instructional leadership within the broader context of 
leadership for learning in education, and these are provided in the table 
below (Table 10.1):

Despite relative consensus on the views and understanding of instruc-
tional leadership, the concept “teaching and learning” is the most com-
monly used phrase to describe the objects of instructional leadership. 
However, we point out that there is not always agreement among differ-
ent educational leadership and management scholars on which leadership 
traits and/or practices are most likely to favour positive learner outcomes. For 
example, Hargreaves and Fink (2006) and Hargreaves (2006) cite, among 
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Table 10.1 Definitions of instructional leadership by various scholars

Calik, Sezgin, 
Kavgaci, and 
Cagatay Kilinc 
(2012)

Instructional leadership seen as the behaviour displayed by 
principals that directly or indirectly affects teaching and 
learning in their schools.

Cuban (1984) Instructional leaders lead from a combination of expertise 
and charisma, they are “hands-on” and “hip-deep” in 
curriculum and instruction, unafraid of working directly 
with teachers to improve teaching and learning.

DeMatthews 
(2014)

Instructional leaders have leadership functions associated 
with teaching and learning, more specifically they are the 
duties and responsibilities principals need to perform each 
day to support teachers and students to move towards 
educational excellence. In order to accomplish this, 
principals must create a safe, supportive and collaborative 
work environment.

Hallinger and 
Murphy 
(1985) cited in 
Hallinger 
(2009)

Conceptualises instructional leaders using a three- 
dimensional model for principals’ leadership role: Defining 
the school’s mission, managing the instructional programme 
and promoting a positive school learning climate. Each 
dimension is delineated into 10 IL functions, namely, 
framing clear school goals, communicating clear school 
goals, supervising and evaluating instruction, coordinating 
curriculum, monitoring student progress, protecting 
instructional time, promoting professional development, 
maintaining high visibility, providing incentives to teachers 
and providing incentives for learning.

Jita and 
Mokhele 
(2013), 
Zepeda (2007)

Instructional leaders incorporate the process of creating and 
sustaining an environment in which the highly complex, 
socially textured tasks of effective schooling can take place.

Mestry (2013) Instructional leadership is the actions that principals take or 
delegate to promote quality instruction, pertaining to 
teaching and learning in their schools.

Horing and 
Loeb (2010)

Instructional leadership includes teaching and learning being 
at the heart of good classroom instruction, implying that 
school leaders can have a tremendous effect on student 
learning through the type of teachers hired, how are they 
assigned to classrooms and the type of opportunities 
created for ample learning.

Sim (2011) Instructional leadership is conceptualised as “leadership that 
directly relates to teaching and learning activities, that 
creates interactions between teachers, students and the 
curriculum”.
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others, certain characteristics that promote school and organisational 
success and improvement:

• The creation and preservation of sustainable learning in schools;
• The sustaining of the leadership of others and
• Developing rather than depleting human and material resources.

Fullan (1997), on the other hand, focusses on instruction and claims 
that school leadership development must include meaningful engage-
ment with ideas, materials and colleagues (both in and out of teaching) 
on intellectual, social and emotional levels to promote school and organ-
isational success and improvement. We assess this as a collective activity 
as he places a great deal of emphasis on determining the context of teach-
ing and on whether the experience of teachers is carefully accounted for.

 Leadership for Learning

Hallinger (2009) cited in Bush (2013) notes that in the twenty-first cen-
tury, instructional leadership has been “reincarnated” as “leadership for 
learning”. MacBeath and Dempster (2009) argue that the term is highly 
problematic and that there is no firm definition. According to Hargreaves 
and Fink (2006) and MacBeath and Dempster (2009), there are three 
fundamental aspects that not only lie at the heart of effective organisa-
tional leadership but also at the centre of leadership for learning: purpose, 
context and human agency. In the case of school leaders, there is a clear 
moral purpose which should drive them; that purpose is the improve-
ment of students and also teachers’ lives through learning. Principals 
should see that their schools concentrate on improving students’ and 
teachers’ learning and ultimately their achievement. Leadership never 
takes place in a vacuum. It is always located somewhere and is influenced 
by its context. An important set of skills a school leader needs is the 
ability to “read” the context in which he or she is working 
(PriceWaterhouseCoopers, 2007). Third, leaders cannot work in isola-
tion. They can only achieve the school’s moral purpose through human 
agency. Leadership encapsulates clear movement from an individual to 
shared views of leadership and as a collective activity (Harris, 2009).
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Mestry, Moonsammy-Koopasammy and Schmidt (2013, p. 51) argue 
that principals are more than capable of becoming “leaders for learning”, 
only if they emphasise the building of an effective learning community 
within the school as well as creating caring education networks outside 
the school. This implies a strategic role for principals: as leaders for 
learning they need to exhibit a clear sense of direction for their schools 
and possess the ability to prioritise what really matters, in the school and 
the classroom, in terms of the learners’ work. As instructional leaders, 
principals primarily direct teaching for learning and support teachers 
and students in their work towards educational excellence 
(DeMatthews, 2014).

MacBeath and Dempster (2009) outline five main principles that 
underpin leadership for learning:

 1. Leadership for learning practice involves maintaining a focus on learn-
ing as an activity in which everyone (students and teachers) is a learner, 
and opportunities to exercise leadership enhance learning.

 2. Leadership for learning practice involves creating conditions favour-
able to learning as an activity in which cultures nurture the learning of 
everyone; physical and social spaces stimulate and celebrate learning 
and tools and strategies are used to enhance thinking about learning 
and the practice of teaching.

 3. Leadership for learning practice involves creating a dialogue about 
leadership for learning in which there is active collegial inquiry focus-
sing on the link between learning and leadership, and coherence is 
achieved through the sharing of values, understandings and practices.

 4. Leadership for learning practice involves the sharing of leadership in 
which structures support participation in developing the school as a 
learning community; the experience and expertise of staff, students 
and parents are drawn upon as resources and collaborative patterns of 
work and activity across boundaries of subject, role and status are val-
ued and promoted.

 5. Leadership for learning practice involves a shared sense of account-
ability in which a systematic approach to self-evaluation is embedded 
at classroom, school and community levels, and there is a continuing 
focus on sustainability, succession and leaving a legacy.
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The first two directly address the weaknesses of instructional leader-
ship. The first addresses shared or distributed leadership, counteracting 
the principal-centric approach of instructional leadership. The second is 
a focus on learning, in contrast to the teaching-centred dimension of 
instructional leadership.

 Instructional Leadership and Leadership 
for Learning in South Africa

The terms most commonly used in a South African context are instruc-
tional leadership and managing teaching and learning. The education 
management and leadership landscape experienced seismic shifts in the 
post-apartheid period since 1994 (Hoadley, Christie, & Ward, 2009). 
New education policies, changes in curriculum, dismantling of apartheid 
practices (unequal education for different race groups and the merging of 
public education systems), acceptance of students from all race groups 
into public and private schools, use of distorted school funding models 
and the reclassification of public schools according to quintiles brought 
about massive reorganisation within the schooling system. This meant 
that principals were entrusted with new roles and responsibilities, making 
them largely accountable for student outcomes and overall school 
improvement (Christie, 2008; Fleisch & Christie, 2004). Most impor-
tantly, the landscape of change necessitated that the National Department 
of Education be given the responsibility for developing norms and stan-
dards, frameworks and national policies for the education system as a 
whole (Christie, 2008). Educational reform in South Africa (Heystek, 
2007; Naicker, 2011) led to wide-scale devolution of power and author-
ity to school principals and school governing bodies. Changes in the new 
system of governance in schools have, unfortunately, resulted in princi-
pals being unprepared for their new role. Perhaps one of the major 
changes in principalship has been the range of expectations placed on 
them and these expectations have been moved from the demands for 
management and control to the demand for an educational leader who 
can improve the academic performance of students and raise educational 
standards (Mestry & Singh, 2007). Instructional leadership is significant 
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because of increasing recognition that it is one of the most important 
activities for principals and other school leaders (Bush, 2013). The South 
African Standard for School Leadership (South Africa, 2016), for exam-
ple, in setting out the core purpose of principalship, focusses strongly on 
the need to manage teaching and learning effectively which will promote 
the highest possible standards of student achievement.

Education authorities and scholars seldom use the term “leadership for 
learning”. Instead, they underscore the importance of professional devel-
opment which is an aspect of leadership for learning. Drawing from stud-
ies of Leithwood, Louis, Wahlstrom, and Anderson (2004) and Leithwood 
and Louis (2011), we argue that leadership for learning is more signifi-
cant in a South African context. There is, thus, a dire need for principals 
to be empowered and professionally prepared for their roles as heads of 
schools and to continually enhance their skills, attributes and competen-
cies through structured continuing professional development pro-
grammes (Mestry et al., 2013). This will undoubtedly result in improved 
academic performance of students. Many scholars (Bush, 2008; Bush, 
Kiggundu, & Moorosi, 2011; Heystek, 2007; Hoadley et  al., 2009; 
Mathibe, 2007; Mestry, 2017; Mestry & Grobler, 2003; Moorosi & 
Grant, 2013; Naidoo & Petersen, 2015; Van der Westhuizen & Van 
Vuuren, 2007) reach similar conclusions: principals leading schools in 
South Africa require a more specialised type of preparation together with 
continuous professional development to enable them to cope with the 
abundant roles and responsibilities that confront them.

 School Leadership Preparation in South Africa

To introduce leadership for learning to practicing and aspiring principals, 
in 2007 the Department of Education (DoE, 2008) introduced the 
Advanced Certificate in Education in School Leadership and Management 
(ACE-SLM) as a leadership development programme for school  principals 
(Bush, Duku, et  al., 2009; DoE, 2008; Heystek, 2007; Msila, 2014; 
Naidoo & Petersen, 2015; Naidu, Joubert, Mestry, Mosoge, & Ngcobo, 
2008). It was intended to make the ACE-SLM programme as an entry 
level to principalship. The implementation of the ACE-SLM programme 

10 Instructional Leadership Development for Principals… 



250

was successful, but the educational authorities (DoE) replaced the ACE- 
SLM programme at a higher level, with the Advanced Diploma in 
Education (ADE). However, we intend discussing some pertinent mat-
ters regarding the implementation of the ACE qualification.

We argue that the ACE-SLM programme was a suitable qualification 
for principals to enable them to become Leaders for Learning. This was a 
1-year, full-time or 2-year, part-time practice and competency-based pro-
gramme aimed at developing management and leadership skills (DoE, 
2008). The part-time model worked well because it enabled practicing 
principals and deputy principals to enrol for the programme. The assess-
ment components were practise-based and were done in the workplace 
(their schools). The expectation regarding ACE-SLM was that the pro-
gramme would have led to sustainable positive change in leadership prac-
tice in DoE’s public schools. The rationale for the programme was to 
provide an entry criterion for principalship, as well as to create a vehicle 
for training practicing principals. In addition, the ACE-SLM served as a 
professional, career-related qualification and it was consistent with the 
job profile of school principals (DoE, 2008; Moloi, 2007; Naidu et al., 
2008). According to Van der Westhuizen and Van Vuuren (2007), this 
was the first step towards introducing a compulsory professional qualifi-
cation for principalship. To date (2019), there has not been a validation 
of the ACE-SLM qualification by the DoE. Although many researchers 
(Bush, Duku, et  al., 2009; Bush, Joubert, Kiggundu, & Van Rooyen, 
2009; Bush et al., 2012; Mestry & Singh, 2007; Msila, 2010) have high-
lighted the benefits of the ACE-SLM qualification and its importance as 
a professional development programme for principals, in areas of leader-
ship and management as well as instructional and transformational lead-
ership, the DoE was unable to make this qualification a prerequisite for 
any aspiring person to take on the principalship position. The Bush, 
Duku, et al. (2009) study, which was an extensive evaluation of the ACE- 
SLM programme initiated in 2007, provides a succinct account of the 
benefits of the programme, since there was unanimous support from 
 service providers (Higher Institutions) and participants that the ACE-
SLM programme be made an entry-level qualification for new principals; 
furthermore, that the ACE-SLM be revised to Advanced Diploma level, 
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subject to four provisos (Bush, Duku, et al., 2009, p. 141), which are 
explained below:

 1. Consideration should be given to holders of other qualifications in 
educational management, subject to a conversion process, involving 
the preparation of a portfolio for applicants to demonstrate how their 
management learning has been translated into effective practice in 
order to demonstrate the application of theory to school-based prac-
tice. This could be an interim arrangement, for approximately five 
years, until the supply of Advanced Diploma graduates is sufficient to 
meet the demand for new principals;

 2. Similarly, consideration should be given to holders of the national 
ACE programme (the current programme). They should be regarded 
as eligible to become principals subject to an upgrading process to 
Advanced Diploma level;

 3. Consideration should also be given to helping potential principals 
who do not obtain the support of their principals. This might require 
the movement of Advanced Diploma candidates to other schools 
where they can receive appropriate support and finally,

 4. Consideration should be given to the selection process for prospective 
principals. Applicants should be restricted to deputy principals and 
heads of department, except in very small schools.

The Report recommended that suitable candidates should be funded 
by government, with provinces and Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) 
sharing responsibility for selection, following national criteria.

 Challenges Facing School Principals 
in the Twenty-First Century

Successful schools are categorised by strong leadership instructional prac-
tices with the capacity to improve teaching and learning. That requires 
skilled school leaders who engage in sustained work. In the same vein, the 
position of school principals has shifted from a role dominated by a focus 
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on management and administration to one focussing on instruction and 
systemic capacity building as explained by Grogan and Andrews (cited in 
Barber & Meyerson, 2007). Furthermore, twenty-first century principals 
are expected to become change agents who are deeply involved in the 
improvement of instruction and curriculum in schools. The introduction 
of periodic changes in curriculum programmes since 1994, namely, 
Outcomes-based Education (OBE), the National Curriculum Statement 
(NCS) and the introduction of Curriculum Assessment Policy Statements 
(CAPS) demanded that principals take on an instructional leadership 
role. Also, the abolition of corporal punishment in schools (South Africa 
School’s Act 84 of 1996) and measures to ensure gender equity, and 
redress, in national policy have influenced the roles played by leadership 
in schools (Ngcobo & Tikly, 2008).

Studies undertaken by Mestry and Grobler (2003) and Van der 
Westhuizen and Van Vuuren (2007) indicate that most principals have 
not received adequate specialist training in leadership and the manage-
ment of schools. According to Hoadley and Ward (2009), training in 
financial management and instructional leadership is seriously lacking for 
principals in South Africa. Principals are appointed based purely on their 
performance in the classroom, due to the absence of any prerequisite 
qualification for principalship. Mestry and Singh (2007) make the point 
that the current education environment in most South African schools 
requires effective and efficient school leaders and managers who possess 
new and improved skills, knowledge and attitudes to cope with the wide 
range of demands and challenges, such as (but not limited to) coping 
with multicultural school populations, managing change and conflict 
and coping with limited resources.

In addressing these demands and challenges, successful principals 
should embrace both innovation and transformation in their schools. In 
addition, the legacy of the past educational system, which was character-
ised by fragmentation, inequity in provisioning and the demise of a cul-
ture of teaching and learning, brings with it increasing difficulty and 
uncertainty in schools (Mestry & Singh, 2007; Prew, 2007).

The principal’s position can now be compared to that of the managing 
director of a corporate company whose product is education, and whose 
clients are parents, students and the community (Blanchard, cited in 
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Loock, Campher, Du Preez, Grobler, & Shaba, 2003, p.  41). School 
principals are therefore required to acquire necessary skills of working 
with governing bodies, education authorities, parents and the general 
community. “Self-managing schools” in the South African context 
(Caldwell & Spinks, 1992, pp.  4–5) have placed more authority and 
responsibility on principals to make decisions within a framework of 
goals, policies and standards. Therefore, the recognition of the impor-
tance of specific and specialised training and development has grown as 
the pressures on school principals intensify and become more and more 
complex (Bush, 2008, p. 32). Furthermore, the expression “self- managing 
schools” created a determination that school leadership and management 
needed to be rehabilitated and given a more central role in the schooling 
system. This was clearly articulated by the Minister of Basic Education, 
South Africa, Angie Motshekga, when she stated a new vision for the role 
of principals in South African schools (Simeka, cited in Prew, 2007). The 
changes alluded to by the Minister refer to the relationship between 
transformational principals and effective schools, giving the relationship 
a systemic dimension emphasising the need to strengthen and profession-
alise the role of the principal, so that he/she can play a critical role as 
leader of the school.

 What Type of “Leadership for Learning” 
Leaders Do We Envision for Successful South 
African Schools in the Twenty-First Century?

First and foremost, we require transformational leaders who desire to 
develop leadership in others by transforming them, thereby strengthen-
ing school leadership beyond themselves (Bush & Glover, 2016; Fullan, 
2003). According to Mills (2005), good leadership does the following for 
the rest of the organisation: sets the direction, helps to visualise the end 
result, encourages and inspires others and jointly harnesses the efforts of 
others. Msila (2010) propagates a critical thinking ability in leadership 
while Kouzes and Posner (2001) argue that leaders should be able to 
mobilise others to want to act because of the credibility and trust that 
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they display. Leaders encourage and accommodate both shared decision- 
making and shared leadership in their efforts to enable them to want to 
act and follow. Grobler, Warnich, Carrell, Elbert, and Hatfield (2002) 
and Nedelcu (2013) assert that transformational leaders of groups that 
function effectively share the following basic common characteristics:

• they provide direction and emphasise meaning to the people that they 
are leading and they generate trust and encourage action and favour 
taking risks in order to succeed;

• they display positiveness in any situation;
• they create a shared sense of purpose in the school and
• effective leaders are also regarded as purveyors of hope, and they rein-

force the notion that success can and will be attained by recognising 
the potential in one’s self as well as in others.

School principals also have a key responsibility in transforming schools: 
they become pace setters and pathfinders; therefore, such principals will 
require a different kind of training so that they will have the ability to 
learn and re-learn, according to Dzimbo (2007). Transformational lead-
ers are visionary leaders with potentially historical significance who react 
to a crisis with great vision and great ideas and possess a willingness to 
foster grand experiments in solving great problems of the day. They are 
charismatic and imbued with passion, enthusiasm and energy. 
Transformational leaders also consider a problem as an opportunity to 
transform society and leave their legacies behind, according to 
Mthetha (2012).

In the last two decades, studies on instructional leadership gained 
momentum in South Africa: Bush (2008), Arikewuyo (2007), Du Plessis, 
Conley, and Du Plessis (2007), Bush (2013), Mestry (2013), and Naidoo 
and Petersen (2015) argue that school leaders influence student learning 
by seeking to achieve good outcomes by influencing motivation, com-
mitment and capability of teachers by enhancing teaching and learning 
activities at schools. They further emphasise that one of the major func-
tions and responsibilities of a school principal is to improve and facilitate 
efficient and effective curriculum implementation by securing adequate 
and appropriate financial and material resources for the school to meet 
learners’ needs.
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The Stanford School Leadership Study of 2007 explains that high- 
quality leadership development programmes are more likely to produce 
effective instructional leaders who are committed to the job and also effi-
cacious in their work. Barber and Meyerson (2007) emphasise that high- 
performing schools are characterised by robust instructional practices. 
The schools have the capacity to improve student learning as there will be 
a strong presence of skilled school leaders who are able to engage in sus-
tained work with teachers, thus improving the organisation’s climate, stu-
dent outcomes and school conditions. The authors further highlight that 
in order to maintain good schools, effective instructional leadership is 
required and there has to be intense collaboration of all stakeholders.

Professional collaborative leadership is fundamental to sustainable 
school improvement and transformation of the wider school system 
(Harris & Muijs, 2005). Some benefits of professional collaboration are 
the sharing and transferring of knowledge to improve teaching and learn-
ing (Jackson, cited in Hargreaves & Fink, 2006, p.  233). Kouzes and 
Posner assert that “leadership is a relationship between those who aspire 
to lead and those who choose to follow” (2001, p.  31). The authors 
emphasise that trust is at the heart of any collaborative relationship and 
without trust one simply cannot lead.

Forming partnerships with other local schools is beneficial since it pro-
motes the sharing of expertise, encourages learning together and enables 
collective problem solving across schools. Hargreaves and Fink (2006) 
use the term “professional learning networks” to describe the interaction 
between the different stakeholders of different schools. Collaborative 
leadership involves influencing, giving orders, motivating and handling 
people, either as individuals, or in groups, managing conflict and com-
municating with subordinates; from a management perspective, it is the 
task of management to direct the activities and performance of people 
productively, according to Grobler et al. (2002).

The school principal is the lead learner in the school. The rapid changes 
in education require the school leader to embark on self-development in 
order to cope with the increasing demands placed on the position. The 
demands are, amongst others, leading and managing people, providing 
instructional leadership in terms of curriculum delivery, engaging col-
laboratively with the school community, providing exemplary leadership 
in staff development, and so forth. According to Barth (cited in Naidu 
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et al., 2008), schools cannot be places where “big” people who are learned 
teach “little” people who are learners. Schools need to be places where 
both adults and young people discover the joy of learning and this is only 
possible if the school principal becomes the lead learner, who fosters an 
organisational culture that embraces continuous learning by all stake-
holders. Lead principals, teachers and students envisage a notion of 
visionary leadership in their schools.

The fourth type of leaders required in the twenty-first-century schools, 
according to Mills (2005) and Fullan (2003), are visionary leaders who 
are prepared to take a leadership position that encompasses the following:

• leadership needs to have a vision about what can be accomplished;
• leadership should make a commitment to the mission and to the peo-

ple they lead;
• leadership ought to take responsibility for the accomplishment of the 

mission and the welfare of those they lead;
• leadership has to assume the risk of loss and failure and lastly
• leadership needs to take recognition for success.

School principals lead the way in developing the mission, vision and 
values of their organisations and are therefore role models of a culture of 
excellence. It is an expectation that school principals provide visionary 
leadership to all stakeholders within their schools. Effective and efficient 
leadership seizes opportunities to display trustworthiness on a large scale; 
they also admit to mistakes and demonstrate honesty within themselves 
as well as their organisations. Visionary leaders become “lead learners” 
and are thus inspirational to the people with whom they lead and engage.

Shead (2010) and Williams-Boyd (2002) declare, visionary leaders to 
be forward-looking leaders: they actively communicate the level they 
intend taking the organisation and share their vision with their followers. 
Visionary leaders also demonstrate competency, take action when it is 
required and prove to their followers that they can display competency 
and declare a vision for the organisation.

Day, Harris and Hatfield (cited in Yu So, 2009), in their study of 12 
schools which focussed on school heads, conclude that effective leaders 
communicate an informed, clear set of personal goals and educational 
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values, which represent their moral purposes for the school. Hence, it is 
incumbent that school principals transfer this vision into the structures 
and processes of the school.

The global push is for school-based leadership and management with 
patterns of decision-making power and responsibility being distributed to 
principals, teachers and parents, who collectively take responsibility for 
the promotion of quality education. Democratising education also means 
that there is a need to recognise the indigenous cultures, while allowing 
room for change and development towards a type of leadership that tran-
scends towards Ubuntu Leadership. In Africa, individual achievements 
frequently are much less valued than are interpersonal relations.

African societies seem to have a great capacity for tolerance and for-
giveness which runs counter to Western philosophies, which espouse sur-
vival of the fittest. The Ubuntu philosophy embraces a value system that 
can be taught and requires a paradigm shift of thought processes, atti-
tudes, old styles of leadership and management and human relations in 
the workplace, according to Msila (2014). There are few studies con-
ducted on the Ubuntu philosophy in the African continent, more 
 especially in South Africa, so the authors examined two studies—
Brubaker’s (2013) undertaken in Rwanda and Msila’s (2014) conducted 
in South Africa. They point us to considerable emphasis being placed on 
the leader’s ability to honour his or her obligation to values, interdepen-
dence, respect and ethnic emancipation. It is sometimes expected that the 
organisation will not pull together because of ethnic associations. Vision, 
in the Western sense, might therefore be out of place in many organisa-
tions in Africa. Followers appears not to want it, preferring a leader who 
is kind, considerate and understanding to one who is too demanding, too 
dynamic and focusses only on production. The foregoing suggests princi-
pals being authorities, rather than having authoritarian leadership; that 
is, leaders are seen to possess genuine authority but are expected by their 
subordinates to use it only sparingly and in a humane and considerate 
way. Msila (2014) continuously makes the point that Ubuntu leadership, 
based on a value system, can be taught, but it needs more than a concep-
tual analysis and not be seen as offensive to affirmative change. Schools 
must be prepared to address the climate of the institution without empha-
sising the differences that exist within the school’s value system.
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The authors scrutinised Msila’s (2014) study, where a principal’s jour-
ney in the introduction of “Ubuntu Leadership” was examined along 
with the challenges faced in the execution of leadership tasks in the 
school. Ubuntu is a cultural worldview, common among the Bantu tribes 
of Africa that emphasises the interconnectedness of self within society 
and the extension of humanness within shared community, according to 
Le Grange (2011) and Murithi (2009). Given that Ubuntu is a philoso-
phy that extends throughout East, Southern and Central Africa, studying 
its implications for leader effectiveness holds tremendous potential for 
influencing underdeveloped leadership studies across the continent. In 
interrogating literature on Ubuntu leadership, the authors experienced 
some challenges: the only research located in South Africa is by Msila 
(2014) and very little research has been performed outside of South Africa.

We can make the assumption that African managers are especially con-
cerned about the quality of their relationships, rather than individual or 
organisational effectiveness. We also note that internal and personal rela-
tionships dominate over those associated with the organisation’s perfor-
mance, its long-term strategies, its clients and its external environment. 
The effective manager is perceived to consult subordinates, treat them 
considerately, promote their self-development, support and help them 
and provide them with clear direction. In this view, good managers are 
people orientated rather than task orientated.

Msila (2014) asserts that when Ubuntu leadership is practised, the 
school’s performance is enhanced, but this only works if there is a re- 
education among teachers and a concerted effort to embrace the Ubuntu 
philosophy by all.

 Conclusion

Many of the practicing principals lack basic leadership and management 
training prior to, and after, their entry into principalship. According to 
Tsukudu and Taylor (in Bush & Oduro, 2006, p.  362) head teachers 
come into headship without having been prepared for their new role. 
Most principals in South African public schools have difficulty in finding 
solutions to practical problems that continuously beset them. They expe-
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rience strain in balancing their managerial and administrative duties with 
their instructional leadership role, and this has serious implications for 
maintaining educational standards and improving student performance. 
Their work overload and the problems experienced on a daily basis with 
students, teachers and parents, are barriers to instructional leadership 
and, perhaps even more, to leadership for learning. The education author-
ities are rethinking the roles of principals, and if principals are relieved of 
their managerial and administrative responsibilities, educational stan-
dards and student performance will progressively improve by accentuat-
ing their instructional leadership role and simultaneously enhancing 
leadership for learning.
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11
Principals as Literacy Leaders (PALL): 

Leading Learning by Improving 
Instructional Practices in Australia

Anne Bayetto and Tony Townsend

 Background

Since 2009, when it was funded as part of a Commonwealth “Closing the 
Gap” initiative, the Principals as Literacy Leaders (PALL) programme has 
been undertaken by more than 1500 school leaders from around Australia. 
Of the 43 grants that were provided to improve literacy and numeracy in 
Australian schools under that programme, this was the only one that was 
not focussed on classrooms or teachers. The premise behind the develop-
ment of the PALL programme was that effective leadership could be used 
as a means for improving students’ reading and that this could be better 
achieved if principals understood the significance of their being a leader 
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of learning; that is, if they could talk from an informed stance, they 
would be better placed to promote and embed effective instructional 
practices in reading in classrooms.

While the original plan in 2010 was just for principals to attend the 
PALL programme, it was soon realised that PALL’s reach needed to be 
expanded to include other leaders in their schools (e.g., assistant/deputy 
principals, Advanced Skills Teachers, heads of sections, and literacy 
coaches). This was in response to recognising that one principal attending 
from a single school was unlikely to be enough for them to effect long- 
term change and improvement because:

• It placed too much responsibility on the principal to “do it all”;
• If a principal stepped away from their school, it was possible that any 

previously established impetus could be diminished; and
• A principal needed a critical mass of colleagues in their school who 

were talking the same language and with whom s/he could collabora-
tively work in order to keep a focus on reading improvement.

Although the PALL programme was originally designed for primary 
school principals, it has since been modified to provide targeted pro-
grammes for leaders in secondary and Indigenous schools, and leaders 
wanting to learn more about improving transition from primary to sec-
ondary school and about the ways for increasing family and community 
engagement and involvement in reading.

 PALL Programme Structure

The PALL programme has been composed of five spaced professional 
learning (PL) sessions across a school year, along with an associated 
research. Module 1 focussed on the processes for sharing leadership where 
there was a consideration of eight dimensions in the leadership for learn-
ing (LfL) blueprint (Fig. 11.1).

The PALL programme has iterated that school leaders needed to focus 
on the moral purpose of ensuring that all students became independent 
and successful readers and that this could be guided through reference to 
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Fig. 11.1 The leadership for learning blueprint

evidence-based teaching and learning practices and by using a disciplined 
dialogue approach to drill down to the achievements and needs of indi-
vidual students in any analysis of worthwhile diagnostic data. The five 
dimensions evolving from the three core dimensions were identified as 
being essential for reading improvement.

It has been maintained that:

• Leadership in a school should be shared and that everyone, at different 
times, may be a leader, a teacher, and a learner. It has also been high-
lighted that with a collective focus on reading improvement, it would 
be more likely to create its own energy, be generative, and sustainable;

• Professional learning focussed on reading improvement should be 
undertaken by teachers, learning support staff, and leaders, so they 
could all develop core knowledge and understandings and be able to 
“speak the same language” when discussing programming, planning, 
and instruction;
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• Conditions for learning made a difference, for example, ensuring that 
the school environment and resource allocations were focussed on 
making reading a priority and that the emotional and supportive tone 
would influence students’ willingness and desire to read in classrooms, 
to read with learning support staff outside of classrooms, and to read 
beyond the school day;

• Curriculum and teaching decisions, when well planned, coordinated, 
and monitored, had a significant impact on school culture, self-esteem, 
self-efficacy, and teaching and learning approaches; and

• Family and community support strengthened schools’ endeavours 
towards reading improvement.

While the PALL programme has acknowledged that even just one of 
these dimensions was suggestive of a considerable amount of work, it has 
highlighted that when the LfL blueprint is focussed on in its entirety, it 
increased the likelihood of achieving longer term traction. This also sup-
ported the PALL approach of ensuring that more than one person in a 
school should be involved in any reading improvement focus. As 
Bernhardt and Hebert (2017, p. 103) maintained, “Incremental change 
is simply not enough to meet the needs of every student”.

Based on recommendations from international reports about reading 
development (National Reading Panel, 2000; Rose, 2006; Rowe, 2005), 
Module 2 has outlined what school leaders needed to know in terms of 
content knowledge (Shulman, 1986; Stein & Nelson, 2003) by focussing 
on the BIG 6 of reading: oral language; vocabulary; phonological aware-
ness; letter-sound knowledge (phonics); comprehension; and fluency, 
with particular emphasis being placed on the significance of oral lan-
guage and vocabulary as foundational for the development of the other 
reading skills (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2013; Murphy et al., 2018).

Module 3 has considered processes for collection, analysis, and use of 
reading achievement data. There has been a particular focus on the selec-
tion of valid and reliable assessment processes and for the necessity to 
triangulate data so that decision-making could be well supported. 
Building on this premise, there has been emphasis placed on using this 
information for teachers’ programme planning. As Venables (2014, p. 1) 
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stated, “… not to review … data is to put our students at certain, even 
measurable, disadvantage”.

Module 4 has cast the lens over ways of designing and implementing 
effective reading instruction in the everyday class programme and through 
the use of other intervention processes if students had been identified as 
needing more intensive instruction. Particular attention has been given 
to the processes involved in the Response to Intervention (RtI) model 
that recommended the use of tiers or waves of intervention (Deshler, 2015).

Module 5 has looked at ways of evaluating approaches to intervention 
and has reflected on how to keep focussed on continuous improvement 
with reference to Simmons (2015, p.  50), who recommended that 
approaches should be based on the same principles used by structural 
engineers: “… fortified foundations, aligned instruction, bridged transi-
tions, and flexible interventions”.

In between each of the modules, leaders were asked to work with their 
teachers and school communities to identify and develop strategies to 
address identified growth points for reading improvement and, by the 
end of the year, they were expected to have developed an intervention 
plan to be implemented the following year.

Since PALL’s inception in 2010, and arising from school leaders’ 
involvement, there have been seven pieces of research reviewing the effec-
tiveness of the PALL programme with data collected through pre- and 
post-PALL programme surveys and by working in case study schools, 
where researchers looked to document and develop finer grained under-
standings about which leadership practices facilitated effective instruc-
tional reading practices.

Using the eight dimensions in the LfL blueprint, what follows is a 
discussion of some key points that have been learned so far from the par-
ticipants’ involvement in the PALL programme and from the case 
study research.
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 The Research

Although each of the specific research projects on PALL had their own set 
of objectives, the overall aim of the PALL research was to identify how 
PALL impacted on, and what school leaders actually did to improve, 
reading outcomes within their school. Some specific research questions 
that are responded to in the current chapter are:

 1. What effect does PALL have on the participants’ perceived ability to 
lead reading improvements in their schools?

 2. What effect does PALL have on leadership practices?
 3. What specific activities do school leaders undertake to improve the 

reading performance in their schools?
 4. What effect do these activities have on changing teacher practices?
 5. What effect do these activities have on changing student engagement 

and changing student achievement?

Over the course of the seven studies, a variety of data were collected. 
Both quantitative and qualitative data-collection methods were under-
taken. The data reported on in this chapter include:

Quantitative data:

• Personal Leadership Profile and a School Improvement instrument com-
pleted by the participants in the PALL programme;

Qualitative data:

• Visits to case study schools, where qualitative data were collected:

• Interviews with principals/leadership teams;
• Focus group discussions with selected teachers and selected parents of 

students involved in the everyday class reading programme and/or the 
reading interventions;

• Student work samples; and
• Student learning experience survey.

 A. Bayetto and T. Townsend



275

In many of the research reports and again below, the responses col-
lected could be referred back to the various elements of the LfL blueprint.

 Developing a Shared Moral Purpose

Fullan (2001, p. 1) made the point that, “Moral purpose is about both 
ends and means. In education, an important end is to make a difference 
in the lives of students. But the means of getting to that end are also cru-
cial” and with this in mind, the LfL blueprint has been used by leaders in 
the case study schools as the focal point for planning, initiating, imple-
menting, and sustaining reading improvement for all students. The PALL 
programme has maintained that all students can learn to read, including 
those who attended schools located in disadvantaged areas, but upon 
speaking with leaders, some admitted that when previous initiatives had 
not developed the traction that they wanted, they had used students’ 
disadvantaged backgrounds as an explanation for their lack of success. 
However, having been involved in PALL, where they gained contempo-
rary knowledge about possible ways of working, they had become more 
focussed on how they could tenaciously focus on reading improvement as 
they now more clearly saw it as an equity imperative plus they better 
understood that, for all students, being able to read was a passport for life 
opportunities and choices.

I think the belief that every child can achieve and it’s up to us to make the dif-
ference. And really my heart says that that’s our job. That’s what we’re here for 
and it’s not easy. And every school has got different cohorts of parents and teach-
ers and children. So, it’s up to us to find the key that’s going to work within the 
school.

… we planned literally a whole day on getting people to understand that 
every kid could learn, given enough time. And then even with our interven-
tions, we’ll put up stuff to show that if time is the variable, then learning will 
be the constant. So, there is an understanding of that, that everyone will get 
there by people doing interventions – they’ve started to see the ones they didn’t 
think are going to, are going to. We just weren’t doing it the right way.
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This need for a shared moral purpose had clearly impacted on one of 
the case study schools, where researchers noted that all of the interviewed 
leaders and teachers could explain their understandings about the school’s 
common goals for reading improvement, while another leader cited that 
over 90% of the school staff was clearly committed to this shared moral 
purpose and that with this their moral compass had a clear direction. The 
challenge for this leader, though, was to consider how to engage with the 
other 10% who, at that point, were not as convinced about the students’ 
rights to be taught to read. Overall, the majority of leaders and teachers, 
who were interviewed, could convey their school’s shared goals for 
improvement and this commitment, both at the individual class and 
whole school levels, was expressed on many occasions. What was distinc-
tive in some schools was when families could also articulate the shared 
moral purpose and their role in supporting their child’s reading 
development.

Not unexpectedly, a shared moral purpose varied according to each 
school’s context but, generally, there was an understanding that every 
student, whatever their background, warranted the instruction they 
needed for them to become independent and successful readers.

 Strong Evidence Base

Many PALL participants shared that their prior knowledge about the 
selection of reading assessments, and endorsement of appropriate instruc-
tional practices, had not been made with reference to current evidence- 
based research and they had, on occasions, referred back to what they 
learned as undergraduates or to what they had picked up from a range of 
sources, while working in-service.

As part of each module, participants were given access to a range of 
evidence-based research articles and asked to read one or more that caught 
their attention. In the subsequent module, there was a time set aside for 
participants to discuss what they had read and the implications for work 
in their schools. This collegial process was particularly valued by leaders 
because they had the opportunity to share responses with PALL col-
leagues, and often with their colleagues back in schools, as the articles were 
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often used to initiate conversations in staff meetings or professional learn-
ing sessions. Notable, though, were the challenges for some leaders who 
had teachers reluctant to read evidence-based research because they were 
more focussed on reading about everyday instructional strategies. In 
response to this feedback, the first author was asked by the Australian 
Primary Principals’ Association (APPA) to write a series of research-to- 
practice papers for all of the components of the BIG 6 and these were 
made freely available on the APPA website: https://www.appa.asn.au/pub-
lications/principals-as-literacy-leaders/. These articles have been particu-
larly well received by teachers, and leaders reported that they often used 
them to open up discussions about the current and potential ways 
of working.

By the end of Module 5, leaders were very clear about the merits and 
logic of reading and reflecting about evidence-based research as it had 
been stressed that the research “covered their backs”, when they were 
engaged in professional conversations, particularly in conversations where 
they may encounter reluctance to engage, or push-back, from some col-
leagues who were not presently open to considering changes in the ways 
they worked. It was noted in both written and verbal feedback that lead-
ers appreciated the research-informed structure of the PALL programme 
and that they valued the LfL blueprint that was used as the reference point.

 Disciplined Dialogue

Many leaders acknowledged that prior to involvement in PALL, their 
reading data (formative and summative) had often been collected in idio-
syncratic ways and that not all of the BIG 6 components had been 
assessed. They also conceded that there had not been surety that any col-
lected data had been thoughtfully scrutinised or acted upon in relation to 
programme planning. Swaffield and Dempster (2009) maintained that 
when data were viewed in a disciplined way, it would lead to more con-
sidered and aligned programming and planning decisions. In the PALL 
programme, this staged process has been referred to as using a disciplined 
dialogue approach where leaders and teachers engaged in professional 
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conversations about data. There are three steps/questions for using a dis-
ciplined dialogue approach:

 1. What do we see in these data?
 2. Why are we seeing what we are seeing?
 3. What, if anything, should we be doing about it?

This methodical approach was well received by PALL participants and 
it was clear in the case study schools that by working through the three 
questions, they became more focussed on data than had previously 
been the case.

[W]e have always collected data however how effectively we were taking on 
board the results of the data were probably a concern, so we needed to make sure 
we had a whole school approach to the data that was coming back externally 
and also our internal data.

[I]t’s breaking it down. It’s not like, “Oh, well, this child is not reading so 
well.” It’s about, “Why not? And what part is lacking? What’s the component 
there that’s stopping this child from progressing?” So, they’re a lot more analyti-
cal with what they’re doing, really drilling down into the data a lot more, and 
then planning for that.

[I]f you went back to 2011 they may have spent some of that time organ-
ising the excursion and the next camp and having a chat about whatever it 
might be, whereas the focus is only on what do we want the kids to learn, 
how are we going to know when they learn it and the assessments what are 
we going to do if they do know it and what are we going to do if they 
don’t know it.

This shift to using disciplined dialogue showed improved effectiveness 
in the analysis and use of data in many schools. Both leaders and teachers 
not only knew which assessment processes focussed on the BIG 6 were 
diagnostically most helpful, but also how they might use the data for 
programme planning. When they also ensured triangulation of their 
data, they felt more secure in having discussions about the patterns in 
students’ learning and also in looking for trends in classes, across year 
levels, and across “like” schools.
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[U]sing sometimes more than one assessment to clearly identify levels of perfor-
mance. In many schools it was claimed that “no child escapes assessment” and 
this was used to establish a detailed understanding of each individual’s literacy 
capabilities.

An outcome of this more collegial focus on data was the enhanced 
conversations regarding students at all levels of learning such that each 
student was monitored, not just the underperforming students.

Leaders made it clear that they were a work-in-progress regarding their 
knowledge base about data collection and analysis but, when speaking 
with researchers, many indicated they were continuing to find ways to 
strengthen their understandings about how to analyse data so that it 
could be meaningfully used to inform teachers, students, and their fami-
lies about what was already known and what needed to be learned next.

We are now continually collecting and analysing data with a shared under-
standing of how this informs future teaching practice.

With the PALL schools there’s a sharper focus than with principals in other 
schools because we’ve been involved in a common journey. With the PALL 
schools we’ve used a disciplined dialogue framework, and in looking at 
NAPLAN results recently we immediately went to unpack the data, not try to 
go into any reasons at that stage. And I have taken that approach on board with 
the non-PALL principals too.

The data recorded during the discussion showed that several principals spoke 
of their increased focus on the use of evidence coupled with disciplined dialogue 
leading to better understandings of the here and now and where to go next.

When speaking with leaders and teachers in the case study schools, it 
became apparent that they were becoming more proficient at using data 
as a basis for their decision-making, but that they still had some way to 
go for their practices to be robust. Overall though, they were now feeling 
more capable and confident about making informed decisions. PALL 
participants also reported that they felt better when they were able to 
identify a range of ways of assessing students’ progress and, in some case 
study schools, they had started their own inquiry projects focussed on 
assessing students’ progress.
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Leaders shared that they aspired for all educators in their schools to be 
capable of interrogating data and making informed decisions based on 
what had been noted. Arising from that was the recognition that school 
staff members needed to keep data collection, analysis, and translation 
into practice on the radar so they could continually finesse their knowl-
edge, understandings, and skills, as well as be able to meaningfully dis-
cuss and report progress with families and students. This suggested the 
need, in some case study schools, for further targeted professional learning.

 Shared Leadership

The PALL programme has held a strong stance about the importance of 
developing shared leadership rather than leadership being seen as that of 
position. Principals in the case study schools reported that their involve-
ment in the PALL programme had supported them in developing and 
sharpening their capacities to more effectively guide teachers when mak-
ing decisions about assessment practices, programming, lesson planning, 
and monitoring instructional practices but that the decision to “share/
distribute the load” made sense as it strengthened the likelihood that 
initiatives would be better embedded in classrooms. One of the terms 
often iterated in the PALL programme has been that “everyone in a 
school was a leader, a teacher, and a learner” and this clearly struck a 
chord with many participants as it was often restated when speaking with 
leaders in the case study schools. They had come to recognise that, 
depending on the focus, educators with secure background knowledge 
and skills could often take the lead, while, on other occasions, those same 
educators would learn from others. The logic of not placing full respon-
sibility for reading improvement on the principal became more apparent 
to PALL participants as they delved further into thinking about the ways 
of working. However, that was not to say that principals did not have an 
active part to play in showing deep interest in teacher and student learn-
ing. The difference, though, was that leaders were more positively vested 
in the merits of the BIG 6 components being part of reading programmes. 
In some schools, there was a move to shared decision-making between 
leaders and teachers regarding priorities (e.g., which of the BIG 6 to focus 
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on first) and this created its own across school energy: teachers were more 
prepared to problem-solve and to try something new because they under-
stood that the principal had their backs. Both leaders and teachers began 
asking questions and, with the materials shared in the modules, leaders 
could often share ideas about the ways of working.

This mutual sense of everyone working towards the same goal became 
generative and how it was achieved looked different across the case study 
schools. A number of case study schools already had professional learning 
communities/teams (PLCs/PLTs) so these were a natural platform for 
focussing on the BIG 6: some teams were solely comprised of teachers at 
the same year level, others were at the cohort level (e.g., early years, pri-
mary years, middle years), while others were vertically grouped. Whatever 
the configuration, the teams in many of the case study schools were active 
and intentional, with teachers often taking the lead and decision-making 
responsibility about the priorities and ways of working being shared.

I would say that there’s been a shift in terms of team leaders wanting to take it 
on.

… you’re going to commit to the school for a number of years. It’s not like the 
next big thing. This is the big thing.

One of the biggest challenges in many case study schools was that of 
having long-term leaders and teachers. Schools that had the same staff in 
place for a number of years understandably had gained better traction 
than those where there had been a high turnover: just when shared under-
standings and practices were put into place, newcomers needed to be 
inducted into how the school addressed reading improvement. This turn-
over had immediate ramifications for professional learning and modera-
tion of expectations. It was noted that a particular case study school that 
had a notable churn in leadership was the one with the least long-term 
effect on reading improvement.

Each case study school saw leaders differently approach use of the LfL 
blueprint and implementation of the BIG 6. In some schools, leaders 
were heavily involved in all the activities; in others there was evidence of 
shared work between the leadership team, and in others an abrogation to 
others with little leader involvement (and in some instances, not all that 
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successfully). Perhaps unsurprisingly, researchers found that the more 
active the leadership team, the more there was momentum at all levels in 
the school. What the more successful case study schools found was that 
all educators benefited from making leadership opportunities available. 
One principal noted that prior to having been involved in PALL “… if I 
was successful, it was more good luck than good management” and for 
another principal, “PALL and the Blueprint have helped her, in a school 
that was floundering, with finding her way and having staff come on board 
and gain a sense of cohesion”.

Further, some principals restructured the way they worked:

One of the principals (at Module 5) has rejigged their admin role and given 
duties to others so they can be in the classrooms for 2 hours every morning, and 
it’s a shock to see what it’s actually like, potentially every day, and it’s made them 
more human, or humane, about expectations.

and:

The school has taken a slow but firm approach with the expectation that every-
body would be involved.… The principal has a good understanding of literacy 
but her leadership style has been very effective, not in-your-face, but let’s look at 
the data, what’s best for students, and let’s agree about how we’re going to 
achieve that. She would often refer to the Blueprint in conversation with her 
assistant [and say] well what are the links?

It has been evident that “buy-in” of the leader and leadership team has 
been essential to keep focussed on the LfL blueprint and the BIG 6 and 
as such, it was clear that those working in the case study schools had 
learned a great deal about both leadership and the teaching and learning 
of reading.

 Professional Learning

Having been a part of the PALL programme, participants felt they could 
better make more informed decisions about the “why”, “what”, and 
“how” of professional learning and that this had led to them becoming 
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more strategic. They found that by using the LfL blueprint, and consider-
ing the BIG 6 components, it helped to centre the discussion about pri-
orities at both the individual teacher and whole school levels. It was 
indicated by leaders that through teachers accessing professional learning 
about one or more of the BIG 6, it had led to more comprehensive and 
enthusiastic uptake because teachers understood the logic of why these 
components were so essential to systematically and explicitly teach and 
how it might be done. Further, some leaders recognised that they already 
had teachers with considerable expertise in their schools and that they 
needed to creatively establish ways for those educators to be released to 
work with their colleagues or to take the lead in professional learn-
ing sessions.

For some leaders, it was the Literacy Practices Guide (LPG) booklets 
that had a big impact. These were the documents that listed some points 
for consideration when observing classroom layouts, programmes, lesson 
plans, and the instructional practices that teachers used. For some lead-
ers, this in-between-module “homework” provided an entry point into 
some previously inaccessible classrooms. The LPGs were used in other 
ways too, for example, in some case study schools, they were used for 
class observations by a team that included a leader and a class teacher 
from the year below and the year above the teacher being observed. This 
was found to be an excellent conversation starter regarding seamlessness 
of instruction in the school. Leaders commented that through using this 
process they were better able to acknowledge and commend teachers’ 
formative attempts to teach components of the BIG 6 and it was a way of 
opening conversations about professional learning needs, “… for others it 
was a light bulb moment”, and for experienced and capable teachers “… it 
was just an endorsement of what they’re doing”.

For some of the case study schools, it was identified that they would 
benefit most if they had a regular timetable of peer observation in order 
to develop an ethos of continuous and supported feedback to ensure that 
“… every classroom is an intentional, literacy rich classroom”.

Another major factor arose when some leaders recognised that for the 
BIG 6 to be embedded in their schools’ instructional programmes, they 
too should attend key professional learning sessions so they could hear 
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the same presentation and later talk with their colleagues about it. PALL 
and the BIG 6 were part of the language used by principals and teachers.

Significant too was the realisation for some leaders that learning sup-
port teachers and teacher aides should also hear the same information as 
teachers so that programme planning and intervention approaches could 
be better aligned. In particular, questions were asked, in the PALL pro-
gramme, about the expectations and work of teacher aides. Stewart 
(2018, p. 5) commented that they “… have a direct impact on a student’s 
ability to make progress both academically and socially” and as such 
deserved to be very well informed about efficacious instructional practices.

What the research showed was that professional learning sessions 
(whether in or out of the school) were still the main processes used for the 
dissemination of information about reading improvement. However, 
involvement in PALL saw schools become more discerning in their selec-
tion of commercial providers of professional learning and often more 
interested in using their own on-site staff for developing effective instruc-
tional practices by their teachers. Whatever the direction chosen, once a 
need had been identified:

PL [was] provided … to identify and support students to become indepen-
dent readers.

This process had, in turn, strengthened the PALL premise that every-
one in a school can be a leader and that leadership skills in reading could 
also be used in other subject areas. From research so far in the case study 
schools, it has been apparent that leaders accepted the need to provide 
continuous, goal-oriented, and evidence-based professional learning in 
order to maintain the focus on the teaching of reading.

And that’s the best professional learning, when you’re sitting with your col-
leagues, someone’s delivering it, you’re observing that, and then you know you’re 
going to have to, you know, deliver it as well based on the recommendations of 
the group. It’s really powerful, powerful learning.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, one of the key outcomes of more targeted and 
prioritised professional learning in the case study schools was increased 
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teacher confidence. This was of particular note in schools where it had 
been identified that some everyday Tier/Wave 1 programmes were not 
yet meeting all students’ learning needs and that they needed to be revised.

The model of professional learning through sharing practice, examining specific 
data, planning for teaching and reviewing outcomes is becoming a powerful 
tool to create consistency across our primary campus.

Overwhelmingly, the case study research confirmed the significance of 
the role of principals as they led their school while also developing the 
leadership qualities of middle managers and teachers. One way of “walk-
ing the walk” was for principals to show that they were still learners as well.

 Curriculum and Teaching

It was suggested to PALL leaders that the planning, coordinating, and 
monitoring of curriculum and teaching should be shared by all educators 
in their school because everyone was collectively responsible for the prog-
ress of all students. While individual teachers still had their class lists, it 
was imperative that they aligned their instructional practices to support 
seamless curriculum delivery as students moved through the school.

As previously highlighted, a number of case study schools had already 
well-established professional learning communities/teams (PLCs/PLTs) 
and part of their remit had been to probe data in relation to instructional 
practices with the intention of further strengthening the quality and con-
sistency of instruction in their schools. As Venables (2018, p. 82) stated, 
“Looking at student and teacher work is the most difficult and sensitive 
task teams can undertake, and arguably the most important”.

This use of teams across the school had enabled the development of 
common purposes, ways to share effective instructional practices, and 
opportunities for teachers to take the lead.

We have introduced a collaborative working pattern to the staff, and they have 
accepted and embraced a collective responsibility for all students’ learning.
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How this was done was understandably different according to each 
school’s context, but one common practice often noted was teachers col-
laboratively mapping their scope and sequence, and collaboratively devel-
oping units of study. A number of principals had reworked their timetables 
to ensure that teachers at the same year level were simultaneously released 
at least fortnightly, if not weekly. However, this was not seen as a priority 
in some schools and it was apparent that there were still some instruc-
tional practices not aligned with other teachers’ work.

So we get together in grade groups, and have a focus student or focus group of 
students who are probably struggling with the same issue, or problem, and then 
we come out together as a group with a bit of a focus … we all have a think 
about what ideas we’ve done similar that we could help her with.

Our staff now engage in collegial dialogue re literacy practices across the 
K-10 continuum, when a few years ago there was a clear obstacle based on 
ignorance, self-doubt and lack of shared responsibility for literacy.

It was reported from some of the case study schools that after analysing 
data, some teachers’ organisational processes were altered to better focus 
on the range of students’ reading abilities in their classes, for example, 
with use of fluid, needs-based groups rather than groups that had been 
formed based on a single reading age test score from earlier in the year.

This shift demonstrated commitment to action around what students needed to 
be learn next.

When schools were asked to identify the focus for their reading inter-
vention, it was noteworthy that a number had come to the realisation 
that the Tier/Wave 1 everyday class programme of all their teachers was 
not necessarily meeting students’ learning needs. Nelson, Oliver, Hebert, 
and Bohaty (2015, p. 15) made the point that “Achieving fidelity of uni-
versal programs requires that a majority if not all individuals in the school 
implement them with fidelity”. Feedback from some leaders indicated 
they had to get this right first before they could logically focus on Tier/
Wave 2 or 3 intervention approaches. For some other case study schools 
that were further along in their focus on reading improvement, they 
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found that what was shared in PALL reinforced what they had already 
been doing but they now had the evidence-based research that supported 
their decisions and interventions.

The challenge of teacher transfer in and out of schools was a concern 
but one principal made the observation that:

[W]e’ve got sets of teachers here who have been with us since the start, who have 
come on board sort of halfway through the journey, and then we’ve got some 
that are new. So it’s just keeping them all together, supporting each other, mak-
ing sure that they’re aware of what the literacy intervention plan is—what is it 
that we need to do to implement the BIG 6 in my room? What are the needs of 
my students?

One of the biggest impacts reported was from schools where all educa-
tors used a shared language, for example, when teaching the core reading 
comprehension strategies.

Students being able to go from class to class and be faced with the same language 
when discussing reading and reading comprehension has made significant dif-
ferences to the time needed to introduce topics; all students are beginning to 
show common understandings when using the 7 [comprehension] strategies.

[T]hey would all know those key words. They know in their reading time if 
they were doing something about fluency. They would know that—what they 
were doing with prosody [the rhythm and sound in language], they would know 
what fluency was and what they were trying to improve. They would know they 
were doing comprehension. They have full understanding of what comprehen-
sion was and what area of comprehension they were covering.

Another strength noted was in the schools where the same language 
was also used when speaking with families and in school reports, so that 
everyone in the school was “on the same page” when it came to knowing 
what students were learning.

[Teacher capacity is] growing. Good and growing. They are very collegial and 
collaborative; some of the essentials that are needed for a team to work together 
are there.
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Some leaders asked that all of the BIG 6 components be evident in 
teachers’ term and weekly planning documents and one principal com-
mented that PALL had created a “unified approach” with teachers “focus-
ing on all students”.

Some schools chose to include information about the BIG 6 in their 
weekly staff bulletins, while others built in allocated time during staff 
meetings for teachers or teams to report back about their achievements in 
teaching the BIG 6. When some teachers were hesitant to teach new 
content or to use different instructional practices, leaders reported that 
they had achieved a more relaxed uptake when they told teachers to at 
least have a go and even if it was not as successful as anticipated then they 
could discuss alternative ways forward.

I think until we felt comfortable with the BIG 6, we didn’t want to talk to it. 
But once everyone in that team got their head around exactly what all the 
changes meant they were using it. Now [the BIG 6 and its language is] in all of 
our planning and that will be the next step I think, to start using it properly.

However, it was acknowledged that there was still much to be done 
regarding meeting all students’ learning needs and that leaders and teach-
ers were a work-in-progress:

Some teachers need more assistance to move forward than do others and in this 
case classroom observations and conversations about teaching practice are use-
ful. In some cases, teachers provide these observations and in other cases, the 
leaders do so.

We still need to differentiate better in our classrooms, with explicit teaching 
that targets individual needs, interests and abilities. We need to be better at 
collecting and interpreting data, for intentional and explicit purposes. We need 
to ensure that no students slip through the gaps. We need to make more time for 
collaborative planning and evaluation; timetabled, intentional, weekly case- 
management meetings. We will introduce the “BIG 6” to all classrooms and 
ensure that every classroom is an intentional, literacy rich classroom. We need 
to continue to build a “feedback culture” within our school, for teachers and 
students. We also need to share the journey, and involve our parents in a more 
intentional way. We need to ensure that all teachers implement the scope and 
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sequence documents in their teaching practice, explicitly delivering literacy 
every day, in every learning task to every child.

 Conditions for Learning

While teaching the BIG 6 components is essential, these reading skills are 
in the service of students becoming independent and successful readers 
and a contributing factor for this to happen has to be that students feel 
physically, socially, and emotionally supported as they learn to read. 
Dempster et al. (2017) asserted that students must not only feel at ease 
with teachers and peers but also be interested in what was being taught 
and what they were choosing to read or being asked to read.

Although the leaders of the PALL professional learning workshops have focussed 
on literacy interventions with and for students, and the impact these have on 
student achievement, our leadership team decided that it was beneficial for [our 
school] to focus on changing the culture at [our school] to raise aspirations and 
expectations among staff, students and parents.

This raised the question of programming and time allocation whereby 
PALL participants were invited to respond to recent evidence-based 
research and commentary about the use of literacy/English blocks.

Principals indicated that literacy blocks in the school would be continued or 
developed following the intervention, noting the need for them to be defined 
(embed non-negotiables for daily 90-minute literacy block) and uninterrupted 
(e.g., through ongoing monitoring of events and organisation.)

Another way of ensuring students’ generalisation of their developing 
BIG 6 skills was developed in one case study school when they recognised 
that students’ phonological awareness skills would be more successfully 
developed if teachers used cross-curricular perspectives, so they sought 
guidance from their speech pathologist about the ways of infusing prac-
tice of phonological awareness skills into other subject areas.

It also became evident to a number of leaders that they needed to audit 
their current collection of reading resources for both teachers and 
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 students. Some schools recognised that they must dramatically increase 
the amount of texts in classroom libraries, especially by increasing the 
number of non-fiction titles. Other schools made a concerted effort to 
involve students in meaningful text selection for their school libraries 
because student feedback had highlighted that the types of texts that they 
wanted to read were not currently available. With this bulking up of class 
and school libraries, some leaders reported that teachers had increased the 
amount of allocated time for independent reading and that there had 
been an immediate and heightened interest to read on the part of many 
students. Other schools focussed on freshening and updating core read-
ing materials (e.g., guided reading texts) and when reviewing commercial 
products, referred back to their assessment data to guide their purchases. 
Added to this was the need for some schools to improve the quality of 
home reading texts so that students would want to read beyond the 
school gate.

However, new and different resources are not necessarily going to lead 
to reading improvement and it was recognised in some case study schools 
that, again, they needed to cast a lens over their instructional practices.

 Family and Community Support

Teale (2018, unpaginated) recently made the point that “The research is 
clear, consistent, and convincing: When schools succeed in working 
cooperatively with families, children experience academic and social ben-
efits”. However, all case study schools reported that meaningfully con-
necting with families had been, and continued to be, their biggest 
challenge. The case study schools were in a difficult situation as they had 
communities that were experiencing financial and social challenges; a 
further complexity in some schools was the low literacy skills of some of 
the parents. This presented a conundrum when the researchers under-
took parent interviews because it was probable that those who agreed to 
be interviewed were parents who were already motivated in supporting 
their children and whose children perhaps least needed reading support. 
The difficulty for the case study schools (though anecdotally it had been 
reported as a major issue in many schools) was how to reach out to the 

 A. Bayetto and T. Townsend



291

families who most needed the information but who seemed reluctant to 
be involved perhaps for a range of reasons: they did not appear to be 
interested in supporting their children, they lacked knowledge about 
reading development, they did not have the prerequisite literacy skills for 
supporting their children, and they may not have been able to under-
stand some of the information made available to them.

Schools reported that they wanted to do more to engage and involve 
families and communities with their focus on reading improvement but 
that they needed to re-think how they did it as the current approaches 
were not often well aligned and not drawing in the number of families 
they had anticipated. Yet the interest was there in some schools as it had 
been made clear from survey feedback that “… parents were asking for 
schools to communicate with them more about their children’s learning”. 
Case study schools had moved to make use of more targeted communica-
tion processes such as social media to share photos with families of their 
children reading, speaking, and writing and this had been well received. 
A number of schools had already stopped using printed newsletters as the 
primary source of information and had moved to the use of digi-
tal versions.

First and foremost, it was recognised by the case study schools that 
they could not assume that families knew how to help their children and 
that “We also need to share the journey, and involve our parents in a 
more intentional way”. To avoid falling into using “edu-speak”, some 
schools became more focussed on using clear and concise language about 
the BIG 6 as well as sending home fresher reading texts with more con-
temporary titles and themes, while some schools developed their own 
“Home Literacy Practices” guides for families.

[T]he need to be more explicit with parents, about the importance of what they 
do with their child, but also to provide them with advice on how to do this best.

I think they underestimate the power they have too, that they don’t under-
stand that even just talking to their child and asking them about things makes 
such a huge difference. They think—oh, well, that doesn’t make any difference 
but it actually does and they don’t understand that that can be important.
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Most of the case study schools had provided information sessions 
about reading development and the ways that families could assist but 
reported that, on many occasions, the numbers were low and it was the 
same families who attended any and every event; often they were the very 
families the school did not necessarily need to be involved as their chil-
dren were already reading very well. It was the families who had not yet 
met their child’s class teacher/attended acquaintance nights/come to 
parent- teacher interviews and so on that they wanted to meet. Another 
issue in all of the case study schools was that family involvement tended 
to fall away as their children entered the middle primary years and it was 
all but non-existent by the secondary years. All of the schools felt they 
had quite some way to go when working with families and while some 
approaches were encouraging, they still had much to do but there were 
plans afoot.

Yeah, it is a bit of a challenge when you’re a parent and you’re given a lot of 
information, a lot of, you know, things coming backwards and forwards that 
… I think for me that the school does communicate the things that are found, 
to me the best things are the summaries, like you get the goals, the student goals, 
the personal student goals, and for me that really helps. [For instance] in com-
prehension, fluency, so you know what you should be working on this term, and 
the school sends a copy with the kids home, letting you know what you’re meant 
to be working on this time, and you do know what to expect and what you 
should be working on in that.

Some schools made deliberate efforts to connect with local childcare 
providers and preschools/kindergartens so that relationships were devel-
oped prior to school entry. For some children, this involved a lengthy 
transition programme that started well before they turned five, while 
other schools hosted playgroups, social events, and workshops. Some 
leaders and teachers paid a great deal of attention to developing family 
trust and raising awareness.

School X also reaches out to the community to involve the people who will work 
with children before they enter the school. School X now has an active coalition 
with local kindergartens and child care facilities, and people from these 
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 organisations are invited to participate in the school’s BIG 6 programs to 
encourage the common language of PALL and the BIG 6 to move outside the 
school.

It became bigger than just staff too because [name] had a big involvement 
with the kinders, the local kinders. And so, we recognise that oral language 
didn’t just start with us … so it was about getting those conversations out to the 
community … and I think we all work with people like the parents.

Beyond a focus on families, some case study schools had come to 
recognise that they needed to connect with other “like” schools, or ones 
in close proximity that may not have been schools formally in their 
nominated zone. Some leaders who attended PALL found that they 
could better stay focussed on their schools’ reading improvement inten-
tions when they knew that other leaders were also focussed on the BIG 
6, as this common focus enabled conversations between schools at a 
range of levels. This collegial approach often saw arrangements made 
for a group of schools to share professional learning sessions. 
Interestingly, current PALL programme participants were active in 
encouraging non-PALL leaders to attend these shared professional 
learning days and this saw a number of these leaders choose to under-
take the next PALL programme.

 Impact on Student Learning

Some students in the case study schools were asked to complete a survey 
to establish how they felt about various aspects of reading. Data indicated 
that most of them liked to read though some felt insecure about their 
actual reading abilities. When asked about their teachers’ reading instruc-
tion, it was evident they had appreciated some changed instructional 
practices: they stated that they were now more engaged and involved in 
their reading lessons and high numbers of students shared that their 
teacher talked to them about how to improve their reading and that they 
taught them in interesting ways.

[T]eachers do have a conversation now with children about what is interesting, 
what do you find stimulating and why? … Get their opinion, get their thinking. 
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Because you might look at the group of kids and think they’re engaged because 
they’re nice kids and they’re well behaving kids, but really, are they engaged? You 
know, what is “being engaged”? What does that mean to them?

A number of case study schools had moved to using the language of 
“learning intentions” and “success criteria”, whereby teachers shared with 
students what reading skills they were about to teach them and what the 
success criteria would look and feel like for students. These very clear 
descriptions resulted not only in students having common understand-
ings about why they were learning to develop the selected skills but it also 
enhanced their abilities to talk about their own learning and to explain 
what reading strategies they had used (or decided not to use) to under-
stand the author’s message.

However, the data also showed that students were not often reading 
in their free time at school or after the school day and neither were fam-
ily members involved in their reading development at home. This 
admission seemed to support schools’ frustrations about the lack of 
family engagement and that more needed to be done. In response to 
this feedback, some of the schools started with their school library: they 
updated their texts to reflect students’ current interests, they increased 
the number of books that each student could borrow at any one time, 
and a few schools actively worked with their local council libraries on 
initiatives.

[W]hat we did on that this year in this sense is we tried to sort of buy, with 
home reading, books that were non-fiction. And it was interesting because 
when I did a little survey one day when they were doing free reading and I said 
well who’s reading a non-fiction book, and there were only three. And those 
three continually read non-fiction as opposed to the ones that were reading fic-
tion. So I thought that was interesting, and then we had, yeah, discussions 
about that in terms of trying to broaden our genres as well.

It was very clear in most schools that there was much work for them to 
do to encourage increased family involvement with their children.
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 Conclusions

While the researchers had not wished PALL case study participation to be 
viewed as another “job to do” for leaders and teachers, it was noted that, 
for some case study schools, they seemed to generate a subtle level of 
professional tension regarding their imminent visits and responses to 
their verbal and written observations and recommendations.

When asked what had been learned about taking on the challenge for 
reading improvement, there were commonalities across the case study 
schools. While enthusiastic and committed about what needed to be 
done, the leaders understood that they had to take their teachers with 
them without teachers feeling overwhelmed and potentially pushing 
back. Leaders knew they had to be focussed on developing processes that 
became embedded and they did so by prioritising one or two key goals 
and staying focussed on them until they were “just what we do in 
this school”.

Some of the case study leaders offered a cautionary warning about not 
taking on an approach/commercial product that was being used at 
another site as they had come to realise that their plans for reading 
improvement needed to be based on “THEIR” students’ data and 
“THEIR” teachers’ current skill sets. They also commented on the need 
to achieve quick wins with teachers, asking questions about instructional 
practices rather than immediately judging, and staying focussed on 
increasing the quality of some teachers’ instructional practices.

It was evident to the researchers that there was a heightened awareness 
and confidence shown by school leaders about leading literacy improve-
ments in their schools.

[I]t’s now a consistent approach, where before I think we had some whole school 
strategies in place, but they weren’t as consistent as they are now that we 
have PALL.

But it was not just about the changes in the ways of working for lead-
ers. The researchers saw evidence of common understandings among 
staff, collaboration amongst class teachers and learning support staff, 
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more consistent practices across a school, and raised aspirations among 
staff, students, and families.

The model of professional learning through sharing practice, examining specific 
data, planning for teaching and reviewing outcomes is becoming a powerful 
tool to create consistency across our primary campus.

So for some people who are beginning teachers it was just wonderful. Some 
of the checklists, some of the how to set your classroom up, and then to have the 
six important elements of PALL, the BIG 6, that was just brilliant.

All leaders maintained that it was essential for them to hold their nerve 
when initiating, sustaining, and maintaining change, and it was a case 
study principal who commented that “PALL has made all the difference to 
this school. When I did it, it was like a light came on” that has affirmed that 
they can be leaders of learning about reading improvement.
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12
Promoting Teacher Collaborative 

Learning in Lesson Study: Exploring 
and Interpreting Leadership to Create 

Professional Learning Community

Toshiya Chichibu, Tetsuro Uchizaki, and Yumiko Ono

 Introduction

Lesson study is known as a professional development activity in which 
teachers collaboratively plan, teach, observe, analyse and revise actual 
class lessons (Fernandez & Yoshida, 2004; Lewis & Tsuchida, 1998; 
Stigler & Hiebert, 1999; Watanabe, 2002). Japan’s practice of lesson 
study has been the focus of attention in many overseas countries, which 
led to the establishment of the World Association of Lesson Studies 
(WALS) in 2007. Every year, over 800 participants from 30 countries get 
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together. Japan’s practice of lesson study has over a century of tradition 
and it is implemented in nearly all schools. According to the survey results 
of the 2017 National Assessment of Academic Ability by the Ministry of 
Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT) in Japan, 
0.1% of elementary schools and 0.4% of middle schools do not imple-
ment lesson study at all. In other words, at least 99.5% of elementary and 
middle schools implement lesson study at least once a year; 71.2% of 
elementary schools and 49.6% of middle schools implement lesson study 
at least seven times a year; and although the rate of implementation at 
middle schools is lower than at elementary schools, it can be seen that 
more than half of schools implement lesson study at least seven times a year.

Although Japan’s practice of lesson study has gained worldwide atten-
tion and has a high rate of implementation, there are also many studies 
that cast doubt on its substance and effectiveness. Such doubts include 
the following:

• Lack of motivation due to an excessive examination of lesson plans 
(Hargreaves & O’Connor, 2018);

• Lack of depth in discussion in pre- and post-lesson meetings stem-
ming from contrived collegiality (Hargreaves, 1994);

• Some schools continue implementing ineffective lesson study meet-
ings around three times a year without substantial effects (Sato, 2012);

• The conflict between different opinions among teachers (Sato, 
2012); and

• Resistance to change habituated practices (Sako, Kakiuchi, Matsuoka, 
& Kubota, 2015; Blake & Mouton, 1976).

The harmful effects of habituated practices are particularly significant. 
The frequency of lesson study and the methods for the examination of 
lesson plans become routine in each school. For example, each school has 
established its own policy and procedure for conducting lesson study: the 
number of annual demonstration research lessons, the organisational sys-
tem for examination of the lesson plans to be implemented in research 
lessons, the duration of post-lesson discussion meetings and the external 
resource persons to invite to the research lessons and post-lesson discus-
sion meetings. These are some elements that have become customary at 
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each school and are difficult to change. If it is proposed to increase the 
frequency of lesson study, there is an opposition that it will be difficult to 
secure class time and time for school events. If it is proposed to reduce the 
frequency, there is an opposition that the quality of lessons will fall. The 
survey conducted by Japan’s National Institute for Educational Policy 
Research (NIER) in 2014 identified a prefecture where there are more 
schools whose perception of the effectiveness of lesson study is low despite 
holding frequent lesson study meetings. Some of the causes behind this 
result are thought to lie in the absence of a careful and critical examina-
tion of lesson plans or post-lesson reflective sessions (Chichibu, 2017). 
Chichibu visited the same middle school located in this prefecture for 
three years as a lesson study advisor and proposed increasing the oppor-
tunities for examining lesson plans. However, the school did not attempt 
to change the way they had conducted a lesson study (Chichibu, 2017).

Leadership by school principals is essential for changing the problem 
areas outlined above. Prior research to date on leadership in organisa-
tional change suggests the following styles as effective:

• transformational leadership (Bass, 1985; Bass & Avolio, 1990; 
Leithwood & Jantzi, 1997);

• instructional leadership (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985; Townsend, 
Acker-Hocevar, Ballenger, & Place, 2013);

• cultural leadership (Deal & Peterson, 1990, 1994; Schein, 1985); and
• supportive leadership (Rinehart, Short, Short, & Eckley, 1998; Wall & 

Rinehart, 1998).

All previous research observes that leadership is crucial for changing 
organisational culture and that encouragement is needed until the mem-
bers of an organisation reach a consensus to achieve change in the organ-
isational culture. With regard to transformational leadership and 
instructional leadership, there are many situations in which school prin-
cipals propose concrete ideas for improvement, while a school principal 
often encourages ideas for improvement to come up from the teachers 
through cultural leadership and supportive leadership. However, even 
with transformational leadership and instructional leadership, school 
principals do not neglect how teachers perceive the ideas for  improvement, 
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and they provide encouragement in order to increase the motivation of 
teachers. Conversely, a vision of organisational change is not lacking with 
cultural leadership and supportive leadership. The leadership of one 
school principal is a mixture of multiple elements, and an effective prin-
cipal is capable of applying different leadership styles, according to the 
needs and contexts of the school. Effective change should be judged from 
the perspective of which kind of leadership predominates at different 
occasions and contexts in the change process.

 Principal in Focus

Currently, there is no school administrator licence in Japan. All educa-
tional staff at a school, including the nurse teacher, must hold a teacher 
licence issued by the prefectural board of education (an equivalent of 
state or provincial board of education). A licence is valid for 10 years and 
it must be renewed every 10 years. Deployment of compulsory school 
teachers (elementary and middle schools) is under the responsibility of 
each prefecture. More competent and effective teachers are recruited as 
subject advisors (Shido Shuji) of local boards of education who visit 
schools to give instructional support as well as school management advice 
and often serve as external experts at lesson study meetings. In general, a 
school principal must pass the examination to be a qualified candidate for 
a post. About 10% of principals have experience working as subject 
supervisors, and they are promoted as principals at a faster rate. Teachers 
and principals are relocated within an administrative boundary after a 
certain number of years. Typically, a principal serves about 3 years in one 
school before being transferred to another school.

Tetsuro Uchizaki, the co-author of this paper, served as a principal for 
8 years from 2004 to 2008 and from 2009 to 2011 at two elementary 
schools. At both schools, he worked on reforming lesson study with a 
focus on curriculum management to be successful in improving student 
attendance and average achievement assessment scores. The number of 
teachers at Japanese elementary schools is around 20, but the two schools 
where Uchizaki served as principal were both classified as large schools, 
with more than 50 teachers. Uchizaki succeeded with reforms at two 
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large schools one after the other. His leadership is interpreted as an 
instructional leadership, and he focused on lesson study reform centred 
on curriculum management. This paper will look at how Uchizaki identi-
fied the problems of the schools and how he developed and implemented 
school improvement strategies.

 The Strategy of Principal Uchizaki

Japan’s practice of lesson study is spreading around the world as an effec-
tive model of a school-based continuous professional development pro-
gram for enhancing teacher competency, and many achievements have 
been observed. However, there are many schools that face the problems 
mentioned above. The schools, called ‘research schools’, hold open dem-
onstration lessons almost every year and conduct high standard lesson 
studies which attract many visitors. They are few in number at around 
1% of all schools. At research schools, lesson study meetings are held 
more often: five to six times a year at a regular school, but at least ten 
times a year at a research school. It is not uncommon for the meetings to 
examine lesson plans to last until late at night. Since research schools are 
regarded as municipal or prefectural training schools to prepare lesson 
study advisors, the teachers assigned to research schools are highly moti-
vated and voluntarily engage in challenging lesson study. On the other 
hand, in ordinary schools, teachers try to practice lesson study during 
working hours. External lesson study advisors who have their On-the-Job 
Training (OJT) in research schools tend to apply research schools’ way of 
doing things without much consideration or contextualisation, and it 
often results in ineffective lesson study.

In addition to being a large school, Kamijima Elementary School, 
where Uchizaki was first assigned as principal, was designated in 2005 as 
the hub school for professional development for lesson study leaders of 
the school research section. The teachers in charge of the research section 
from 100 public elementary schools in the city gathered at Kamijima 
Elementary School three times a year with the aim of building their 
capacity to lead research by observing lesson study at their school. In 
other words, Kamijima Elementary School was expected to become the 
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research school for Hamamatsu City. However, the lesson studies that 
Kamijima Elementary School used to practice differed considerably from 
what was expected from research schools. Teachers in the school prepared 
a simplified lesson plan for open demonstration lessons when an external 
lesson study advisor visited the school.

Uchizaki felt the need to make a fundamental review of how to con-
duct a lesson study in order to reform its practice at Kamijima Elementary 
School. The conclusion he arrived at, after a great deal of consideration, 
was that lesson study should be based on a unit curriculum. The practice 
of lesson study based on the unit curriculum that Uchizaki started at 
Kamijima Elementary School was also implemented and established at 
Kami Elementary School, the second school where he served as principal.

 Reform of Lesson Study Based on Unit Curriculum

The unit curriculum was uniquely developed by Kamijima Elementary 
School. Shizuoka Prefectural Board of Education provided a model cur-
riculum specifying the knowledge, skills and attitudes to be learned in 
each subject. Using this model as a reference, Kamijima Elementary 
School specified the knowledge, skills and attitudes required to develop 
in each unit of a subject. The completed unit curriculum plan composed 
of around 10 hours of lessons, which looked completely different from 
the usual lesson plan. Research schools prepare thick and detailed descrip-
tions of the objectives and an analysis of teaching and learning materials, 
the conditions of children, the lesson procedures, the board writing plan 
and other processes for a 1-hour lesson on around ten pages. Lesson plans 
prepared by regular schools were varied. Some of them were as thick as 
that of research schools while others described the lesson flow in only one 
page. The unit curriculum plan created at Kamijima Elementary School 
summarised the progress of about ten lessons of a unit on two pages. For 
teachers at Kamijima Elementary School who became accustomed to 
writing a one-page simplified lesson plan, the volume of description 
increased. However, it was perceived to be too brief as a lesson plan pre-
pared by a designated school for the training of teacher leaders for 
research, which Kamijima Elementary School was expected to be.
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The items in the unit curriculum plan consisted of unit objectives, 
assessment standards and the unit teaching plan. Describing the unit 
objectives required a deep understanding of the subject objectives, the 
content of the descriptions of the curriculum standards set out by the 
national government and the content of textbooks. Discussions on the 
unit curriculum plan promoted deep understanding of unit objectives 
among the teachers. A 1-hour lesson in the unit curriculum plan speci-
fied, in one sentence, the competency children were to develop in a given 
time and the learning activities to achieve it. It was agreed to use a com-
mon unit curriculum plan collaboratively created by the teachers of the 
same grade. When one teacher of a certain grade had an open demonstra-
tion lesson, s/he used the unit curriculum plan only and stopped using 
lesson plans prepared by individuals (see Fig. 12.1).

Though the unit curriculum plan is slim when compared with the 
regular research school lesson plan, it is difficult to prepare it for all sub-
jects and all units at once. Uchizaki decided to limit the subjects and 
units covered each year and to increase a stock of the unit curriculum 
plans gradually over years. In conventional lesson studies, a detailed les-
son plan was prepared only for the lesson demonstrated and the other 

Unit title
Unit objectives
Unit assessment 
standards 

(Knowledge)

(Thinking skills)

(Attitudes)

Number of periods Knowledge/Skills/Attitudes
to be taught in lessons

Main learning activities

1
2
•

•

•
10

Fig. 12.1 Unit curriculum plan form
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lessons not covered by a lesson study were conducted following a much- 
simplified annual curriculum plan. By developing the unit curriculum 
plan, which is something between an annual curriculum plan and a 
detailed lesson plan for lesson demonstration in lesson study, Uchizaki 
aimed to create a stock of practical curricula plans useful in daily lessons 
over a number of years.

It was the first time for either the Board of Education or the teachers 
to see such an innovative curriculum plan form, and it must have been 
confusing and difficult to accept. Uchizaki first visited the Board of 
Education and gained agreement from the manager in charge: Firstly, the 
school was to use the new unit curriculum plan in lesson studies instead 
of a lesson plan, and secondly, the lesson studies based on the unit cur-
riculum plan would be shared with teacher leaders as professional devel-
opment opportunities for future lesson study advisors. Two factors are 
considered to work in favour of approval of Uchizaki’s proposal. Firstly, 
his proposal and the curriculum model formulated by Shizuoka Prefecture 
shared the basic principles. Because Uchizaki worked as a subject advisor 
before being appointed as a principal, the board of education staff includ-
ing the manager in charge knew him well and trusted his professional 
decisions.

Having obtained the agreement of the manager at the Board of 
Education, Uchizaki next explained the new unit curriculum plan form 
to the teachers at Kamijima Elementary School. The proposed form was 
totally new to the teachers, but it was accepted by them. For the teachers 
accustomed to writing a one-page lesson plan, a two-page-long form 
looked easier than a ten-plus-page lesson plan prepared by research schools.

Kami Elementary School, where Uchizaki transferred as principal after 
Kamijima Elementary School, implemented lesson studies more vigor-
ously than Kamijima. However, the lesson study practice at the school 
faced some issues:

• Attempting to standardise lesson plan format leaves little room for 
creativity;

• Unnecessary criticism of lesson plans in lesson plan review meetings 
while claiming it was for the benefit of teachers;
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• Teachers copied the opinions shared in the lesson plan review meetings 
without critical examination and reflection, so the lesson plans were 
products of compromise without a clear focus; and

• In a post-lesson discussion, there was either superficial praise or severe 
criticism of the lesson.

As a result, teachers became reluctant to present research lessons.
Although Kami Elementary School was implementing lesson study 

actively, it was not effective enough to support teachers to develop profes-
sional knowledge or skills. Considering these challenges, Uchizaki 
changed the practice of lesson study into the one based on unit curricu-
lum plans as he did at Kamijima Elementary School.  The teachers at 
Kami Elementary School showed some initial resistance to the new 
approach, but it was established within 6 months.

 Implementation System for Unit Curriculum

Uchizaki made efforts to create an enabling environment to develop the 
unit curriculum plan. Firstly, he grouped teachers by the grade they 
taught as a base unit for both lesson study and developing the unit cur-
riculum plans. Whole-school lesson study involving all teachers of dif-
ferent grades is commonly practised in Japan. However, as both 
Kamijima Elementary School and Kami Elementary School were large 
schools with five classes in one grade, Uchizaki reduced the occasions 
for meetings of all the teachers but tried to hold weekly grade group 
meetings. The grade group leader served concurrently as the lesson 
study leader and led the construction of the unit curriculum in meet-
ings held every week. A standard class schedule in Japanese schools is 
four lessons in the morning and two lessons in the afternoon. As a mat-
ter of fact, many schools schedule one afternoon lesson period weekly 
to secure time for a staff meeting or lesson study meeting. Kamijima 
Elementary School designated the sixth period of every Wednesday as 
the time for meetings on lesson study.

The teachers did not organise research lessons separately for the sake of 
lesson study. Instead, they observed each other for regular classroom 
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teaching and sat down in every Wednesday grade teacher meeting to 
 discuss issues on teaching and learning and unit curriculum planning. In 
addition, they agreed to work intensively on creating the unit curriculum 
plans during the long school holidays in summer and winter.

Secondly, Uchizaki assigned a competent teacher as lesson study 
leader and released him from teaching to focus on the management of 
lesson study. In Japanese schools, many mid-career teacher leaders are 
appointed by the principal to the posts such as the curriculum organisa-
tion leader, the lesson study leader, the grade group leader, and the 
student guidance leader, among others. It is common to all schools to 
appoint a more capable teacher as the curriculum organisation leader, 
but the policy on appointing other leaders differs depending on the 
school. Many schools appoint competent teachers as grade leaders 
rather than lesson study leaders, but Uchizaki appointed a talented 
teacher next to the curriculum organiser as the lesson study leader. In 
response to Uchizaki’s intentions, the lesson study leader observed day-
to-day lessons and gave teachers advice on their lessons. In addition, 
the lesson study leader took photographs of lessons and uploaded them 
onto the intranet to promote individual as well as collective reflection 
on their teaching practices. The lesson study leader also took part in 
grade-level meetings and attempted to provide coordination between 
grades (Fig. 12.2).

Before

After

Lesson plan 
preparation by

Individual teacher

Lesson plan review at grade meeting tends to
focus on criticizing lack of application 
(the same for follow up discussion meeting)

Unit curriculum review
(Grade meeting)

Collaboratively prepare unit curriculum owned 
by teachers of a grade group
Conduct research lessons using unit curriculum
plan they produced

Lesson plan 
review

(Grade meeting)

Fig. 12.2 Lesson study reform based on unit curriculum
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 Strategies Other Than Unit Curriculum

Although Uchizaki entrusted the improvement of lessons to grade meet-
ings, where teachers were expected to collaborate in preparing the unit 
curriculum, commitments varied from teacher to teacher and from grade 
to grade. As he had reduced the occasions for whole-school meetings, 
Uchizaki decided to communicate his values and beliefs with all teachers 
by means of the Principal’s Newsletter.

The topics covered in the Principal’s Newsletter were the basic princi-
ples for classroom management and lesson management. Not only did it 
communicate the basic principles, but it also contained his feedback on 
what he had noticed from daily rounds of schools and casual observation 
of lessons. Starting with five issues of the Principal’s Newsletter in April 
at the beginning of the school year, he sent two to three newsletters a 
month to teachers in the following months. The first issue in April 
touched on the objectives of school education, teachers’ attire and greet-
ings to students, and it encouraged frequent contact and consultation 
with the principal. The second issue presented some hints for effective 
classroom management and his definition of good and poor lessons, as 
identified below.

Practical hints for effective classroom management:

• Always take a firm attitude on not doing the wrong thing.
• Do not leave students to do what they like on the pretext of stu-

dent autonomy.
• Do not overlook minor changes in the children.
• Neither regard parents with hostility nor pander to them.
• Be sure to use greetings such as Good morning and Goodbye.
• Bring everyone’s attention to greetings at the beginning and the end of 

lessons and be polite.
• Call attention if there are children who look away or do not listen dur-

ing lessons.
• Always keep lockers and helmet storage areas tidy and organised.

12 Promoting Teacher Collaborative Learning in Lesson Study… 



310

Definition of a good lesson:

• The lesson is conducted with a firm objective of the unit and the par-
ticular period.

• It is easy for any child to understand the learning tasks.
• The questions have been carefully selected and formulated so that they 

require no supplementary explanation after being asked.
• The teacher continuously monitors and assesses the children’s efforts 

and progress.

Examples of poor lessons:

• The teachers sit and give instructions.
• The teachers do not move from the blackboard.
• The teachers do all the talk and students listen.
• The teachers teach the textbook.
• The children are not aware of the objectives of the activities they are 

engaged in.

In the third issue, he once again briefly communicated to the teachers 
the hints of classroom management. The fourth issue focused on class-
room management at a time when 2 weeks had passed since the start of a 
new academic year. Uchizaki urged the teachers to review how they were 
managing their classrooms and to discuss the issues in a grade group 
meeting. The newsletter provided practical guidance on how good lessons 
and classroom management that he believed in looked like by using posi-
tive expressions: ‘Touring around the classrooms, I can see all kinds of 
things each of you has done. A classroom where the desks are arranged 
orderly. A classroom without any litter. A classroom where the children 
and the teacher are working together enthusiastically. A classroom where 
the children are happily engaged in learning.’

The fifth and the last issue in April expected teachers to reflect on how 
the demeanour of children had been. It emphasised the rules on how to 
interact with children. ‘Please reflect on your way of instruction and the 
attitude of children this month.’ ‘We have come to see different sides of 
children but aren’t we trapped by fixed ideas about our children?’ and 
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‘Even if you intend to treat all the children fairly, some children may feel 
that treatment is unfair. It is important for us teachers to be aware of this 
when interacting with the children’.

 Achievements of Reform Efforts

Uchizaki’s school management as described above brought about positive 
changes in lessons, teachers and children. The main reason for focusing 
on Uchizaki’s school management was that both experienced and younger 
teachers in the same grade showed common characteristics in the lesson 
organisation when all their lessons were demonstrated openly, using the 
aforementioned unit curriculum plan. Furthermore, the children 
expressed their ideas actively, and the teachers’ instruction proceeded 
flexibly while accepting students’ comments as much as possible. There 
are many research school lessons prepared that have a very detailed lesson 
plan, minutely describing questions to ask and what to write on the 
board. Despite those efforts, we have observed often that a teacher was 
not able to handle the responses from children flexibly. In this case, how-
ever, it was heartening to see that five classes in one grade achieved practi-
cally the same level using a simplified unit curriculum plan.

The lessons Uchizaki aimed at and promoted were those where all learn-
ers were encouraged to speak their own thoughts freely and listen to others. 
As such practices became established, the children’s self-esteem increased 
and non-attendance decreased. Although there had been a number of chil-
dren who were school-phobic at Kamijima Elementary School before 
Uchizaki was appointed, the number continued to fall over the 5 years he 
served as principal and eventually dropped to zero. The school’s results in 
the National Assessments of Academic Ability held in the fourth and fifth 
years of Uchizaki’s service at Kamijima were significantly better than the 
city average, and the percentage of correct responses for questions requir-
ing higher order thinking skills was particularly high. In Kami Elementary 
School, after he transferred from Kamijima Elementary School, the num-
ber of long-term absentees decreased and the percentage of correct answers 
for questions requiring higher order thinking skills increased. Uchizaki’s 
leadership made a difference for both teachers and children.
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 Characteristics of Uchizaki’s Leadership

In this section, we try to underscore the factors that contributed to his 
school reform from the instructional leadership point of view.

Uchizaki had a clear vision of organisational reform and introduced 
various proposals to achieve it. Of course he made some revisions of his 
plans and policies by considering the views of the assistant principal and 
lesson study leaders, but as the principal he made a decision in most cases 
in a top-down manner: the analysis of school problems, the reform of 
teaching/learning approaches, organisational change for effective lesson 
study, the change from the conventional lesson plan form to the unit cur-
riculum form, and guidance of teaching methods and classroom manage-
ment through the Principal’s Newsletter. In particular, the development 
of the unit curriculum was innovative and represents Uchizaki’s strong 
motivation for reform.

Uchizaki aimed to transform the mindset of teachers. Five issues of the 
Principal’s Newsletter in April were evidence that he was aware of the 
necessity to repeatedly communicate his ideas to the teachers about class-
room management, school management, and how teaching/learning 
should be. The same messages appeared again in the newsletters toward the 
end of a school year. The objective seemed to be a warning to the teachers. 
When he found some signs of disorder, or a problem in classroom manage-
ment or in teaching, during his regular casual classroom visits, he sent a 
message to the teachers to remember the rules and hints on classroom 
management shared at the beginning of the year and to re- establish them 
firmly. Research lessons using the unit curriculum plan was another strat-
egy of freeing teachers from the obsession with an excessive review of lesson 
plans. He sought to create a system of practising lesson studies accepted 
and supported by both experienced and less experienced teachers.

It is often pointed out that a mere demonstration of instructional lead-
ership has not necessarily resulted in teacher change. As Schein (1999) 
argues, when a leader serves as an expert who provides a solution (expert 
model) or an authority who diagnoses and prescribe solutions (doctor- 
patient model), transformation of the organisational culture was hard. 
Schein puts forward the clinical process consultation model that facilitates 
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clients to bring out their own ways of thinking or solutions. Uchizaki’s 
leadership style shares the common awareness of the problem with 
Schein. He supported transforming teachers’ perspectives toward teach-
ing and learning through the process of developing the unit curriculum 
model and reforming their approach to lesson study.

There were some teachers who resisted Uchizaki’s lesson study reform 
initiative at both schools. There were also a couple of teachers who insisted 
on preparing the conventional detailed lesson plans and who did not 
agree with the significance of the unit curriculum. Even these teachers 
admitted that the children who were taught by the teachers supporting 
and implementing the unit curriculum model took the initiative in their 
own learning. The teachers who were not sympathetic to Uchizaki’s les-
son study reform did follow the principle of active learning and the basic 
rules to maintain effective classroom management. It is thought that this 
was made possible because Uchizaki repeatedly advocated for the vision 
of good lessons and effective classroom management that he was aiming 
for through the Principal’s Newsletters and other communication chan-
nels. The case may have something in common with the concept of lead-
ership through storytelling by Denning (2007).

 Summary

The case of Uchizaki can be regarded as the successful implementation of 
lesson study and teaching/learning reform through instructional leader-
ship. But what lessons should we learn from this case to reform school 
organisation into a professional learning community?

In organisational development theory, workshop approaches such as 
‘open space technology’ and ‘future search’ have been used recently to 
bring out teacher’s initiatives and commitment. Sako and Takezaki 
(2011) demonstrated that setting common objectives to work on through 
teacher workshops is effective for organisational reform. Besides, servant 
leadership (Greenleaf, 1977/2002) and supportive leadership (Rinehart 
et al., 1998), which are similar to Schein’s consultation model, have also 
become popular as a model for leaders.
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The case of Uchizaki clearly differs from these leadership approaches 
seeking motivating participation by organisational members and bottom-
 up decision-making. Rather, it is close to a picture of a leader with a clear 
vision, advocated by Drucker (2002). As Mintzberg (2009) asserts, any 
kind of leadership may function effectively, but Uchizaki’s case can be 
evaluated as instructional leadership, illustrating the significance of pre-
senting a vision at the same time as creating strategies that are acceptable 
to the teachers. However, as Boyce and Bowers (2018) argue, the high 
degree of overlap is observed between the theories of instructional leader-
ship and leadership for learning. If we agree that effective human resource 
management is within leadership for learning, Uchizaki’s leadership can 
be regarded as leadership for learning. It is clear that his staff support did 
contribute to teacher satisfaction and more teacher commitment: for 
example, concern for teachers’ feeling for burden, providing practical and 
concrete hints for effective classroom management and creating work 
environment for professional learning.

Lesson study practice with an emphasis on the examination of lesson 
plans, which Uchizaki felt to be a problem, is Japan’s traditional approach 
to lesson study practice. Researchers specialised in subject pedagogy con-
tinue to advocate the significance of lesson study that emphasises rigorous 
examination of lesson plans. It is a fact that many teachers continue to 
practise it despite being aware of some adverse effects described in Uchizaki’s 
case. How could we change school organisation to minimise the feeling of 
a burden of lesson study and maximize students’ learning at the same time? 
The case of Uchizaki presented one possible solution that worked in a spe-
cific context. Further research is needed to explore the relationship among 
leadership, teacher collaborative learning and students’ learning.
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13
Creating and Leading Powerful 
Learning Relationships Through 

a Whole School Community Approach

George Otero

Instructional leadership now focusses on the interplay of achievement, 
well-being and life chances, when student performance is considered. 
Instructional leadership also now demands a focus on each learner, his or 
her context, needs, talents and motivation.

This personalization therefore requires that curriculum, instruction 
and assessment becomes a social process characterized by (a) continual 
consultation between teachers, students, families and communities about 
who they are, what’s worth learning and how to learn together; (b) focus-
sing on the student as the subject of at least five basic learning relation-
ships—student to self; student to subject; student to peers; student to 
teacher; and student to family and the wider community and (c) creating 
a culture of trust, discovery and dialogue that allows the social, personal 
and environmental factors in a child’s life to be integrated into the edu-
cational experiences offered in the classroom and the school (Otero & 
West-Burnham, 2009).
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Leading learning relationally will require school leaders to become 
outward facing in their orientation, moving beyond delivery and man-
agement perspectives, towards community and relationship perspectives. 
Recently, Paul Reville, the Director of the Educational Redesign Lab at 
Harvard University, stated, “Schools alone, as currently conceived, are 
insufficient to do the job of educating all students for success.” The 
Redesign Lab is initiating a project to help school and community leaders 
to work together to address both in-school and out-of-school factors that 
affect student learning, including personalizing learning, integrating ser-
vices, providing enrichment activities outside of school and school gover-
nance (Education Week, February 24, 2016, p. 9).

The call for schools to be more outward facing is not new. Jack Minzey 
and Clyde LeTarte in their landmark book, Reforming Public Schools 
Through Community Education (1994), set out the implications of decades 
of exploration of the impact of out-of-school factors on achievement and 
life chances. They argued for a change in the paradigm of what we call 
schools. They saw community education as both the vehicle for the 
change and the result of the change: moving from a focus on schooling to 
a focus on education, everyone in the community could be a learner and 
a teacher at different times.

Instructional leadership and leadership for learning are both practices 
of school leadership that encourage school leaders to maintain a steady 
resolve on improving learning. Yet, many school leaders realize that man-
aging internal school processes, procedures, and personnel within school 
are necessary but insufficient when student learning is understood as the 
effect of multiple ongoing relationships and factors beyond the control, 
and often the influence, of the school.

School improvement in recent years has identified two types of school 
leadership (among others): instructional leadership and leadership for 
learning. School leadership was centred on improving what happened in 
classrooms and to learners in the confines of the school building, curricu-
lum and school day. Instructional leadership focusses on achievement, 
wellbeing and life chances where student performance is concerned, but 
also on each learner, his or her context, needs, talents and motivation 
(Elmore, 2000). Leadership for learning now understands learning to be 
multifaceted and multidimensional, the result of the relationships 
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between family, school and community and between student and subject, 
student and peers, student and teacher and student and the wider com-
munity, all of which need nurturing and support (Hattie, 2009; Otero, 
2016; Townsend, 1994). Both theories now require school leaders to 
consider, and attend to first and foremost, the social relationships that 
surround learning.

Few school leaders would deny that student learning is nested in mul-
tiple social contexts. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological framework for 
human development describes the relationships beyond the school that 
influence student learning. His theory describes the social systems in 
which children and youth develop and learn, strongly suggesting that 
student learning is influenced significantly by relationships that are 
occurring simultaneously in several contexts. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
framework for human development is concerned with systems in society 
and suggests that for young people, the family is the primary unit to 
which children belong, who in turn are part of school and community, 
with each student belonging to a broader network of groups and systems, 
all of which impact their experience and learning in school. In their 
recent research on school belonging, Allen, Vella-Brodrick, and Waters 
(2016) propose that even school belonging is a socio-ecological phenom-
enon, and they examine Bronfenbrenner’s framework, and multiple 
research studies since, to consider school belonging, in order to explore 
the various systems of relationships that affect a student’s sense of school 
belonging that occurs beyond the school gate.

As the principles and practices of both instructional leadership and 
leadership for learning have developed over the years, both approaches to 
school leadership must adapt to the emerging broader view of the pur-
pose and role of a school in the education of the young, and the leader-
ship required to support these new understandings. Leading learning will 
require school leaders to become outward facing in their orientation, 
moving beyond delivery and management perspectives to engage with 
community and relationship perspectives.

Given the need for schools and their leaders to be more outward fac-
ing, this chapter presents a rationale and framework for school leaders, 
one that integrates instructional leadership and leadership for learning 
for the purpose of creating powerful learning relationships throughout 
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the entire educational community, and that directs school leadership. It 
will describe a practical model for leading learning relationally, one that 
posits the school as a hub for the development of social capital and posi-
tive relationships between youth, family, staff and community. School 
life, practices and procedures are focussed on (a) connecting parents to 
their children’s learning, (b) linking the community to the school and 
vice versa, (c) developing community-based extended learning opportu-
nities for all stakeholders and (d) personalizing the learning for each and 
every student. First, the chapter provides a brief description of each of 
these domains.

 The Four Relational Domains

 Parent Connectedness: “Schools partnering 
with families to support their child’s learning”

Parents are their child’s first and most constant teachers and that makes 
them pivotal in learning. In essence, we, as educators, have the privilege 
of partnering with parents to raise their children, and by deeply connect-
ing parents to the school, we enhance the parent, teacher and student 
relationships. Parents must be valued and encouraged to interact with the 
school, as we know that this has clear benefits for student learning. 
Connecting parents to school is one of the five key components driving 
success in Chicago schools (Consortium on Chicago School Research 
[CCSR], 2006)

The evidence is consistent, positive and convincing: families have a major 
influence on their child’s achievement. When schools, families and com-
munity groups work together to support learning, children tend to do bet-
ter in school, stay in school longer and like school more. (Henderson & 
Mapp, 2002, p. 7)

Partnering with teachers, volunteering, being part of committees and 
making sure that students are ready to learn when they arrive at school, 
all enable high-quality learning to take place. These actions firmly solidify 
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a sense of community and can all be undertaken by parents. Schools have 
the space, opportunity and expertise to engage parents in supporting 
learning on many levels. Parents’ capacity to partner will vary and has the 
potential to be enhanced as the partnership grows. This will be mutually 
beneficial.

 Community Links: “Engaging in mutually beneficial 
activities to make us all partners in raising local 
children”

The result of connecting the school to the community and the commu-
nity to the school will be a greater number of community members work-
ing directly with children. Opportunities for the community to work 
with the school to enhance learning and make it more relevant should be 
a priority for every school leader.

Having community members and their organizations volunteer, pro-
vide expertise and share their talent leads to true partnering. The idea that 
the community must partner with the school to improve achievement, 
wellbeing and life chances for young people gives the community a pur-
pose and direction that is to the betterment of all. The school looks to the 
community for the investment of time and energy as much as, if not 
more than, it does for their financial support.

In every community, there is a range of organizations with a breadth of 
experience, expertise and resources that can be harnessed to support the 
extension of student learning beyond the environment of the school. The 
short- and long-term benefits of partnering between the community and 
school can transform the lives of children and families and strengthen the 
community itself. The opportunity for this partnering to be mutually 
beneficial to everyone involved should not be underestimated.

 Community-Based Learning: “Exploring alternative 
pathways”

Using community-based learning, leaders of learning endeavour to:
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• engage students in authentic learning to enhance future learning 
experiences;

• cultivate the rich knowledge and willingness of a range of community 
members to support the learning of young people; and

• build meaningful relationships for young people with their peers and 
other community members.

Working in this domain, leaders look beyond the regular school offer-
ings and further engage students in their learning. This enhances instruc-
tional leadership. To achieve this, we have to let learners take control of 
their learning in an environment that is different from the classroom. It 
requires having adult and young-adult mentors teaching, coaching and 
playing with the students. Mentoring is the core teaching and learning 
methodology for this domain.

The reality is that we have students who require different opportunities 
to demonstrate their skills and talents, and fare better learning in a com-
munity context. Community-based learning focusses on enhancing the 
learning of students by allowing them to personalize it through stimulat-
ing programmes and experiences that are child-centred, developmentally 
appropriate and structured in a different way from their classroom. At the 
heart of this domain, students are working on self-determined learning 
goals and are being involved in engaging workshops and ongoing proj-
ects. The opportunity to further engage the community, universities and 
other local schools in enhancing learning is available. In fact, the involve-
ment of parents, local organizations and businesses is integral to the suc-
cess of community-based learning. When community members give 
their time to teach something they know and love to young people, 
everyone benefits.

The idea of community-based learning is to provide a revision, or 
extension, to the school day. It should not be seen as more of the same, 
nor as more time at school, but as an opportunity to pursue student- 
generated learning goals and to engage in stimulating activities—all the 
while broadening the students’ experiential base and developing new 
skills. These experiences must be relevant to the student, and not just 
organized to meet the artificial construct of a curriculum to be sur-
mounted or powered through.
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Community-based learning at its best provides students with an 
opportunity to work on collaboratively determined learning goals. The 
students come up with what they want to get better at and work with 
people who can actively help them get better at that skill or talent. 
Community-based learning is about further learning and that applies to 
children and adults alike. In the long term, future programmes could be 
running both within and after regular school hours. With community 
members successfully sharing their skills and recognizing that they can 
make a significant contribution to student learning, the school will be 
more accepting of them mentoring within school hours in the future and 
community members will feel more comfortable sharing that expertise 
during the school day. This furthers the notion of schools becoming gen-
uine community-learning organizations.

 Personalizing the Curriculum: “Connecting students 
to their learning”

As practitioners, we find it challenging to cater for the range of abilities 
in a classroom. Yet as the famous educator, John Dewey, stated, “If we 
teach today’s students as we taught yesterday’s, we rob them of tomor-
row.” Today, educators are more aware than ever that all learning is social. 
Vygotsky (1978) was key in establishing this awareness and helped change 
the way educators think about children’s relationships with others. His 
work shows that social and cognitive development work together, build 
on each other and are unique to each learner.

Systems and schools recognize that students have different needs and 
learning dispositions, and in recent times, the push to ensure that educa-
tors cater for a range of abilities has had a renewed emphasis. This is due 
in part to the data-rich world in which we live and the advent of new 
technologies and new teaching methodologies. Personalizing the curricu-
lum is about ensuring that learning for all students is relevant, supportive 
of those who require additional assistance to make progress, and chal-
lenging, satisfying and playful for all.

Personalizing the curriculum means much more than adapting the 
presentation of a curriculum to the learning dispositions and different 
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range of abilities of students. To truly personalize the curriculum, the 
school leader must build a strategy for learning and teaching that makes 
each individual student a partner in the teaching and learning process. 
We partner with the student, parent and community to make the learn-
ing richer, to access all the available learning environments, resources and 
contexts and to make more meaning from their learning experience.

Our goal must be to teach every child at their point of need and then 
take them further with their learning. This must include opportunities 
for children to make choices in their learning and co-construct learning 
goals. Instruction must be personalized to allow students to continually 
develop their skills, talents and unique identity. The learning must be 
child-centred and can only occur successfully when we have built strong, 
interdependent and personal relationships with our students that allow 
us to understand them as whole people. Working together, the student 
and teacher can utilize a range of assessment to allow the child to access 
the curriculum at their point of need. The role of the teacher is critical; 
we must allow them to be risk-takers and teach in ways they haven’t 
taught before.

 Rationale for the Four Domains

Good leadership is always cognizant of the purpose being served. School 
leaders serve learning. Leaders of learning therefore focus time and atten-
tion on the relationships that impact student learning. Instructional lead-
ership focusses more on how instruction happens in ways that support 
critical learning relationships. Learning happens in a community. Schools 
are part of the community. Dedicated to serving learning, future-oriented 
school leaders define and expand their role by enhancing, supporting and 
developing learning relationships, both within school and across the 
community. In addition, if schools seek to increase learning for all chil-
dren and youth, leaders must operate in ways that address all the interde-
pendent factors that contribute to learning in schools. So, teaching 
children to read, write, add and subtract becomes a set of strategies to be 
understood and practised in school, in the family and in the wider 
community.
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School leaders have a better idea of what to do when they are clear 
about what success looks like. Townsend, Clark and Ainscow, in their 
1999 chapter, “Third Millennium Schools: prospects and problems for 
school effectiveness and school improvement”, analyse why schools of the 
third millennium might have to be totally different from those we have 
today. As society changes, schools will change not only their structure 
and procedures but also their conception of purpose. Further, Leadbeater 
and Wong in “Learning from the Extremes” (2010) outline four ways 
that learning in the twenty-first century may unfold. They prefer innova-
tion over improvement when looking at how schools address learning 
needs in future and suggest that the purpose of a school is to respond to 
the specific learning needs and learning contexts of the communities 
being served.

Australian sociologist Edgar (2001), in Patchwork Nation, explored all 
the factors that create and are creating Australian society and suggested 
this specific purpose for a school in Australia today. “The purpose of a 
school is to help a family educate a child.” If one asks school leaders, 
teachers, parents and community members how much they agree with 
this purpose, as I have hundreds of times, you will hear strong support 
and general agreement. Recently, groups have suggested that in today’s 
society, school, family and community might see themselves as necessary 
allies in the education of the nation’s children, more of a three-way learn-
ing partnership instead of placing too heavy an emphasis on what the 
school must do.

With reference to the “moral” purpose of school, Fullan (2003) and 
others such as Feinberg (1990) ask school leaders to continually ponder 
the deeper purpose of a school in order to understand how to lead suc-
cessfully. This following quote (Otero, Csoti, & Rothstadt, 2018) states 
the moral purpose behind the framework described below.

Sometimes we wonder if our schools are really helping people to be better 
human beings, and so as leaders we need to reflect on whether we are actu-
ally doing the right thing to achieve this. The three of us got into education 
because we wanted to make a difference, yet we have all wrestled with 
understanding how we can achieve this as educational leaders. This book is 
about what we know is important for every child to succeed, and describes 
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a framework for leading a school that focusses on the factors that deliver 
the best learning outcomes. The school leader can use this handbook to 
create opportunities for learning and teaching that connect and mobilise 
all stakeholders. We, as leaders, have found that this framework has helped 
us lead by a moral imperative rather than by personal preferences.

 The Leadership Challenge: Working Better 
Together

How can a school respond to the challenge of working better together in 
partnership with students, families and communities to increase learning 
for everyone? First, by having leaders, teachers and support staff, parents 
and community members understanding the factors that determine a 
child’s achievement, wellbeing and life chances. Second, by seeing school 
leadership as primarily about building and sustaining positive relation-
ships between and among students, staff, parents, families and the larger 
community. Third, by focussing school leadership efforts on building 
positive relationships in the four domains (referred to above) that impact 
learning as described in the whole school-community approach.

 Framework for Leading Learning

The whole school-community framework described here has emerged 
over several years and is grounded in theory and practice. It is based on 
the power of positive relationships to connect school, family and com-
munity in ways that increase or enhance student learning, wellbeing and 
life chances (Otero, 2016).

For example, educators can safely say we now have enough data to sug-
gest what factors impact a child’s achievement, wellbeing and life chances 
(West-Burnham, Farrar, & Otero, 2007). The data have been coming 
into discussions of schooling for years. The most significant early research 
was conducted over 50 years ago. The Coleman Report, “Equality of 
Educational Opportunity”, is considered to be the foundational research 
that altered the lens through which analysts, policymakers and the public 
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at large view and assess schools (Hanushek, 2016). The report summary 
challenges all schools to look at their success by looking beyond the 
school walls (Coleman et al., 1966, p. 325):

Taking all these results together, one implication stands out above all: That 
schools bring little influence to bear on a child’s achievement that is inde-
pendent of his background and general social context; and that this very 
lack of an independent effect means that the inequalities imposed on chil-
dren by their home, neighborhood, and peer environment are carried along 
to become the inequalities with which they confront adult life at the end 
of school.

Since then, literally hundreds of research efforts have documented the 
community, social and personal factors that influence not only student 
achievement but also wellbeing and life chances. Most school leaders 
would also agree that achievement, wellbeing and life chances are basic 
aspects of being a whole person and should not be addressed in isolation 
from each other. This is reflected in the Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development’s Whole Child Approach (www.ascd.org/
whole-child.aspx) and in England’s Every Child Matters Policy, begun 
under the Labor government in September 2003, but sadly abandoned in 
2010 by a new government bent on focussing solely on student academic 
achievement, which led to more siloed approaches.

For the sake of argument then, let us assume that the purpose of edu-
cation can be summarized by the simple proposition that schools are part 
of a process that is designed to maximize the achievement, wellbeing and 
life chances of every child and young person. If this is true then the role 
of schools, educators and school leaders might be seen as managing all 
the contexts, relationships and variables that influence student success to 
ensure the most propitious learning circumstances possible.

The framework embedded in the whole school-community approach 
attempts to activate key factors that are known to influence student learn-
ing, wellbeing and life chances (West-Burnham et al., 2007). Figure 13.1 
shows the potential variables operating on any individual in terms of 
their personal life chances, wellbeing and learning. Wellbeing can be best 
understood as the overall effectiveness of a person’s life—where the key 
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Fig. 13.1 The variables influencing a child’s life chances and wellbeing. (West- 
Burnham et al., 2007)

variables are largely positive, for example, physical and mental health, the 
quality of family life and friendships, living in a safe community, eco-
nomic security and an overall sense of personal fulfilment and a positive 
view of personal futures and potential.

The four factors at the top of the diagram, which are italicized, were in 
a different category to the rest when this was graphic was developed; they 
were seen as being essentially inherited, and in the normal course of 
events, there is nothing that can be done to change them. We now know, 
more than a decade later, that gender and disability, in particular, may 
not be as immutable as we thought previously. What is still clear is that 
in certain circumstances, gender, ethnicity, disability and family history 
can have significant positive or negative implications in terms of life 
chances, especially in terms of achievement in school. In some circum-
stances, they can have highly beneficial implications—it seems to depend 
on context. They are not neutral influences on learning.

The other three variables, social, personal and school, are not set in the 
same way as the first four factors; that is, they can be influenced, changed 
and mitigated in ways that the more personal physical and family charac-
teristics cannot. Yet, there are clear patterns in the nature of these vari-
ables and their impact on children. The social variables are essentially 
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contextual; they describe the social situation of every child and young 
person. The personal variables, our views and attitudes about ourselves, 
are the factors that explain the distinctive identity of every person—the 
attitudes to life that help to make us who we are. The school as a variable 
is significant in that it is probably the one common factor in almost every 
person’s life, and in some respects, is the most controllable of all. 
Regardless of the community one finds oneself a part of, there is always a 
school, even if it under a tree or at home. Of course, we need to recognize 
that there are still millions of children, mostly girls, who don’t get to go 
to school at all, and this in itself is a factor that impacts their lives.

There will obviously be a complex interplay between the most signifi-
cant variables identified in Fig. 13.1, and there is an almost infinite num-
ber of permutations possible for the interactions between the social and 
personal variables. However, certain implications are very clear in each 
significant category. If school is the one common factors in all of our 
lives, then instructional leadership and Leadership for Learning are 
approaches that need to be exercised in the context of understanding and 
appreciating the social, personal and community factors that lead to 
achievement, wellbeing and positive life chances. Below are some of the 
factors in the figure that strongly influenced the development of the 
framework.

 Family

The quality of family life is fundamental to life chances and educational 
success. There are obvious cultural, social and moral issues directly related 
to childhood experiences of family life. There are also very real issues in 
terms of cognitive and neurological development, which have profound 
implications in terms of personal academic potential. Two pivotal factors 
in the family are play, as the key to socialization, and language, as the 
basis for all learning. Both of these require active parent involvement in 
their children’s lives.

In a review of research from across the world, Desforges (2003, p. 4) 
draws very explicit and highly confident conclusions:
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[P]arental involvement in the form of ‘at-home good parenting’ has a sig-
nificant positive effect on children’s achievement and adjustment even after 
all other factors shaping attainment have been taken out of the equation. 
In the primary age range the impact caused by different levels of parental 
involvement is much bigger than the differences associated with variations 
in the quality of schools. The scale of the impact is evident across all social 
classes and all ethnic groups.

He identifies a range of other factors at work:

• The higher the level of a child’s attainment the greater the parental 
involvement;

• Maternal education, social class, material deprivation and maternal 
psychosocial health influence the extent of involvement; and

• Engagement diminishes with the child getting older and the level of 
engagement is mediated by the child.

In essence, the impact of a child being born into an effective family has 
a greater impact on wellbeing and life chances than the quality or nature 
of schooling:

[A] great deal of the variation in students’ achievement is outside of the 
schools’ influence. Family social class, for example, accounts for about one 
third of such variance. Second, parental involvement in the form of home 
discussion has, nonetheless, a major impact on achievement. Other forms 
of involvement have insignificant effects. (Desforges, 2003, p. 21)

In effective families, there are high levels of social and emotional 
engagement and ongoing rich and complex dialogues around stories, 
ideas and the daily life of the family. The absence of such engagement and 
dialogue just makes school that much harder. There is a long-understood 
correlation between social class, family life and language. Children raised 
in higher social classes may have richer social and linguistic family lives, 
and by doing so, they increase their educational potential. All of these 
possibilities are reinforced one way or another by the community in 
which a family resides.
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 Social Capital

Quite apart from any intrinsic merit there might be in living in an effec-
tive community, it is clear that where an individual resides is a very sig-
nificant element in determining their educational, social and personal 
success, measured by a wide range of criteria. For Putnam (2000, p. 296), 
the link between community and educational success is an absolute one:

[C]hild development is powerfully shaped by social capital … trust, net-
works, and norms of reciprocity within a child’s family, school, peer group, 
and larger community have wide-ranging effects on the child’s opportuni-
ties and choices and, hence, on behavior and development.

Putnam goes on to establish a precise correlation between the quality 
of community life and educational outcomes and the level of social capi-
tal in a community:

[S]tates with high social capital have measurably better educational out-
comes than do less civic states. The Social Capital Index is highly correlated 
with student scores on standardized tests taken in elementary school, junior 
high and high school, as well as the rate at which students stay in 
school. (p. 299)

Putnam’s overview of the whole country is reinforced by the detailed 
study of the impact of the neighbourhood on school improvement by 
CCSR in 2006. The positive aspect of community is very clear:

We found that schools with strong essential supports were more likely to 
exist in school communities with strong social capital—active religious 
participation, collective efficacy, and extensive connections to outside 
neighborhoods. (CCSR, 2006, p. 3)

The negative corollary was equally explicit:

Communities with weak social capital—low levels of religious participa-
tion, collective efficacy, and few social connections beyond the neighbor-
hood—were likely to have weak essential supports in their schools. Weak 
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supports also were more typical in communities with high crime rates and 
relatively higher percentages of abused or neglected children. Taken 
together, these results suggest that positive school community conditions 
facilitate the development of the supports, while the presence of crime and 
a high density of students living under extraordinary circumstances inhibit 
them. (CCSR, 2006, p. 3)

Quite simply, where communities are linked to the life of the school 
and when the community becomes a base for learning, positive social 
capital is reinforced and built. The framework within the whole school- 
community approach enables the school to bring out the best in a com-
munity. The school assists the community in developing strong social 
capital to support the education of the children. This was recognized by 
the Audit Commission in the UK—the agency charged with reporting 
on value for money in public expenditure:

School improvement and renewal are inseparable issues from neighbor-
hood improvement and renewal, particularly in the most disadvantaged 
areas. While schools are profoundly affected by their neighborhoods, they 
equally have a key role in promoting cohesion and building social capital. 
(Audit Commission, 2006, p. 6)

 Social Class

There is a clear and direct correlation between social class, well-being and 
life chances. Examination of school impact on learning and achievement 
indicates that social class trumps school and classroom practice. 
Confronting the myth in America that private schools do a better job 
than public schools, in a recent interview (Strauss, 2018), Dean of the 
Curry School of Education in Virginia, Robert Pianta, argued:

You only need to control for family income, and there’s no advantage. So, 
when you first look, without controlling for anything, the kids who go to 
private schools are far and away outperforming the public-school kids. And 
as soon as you control for family income and parents’ education level 
(social class indicators), that difference is eliminated completely. (Santa Fe 
New Mexican, Monday, July 30, 2018, p. A-6)
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And yet, those who attend private schools in the United States have 
better life chances, from income opportunities to health and life expec-
tancy. This success has less to do with school performance and a great deal 
to do with the social class of the child and family. In most respects, the 
higher the social class, the better the life chances and wellbeing of the 
students in that community.

Movement between social classes is even more difficult today and edu-
cation contributes negatively to closing the gaps (Putnam, 2015). In 
most countries, social class is a major influence on wellbeing and life 
chances and the separation and lack of mobility between classes is grow-
ing. Schools ignore these trends at their peril.

In working with school leaders over the last 15 years, I have found it 
essential to take time to understand these factors before moving on to 
discussions of strategies or programmes. Instructional leadership and 
leading learning are approaches that need to be exercised in the context 
of understanding and appreciating the social, personal and community 
factors that determine achievement, wellbeing and life chances.

Based on years of analysis and exploration of the personal, social and 
situational factors influencing wellbeing, life chances and success, espe-
cially in school, I and colleagues have proposed that school leaders can 
enable success in school and life for all learners by focussing their leader-
ship on building relationships that acknowledge, support and develop 
the impact on learning that are seeded in the four domains, connecting 
parents to children’s learning, linking school and community, extended 
learning opportunities and personalizing learning. It might be argued 
that school leadership is primarily about building and sustaining positive 
relationships between and among students, staff, parents, families and 
the larger community.
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 Learning Relationships That Matter: A Whole 
School-Community Approach

In this part of the chapter, I look in more detail at the Framework for 
Creating and Leading Powerful Learning Relationships through a whole 
school-community approach, focussing school leadership efforts on 
building positive relationships in the four domains that impact learning.

Current efforts to improve schools mostly miss the point. First, they 
fail to understand what John Goodlad and his researchers documented 
years ago in A Place Called School (2004): “A school is not a school is not 
a school”. Every school is a dynamic and integral part of the local com-
munity. Goodlad promoted a context-based assessment to individualize 
reform efforts where the critical context for every school is the local com-
munity. Therefore, we contend that a school is best seen as a local com-
munity organization.

Second, as discussed earlier, the school alone does not adequately con-
trol the factors that make a difference to what a school can achieve. Only 
when schools, students, families and communities collaborate in specific 
ways do schools “perform” well. When schools—whether they are public, 
private, charter schools, community schools, core social centres or full- 
service schools, to name just a few—address the relevant social and per-
sonal factors that influence student achievement in their locale, 
achievement, wellbeing and life chances tend to rise.

West-Burnham et al. (2007) propose the rationale, practice and policy 
for schools that see their primary purpose as connecting school, family 
and community to increase learning in ways that focus on the primacy of 
relationships in learning, are accessible to all and are socially just.

Following on from the imperatives of the book, and action research 
conducted in New Mexico, school leaders in Melbourne, Australia, col-
laborated with the author to create a framework for school leaders that 
assists them in addressing the relationships that research indicates will 
have the highest impacts on learning. The framework describes a practical 
model for leading learning relationally, in ways that posit the school as a 
hub of social capital and positive relationships between youth, family, 
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staff and community. School life, practices and procedures are focussed 
on the four domains referred to above.

The whole school-community approach is based on a core realization: 
schools cannot prepare all children with twenty-first-century skills unless 
the school becomes a place where parents, carers and local community 
members can partner with educational staff to provide learning experi-
ences that uniquely address each and every child. Figure 13.2 shows the 
framework for building dynamic, relational, school cultures.

This framework builds on the evidence. High-level parent involvement 
leads to: better student achievement (Henderson & Mapp, 2002); strong 
in-depth relationships with students critical to their success in school 
(Hattie, 2009); a curriculum that needs to engage every student; and 
partnerships and support from the community that are positive influ-
ences on school success (Barnes & Schmitz, 2016). The framework cre-
ates an integrated picture, or map, of how to develop learning and 

Fig. 13.2 A framework for leading learning relationally
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teaching relationships that bring these four domains to the forefront of 
school activity. When school leaders and school staff direct their profes-
sional energy and action to address these four critical relationships, good 
things happen for kids.

Dozens of examples of the relational leadership needed to connect 
school, family and community using the framework and mindsets above 
can be found in the book, Leading and Creating Powerful Learning 
Relationships, A Whole-School Community Approach (Hawker 
Brownlow, 2018).

 The Leadership Challenge: Building 
and Sustaining Positive Relationships

 The Need for Relational Leadership

Relationships are not a factor in learning; they are the context for all 
learning. Positive relationships connect school, family and community in 
ways that increase learning (Otero, 2016). Therefore, the quality of the 
relationship will always determine the quality of the learning. Knowing 
what relationships matter in learning and having the skill and ability to 
influence those relationships is one key to better outcomes for children 
and youth.

The importance of making relationships the focus of school leadership 
was stated in no uncertain terms by Michael Fullan: “Any school reform 
effort that improves relationships has a chance for success, any that doesn’t 
is doomed to fail” (Fullan, 2003). He argues that school leaders must pay 
attention to the context that informs any interaction with others and to 
pay attention to the little things they do and say that impact their rela-
tionship with stakeholders. He encourages school leaders to help people 
see new possibilities and situations knowing that people rarely change 
through a rational process only.

David Giles, from Flinders University, goes further and insists that all 
leadership is relational, so we have only to focus on how we live within 
this reality. His research prompts him to propose the following:
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• We are always already ‘in’ relationships;
• Relationships are always mattering whether we are aware of this or not;
• Relational leadership is not another style of leadership rather a “way 

of being” in leadership;
• The term “Relational Leadership” is a reminder of what is critical to 

our practice as leaders; and
• Leadership is always relational, and relationships are the essence of leader-

ship. (Giles, 2018, p. 46)

Nicholas and West-Burnham (2016, p.  188) emphasize that school 
leaders today must lead through relationships and they suggest several 
leadership behaviours that characterize relational leadership. Of those, 
several are especially useful when leading the whole school- 
community approach.

• Being comfortable and confident in seeing leadership as essentially 
relational;

• Understanding the relational climate of the school;
• Maintaining an appropriate balance of love and power;
• Balancing fast and slow thinking;
• Developing an empathic foundation to effective leadership;
• Nurturing your intuitive responses to leadership issues; and
• Reviewing the quality of relationships across the school and interven-

ing as appropriate.

 Leading a Whole School-Community Approach: 
Implications

It will be difficult to implement a whole school-community approach as 
described here using the conceptual frameworks, mindsets and approaches 
to school leadership that currently dominate discourse around schooling. 
In the whole school-community framework, we suggest it is not only that 
we emphasize relationships but also emphasize those relational domains 
where trusting and authentic relationships are to be built and supported. 
These relational domains have been clearly researched and demarcated 
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over the past several decades. They are a new way to conceptualize school-
ing. Too often, aspects of these domains have been added on, or into, 
traditional conceptions of the structure of schoolwork. As I have found 
working with school leaders over the past two decades, taking a whole 
school-community approach to leadership as described will require 
school leaders to reconceive many aspects of their role and work.

The relational domains described here cannot be managed or even sup-
ported in the ways school leaders have grown accustomed. One cannot 
direct or manipulate the interdependent dynamic social, personal and 
community factors that influence learning by managing the interactions 
of staff, families and community members, or by presiding over the deliv-
ery of services boxed into programmes, standards, outcomes, procedures, 
curriculums, instructional models and pedagogies, that currently make 
up school discourse. The shift from management leadership to relational 
leadership will require a wholesale change in our understanding of the 
why, what and how of education. This framework and approach are free-
ing school leaders to change the way they change.

Guidance on understanding the relational leadership needed to lead 
learning in a whole school-community approach is becoming more avail-
able as school leaders take on the challenge of being part of the educa-
tional efforts of the community and not just the school. Again, Giles 
(2018) has identified through his research what he terms ‘ways of being’, 
the sensibilities, rather than the standards, that school leaders will exhibit 
in making a whole school-community approach a reality. As a relational 
way of ‘being in’ leadership, Relational Leaders were found to:

• live “towards” a deep moral and ethical commitment to critical, 
humane and connected interrelationships;

• live “out” a way that authentically models and embodies “care-full” 
relationships (individually and organizationally);

• “attune” to the subtleties of the immediate, dynamic and relational 
context through refined relational sensibilities; and

• “enact” a phronesis (practical wisdom, tacit knowing) which is 
context- specific and involves relational sensibilities (such as attun-
ement, tact, nous, resoluteness, improvization and moral judgment 
amongst other sensibilities). Giles (2018, p. 12)
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Even research from the business world identifies the kind of leadership 
best suited to a whole school-community approach. George (2003) pro-
posed a new kind of leader, one whose character was the ingredient that 
mattered most—more than other characteristics or style. He challenged 
older models of leadership, including the “great man theory” and 
competency- based leadership models. Previous generations of business 
people spent more time trying to “market” themselves as leaders, rather 
than undertaking the transformative work that leadership development 
requires. Authentic leadership, now the gold standard in business leader-
ship is, at its heart, relational leadership practice. According to 
George (2016),

Authentic leaders monitor their words and behaviors carefully to be attuned 
to their audiences and to enroll their colleagues and teammates. They do so 
because they are sensitive to the impact their words and actions have on 
others, not because they are “messaging” the right talking points.

As with Giles’ relational sensibilities, authentic leaders are developing 
their leadership in relationship to those they work with and depend upon. 
Therefore, research on authentic leading explores specific character 
behaviours such as how and when to be vulnerable, cognitive distortions, 
making meaning of who we are by integrating the constructed self with 
the true self—or True North—and going from purpose to impact 
(Working Knowledge, HBR, 2016).

Relational leadership in the context of a whole school-community 
approach also applies to instructional leadership. The whole school- 
community approach asks teachers to personalize learning and teaching 
by focussing on five critical relationships: student to self, student to con-
tent, student to peers, student to teacher and student to the wider com-
munity (Otero & Chambers-Otero, 2000). Ross Bevege, a seasoned 
principal from Melbourne, Australia, has exercised instructional leader-
ship by supporting the school staff to focus on these five relationships in 
all their teaching efforts. After success in personalizing learning this way 
in two secondary schools, he has turned his attention to coaching school 
leaders in relational learning. He is suggesting school leaders use the five 
learning relationships to guide the formation and practice of their own 
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leadership. He is exploring what I would call a capability framework for 
leaders to assess and monitor their relational ability and skill. For exam-
ple, in relating to self, leaders would possess a strong and positive rela-
tionship with self as well as a firm self-belief as a leader and learner. In 
their relationship with staff they would possess a positive relationship 
with the staff they lead/work with and understand the impact their lead-
ership has on others, and in relating to students, parents and the wider 
community they would possess and seek to build supportive and con-
structive relationships between the home, the school and the local com-
munity (Bevege, personal email, April 20, 2016).

In the whole school-community approach, leading learning and 
instructional leadership must support building key relationships. For this 
approach, a new form of instructional leadership is required, one that will 
focus on five relationships referred to in this chapter. Leading for Learning 
will focus on connecting family, school and community, building posi-
tive relationships around learning and developing a school culture that 
activates and embraces the power and resources everyone brings to the 
education of communities’ children and youth. Leading learning with a 
whole school-community approach means knowing what makes a good 
school culture and understanding social capital, then leading the devel-
opment of a good school culture and constantly helping the school com-
munity build social capital that supports achievement, wellbeing 
and success.

 Beliefs and Mindsets

Leading for Learning in the context of a whole school-community 
approach as outlined depends on behaviours and actions that support 
honest, open, equitable and trustworthy dialogue and conversation. The 
messages below give school leaders’ signposts that they are indeed con-
necting school, family and community and working together and iden-
tify new ways of thinking. School leaders need to:
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• See the purpose of the twenty-first-century school as helping a family 
and community educate a child, rather than the multitude of purposes 
that dominated twentieth-century schooling;

• Understand that many important resources needed to educate chil-
dren and youth are located outside the school and are not within it;

• Recognize that if you don’t know your students, you cannot hope to 
personalize their learning. Knowing the whole child becomes the base-
line for determining teaching and learning strategies;

• Understand that a personalized curriculum is the best way to achieve 
the holistic development of the child;

• Understand that the “invitation” to parents to engage in all aspects of 
school life must be visible and authentic;

• Move beyond the regular school offerings to engage all students in 
meaningful learning;

• Provide students with different learning opportunities that will lead to 
high levels of engagement;

• Understand that the more adults involved in the learning/mentoring 
of students, the richer the experience will be;

• Be conscious of the importance of the “village” and the assets within, 
that will enable them to see opportunities and act upon them;

• Seek out people within the broader community who possess expertise 
and skills in a range of areas that can complement the school’s work; and

• Invite the community to be part of the school as well as bringing the 
school to the community.

A whole school-community approach to education is gaining ground 
in schools and school systems across the globe. The San Francisco Public 
Schools Comprehensive Community Schools Framework and tool kit (2017) 
addresses the four relational domains, but in distinctive ways. All schools 
in San Francisco Unified School District (SFUSD) address four founda-
tional elements: (1) Strong Instructional Core, (2) Student-Centred 
Learning in a safe and supportive Culture and Climate, (3) Strong 
Family-School-Community Partnerships and (4) Authentic and Inclusive 
School-based Governance. For example, under Student-Centred 
Learning, school leaders should support and ensure that teaching and 
learning takes place in a safe and supportive environment, one that 
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emphasizes positive relationships and a sense of community. Under 
Authentic and Inclusive School-based Governance, schools are asked to 
actively support and encourage families to be advocates for each and 
every student, to ensure they are treated fairly and have equitable access 
to learning opportunities.

Leading schools with this focus on the relationships between and 
among students, teachers, parents, families and the wider community, 
requires specific behaviour from school leaders. Below are a few examples 
of the actions that leaders should keep in mind when connecting school, 
family and community for better outcomes for students (SFUSD tool 
kit, 2017).

• Every interaction with a student’s family is an opportunity to build 
trust—or to erode it.

• Supporting equitable participation in school leadership and gover-
nance relies on fundamental approaches to family engagement in general, 
such as active outreach, two-way communication and effective 
facilitation.

• Use multiple ways for outreach and communication, including newslet-
ters, school websites, email/texting—as well as personal invitations 
and encouragement.

• Make connections among the school’s formal and informal decision- 
making groups, and include all families in conversations about the school.

Another example of system transformation towards a whole school- 
community approach is the Sandhurst Catholic Schools in regional 
Victoria. Instead of seeing parent and community involvement as a strat-
egy for school improvement, they see family and community engagement 
as a vital pathway for working together as full partners in creating school 
and learning environments where everyone can contribute to and benefit 
from learning together. The work is housed in the Wellbeing Team, where 
school leaders are supported to let the voice of students, families and 
community co-create the vision, priorities, programmes and practices 
that allow everyone in the school community to contribute positively to 
student learning. This approach requires more listening than telling, an 
emphasis on who we are, as well as what we say or do and a commitment 
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to positive solutions as opposed to a welfare approach to life, health and 
learning. Utilizing a number of conversational and discussion formats, 
schools, families and the wider community constantly seek to answer the 
three basic questions mentioned above. Who are we? What’s worth learn-
ing? How do we learn that together?

The results are impressive after two years of implementation. School 
leaders no longer see their primary role as a manager but as a mentor and 
an activist working with students, families and the wider community, to 
create a whole school-community approach to learning together.

Another example is the Indigenous Support Unit serving State Schools 
in Far North Queensland. Here the indigenous support leaders took 
advantage of the regional office’s attempt to make connecting families to 
children’s learning an equal priority for school leaders, right beside 
improving teaching, refining and embedding data-based decision- making 
and refining and embedding planning and accountability structures. The 
service commitment of the region recognized that connecting parents 
and caregivers with their children’s learning was equally important. These 
leaders, charged with serving the specific needs of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander families and communities, emphasized a strength-based 
approach to supporting the families and local communities to build con-
nections and engagement with their local schools. They used community- 
based engagement strategies that would connect families to student 
learning, as well as link the community to the school and the school to 
the community, highlighting three of the four domains of the whole 
school-community framework. All efforts required the school to operate 
from a culture of respect and embrace the history, language, passions and 
hopes of the local families and communities. This version of the whole 
school-community approach is the essence of whole-school activity, from 
visioning, governing, teaching and learning, and family and community 
engagement, in Tagai State College. This independent school is a school 
with about 20 island locations where education is of, by and for, the 
families and communities (Tagai State College Web Site).
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 Conclusion

In order to survive and succeed in a rapidly changing world, all schools 
will need to become more outward facing and to adopt a version of a 
whole school-community approach (England School definition). Leading 
learning and improving instruction will rely on the ability and skill of 
school leaders to connect everyone in the school community to learning. 
The actions, behaviours and beliefs of leaders described above indicate 
that instructional leadership and leadership for learning are seen as com-
panion aspects of the kind of relational leadership necessary to ensure the 
achievement, wellbeing and success of every child and young person in 
the community.
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14
The Power of Collective Leadership 

for Learning

Suzanne Cridge

 Introduction

In 2013, Social Ventures Australia (SVA) launched The Bright Spots 
Schools Connection (The Connection), a collaborative, connected net-
work designed to engage school leaders in collective learning within, and 
across, their school communities. In 2019, The Connection is a thriving 
network of leaders that represent 50 schools from across Australia, all 
serving the education needs of challenged communities with low socio- 
economic indicators.

The power and influence of effective school leadership is an underesti-
mated leverage point of system transformation and change to build qual-
ity learning and school improvement. This chapter will explore the 
opportunity provided by collaborative networked learning, the power of 
what can be achieved and the impact that emerges when the principles of 
leading for learning are enacted in a network model where the expertise 
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of the individual becomes the expertise of the collective. This model of 
leadership support and collaboration is catalytic in building education 
impact and improvement, as everyone is a learner, everyone has a role to 
play and value to add. Drawing on the experience and insights of partici-
pating school leaders and their teams, this narrative will propose refined 
ways of building the ecosystem necessary to support powerful school 
leadership. These ideas will be discussed in more detail.

 Education and School Leadership: 
The Opportunity and the Challenge

Knowledge today is more pervasively available than ever before. It can be 
readily accessed by most with advances in technology and is no longer the 
domain of some or just a few. Both knowledge and information are 
exchanged in ways and at rates which were almost unimaginable even a 
decade ago. The accessibility of knowledge, however, does not guarantee 
that it gets to where it can be used or mobilised for action to create sys-
tems’ impact. Education knowledge, although readily available, also 
needs mobilising within and across systems. It relies on translation into 
the nuanced actions necessary to deliver the learning improvements 
within communities where it matters most, and where education systems 
need it to be, to achieve the maximum desired impact.

Knowledge is also empowering. As knowledge and the mobilisation of 
knowledge increases, traditional system hierarchies of knowledge man-
agement, where knowledge has been less mobile, become less relevant 
and potentially less effective.

Knowledge is now being shared and exchanged in more accessible and 
dynamic ways. This phenomenon has the potential to inform and 
empower education practitioners and leaders, both more efficiently and 
effectively, to move to action. The challenge, and the opportunity, is to 
get this growing knowledge resource to the practitioners and leaders, 
where it can be put into action efficiently across systems. There are also 
risks in ensuring the consistency of the standards of quality of that knowl-
edge, so increasing the accessibility of quality knowledge needs to be 
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intentionally managed, creating the best-leveraged opportunities, in ways 
where it cannot be ignored. We need to design with intention mecha-
nisms in systems to make this happen and not leave it to chance.

The good news is that quality educational leadership knowledge, 
expertise and practice exists as a largely untapped resource in education 
systems. Highly effective school leaders are building new knowledge and 
understanding of what works within this complex ecosystem in everyday 
practice. However, this knowledge often lies randomly located within, 
and stubbornly stuck and stranded in, pockets of expertise across tradi-
tional systems. How can education systems find, connect and enable this 
invaluable and largely untapped resource, one that might raise quality 
levels across the system?

The role of educational leadership as a mobilising mechanism for 
building capacity is a fundamental and important consideration in resolv-
ing complex education challenges. Growing complexity in education 
ecosystems requires a strategic move to a devolved, action-based approach 
to leadership, supported with explicit and shared responsibilities and 
accountabilities. There is an opportunity to evolve, enable and empower 
education leadership knowledge and practices at the school level by 
mobilising people and technology. The intentional design of a coordi-
nated system-wide response to persistent challenges and wickedly 
entrenched issues is an important action for creating a more accessible 
and equitable Australian education system.

Complex problems cannot be solved with silver bullet solutions. The 
obstacles and stumbling blocks encountered in the evolving journey of 
education systems are rarely simply addressed. As mentioned, there is, 
however, an enormous amount of leadership expertise, knowledge and 
insight that sits within the education ecosystem, across multiple contexts, 
waiting to be connected and mobilised to create aligned responsive 
actions. This new and growing opportunity can develop mechanisms and 
structures to unleash, empower and align this asset of systems’ leadership 
capacity and then direct it to create the targeted actions needed to deliver 
new learning momentum and improvements. This essentially is 
profession- led education action, aligned and directed at the school level 
where the real work is delivered to create the conditions for learning. It 
could be argued that this is systems-based leadership for learning.
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It is a time-sensitive challenge to explore what different paradigms of 
school leadership might bring to the conversation and what actions might 
exist for creating new value in a complex system. What is more funda-
mental to these bigger questions confronting education systems globally, 
is to consider the subsidiary questions, namely what leadership approaches 
and styles are still relevant, and what needs to change to respond to these 
changing and evolving conditions. For many in education practice at the 
school level, it sometimes feels that they are building the plane and flying 
it at the same time, and so arises the issue of what is most important. 
Where should school leaders start? Some would certainly suggest that 
instructional leadership is critical, and for others, it is leading for learning 
that is more important. But perhaps, is it something completely different, 
such as hybrid blends of a number of approaches?

This chapter will focus on the enabling conditions for school leader-
ship practices that are relevant to emerging shifts in education systems. 
Perhaps it is how we build collaborative insights, informed by evidence of 
what works, to connect the expertise and knowledge that matters most. 
Networked collaborative leadership support creates these conditions and 
is a powerful emerging mechanism to create collective efficacy for the 
catalytic actions necessary for systems’ impact. Progress in education is 
no longer about exclusively adopting only one type of leadership 
approach, but the opportunity to create conditions for the marriage of 
specific actions and shared learning to create the perfect storm for learn-
ing impact.

In any given school or system context, we need to create the best learn-
ing opportunities for young people to progress successfully through 
learning at school. Of critical importance then, is how educational lead-
ers are best supported to build those contextually aligned and nuanced 
conditions to achieve success within the schools situated in the complex 
communities they lead. Put simply, how can education systems best sup-
port school leaders to connect their knowledge and expertise to deliver 
greater impact for learning? How can the actions of growing knowledge 
and expertise be best shared across systems to inform and support all 
leaders in ways that will build systems leadership capacity effectively and 
provide the momentum for new systems action?

 S. Cridge



351

 Networked Leadership for Learning

Education is a complex human interaction. Education and school leader-
ship on every level are both very human responsibilities. As our commu-
nity evolves, more sophisticated human interactions and ways of knowing, 
sharing and learning together, and the degree of complexity for the needs 
within the education ecosystem, also increase. The importance and neces-
sity of great leadership in this changing context is, broadly speaking, an 
uncontested premise.

Leadership can be an isolating responsibility in schools when there are 
limited mechanisms to connect with like-minded professionals grappling 
with similar challenges and decisions to be made. Education systems, 
traditionally, have been set up in transactional hierarchies where account-
abilities and responsibilities to deliver are clear, but in reality, the nature 
of the journey to deliver varies and is context specific. Professional leader-
ship in this climate does not come with an instructional handbook. 
School leaders are essentially the directors of their leadership and learning 
journey. It is not possible that one leader or even a small group of leaders 
in a school could have all the knowledge and experience they need to 
respond to rapidly changing learning contexts, challenges and opportuni-
ties. System support for leaders needs to become more efficient to be 
more effective.

The complexities of leading learning in school communities are chal-
lenging, but knowledge and expertise are pervasive across systems. The 
opportunity provided by the convening of collaborative networking for 
school leaders is that it connects them to the necessary knowledge, at 
their point of need, in both highly effective and efficient ways. It also has 
the potential to embed the practice in effective sustainable ways. 
Collaborative leadership networks provide a catalytic professional con-
nection where the resources of expertise, knowledge and learning are col-
lected and exchanged for the improvement of the collective. Access to 
additional and new knowledge is empowering; it can also be very affirm-
ing. The value of the collective wisdom of leaders working across contexts 
builds whole systems’ capacity and efficacy.
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Louise Stoll (2015) declared that collaboration is the name of the 
game, proposing that it is a smart and logical move for schools to pool 
their expertise to develop actions that best respond to need. In England, 
for example, schools at least are expected to work together to create what 
Stoll refers to as a ‘self-improving system’. School-to-school support and 
peer-to-peer learning are identified as important actions to raise stan-
dards and improve the quality of teaching and learning. Stoll also refers 
to the 2013 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s 
(OECD) Teaching and Learning International Study (TALIS) (OECD, 
2018a) that highlights the importance of professional collaborations, 
suggesting that the most successful countries and jurisdictions that have 
continued to improve consistently include opportunities for peers to 
work together.

In Australia, the Report of the Review to Achieve Educational 
Excellence in Australian Schools: Through Growth to Achievement, pro-
duced by a panel chaired by David Gonski on behalf of the Australian 
Government (Commonwealth of Australia, 2018), provides the view that 
school leadership support is a priority action. Review recommendation 
20 specifically refers to the importance of supporting school leaders and 
enabling them to share their expertise with one another. Sharing expertise 
and knowledge productively does not, however, happen without process, 
intention and purpose.

Networked inquiry developed by Judy Halbert and Linda Kaser is 
another example of how the expertise of a collaborative network can be 
captured and directed with rigour and intention. Halbert and Kaser 
(2016) see collaboration as a fundamental systems-transformation prac-
tice. Originating in British Columbia, Canada, their model, based on 
inquiry, develops collaborative practices with intention, by connecting 
the moral purpose of the work and the strong inquiry mindsets of school 
leaders with a powerful equity and quality agenda. This Spirals of Inquiry 
(Halbert & Kaser, 2016) methodology is a powerful tool that has been 
embraced by many of the Social Ventures Australia Connection schools 
to guide and provide structure to their learning in shared collaborative 
practices across the network.

The purposes of networked collaboration for schools are to produce 
better learning outcomes, to become more effective and efficient in their 
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work and to build the conditions for success collectively. The shift to a 
collaborative professional team practice in schools and classrooms has not 
emerged by accident but is driven by need and has a clear purpose. 
Humans work better together. Living in communities is an evolutionary 
fact that has provided a long history of benefits to the human race for 
thousands of years; collective efficacy is not a new phenomenon.

Collaborative professionalism is a notion described by both Hargreaves, 
et  al. and Fullan in their separate publications on Leading from the 
Middle (Fullan, 2015; Hargreaves, Shirley, Wangia, Bacon, & D’Angelo, 
2018). They describe the value of solving growing education complexities 
through collaborative professional relationships, such as those being 
exemplified in the high-performing Canadian education jurisdiction of 
Ontario. According to both Fullan and Hargreaves, the notion of ‘col-
laborative professionalism’ in education practice typically features effec-
tive feedback, and rigorous professional dialogue guided by processes and 
protocols.

The premise of collaborative professionalism described by Hargreaves 
et al. (2018) moves professional dialogue towards developing learning for 
meaning and purpose, in contrast to focusing on primarily narrow 
achievement goals. It also builds an embedded culture where educators 
are the professional experts and recognised as such. Professional judge-
ments, however, are built through collaborative inquiry. Leaders share 
collective responsibilities for both delivery and the outcomes that create 
the impact gains for the school in which they operate. This shift is not a 
‘hands-off’ approach from the government but a guiding and empower-
ment role for systems to play.

Middle leaders generating action together is identified as a core ele-
ment of the Ontario education strategy in the Leading from the Middle 
initiative (Fullan, 2015; Hargreaves et  al., 2018). Education system 
change occurs when school practices are impacted. In Ontario, Hargreaves 
and Fullan describe the opportunity for responsive new policy and lead-
ership in education as a devolved leadership model where hierarchy has 
less relevance and a self-improving system becomes the priority focus.

Accomplished and successful school leaders are resourceful, creative 
and strategic. It takes a rare leadership talent, however, to deal with the 
complexities of the contemporary leadership responsibilities in schools in 
isolation. Connecting the collective leadership talents across schools to 
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build systems’ efficacy provides improvement leverage points for educa-
tion systems in multiple dimensions of practice.

The value of collaborative action within systems cannot be underesti-
mated. If we think of ecosystems being the sum of community actions, 
and  the community actions as the sum of all actions collectively, then 
systems change is quite a random process. On the other hand, if we can 
activate collaborative leadership action within an ecosystem, the oppor-
tunity to cut through the complex multi-layers of community actions to 
support the spread of high-impact action more efficiently becomes pos-
sible. It cuts through the system’s ‘noise’ to reduce distractions. This con-
cept can be represented simply in Fig. 14.1.

Moving collaboratively in delivering action provides the opportunity 
to create intentional climates of shared motivation with a clear moral 
purpose to drive action. Collaborative action promotes a notion of shared 
appetite for collective efficacy and impact that can cut through complex-
ity to transform and improve systems.

Convening the ‘right people’ to build trust and culture cannot be 
underestimated as a necessary precondition for success where sharing and 
pooling knowledge and expertise is a necessary feature (Erlichman, 
Sawyer, & Spencer, 2018). Investment in due diligence to identify the 
right contributors is astute and critical.

Collaborative
Leadership

Action

Community 
Actions

Fig. 14.1 Collaborative action cuts through complexity
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Creating the conditions for successful collaboration also requires sig-
nificant cultural shifts in systems. In the not-for-profit social sector, col-
laborative networking has been emerging over the last decade as an 
opportunity to drive stronger outcomes. Jane Wei-Skillern and Nora 
Silver suggest that there are mindset shifts that are counterintuitive prin-
ciples for success in collaborative network design (Wei-Skillern & Silver, 
2013). These shifts are outlined as moving:

From To

Focus on growth Focus on mission
Focus on control Focus on trust
Focus on yourself Focus on others
Focus on garnering resources Focus on sharing resources
Focus on the particular—bright 

stars
Focus on the whole—building 

constellations

Wei-Skillern and Silver (2013)

As complexity in education grows, it provides the rationale for think-
ing differently and creatively. Participation rates and retention in both 
formal and informal Australian education systems continue to grow yet 
equity and achievement gaps remain stubbornly entrenched (OECD, 
2018b). Both the opportunities and the challenges continue to coexist 
despite significant financial and resource investment into Australian edu-
cation systems. There are clearly both big opportunities for improvement 
and competing challenges to be overcome.

The notion of increasing complexity provides a good place from where 
to develop to this important conversation, as it is fundamental to the 
challenges of delivering learning improvement and greater impact within 
systems of education. Core to the conversation are the following questions:

• What are the leadership actions that will develop new thinking and 
create deeper understanding?

• Where are the best opportunities for evolving school leadership 
practices?

• What is the potential for the new design of structural mechanisms to 
support and grow improved education and school leadership for 
greater impact?
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• Is it enough to think about developing school leaders’ capacity as indi-
viduals within schools or should we be moving towards building the 
capacity of Leading for Learning into systems’ leadership frames?

• And if so, what does that look like in practical terms for school leaders?
• Can systems be organised more effectively to support and develop 

great school leadership?

The logical place to start is where action for impact happens, at the 
school level, posing the question: what can we learn from successful 
school leaders? This question leads to the work of Social Ventures Australia 
and their attempts to build a network that will enable school leaders to 
do their job effectively and efficiently to deliver great learning.

 Social Ventures Australia

In 2013, Social Ventures Australia launched a consultative process to bet-
ter understand the education equity context in Australian schools. The 
process uncovered interesting practical insights with data collected from 
practising school leaders. A shared concern expressed by the school lead-
ers was that school leadership practices in Australia were generally discon-
nected. There were new initiatives being shared with school leaders but 
they were not always perceived as aligned to a real need. Practitioner 
school leaders reported feelings of professional isolation and were even 
constrained in their professional learning opportunities to learn from and 
with each other.

The schools consulted in 2013 rarely worked collaboratively and dem-
onstrated few consistently maintained and ongoing professional relation-
ships with other schools, other than those consistently described as 
superficially meeting the requirements of systems, such as local area 
meetings. Some professional learning and support were reported as being 
self-managed and identified, but it was often ad hoc and much of it was 
directed and dominated with high-level, broad system priorities. Much 
was identified as imposed or ‘top-down’ and therefore not always deeply 
contextually aligned to local needs. There appeared to be little filtering or 
even consistency of knowledge and expertise sharing applied, particularly 
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within and across disadvantaged school contexts. Checking in with col-
leagues across schools with the explicit intention and for the purpose of 
sharing learning and expertise exchange was randomly organised. There 
was no evidence reported of practitioner ongoing collaboration across 
Australian states.

There was also little differentiation of professional learning strategies 
identified by schools, given the range of contexts and the different and 
similar challenges identified. Many school leaders reported feelings of 
isolation, stress, challenge, frustration and concern which was exacer-
bated with the added complexities of those schools located in disadvan-
taged and challenged communities. The perception was that they worked 
in isolation despite being part of a bigger system of practice.

High-impact education practices, expertise and knowledge did exist 
but sat within these isolated pockets within education systems. Quality 
school leadership was identified as a driver for both developing and deliv-
ering the impact observed in the schools that were identified as doing 
well. The problem seemed to be that this important leadership knowl-
edge and expertise was only shared with other schools and across systems 
by chance and not necessarily by design. Understanding this dynamic 
provided both a new opportunity and a new challenge to consider.

The commitment from SVA was to create the actions and mechanisms 
needed to connect and unleash the expertise and knowledge of powerful 
educational leadership for growing learning impact so that it could 
become pervasive practice. School leadership was identified as an 
untapped leverage point for improving learning, particularly in chal-
lenged school communities. School leaders can either enable great teach-
ing and learning, or disable it, through decisions made on the basis of 
their knowledge and expertise in any given context. This is a huge respon-
sibility. If high-quality teaching and learning is the non-negotiable of a 
high-performing system, then building school leadership capacity is a 
critical opportunity to explore opportunities for greater system- 
level impact.

Successful school leaders hold considerable expertise and knowledge 
about how to create the conditions to impact student learning and 
improve outcomes. The schools led by successful leaders are the hotspots 
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of leadership knowledge and expertise and are significant assets to educa-
tion systems. New questions emerged:

• Could this expertise be connected and mobilised to build 
greater capacity?

• What are the mechanisms that are necessary for school leaders to col-
laboratively share their experiences efficiently and effectively, to both 
build and bolster school leadership capacity within and across systems 
collectively?

Through these questions, a new premise also emerged, that of collec-
tive expertise generated by a collaborative network design for school lead-
ers, which has the potential to become a catalytic influence as a model for 
systems change. Collaborative leadership network designs have the 
potential to embed and sustain actions for increased systems capacity 
development, through building the high-impact practices across more 
schools within the system.

 Building a Collaborative Leadership Design 
Network in Practice: The Bright Spots Schools 
Connection

 What Is a Collaborative Network?

For purposes of this discussion, a collaborative leadership network is a 
community alliance defined by the following design attributes:

• A shared common moral purpose;
• An aligned commitment to action;
• Voluntary inclusive participation with a flat hierarchy of shared 

leadership;
• A willingness to share and exchange expertise;
• Collective and mutual responsibility and accountability for shared 

success and impact; and
• Respectful relationships in a culture of trust and goodwill.
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It is not a Community of Practice or a Professional Learning 
Community in the traditional sense, but these complementary structures 
may flourish within a Collaborative Leadership Design Network (in 
future called a CLDN), by creating the targeted response to a particular 
focus area as may be identified within the collaborative network.

The Bright Spots Schools Connection (in future called The Connection) 
is a model of a ‘for purpose and convened, collaborative network com-
munity’. The Connection is an initiative created by Social Ventures 
Australia (SVA) that supports exceptional school leaders in disadvantaged 
schools to connect and improve the learning outcomes of students 
collectively.

The Connection is a tiered collaborative leadership network of 50 
Australian selected schools representing three Australian states and 
approximately 2900 educators in a community of 30,000 student learn-
ers in 2018 and approximately 50,000 student learners across 5 years 
(Social Ventures Australia, 2018). Each school serves a community with 
a socio-demographic rating either on, or below, the average Australian 
Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) scale of 
1000 (Australian Assessment and Curriculum Reporting Authority, 
2011). There are four key objectives of the CLDN of The Connection. 
They are as follows:

• Identify successful practices in schools serving disadvantaged 
communities;

• Build the capacity and mobilise the knowledge and expertise of school 
leaders through modelling, coaching and exchanges of knowledge and 
understanding;

• Spread evidence-informed practices through exposure to new thinking 
and developments in new practices to improve student learning; and

• Influence the education landscape, building the system capacity to 
deliver impact for disadvantaged communities where it might be 
needed most.
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The overarching goal of The Connection is to improve the student 
learning outcomes of participating schools. It aims to do this by bringing 
the schools together and sharing new educational ideas and evidence, so 
that the schools will apply new effective practices, build effective partner-
ships and increase their capacity to implement school improvement, 
thereby improving the school’s teaching and learning environment.

The Connection initiative is built around a Programme Logic frame-
work (see Fig. 14.2). It is a strengths-based design and starts with identi-
fying a combination of both successful mature and emerging schools 
demonstrating actions placing them on the improvement journey con-
tinuum. It then connects the leaders of these schools through convening 
and tiered networking activities which are designed to build and connect 
the knowledge and expertise of each group of school leaders. The model 
promotes a distributed leadership approach by engaging a minimum of 
three or more school leaders from each school in these tiered interaction 
opportunities. The goal of the activities and interactions is to create an 
exchange and inform an evidence base of what practices and action con-
tribute to achieving maximum impacts for education success.

The next two figures demonstrate the models for action, with Fig. 14.3 
providing an overview of how collaboration is leveraged to support action.

Figure 14.4 identifies the core features of the Collaborative Leadership 
Network Design.

The school leadership teams are invited to participate in the network 
voluntarily after a rigorous screening and a due diligence process that 
informs the selection of participants. School leadership teams make an 
investment to participate based on the role that they play in the group. 
The investment cost is offset by contributions from both the sponsoring 
state education systems and philanthropy. The state-based systems share 
responsibility for the selection of the school leadership teams that are 
invited to participate. State systems leverage the opportunity to develop 
the capacity of targeted school leaders in schools as systems influencers. 
The actions of the supported school leaders also build the momentum for 
developing learning improvement from within the system itself, essen-
tially embedding actions to grow ‘self-improving’ systems.

In addition to the convened interactions, each school develops a 
Project Action Plan (PAP) which identifies a strategic improvement 
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Collaborative 
Leadership 

Network 
Design

Shared collective:
responsibility,

expertise &
knowledge

Empowerment:
building 

confidence to 
act

Enabling:
move to 
action 

effectively

Catalytic:
move to 

implementation 
efficiently 

Evaluative:
Reflection, 
feedback & 

consultation for 
refinement

Fig. 14.3 Leveraging the cycle of collaboration for action

1. Profession led connecting systems expertise
& knowledge in a climate of trust &

accountability

2. Prioritises embedded & sustainable
practice to build systems impact &

efficiencies

3. Differentiated & responsive  professional
support directed to contextual need of

schools

4. Inquiry based & evidence informed to build
rigour & quality

Collaborative Leadership
Network Design

Fig. 14.4 Core features of CLDN

action of focus and priority for their engagement in the Connection 
 network. The PAP is designed for a 3–5-year interaction and is in every 
case an embedded part of the school’s strategic plan. The Connection 
school PAPs are context specific to each school, although there are shared 
identified themes across the cohort. Each plan is rigorously built around a  
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Programme Logic frame with monitoring and evaluation of progress with 
actions, outcomes and identified success measures. The shared processes 
of developing and implementing PAPs provide an important language 
and focus for the network interactions and underpin the many cultural 
elements of the networked collaborations which build the important 
underpinning relationships. The PAPs also provide both a mechanism 
and a purpose for the currencies of professional knowledge and expertise 
to be traded and shared around and within the collaborative network.

Table 14.1 Summary of SVA connection activities

SVA connection collaborative network convened activities & interactions

Thought Leadership Gatherings
Two-day national gatherings of the network cohort of leaders (up to three 

leaders from each school) held four times a year for all Connection schools. 
They are designed to challenge and to enable reflection and exploration of 
both existing and new practices.

Hub days
Collaboratively designed professional learning and exchange sessions held four 

times a year for each state group cohort of school leaders (up to three leaders 
from each school) as well as a target STEM specialist group of schools. The 
hub days are smaller state-based groups and are tailored to local and group 
priorities.

School visits
Coordinated, full-day school visits hosted by a Connection school leadership 

team. These take place on the day after Thought Leadership Gatherings four 
times a year. School visits are designed to observe schools in practice and 
provide feedback and opportunity for shared learning for leadership teams.

Direct support from SVA Convenor
Visits to schools by the SVA Convenor to provide tailored professional support 

on request for Project Action Plans. Engagement support visits are provided 
at a minimum of two to four times a year for each network school or cluster. 
These visits are conducted to provide tailored support to the school 
leadership team in the implementation of Project Action Plans.

Connection international explorations
International investigations of education practices in other countries 

conducted annually since 2017. International experiences are provided for 
school leaders to build insights, expertise and expand networks of influence.

Additional activities by design and request
These are activities that are delivered and aligned to emerging opportunities 

or new activities supported upon request. They might include hosting a 
visiting education expert, supporting a Teach Meet professional convening or 
developing a twilight professional learning opportunity.
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The activities provided to engage the school leaders in professional 
interactions are presented within a tiered approach starting at the school 
level graduating up to the national aligned focus areas (see Table 14.1). 
They are mostly co-designed and aligned to identify the needs of the col-
laborative network. All activities delivered are evaluated against engage-
ment levels and feedback is collected from participants to then inform 
the design of new activities and to gauge the quality of the experiences 
and interactions. Every convened activity provided is optional and invi-
tational which honours the professional expertise and judgements that 
each school leader brings to the collaboration relationship. It also pro-
vides differentiation of the experience which is necessary to ensure the 
engagement in activities efficiently respond more appropriately to the 
many diverse contextual nuanced needs across the collaborative net-
worked group. The collaborative school leadership network is a hotspot 
of creative and rigorous professional practice.

The activities are delivered across three states (Victoria, South Australia 
and New South Wales) in both school-based and alternative capital city 
locations within Australia. The Connection collaborative leadership net-
work has engaged a growing number of ‘experts’ from within and outside 
education circles who have contributed to the learning of the participat-
ing school leaders. Many have remained critical friends of the collabora-
tive networked group, providing access to additional support and social 
capital for the school leaders. The school leaders indicate that the net-
worked relationships have offered significant value to their engagement 
with The Connection community and with each other. The group of 
critical friends include academic experts, industry experts, philanthropic 
partners and education system leaders at all levels, creating access to a 
broader resource of expertise for the school leaders to draw from to 
inform their leadership actions and decisions.

 Measuring The Connection Impact

The emerging impact of The Connection design to date is described in 
two parts but is not fully complete or exhaustive. The evaluation of this 
work is current and ongoing.
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The first section describes, in summary, the impact of eight Powerhouse 
schools after 4 years’ participation in The Connection collaborative net-
work design. The second section describes, in summary, the impact of the 
participation of The Connection Hub schools in two groups after 1 year 
in The Connection collaborative network design. The two evaluations 
referred to include (a) the 2016 Pilot Evaluation of 18 schools participat-
ing for 1 year from three Australian states, Victoria, South Australia and 
New South Wales; and (b) the first year Progress Report 2017 of a 3-year 
evaluation for an expanded Hub group representing 24 schools from the 
school cohort including representation from all three states, and also 
including the Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 
(STEM)-focused group of Hub schools added in 2017. These evaluations 
were completed by Social Ventures Australia Consulting, a group inde-
pendent of the Social Ventures Australia Education team.

 Powerhouse Schools Impact Study

 Background

In 2014, SVA commenced The Connection with the selection of eight 
Powerhouse schools. These Powerhouse schools were identified from a 
referred list of 84 schools as being schools that had demonstrated significant 
impact in the development of student learning outcomes. This Powerhouse 
school cohort of leaders initiated the work of the CLDN of The Connection. 
The following summary has been adapted from the final evaluation report 
produced by the Australian Council Education Research (ACER) (2018).

The focus of the evaluation was to test The Connection’s Theory of Change with 
an emphasis on understanding what competencies and capabilities are required 
of Powerhouse school leaders to be successful. The three areas of interest were as 
follows:

• To identify what might be some of the ‘unique’ or ‘special’ competencies and 
capabilities of effective school leaders;

• To see if, through participating in The Connection collaborative design, such 
school leaders would further develop their leadership competencies and capa-
bilities; and
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• To see whether these competencies and capabilities are capable of being 
imparted to other school leaders.

Methodologies used to collect data points informing the evaluation included 
three online surveys, three face-to-face interviews with school leaders at each 
school site, including leaders at all school levels, classroom teachers and two 
representative case study narratives.

What was the impact after 4 years of collaborative networked leadership 
support?

The ACER evaluation was able to confirm that each of the eight Powerhouse 
school principal leaders demonstrated the following eight competencies and 
capabilities:

• An unwavering belief that all students deserve the right to quality educa-
tional outcomes, and that all students can, and will, succeed;

• A deep, and continually developing, knowledge and understanding of the 
curriculum (including research, developments in pedagogy, assessment and 
student wellbeing);

• Personal qualities, social and interpersonal skills to lead and mediate change 
(including evidence of optimism; enthusiasm; confidence; perseverance; 
resilience; open-mindedness; willingness to learn; personal reflection);

• An ability to take responsibility for developing a culture of effective teaching 
and learning;

• An ability to build trust and collegiality with teachers and community;
• An ability to work with others to produce and implement evidence-informed 

improvement plans;
• An ability to develop their own professional learning and skills and to 

encourage their staff to develop their professional learning and skills; and
• An ability to engage and work with the wider community to build 

partnerships.

The evaluation also found that participation in The Connection collabora-
tive network design allowed the eight Powerhouse school principal leaders to 
develop and refine their leadership competencies and capabilities as outlined.

The Powerhouse school leaders demonstrated agility, creativity and 
integrity in their leadership. The learning journeys were shared in case 
study formats and provided a small snapshot of the experience of leading 
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in complex educational contexts. The narratives suggest no one clear 
strategy for action but a blended approach designed with an intentional 
purpose in response to the identified needs. The specific case study details 
of the activities of Powerhouse schools and their impact on student learn-
ing can be found in the report (ACER, 2018).

 The Impact of the Connection Collaborative Network 
for Powerhouse Schools

The impact of The Connection on Powerhouse schools was assessed as 
‘significant’, ‘positive’, ‘major’, ‘pivotal’ (Australian Council of Education 
Research, 2018). Powerhouse school principals believe that the impact of 
The Connection on their schools’ work is considerable, transforming and 
long-term. The schools involved in The Connection expressed that they 
were privileged to be part of an important initiative. School leaders agreed 
that The Connection provided the impetus—‘the catalyst’—for changes 
their schools needed. The Connection affects, in a positive way, the over-
all teaching and learning environment in their schools. Principals reported 
changes they observed in staff who participate in the school’s Bright Spots 
project. They witnessed ‘increased teachers’ capacity and understanding’. 
Participation in The Connection led principals, school leaders and teach-
ers to change their thinking and behaviour; this is perhaps the strongest 
indication that the impact of The Connection was indeed significant and 
that The Connection on Powerhouse schools was likely to be long-term.

The Connection’s model of supporting schools to design and under-
take a project of significance in their school provides a valuable model to 
promote long-term systemic change. The Bright Spots Schools 
Connection Powerhouse schools project was assessed as being an impor-
tant initiative.

The Connection was given a strong endorsement by the Powerhouse 
school leaders stating that they would encourage other schools to partici-
pate in similar initiatives in the future. The Powerhouse school principal 
leaders value the networks that they have made with other schools, and 
do not underestimate what they have learned, and continue to learn, 
from the collaborative networked experience. One Powerhouse school 
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leader stated, ‘The Connection is having a huge impact. We would not be 
where we are now without it’ (ACER, 2018).

 Connection Hub Schools Evaluation

Pilot Evaluation 2016 of the Star Hubs Initiative: Connection 
Collaborative Network Model.

In 2015 and 2016, The Connection collaborative network was expanded 
with an additional 18 schools to test the design and gauge the outcomes of 
hub-based professional collaboration within the network. Each of the 
additional schools was selected based on an analysis of National Assessment 
of Progress in Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) trend data (Australian 
Curriculum Reporting Authority, 2016), the socio-economic demo-
graphic rating of the school—ICSEA (Australian Assessment and 
Curriculum Reporting Authority, 2011), and responses and performance 
characteristics compared to the National School Improvement Tool 
(Masters, 2012). These schools all demonstrated promise to become 
emerging Powerhouse influencers in their respective state systems.

The group of 18 schools included 13 primary schools and 5 secondary 
schools from three Australian states: Victoria, South Australia and New 
South Wales. The evaluation was conducted (Social Ventures Consulting, 
2016) to investigate the potential to scale up the work of the Connection 
to increase impact and value. The methodology included a mix of aligned 
surveys and interviews with school leaders and teachers, asking them to 
reflect on the changes at their school that occurred as a result of their 
participation over the 12 months.

Table 14.2 summarises the outcome responses reported by schools in 
the pilot evaluation report. Case studies of the actions taken by specific 
schools, and the impact of those actions, can be found in the report 
(Social Ventures Consulting, 2016).

For the respondents surveyed, 76% of schools agreed or strongly 
agreed that Star Hubs played a catalytic role in driving changes at the 
school and 71% reported that it has already impacted the overall teaching 
and learning environment across the school in the first year of 
participation.
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Table 14.2 Summary of pilot Hub school participation 2015–2016, after 1 year of 
participation

Outcome Changes reported by schools

Overall value of the hub 
as reported by 
participating schools

76% agreed Star Hubs has played a catalytic role in 
driving change in my school

71% agreed Star Hubs has impacted the overall 
teaching and learning environment across my 
school

94% agreed in order to sustain the changes 
supported through Star Hubs my school needs to 
stay engaged in the initiative

Increased knowledge 
and connections

96% agreed I have acquired new knowledge that is 
relevant to my role in the school

93% agreed I have increased connections with 
like-minded leaders

85% agreed my thinking and underlying beliefs 
have been positively challenged and changed

Collaboration between 
schools

100% agreed my school feels like a part of a 
collegiate network with other Star Hub 
participants

100% agreed my school is willing and able to work 
in partnership with others

100% agreed my school has identified opportunities 
for mutually beneficial working relationships with 
other schools

Schools reporting new 
practices

94% agreed we have developed a plan for change 
(in one or multiple areas) informed by evidence of 
great practice

94% agreed we have implemented new practices
Improvements in the 

learning environment 
reported by schools

82% agreed as a result of the new practices my 
school has experienced positive changes in the 
teaching and learning environment

65% agreed as a result of the new practices 
students in my school have experienced improved 
learning outcomes

Schools opinion of likely 
outcomes without 
participation

35% agreed without participating in Star Hubs, my 
school would still have developed partnerships 
with other schools

88% agreed without participating in Star Hubs my 
school would still have implemented new practices

24% agreed without participating in Star Hubs my 
school would have experienced comparable 
improvements in learning outcomes
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 Connection Hub Schools Progress Report 2017

Building on the favourable indications from the pilot evaluation, The 
Connection hub school design was expanded further in 2017. An addi-
tional 15 schools were added to create a specialist STEM Learning Hub 
with support from a corporate philanthropic partner, Samsung Australia. 
The Star Hub group of schools was also expanded from 18 to 27 schools 
located across Victoria, New South Wales and South Australia. The Hub 
schools represented, in total 42 schools, each entering into a 3-year com-
mitment supported by respective state education systems, commencing 
in the school year 2017. This brought the total group of participating 
schools to 50, inclusive of the eight original Powerhouse schools.

The first year of progress was evaluated by Social Ventures Australia 
Consulting (Social Ventures Australia Consulting, 2017). An overview of 
participating schools’ feedback regarding the changes that occurred at 
their school in their first year, in line with target outcomes, as a result of 
participating in The Connection hub is included in this summary snap-
shot. The methodology included collecting survey responses to an end- 
of- year survey of school leaders and teachers, school self-assessments 
against the Project Action Plans implemented in their schools and inter-
views with selected school leaders. The target outcomes, both short-term 
and longer-term, are outlined in Fig. 14.5.

Schools’ feedback throughout the year was analysed, together with the 
end-of-year survey and interviews. There were a number of common 
themes that participating schools reported:

• The Connection provides schools with a unique and valued opportunity 
to be part of a national network and with other schools on a similar jour-
ney. Schools valued highly the opportunity to discuss educational ideas 
and thinking with other school leaders. The Connection also provided 
a valued opportunity to engage in broader networks with people out-
side of education, thus providing new perspectives.

• Participation in The Connection helped accelerate the work that 
schools were doing to pursue partnerships and introduce new prac-
tices. Schools acknowledged that they take part in a number of net-
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working and professional development opportunities outside of The 
Connection, and that it is difficult to credit school improvements spe-
cifically to Star Hubs. However, school comments affirm that partici-
pation in The Connection played a key role in driving those changes.

• Several schools commented that The Connection provided a ‘one- 
touch’ point for planning and tracking school goals and change. It 
helped schools to articulate the focus of their work and ‘set the path’ 
towards school improvement.

• In terms of the most evident school improvement changes, schools 
highlighted that being part of The Connection has strengthened lead-
ership capacity across the school and promoted growth and confidence 
across teachers.

The data related to the short-term outcomes identified in Fig. 14.5 is 
summarised in Table 14.3.

 The Impact of the Opportunity to Collaborate 
in Education

The SVA Connection initiative has been an opportunity to walk along-
side both accomplished and aspiring school leaders as they deliver critical 
work in schools. The 5-year journey since 2014 has provided many valu-
able insights into real-world practice of school leaders who are making a 
difference in challenging contexts. It is clear from the interactions with 
The Connection schools that every education context that sits within a 
school community is nuanced with, and directed by, its own set of chal-
lenges. At the same time, there are overarching themes for the challenges 
identified across the cohort of schools. While evidence is still emerging 
through ongoing evaluations, it appears that there is a clear trend that 
collaboration across schools brings value to the school leadership role 
both within individual schools, but also system-wide.

In the instance of the 50 Connection schools, the challenges that the 
school leaders have identified are not definitively the same, but they are 
aligned. The opportunities to become connected with the other leaders 
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Table 14.3 Outcomes analysis after 1 year of a 3-year planned engagement

Outcome Changes reported by schools

Schools filter, apply and 
evaluate new practices

92% of schools have developed a plan for 
change informed by evidence on great practice

88% have implemented new practice(s)
Schools collaborate with 

each other
88% of leaders and teachers have increased 

connections with like-minded leaders
75% of schools have identified opportunities for 

mutually beneficial working relationships with 
other schools

School leaders and teachers 
increase their capacity to 
implement school 
improvement

91% of schools met/exceeded their expectations 
of progress in improved school leadership (as 
set in their Project Action Plans)

83% of schools met/exceeded their expectations 
in increasing teacher skills or capacity (as set in 
their Project Action Plans)

61% of leaders and teachers have changed how 
they use colleagues within their own school

More effective school 
practices

71% of STEM schools said that technology has 
been an enabler of STEM practice

Improved teaching and 
learning environment

81% of schools have experienced positive 
changes in the teaching and learning 
environment

83% of schools met/exceeded their expectations 
in increasing student engagement (as set in 
their Project Action Plans)

Improved student outcomes 54% of schools report that students have 
experienced improved learning outcomes in 
the first year

Increased student aspiration 
in STEM

71% of STEM schools have observed change in 
their students’ interest and inspiration to 
pursue STEM

Scaling and diffusion of 
effective practice for 
low-SES schools across the 
system

86% of STEM schools share practices adopted 
through the STEM Learning Hub with schools 
in our broader networks

who are committed to the similar core goals creates the shared insights to 
solve for challenges together and is therefore highly valued. School lead-
ers in The Connection have reported consistently that they value being 
connected. The schools they are leading are learning together with others 
outside of their own context and they are implementing new and refined 
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practices that they believe are having an impact on student learning. The 
overall benefit of the collaboration has been the catalytic impact on driv-
ing new action both in schools and across systems. A significant majority 
of the participating schools, across all cohorts, report that participation 
has developed new actions that are progressing their work collectively 
much faster than they ever anticipated.

The value of collaborative networks, however, extends beyond just 
developing and sharing new practices. Mechanisms for strategic network-
ing for collaboration in learning also promote sharing of expertise and 
critical thinking and problem solving which are enabling; efficiently con-
necting and creating leverage for assets and knowledge across systems.

The interactions in a trusted collegiate network can also be affirming 
and are a confidence booster to the leadership team of a school, identi-
fying if they are on the right track towards building the conditions for 
learning impact. The network is a place to rely on to check perceptions, 
refine assumptions and seek feedback on strategy actions with like- 
minded colleagues who share an investment in the value of the success 
of the collective. There is no room for egos in the culture of profes-
sional trust that has developed, as every participant has value to add, an 
insight to share or a question to explore. There is no power dynamic or 
hierarchy as the network is an inclusive culture with shared values 
across the group.

The CLDN has emerged as a supportive, creative and rigorous learn-
ing culture where participants keep each other accountable yet are also 
comfortable enough to expose vulnerabilities in the shared quest to 
improve together. The silos created by school competition are broken 
down by the intention to become successful together. Within the 
CLDN, similar principles to those of the Ontario context described 
above by Hargreaves and Fullan have been applied to Australian school 
leaders. School leaders are powerful influencers as they translate policy 
priorities into teaching and learning practices. School leaders (also the 
middle players) are a critical leverage point for enacting responsive pro-
fessional action. When school leaders demonstrate shared responsibil-
ity, trust, humility, intention and professional initiative together, they 
are also more confident to act. When they are collaboratively engaged 
in the decision- making processes to developing the intention to act, 
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they have an opportunity to be evidence-informed and to benefit from 
a bigger pool of collegiate expertise. When these school leadership 
teams are then placed in a position of influence within systems, their 
action and the learning contribute to important systems leadership 
modelling responsibilities. In systems design, the school leaders become 
the nodes of knowledge and expertise to be leveraged so that great prac-
tice has then the opportunity to become pervasive practice. Leading for 
learning becomes collaborative, inclusive and influential to create sys-
tems change.

 Conclusion

Where does this leave the concepts of leadership discussed in this book? 
instructional leadership and leading for learning are both dimensions of 
this evolving culture of practice but cannot be solutions in isolation. The 
Connection schools have demonstrated that evolving school leadership 
practice is dynamic, multi-dimensional, responsive, creative and certainly 
professional. The most successful leaders create actions that are fit for 
context, responsive to need and driven by a quest for excellence with 
shared priority support of the collective. Successful school leaders are the 
emerging system leaders for learning improvement: Australian education 
excellence is a shared priority.

The CLDN is built around the shared insight that the complexity of 
the challenge requires creative expertise that is pooled, curated, rigorously 
challenged and informed by evidence of what works and how. It is a lead-
ership that can be both instructional and is clearly focused on learning, 
but at the same time, it is learning for all participants.

Collaborative networking design builds an open inclusive exchange 
and enrichment of learning and sharing of leadership expertise. The 
act of collaborating creates collective responsibility so that new learn-
ing and shared efficacy work catalytically to translate practice into 
learning impact in real schools located in real communities. It is a 
practice-based response which has a purpose and real intent to make a 
difference. The Connection schools’ preliminary data suggest that 
school leaders, when connected with a shared purpose, analyse, adopt, 
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adapt and enact new practice as they learn both with and from each 
other. The evaluation data collected also suggest that the participating 
Connection schools value the collegiate trust and the opportunity to 
build and explore evidence-informed practices together because it 
meets their professional needs to grow, which also supports them to 
lead more effectively.

Expressed within the experiences of the Australian Bright Spots Schools 
Connection, linking 50 schools in a CLDN over 5 years, the messages 
from school leaders are clear:

• Collective and shared practice is catalytic;
• Consultative practices are empowering, affirming and challenging;
• Empowerment is enabling;
• Collaborative practice shares the responsibility and accountabilities to 

grow impact; and
• Collaborative Network Leadership design taps into a diversity of ideas, 

knowledge and expertise, assets within systems to build better learning 
outcomes for all participants.

It is the opportunity of positioning and aligning quality-driven leader-
ship expertise to the nuanced challenges of learning communities that 
will deliver renewed momentum in education practice.

Knowledge is pervasive in all learning communities. Cultivated exper-
tise in collaborative learning networks can unleash its potential and direct 
it more broadly so that it can make a difference where it will be of most 
value. Successful school leaders can then move beyond adopting just one 
approach to deliver leadership actions, to practices that are about adapt-
ing and blending to create hybrid leadership practices and actions that are 
tailored and responsive to need more efficiently and effectively. Leaders’ 
expertise can both grow and be cultivated to build highly effective learn-
ing communities across systems.

School leaders do have reason to take a seat at the table for system lead-
ers and there is an important purpose for why they should be there. After 
all, individually we can make a difference but together we can and will 
have much more impact.
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15
Leading Place-Based Interventions 

to Improve Outcomes in Low Socio- 
economic Settings

Christopher Chapman, Alison Drever, 
Maureen McBride, Craig Orr, and Sarah Weakley

 Introduction

In their book The Spirit Level, Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) argue that 
more equal societies are more successful societies. However, despite this 
analysis and a significant body of supporting evidence combined with 
high levels of investment in tackling poverty and inequalities, the rela-
tionship between poverty, inequalities and poor educational, economic 
and health outcomes remain as steadfast as ever.

Poverty in Scotland is highest amongst families with children. One in 
four of Scotland’s children are officially recognised as living in poverty 
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(Scottish Government, 2018), with the Institute for Fiscal Studies 
 forecasting an increase of more than 50% in the proportion of children 
living in poverty in the UK by 2020/2021 (Browne & Hood, 2016). 
There is also widespread recognition among researchers and practitioners 
that children from low-income households do significantly worse at 
school than their more affluent peers (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 
2014). These sets of interrelated and compounding issues result in indi-
vidual services that struggle to adequately tackle the range of issues 
around inequality and disadvantage that negatively impacts children and 
young people. By taking an ecosystem perspective (Grossman, Lombard, 
& Fisher, 2014), working collaboratively with other services, some organ-
isations hope to develop an adaptive shared system of service delivery 
more suited to tackling such complex issues. The Scottish Government is 
committed to developing collaborative leadership to realise integrated 
collaborative working across services to serve community, city and 
national level requirements (Christie Commission, 2011). However, 
despite this laudable aspiration, the realities of achieving this in practice 
remain challenging.

Place-based approaches are one response to the situation set out above. 
Over the last two decades (and the last decade in particular in the UK), 
these approaches to educational change have gained in both prominence 
and popularity. Increasingly, governments across the Western world 
appear to be recognising the multiple factors within and beyond the 
school system that impact children and young people and the complex 
problems that face children in an unequal society call for collaborative 
solutions (Whitehurst & Croft, 2015). Our approach draws on some 
ideas, concepts and lessons from other place-based models such as the 
Harlem Children’s Zone (2018), Strive Partnership (2016) and explicit 
models based on capabilities in Northern Ireland (Greater Shankill 
Children and Young People Zone, 2018; Hall, 1995) and Wales (Welsh 
Government, 2017) to develop an approach that will achieve its aims and 
ambitions in a complex Scottish context.

As with place-based approaches in general, and in particular, those 
which follow a collective impact approach, the impacts on the ‘big’ aims 
are realised in the long term, and therefore, results on some of these 
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initiatives, particularly in the UK, are only just emerging. However, 
existing research on more established initiatives continues to assert that 
the problems of poverty and disadvantage, and the problems associated 
with poverty and disadvantage, have the potential to be addressed by 
establishing collaborative, holistic and ambitious initiatives within the 
places where children and young people grow up. This requires long-
term commitment and investment of resources rather than short-term, 
politically driven funding cycles.

In an attempt to move beyond the challenges outlined above, we have 
developed Children’s Neighbourhoods Scotland (CNS). The CNS model 
uses the principles of collective impact to add value and synergy to the 
application of services at the neighbourhood level (Hanleybrown, Kania, 
& Kramer, 2012; Kania & Kramer, 2011). CNS is a place-based approach 
(cf. Bynner, 2016) underpinned by capabilities theory (cf. Brunner & 
Watson, 2015; Sen, 2009) to improve outcomes for children and young 
people in neighbourhoods with high levels of poverty. CNS uses design- 
based research to create interactive cycles of developmental and research 
activity to create a context-specific, evidence-based activity to improve 
conditions, and outcomes within the neighbourhood.

In this chapter, we offer a practical example of leadership for learning 
as an extended practice beyond a school setting. We provide an overview 
of the context and background of CNS and highlight some of the issues 
associated with initiating, and leading, a collective impact approach. 
Finally, in conclusion, we reflect on some of the early lessons pertaining 
to leadership in this complex high-octane setting and offer the public 
service reticulist as a potential form of leadership for learning within the 
context of place-based approaches.

 Context and Background

The University of Glasgow and the Glasgow Centre for Population 
Health (GCPH) have drawn on the learning from place-based approaches 
in the UK (cf. Batty et al., 2018; Dyson, Kerr, Raffo, & Wigelsworth, 
2012; Greater Shankill Children and Young People Zone, 2018; Welsh 
Government, 2017) and beyond (cf. United States Department of 
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Education, 2018) to establish Children’s Neighbourhoods Scotland 
(CNS). Currently, this programme works with partners and local people 
in Bridgeton and Dalmarnock in the East End of Glasgow to improve 
services, resources, opportunities and chances for the children and young 
people who live there. CNS aims to build on the good work and invest-
ment already happening locally and to place a greater focus on making 
sure efforts across a range of services and support systems are collabora-
tive, coordinated and better delivered for children and families in the 
communities in which they live. To achieve this aim, CNS, serving as the 
backbone organisation, chose to follow the model of collective impact 
within this large neighbourhood project (Kania & Kramer, 2011).

Bridgeton and Dalmarnock, two adjacent neighbourhoods in the East 
End of Glasgow, historically have some of the highest levels of socio- 
economic disadvantage in the city; where 50% of children live in poverty, 
over half of the households with dependent children are single-parent 
households, there is a higher proportion of community members claim-
ing means-tested unemployment and/or disability benefits, and the life 
expectancy for both women and men is lower than the city average 
(Glasgow Indicators Project, 2012).

The last decade has brought significant changes to the neighbourhood’s 
landscape, primarily due to developments related to Glasgow as the host 
city of the 2014 Commonwealth Games as well as additional local gov-
ernment resources committed to the area in two separate initiatives. The 
2014 Commonwealth Games Athletes’ Village was reconfigured after the 
event as a combination of social and private housing serving 700 families 
and growing the population, particularly in the primary school. The 
neighbourhood is also the site of local government regeneration activi-
ties, which focus on both economic regeneration and children and young 
people’s services, with a community hub based in the primary school. In 
the coming years, the neighbourhood anticipates more growth, with 
more housing planned as well as a primary and nursery school. 
Importantly, the neighbourhood is an area with established local services, 
third sector organisations and schools. As well as local partners, there are 
many other statutory partners in the area such as health visiting, social 
work, community safety and private sector organisations (Clunie & 
Leman, 2017). Together, these organisations as well as national partners 
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serve as the network of partners that CNS works with in a collective 
impact approach to educational and community improvement.

The concept of CNS was developed during 2016–2017, with the first 
phase of the project (initiation phase) occurring in 2017. An inaugural 
meeting of local and national stakeholders and potential partners took 
place in December 2016 and began planning for a long lead in to work-
ing with this complex and over-intervened community, who have experi-
enced decades of investment and project overload. This has included a 
number of ‘false dawns’, unfulfilled promises and a churn of outsiders 
offering another silver bullet. We were very clear that CNS was not 
another intervention, but rather, a new way of thinking about how to 
tackle issues by building on existing assets within the area. The key role of 
CNS is brokering and facilitating collaboration that could lead to new 
ways of thinking and working arrangements within the neighbourhood. 
The following year focused on building relationships with key stakehold-
ers and securing resources to appoint key personnel.

By August 2017, support from the Local Education Authority had 
been secured to backfill the headteacher position of a local primary school 
as a local coordinator, funding was secured through an Economic and 
Social Research Council Impact Acceleration Account for a knowledge 
exchange and impact fellow (KEIF), and funding from business and phi-
lanthropy supported the appointment of two research and evaluation 
associates (1.5 FTE). The University and GCPH also provided senior 
academic support and operational leadership on a pro bono basis to 
pump-prime developments.

The project was formally launched in February 2018 (implementation 
phase). Initial activity included the preparation of evidence reviews on 
capabilities and place-based approaches and a detailed analysis of the 
context of the neighbourhood to identify priorities for action. The five 
priorities identified were social life, family life, career and education, 
transitions and mental health. The local team has worked with the com-
munity and young people on a number of projects focused in these areas 
including within the themes of play, developing student researcher teams 
to explore pressing issues within the neighbourhood and, more recently, 
investigations into pathways into and out of NEET (which considers 
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16–19-year-olds that are not in any of education, employment and 
training).

Soon after the formal launch of CNS, the Scottish Government com-
mitted to embedding and extending this approach into a number of new 
sites containing high concentrations of children living in poverty in other 
urban, town and rural areas of Scotland. It might be surprising that this 
investment occurred so quickly; however, given the long lead in time for 
the project’s initiation, perhaps it is understandable, especially as there is 
proof of concept both within CNS and other sites in similar settings 
elsewhere.

As we have noted, a key feature of CNS is to bring together profession-
als and services to break down boundaries and silos to promote collective 
impact. We now move on to outline our approach to collective impact.

 Leading a Collective Impact Approach

The collective impact approach for both place-based and national net-
works of cross-sectoral educational improvement initiatives has gained in 
prominence since its introduction by Kania and Kramer in 2011. The 
approach is defined as ‘the commitment of a group of important actors 
from different sectors to a common agenda for solving a specific social 
problem’ (2011, p. 3). This approach is primarily associated with initia-
tives in the US and has been utilised in health, community development 
and educational change projects (DuBrow, Hug, Serafini, & Litzler, 
2018). What ties collective impact initiatives together is their aim to 
solve complex and multifaceted problems; the same type of problems 
that face the neighbourhoods of Bridgeton and Dalmarnock and the type 
of problems that CNS aims to solve. While existing examples of success-
ful, smaller scale collaborative projects are common in neighbourhood 
initiatives to tackle poverty and increase educational attainment, includ-
ing in CNS sites, a collective impact initiative differs by its focus on a 
structured process to create a shared agenda; coordinate action, commu-
nication, and measurement; and broker and facilitate relationships by a 
backbone organisation at its centre (Hanleybrown et al., 2012; Henig, 
Riehl, Houston, Rebell, & Wolff, 2016). This is a developing methodol-
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Fig. 15.1 Harnessing models of collaboration for collective impact. (Henig et al., 
2015)

ogy in the field of educational improvement: in 2015, Henig and col-
leagues first outlined the collective impact approach for education, and in 
2016 published a review of collective impact approaches across the US. 
In all of the projects they reviewed, the goal of collective impact is to 
move from disorder, isolated impact and coordinated impact to collective 
impact among partners in each initiative (Fig. 15.1).

Kania and Kramer (2011) detailed the five conditions of collective 
impact that differentiate these projects from other types of collabora-
tions, and work in the first phases of the CNS project has been active in 
each of these five conditions: backbone support, common agenda, mutu-
ally reinforcing activities, continuous communication, and shared mea-
surement. As full implementation (and now expansion) of CNS is an 
ongoing process, some aspects of these conditions are more advanced 
than others. However, using these conditions as a guide we can begin to 
understand the value of a systematic way of working in a complex, mul-
tifaceted change project such as CNS.

 Creation of a Backbone Organisation

A defining feature of the collective impact approach is the backbone 
organisation, a separate organisational entity with a dedicated staff who 
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can ‘plan, manage, and support the initiative’ through ongoing leadership 
and facilitation, data collection, evaluation, and logistical support to 
make sure the initiative runs smoothly (Hanleybrown et al., 2012; Kania 
& Kramer, 2011). Recent work on the role of backbone organisations has 
emphasised their role as more than simply administrators and the ‘glue’ 
that holds the partners together. Instead, backbone organisations should 
serve as ‘incubators for change’ by facilitating, coaching and serving as 
the nexus of respectful accountability among all partners (DuBrow et al., 
2018). They are the central impartial body to support the neighbourhood 
approach and the collaborations that are to be established to achieve this 
and serve to guide and support partners to fulfil the other four conditions 
of collective impact (Clunie & Leman, 2017). Notably, during initiation, 
the backbone organisation carried no funding on its own; rather, the 
team worked in collaboration with partners within existing funding 
streams and contributed to joint funding bids. To date, the CNS back-
bone role has been fulfilled by a Planning Group led by a collaboration 
between university partners and local government, and works alongside a 
Research and Evaluation Group and an Advisory Group.

The Planning Group and its members as the backbone organisation 
spent 2017 building a local presence in the neighbourhood, with a local 
coordinator serving as a key factor in the organisation. This member was 
a well-established community leader who worked within an existing hub 
of activity; in this case as a leader in the primary school with a reputation 
for having strong relationships with the community and third sector 
partners. Like the Harlem Children’s Zone (2018), the team recognised 
that a key site for intervention and collaboration among many partners 
was at the school, and indeed existing local government initiatives were 
already connected there. With this site recognised as a hub of activity, 
community-based interventions could sit alongside school-based inter-
ventions in the implementation phase. During the planning and early 
implementation phase of CNS, the backbone organisation gathered data 
and evidence, built the network of partners, linked the work to existing 
policy areas and engaged with community members to understand the 
capabilities and needs of the variety of stakeholders involved in this proj-
ect. After the establishment of the backbone organisation and its roles in 
the project, action in the other four collective impact areas could commence.
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The latter half of 2018 saw a number of changes in staffing. The KEIF 
moved on to a promoted post in a third sector organisation, and the local 
coordinator returned to lead the school and the establishment of a new 
school in the area. On the one hand, this was challenging, particularly in 
relation to a temporary loss of capacity on the ground by individuals who 
had invested significant resources in building relationships and also put-
ting additional stress on pro bono support at a time when the system was 
having its expectations raised about CNS. On the other hand, it provided 
an important opportunity to bring an experienced third sector practitio-
ner with a strong reputation within the community and one, for the first 
time, who came from the community. These interim arrangements also 
enabled CNS to increase the time commitment of one of the research 
and evaluation team to take on some of the KEIF roles.

The learning from these early phases of development of the backbone 
organisation has led us to conclude that while it is helpful to have a KEIF 
for the initiation of a backbone organisation, for the longer term a local 
coordinator, with leadership experience across a range of services and sec-
tors and the community and, where possible, who is from within the 
community, is a preferable model. As CNS moves into the next phase of 
development with 3-year funding in place for a backbone organisation, 
this is the model that will be adopted and the job descriptions have been 
collapsed accordingly.

CNS is also in a position where the pro bono support cannot be sus-
tained. The appointment of a National Director, dedicated administrator, 
communications officer and lead research and evaluation officer in early 
2019 ensures the backbone organisation has both the capability and lead-
ership capacity to develop the programme over the next 3 years.

 Setting the Common Agenda

The first phases of the CNS project were characterised by mapping the 
current neighbourhood landscape of services and working with local 
community partners and children and their parents to set a common 
agenda built on the holistic approach to improvement. The priority 
action areas and outcomes—long-term, intermediate and short-term—
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were developed from engagement activities into a Theory of Change for 
the project. Although the collective impact approach does not generally 
use Theory of Change models (as their focus is on models that involve 
greater co-production) (Hanleybrown et al., 2012), the CNS planning 
team felt it was valuable to have this framework to guide discussions of 
the overall approach, given the lack of familiarity of other partners work-
ing in a collaboration of this type. The Planning Group worked with 
existing evidence about the neighbourhood to map the current neigh-
bourhood context and activities to create the key contextual evidence for 
the Theory of Change. This included gathering statistical and demo-
graphic data, local private investment initiatives, third sector reports and 
evidence from the other public sector initiatives into a Context Report 
for all partners (Clunie & Leman, 2017). A major aspect of this work was 
to then meet with local partners individually to understand their assets, 
capabilities and experiences—network- and capacity-building actions 
that are fundamental to the creation of a common agenda. Further fol-
low- up questions were sent to all identified partners, and only then was a 
draft Theory of Change created (see Fig. 15.2). Questions of this type 
may be valuable to consider when working with a variety of partners in 
other improvement projects in complex systems.

Creating a common agenda: questionnaire sent to partners in the planning phase of CNS
1. What are the most important needs of children and young people in Bridgeton 

and Dalmarnock?
2. What are the current challenges/ barriers to your work having a bigger impact 

in the neighbourhood? (Please think specifically about the aspects of your work 
that affect children, young people and families.)

3. Can you describe any examples you’ve noted or experienced of successful 
partnership working?

4. What in your experience have been the barriers and facilitators to successful 
partnership working?  

5. How can we get successful partnerships established in Bridgeton and 
Dalmarnock? 

6. What action does this require?

Fig. 15.2 Creating a common agenda: questionnaire sent to partners in the plan-
ning phase of CNS
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The Theory of Change is a living document that serves as an open 
approach that can adapt as the project progresses and our learning about 
key processes deepens. Local stakeholders in CNS were also invited to 
comment on the draft Theory of Change in an all-day workshop, and this 
type of facilitation and engagement activity is a foundational activity of a 
backbone organisation. The iterative process of consultation with com-
munity partners is what allows a shared set of aims and objectives to 
form, and in turn develops into identifying activities by which partners 
will provide the greatest impact.

The development of the analysis of context and Theory of Change 
have been important processes in developing a shared understanding 
with local and national stakeholders on the advisory group and other 
partners and interest groups. The process and associated documents have 
acted as stimuli to surface difficult issues, expose misconceptions and 
challenge norms and assumptions of behaviours and practice.

 Mutually Reinforcing Activities

A collective impact model aims to harness the existing resources of neigh-
bourhood or project area to achieve the aims of the common agenda. 
This is led by a backbone organisation acting to understand the capabili-
ties of partners (and individuals) in the area it works, and ‘coordinat[ing] 
their differentiated activities through a mutually reinforcing plan of 
action’ (Kania & Kramer, 2011, p. 7). In the initiation phase of CNS, 
extensive work was undertaken to identify and engage existing partners 
who are already working within the priority areas for children and young 
people identified by partners and community members: in ‘transitions’ 
(e.g., nursery to primary school, primary to secondary school and school 
to career), career and education, mental health, family life and social life.

Engaging with partners focused on these community-identified prior-
ity areas can determine what existing resources can be leveraged for col-
lective impact and through these conversations may also be able to 
identify more actors in the community that are working in the area but 
may not be currently connected to the CNS programme.
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The CNS team is working to bring a range of front-line practitioners 
together on a range of issues. A more recent development has involved 
the generation of vignettes of ‘families in crisis’ to document how services 
have missed opportunities and failed to support individuals and their 
families in extreme need. The vignettes highlight the critical incidents, 
systems failure and fault lines that have prevented positive action. These 
artefacts provide an important resource for professional learning purposes 
to explore how these situations might be avoided in the future.

In addition to some of the developments outlined earlier in the chap-
ter, CNS is developing working groups of partners in each of the priority 
areas, which will then create subnetworks for coordinated action. With 
the establishment of the new backbone organisation it is anticipated that 
the pace of this work will be accelerated through multi-agency and inter-
disciplinary partnerships and professional learning activities that draw on 
a number of resources, including the reviews of evidence, analysis of con-
text, place-based tools, case studies and other resources to build stronger 
inter-professional relationships within the neighbourhood and with the 
community itself.

 Continuous Communication

Relationship building among the wide variety of partners and actors is a 
fundamental aspect of any collaborative enterprise, and in a collective 
impact project it is crucial to success. It allows for all those involved in the 
project to build trust, assure mutual objectives and create common moti-
vation (Hanleybrown et al., 2012; Kania & Kramer, 2013). This relation-
ship building occurs among partners, between partners and community 
members, and between all of these groups and the backbone organisation.

The CNS team has therefore invested considerable effort in cultivating 
channels of communication and then formalising feedback mechanisms 
among partners by holding neighbourhood-wide events. These lines of 
communication must also be cultivated with the children and young 
people who stand to benefit from the CNS interventions. The co- 
production activities of the capabilities-focused approaches in Northern 
Ireland and Wales were reflected in the engagement of children and 
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young people in the first and second CNS phases, particularly in the 
activities with children and young people to develop the five priority 
areas of action.

CNS has sought to ensure that both vertical and horizontal lines of 
communication have been developed. Continuous communication has 
an important role to play in stimulating the cultural change required to 
achieve collective impact. This is particularly important in relation to 
building flatter networked collaborative leadership that cuts across organ-
isational and professional boundaries and breaks down silos. Working in 
this way means that professionals have to detach their leadership from 
position and authority, instead focusing on solving the issues in hand and 
identifying where the knowledge, expertise and problem-solving power is 
located within the neighbourhood irrespective of the position held by the 
practitioner.

 Shared Measurement

This final condition of a collective impact initiative is less developed at 
present for CNS, but it is no less important. The profiles generated by 
GCPH (see below) are helpful and cover an area in the East End of 
Glasgow but do not cover the exact geographical CNS. It is an ongoing 
task for the neighbourhood team to collate more precise data specifically 
for CNS. The data contained in this profile combined with the detailed 
analysis of context are fundamental to the CNS approach. This diverse 
range of information is used to provide a holistic picture of the neigh-
bourhood we are working with and to inform our decision-making. The 
programme leadership is constantly revisiting and refining this analysis to 
identify changes in the context and to draw out the learning and lessons 
offered by the analysis (Table 15.1).

There are also issues regarding data sharing agreements across areas, 
services and organisations that the team continues to navigate. Indeed, 
‘agreement on a common agenda is illusory without agreement on the 
ways success will be measured and reported’ (Kania & Kramer, 2011, 
p. 6). Fulfilling this condition requires that a group of shared metrics 
for improvement are agreed upon by all partners, and more importantly 
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Table 15.1 Neighbourhood profile for Parkhead and Dalmarnock

Glasgow Indicators Project (2012)

the process for reporting those metrics to the backbone organisation 
needs to be put into place as the project evolves. Developing this system 
of shared measurement occurs in tandem with establishing the com-
mon agenda (or Theory of Change in the case of CNS), and the pro-
cesses for reporting are dependent upon the capabilities and partners 
involved in carrying out the agenda. For CNS this is a primary area of 
action in the first year after the official launch of the project, as the 
project team works with partners to establish, manage and adapt as 
necessary a system of measurement and accountability across all of the 
key indicators in the Theory of Change. As noted by Kania and Kramer 
(2013), the wide variety of partners working in the neighbourhood 
combined with the complexity of the problem will likely result in emer-
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gent solutions arising during the project, which may call for what is 
being measured to change; however, the commitment to shared mea-
surement remains consistent.

In the final section of this chapter we move on to reflect on the leader-
ship lessons that have emerged during the initiation and implementation 
of CNS over the past 2 years.

 Some Initial Reflections on CNS Leadership: 
Learning, Challenges and Potential

The initiation and implementation of CNS highlight a number of leader-
ship challenges that must be overcome to successfully operate in a chal-
lenging, highly fluid and volatile context that involves working across a 
set of complex organisational, professional and political domains. The 
leadership challenges include the following:

• Pace and momentum: The first leadership challenge relates to ensuring 
that CNS maintains an appropriate pace so that the momentum is not 
lost, whilst also ensuring authentic buy-in from professional and com-
munity stakeholders so that they are empowered to co-produce the 
solutions needed to progress the project. This is particularly challeng-
ing when significant time has been invested in building the interper-
sonal relationships necessary to empower stakeholders which can be 
easily lost when CNS staff leave. In order to mitigate this challenge, 
CNS ensured a structured handover with an overlap and induction 
period. Relationships are documented and archived to ensure institu-
tional memory is maintained.

• Managing expectations and maintaining focus: A second key leadership 
challenge involves managing multiple expectations from the commu-
nity and other key stakeholders, services including those imposed by 
the local and national government. In managing these often- conflicting 
expectations, it is important for the leadership to maintain focus on 
the key activities related to delivering impact rather than being diverted 
to serve others’ agendas that fall out with the aims and objectives of 
CNS. In order to achieve this, the CNS team has drawn on a range of 
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expertise from within the team to ensure that the CNS leadership 
plays to their strengths and where possible can draw on social capital 
from pre-existing relationships.

• Balancing research and development activity: One strength of CNS is 
the extent to which evidence and research guide developmental activ-
ity: the extent to which CNS is a ‘Learning Programme’. This can also 
create a leadership challenge about where to focus resources and energy 
at any given time. Leaders need to be clear about the quality and 
robustness of the research and evaluation evidence generated in order 
to make research-informed decisions whilst at the same time maintain-
ing developmental action. This is linked to the first leadership chal-
lenge of maintaining pace and momentum. To ensure an appropriate 
balance between research and development is maintained, that they 
inform one another, and that ‘research’ and ‘development’ silos are 
avoided, the membership of the planning and research and evaluation 
groups are mixed and the senior leaders of the project have an over-
sight of all research and development activities.

• Building and sustaining authentic relationships: This leadership chal-
lenge is particularly important when operating in challenging, highly 
fluid and volatile contexts. Leaders require high-level influencing, 
facilitation, brokerage and negotiating skills. CNS leaders cannot rely 
on their professional position, power and authority which are likely to 
have little credibility when working in an unusual, different or multi-
disciplinary professional setting to their own. In order to build these 
relationships, CNS leaders have deliberately operated at different lev-
els within hierarchical structures to build authentic networks and 
communities of practice across a range of organisational, professional 
and political domains.

• Managing competition and fostering collaboration: Fluid and volatile 
contexts often have a competitive edge. This may be between different 
services or third sector organisations that are providing services in 
return for resources. This can be further complicated by local histories 
and the alliances that have developed over time. This presents a com-
plex leadership challenge when attempting to build a collaborative cul-
ture underpinned by a common agenda with mutually reinforcing 
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activities and shared measurement systems. CNS leaders have sought 
to achieve this through constant communication and professionalism 
and by being transparent in their actions and decisions at all times.

• Politics and vested interests: The previous five leadership challenges all 
form part of the requirement to manage politics and vested interests at 
all levels. This requires leaders to understand the micropolitics of local 
communities and to understand, and be able to influence, politicians 
and leaders in local government and other organisations that serve the 
communities. CNS leaders also need to understand, and be able to 
respond to and influence, national policymakers and politicians. The 
team has achieved this by ensuring there is a mixed skillset across the 
leadership profile and through careful selection of a National Director 
with a diverse range of experience and expertise, rarely found in any 
one individual.

These leadership challenges and the emerging messages about the 
nature of leadership practices required to mitigate them offer a potential 
way forward that resonates with the types of leadership necessary to sup-
port educational and wider public service reform agenda in Scotland (cf. 
Christie Commission, 2011).

These reforms are attempting to improve the performance of public 
services and outcomes for citizens by shifting from a dominant hierarchi-
cal culture with its associated bureaucratic, managed organisations under-
pinned by leadership based on position and power to a much flatter, 
non-hierarchical culture. This culture has the potential to support high 
levels of social cohesion underpinned by collaborative leadership, part-
nership and co-production between service providers (and the communi-
ties they serve).

As already noted, this is particularly important for CNS where, for 
example, the team might be facilitating a meeting or planning a devel-
opment with a number of leaders from a range of public, third and pri-
vate sector organisations, which may also involve senior university 
academics and senior practitioners in the field. It is CNS’s experience, 
and there is increasing evidence from our own empirical research on 
public service leadership, in Scotland (Chapman, 2018) and the wider 
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literature (cf. Sullivan & Skelcher, 2002), that in these complex settings, 
traditional patterns of leadership fall way short of building the trust or 
relationships necessary to deliver the intended outcomes. Rather, a more 
nuanced collaborative form of leadership has the potential to build a 
sense of community and shared endeavour across a range of boundaries.

The leaders who seem capable of providing successful leadership in 
these complex settings are those who exhibit the characteristics of ‘public 
service reticulists’ (Chapman, Watson, & van Amersfoort, 2017), that is, 
they are sophisticated learners and are adaptive and effective in a range of 
complex settings. These public service reticulists are the following:

• Skilled communicators: Public service reticulists use adaptive language 
to empathise with others through negotiation and see challenging and 
complex situations from a range of perspectives. They can demonstrate 
empathy with other perspectives whilst influencing individual and 
group positions.

• Excellent networkers: Public service reticulists use their expertise and 
social and emotional intelligences to gain access to a diverse range of 
settings, both locally and nationally. They seek out and connect with 
those who have similar interests to build coalitions and alliances that 
can lever the outcomes that they desire in different parts or levels 
within the system.

• Strategic in orientation: Public service reticulists see the ‘big picture’ 
and understand the contributions that partners can make. These lead-
ers have the ability to get the appropriate expertise and experience 
around the table and can make the case for collaboration, so individu-
als can see the value added in working together strategically to generate 
long-term productive relationships.

• Contextually astute: Public service reticulists understand the relation-
ship between organisational conditions, individuals’ behaviours and 
outcomes. These leaders understand the power of context and are 
astute in developing solutions that optimise the capability and capac-
ity residing in specific settings.

• Problem solvers: Public service reticulists think laterally and creatively 
to seek solutions. These leaders are not linear thinkers. They make con-
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nections that most of us fail to see. This means that they tend to be 
innovative, challenge orthodoxies and push the boundaries of practice.

• Self-managing: Public service reticulists are adept at risk-taking within 
a framework that understands organisational capacity. These leaders 
dare to challenge the status quo and take risks without being reckless. 
When something is not working, or looks problematic, they fail fast 
and adapt their approach to achieve success.

The early experiences from CNS suggest leadership challenges associ-
ated with developing successful place-based interventions are complex 
and often not straightforward. However, there are three messages from 
this chapter that we should reflect on. First, traditional forms of leader-
ship that find solace in their own professional identity and working 
within rather than across professional boundaries are outmoded and 
undermine holistic place-based approaches such as CNS.  Second, we 
need leaders who are comfortable working at different levels within the 
system, rather than being pigeonholed in a hierarchy, and can work across 
a range of different boundaries. Therefore, CNS will need to build a team 
of public service reticulists who are confident boundary spanners over the 
next phase of development and finally, that this situation presents a sig-
nificant professional learning challenge for the system. As of yet, there is 
no systematic professional development in place to support growing this 
type of leadership. Perhaps this is an opportunity for CNS to begin to 
grow a new cadre of public service reticulists from the ground up?

 Commentary

In summary, and to draw us back to the main themes of this volume, we 
argue that the insights presented in this chapter provide us with an exam-
ple of leadership for learning that goes beyond notions of leadership for 
learning in schools. We suggest that the emergence of public service retic-
ulists is an indication that we need a rethinking of leadership, one that 
goes beyond current conceptions of the principles which suggest that 
leadership for learning is a predominantly school-based concept. We 
require a more holistic approach that involves focusing on leaders’ own 
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learning and the learning of others by creating the conditions for learning 
across professional and geographical boundaries, promoting 
 communication and dialogue in complex settings, sharing their leader-
ship and developing systems of joint accountability and responsibility to 
improve outcomes for children living in the most disadvantaged com-
munities. If we are to achieve this then we may optimise the potential of 
leadership for learning.
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16
Leadership for Learning: Embracing 

Purpose, People, Pedagogy and Place

Neil Dempster

In the first chapter of this book, Tony Townsend posed its central ques-
tion, a summary of which provides the stimulus for the final chapter:

Are instructional leadership and leadership for learning two sides of the same 
coin or are they two very different approaches to leading school 
improvement?

The short answer I offer is that leadership for learning (LfL) is very dif-
ferent from the more widely known and more frequently cited concept, 
instructional leadership. I back the position I am taking with a series of 
themes exposed through my reading of the chapters in this volume as 
well as in other research and scholarly writing published over the last 
three decades. That said, there are discernible elements of instructional 
leadership resident in leadership for learning. These will become apparent 
as I explain my views. As a starter, I offer a quick scan across broad shifts 
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in the literature over the period from the 1980s to the present in order to 
highlight some of the background to my argument.

 The Evolution of Approaches to School 
Leadership

There is no doubt that the concept instructional leadership found its way 
into the school leadership literature in the 1980s. It was individualist in 
perspective with power vested in the principal, reinforcing leadership as 
supervision. Slowly over the next 30 years, hierarchical dominance has 
shifted towards explanations of leadership as a collective activity focused 
on agreed purposes, thus downplaying the hierarchical position and the 
“power of one”. This evolution is evident in changes in the language 
resulting from research findings published over this period: for example, 
from instructional leadership (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985), to shared 
instructional leadership (Marks & Printy, 2003), to transformational lead-
ership (Bass & Avolio, 1994; Leithwood, 1994), to integrated leadership 
(Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008), to distributed and networked leader-
ship (Harris & Spillane, 2008; Johnson, Dempster, & Wheeley, 2016; 
Spillane, 2006). Ultimately, important findings from decades of work 
have been dissected and coalesced into what is now increasingly fre-
quently being called leadership for learning (Hallinger, 2011, 2018; 
MacBeath, 2006; MacBeath, Dempster, Frost, Johnson, & Swaffield, 
2018; Townsend & MacBeath, 2011). Getting to this point, however, 
has required the analysis of many studies of school leadership in different 
cultural settings across the globe, as the chapters in this book have shown.

As a consequence of these changes over time, what can be said about 
the difference between instructional leadership and leadership for learning 
at a deeper philosophical level is that explanations are moving, though by 
no means universally, from a determinist view of human nature to a vol-
untarist view. This is not to say that hierarchical power in schools is 
“dead” or “dying”. Far from it: positional authority and structural hierar-
chy are “facts of life” in educational organisations. Nonetheless, it is clear 
that if improved student learning and school performance are the  primary 
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purposes of education, then much of the accumulating body of contem-
porary research is pointing to a broad conception of leadership—one 
rooted in understandings of human agency and autonomy. In other 
words, it points to power with rather than power over.

Having given a brief overview of some of the visible movements in 
conceptions of leadership, I now identify and examine seven themes 
which, to the eyes of authors in this volume, are essential contributors to 
the present-day prominence of leadership for learning. These themes are 
the result of the additive nature of international school leadership 
research, which has now reached a point where particularly significant 
leadership practices influencing effective professional pedagogy have been 
isolated, described and evaluated in the studies conducted by, for exam-
ple, Leithwood, Seashore, Anderson, and Wahlstrom (2004), Dinham 
(2005), Hallinger (2005), Robinson, Hohepa, and Lloyd (2009), Louis 
et al. (2010), Sammons, Gu, Day, and Ko (2011), Leithwood (2012), 
Day, Gu, and Sammons (2016), Hitt and Tucker (2016) and MacBeath 
et al. (2018). Taken together, these themes show that school leadership is 
undeniably a multidimensional construct subject to application varia-
tions in different social, economic and cultural circumstances. 
Nevertheless, at its heart and in its ideal form, leadership for learning 
demands a commitment to the practices which assist principals, teachers 
and families to focus on the moral purpose of education.

 Embracing Moral Purpose

In the face of challenges impacting on teaching and learning brought 
about by globalisation and its ubiquitous policy influence, principals and 
teachers have been confronted with the effects of an international test- 
driven agenda. This has tended to narrow the school curriculum, defining 
what is an effective school and a good education often through test 
results. The moral purpose of education appears infrequently in the 
intensity of this competitive test-driven environment. However, a num-
ber of authors in this book have reminded us, as did Gerald Grace (1995), 
that: “For school leaders and the profession as a whole, the moral purpose 
is to enhance the lives and life chances of children and young people” 
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(p. 5). Doing so is not possible, Michael Fullan (2001) has argued, with-
out strong system alignment placing trust and confidence in school per-
sonnel to meet this moral obligation. Moreover, it is the responsibility of 
professional educators to make it clear whose interests they serve because 
the hallmark of the professional is to work in the client’s interests; in the 
case of educators, those “clients” are children and young people. Added 
to this, however, is the integrity issue of being able to put aside their own 
interests as they respond to the circumstances and situations children face 
in the communities and schools they attend. Being able to see the “bigger 
picture” for each child on entry to school and to use the school’s resources 
and its pedagogical capabilities to respond to the child’s interests, needs, 
talents and capacities, rather than to reduce schooling to “scores” as a 
proxy for a quality education, is what defines a true professional educator. 
What seems to me to distinguish instructional leadership in this regard is 
the tendency for “instruction” to be something linked to a predetermined 
narrow suite of outcomes overvalued by politicians and policymakers at 
the expense of outcomes valued by teachers, parents or caregivers and 
students themselves. Leadership for learning starts with a clear focus on 
learning as liberating—learning that will be valuable to children and 
young people as they grow and develop, readying themselves for an 
autonomous adult life well-prepared to make useful contributions as citi-
zens in the societies in which they will live. Unashamedly, the moral pur-
pose of education in democratic economies is about this end.

 Listening to Student Voice

Inclusivity is immediately apparent in the explanation of the leadership 
for learning principles enunciated by John MacBeath in Chap. 3. 
Leadership is observable in activities, which include principals, other 
position holders, teachers, students, parents and community members, 
all engaged in improving learning for young people. Students themselves, 
therefore, have a particularly significant role to play in the leadership of 
their own learning, and so their voices must be heard. Indeed, student 
voice should be integral to the learning process.

 N. Dempster
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How might principals, teachers and parents bring student voice into 
the foreground? Some useful ideas can be gleaned by turning to research 
studies aimed at gaining accurate understandings of young people’s views 
on a range of matters, not the least of which is opinions about their own 
learning needs, as Dempster, Lizzio and colleagues have written 
(2010, p. 4):

Some studies employ visual stimuli as the preferred method to elicit young 
people’s experiences and perceptions. For example, O’Grady (2008) 
employed a process of ‘photovoice’ which involved young people taking 
photographs of aspects of their daily lives which were then used as stimuli 
for interviews and small group discussions. Similarly, Marquez-Zenkov, 
Harmon, van Lier, and Marquez-Zenkov (2007) in their ‘Through 
Students’ Eyes’ project utilised photographs taken by students (as well as 
the students’ written descriptions of the photographs) to seek their ideas 
about ‘quality’ teachers. Leitch and Mitchell (2007) also found that image- 
based methods (in this case impromptu drawings) were effective for reveal-
ing students’ experiences of their school’s culture that might not otherwise 
be so easily articulated, while Leitch, Gardner et  al. (2007) successfully 
employed a variety of methods including image-based pupil activities (stu-
dent drawings and co-interpreting video-taped classroom observations) in 
their efforts to consult students on their experiences of learning and assess-
ment. A second approach has employed the narrative method to more 
directly sample students’ experiences. Thus, Albert and Valda (2009) had 
students construct stories about themselves and other individuals or groups 
of students as a means of developing an authentic leadership voice. Finally, 
some researchers have employed interview methods to engage students in 
the recall and reflection of relevant ‘critical incidents’ in their daily lives 
(Carter, Bennetts & Carter, 2003).

Whatever method is chosen to seek out student views, I suggest that 
there are at least four sets of questions students should address with their 
teachers, when they are engaged as genuine co-leaders in their learning.

 1. What do we need to understand about our learning? What is the topic 
about which we need to be heard?
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 2. How should we go about enabling students to give their views freely? 
What inquiry method will be most useful?

 3. How will we process the information to make sense of what we hear? 
Who will we involve in this?

 4. What processes should we employ to translate information into help-
ful practices to improve learning? How can we lead this together?

Questions such as these rest on several assumptions: (a) that students 
should experience an authentic measure of control over the leadership of 
their own learning; (b) that no topic important to students, but seem-
ingly trivial to adults, is “off limits”; (c) that understanding should be 
focused on the direct experience of students in their particular circum-
stances; and (d) that there is a deep respect for the views of all learners 
which builds trust and rapport with teachers in a “culture of listening” 
(Leitch & Mitchell, 2007).

I turn to a report by MacBeath, Sugimine and others (2003) to illus-
trate the nature of adolescent student views provided by them about 
their learning whilst engaged in cross-cultural visitation well away from 
their native Scotland. They spoke of how their own values and assump-
tions had been challenged in unfamiliar cultural contexts; how they had 
learnt to see things from different perspectives; how important team 
work had been; how flexibility and compromise accompanied activity in 
new settings; how important the completion of tasks to reach milestone 
points is; the usefulness of holding judgement back, lest personal bias 
interfere with open verbal or written communication; how to face, 
rather than avoid, difficult decisions in potential conflict situations; 
finding the understanding necessary to lead initiatives; and all the time 
increasing self-knowledge and the capacity to lead personal learning. 
When student voice provides such a rich tapestry of views, it is contin-
gent on teachers and others contributing to the learning environment to 
take them seriously as they work to maximise the shared social nature 
of learning.

 N. Dempster
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 Promoting Learning and Pedagogy

There is little doubt that instructional leadership, particularly as critiqued 
in the chapters by David Ng, then by David Imig, South Holden and 
Dale Placek, has concentrated in the United States of America on scripted 
learning according to the diktats of national, international, district and 
local test regimes. When this is the case, what is considered worth learn-
ing is what is prescribed and evaluated. And what can be reliably evalu-
ated in the school curriculum has been limited most often to basic skills. 
Hence, it is a restricted inventory of evaluation results against which 
principals and teachers are held accountable. At worst, what occurs is that 
the dominant pedagogical focus becomes what is measured and for which 
the school is held publicly accountable in league tables or in other direct 
forms of comparison describing, for example, “successful”, “failing” or 
“turnaround” schools. Pedagogical quality becomes linked to a series of 
performance numbers rather than to the breadth of experiences to which 
teachers may introduce their students. Concomitantly, high-stakes test-
ing reduces the influence students have on the curriculum, their teachers 
and the learning experiences they are likely to encounter. Pedagogy in 
these circumstances is much less about children and young people’s 
voices, drives and motivations than it is about the economies of nation 
states and their international status.

As I read it, leadership for learning begins with the child, not the state. 
From her or his earliest days, as Charles Fadel argues from the Harvard 
University Centre for Curriculum Redesign, the child should experience 
“a deeply versatile curriculum” (Fadel in Earp, 2017, p. 1), one which 
moves from the dominance of content knowledge reproduction to the 
higher order skills of creative problem solving, as well as collaborative 
personal qualities such as resilience, cognitive agility, respect and compas-
sion. Classroom learning, if it is responsive to the learner, needs to bal-
ance prescription with spontaneity, structure with serendipity, stress with 
fun, compliance with choice and accountability with responsibility. If 
this balance is to be achieved, then traditional subjects such as 
Mathematics, Languages, Science, Music and the Arts, Health and 
Physical Activity, Geography, Social Studies and History need to become 
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charged with lived experiences rather than being reduced to multiple- 
choice test items. Teachers know that real-life experience is where lasting 
learning power resides, and given the opportunity, are rarely loath to lead 
learning with their students in this direction. There is also no doubt that 
if students are to experience a “deeply versatile curriculum”, parents and 
family members are automatically implicated in leadership for learning. 
More is said about this when I discuss Networked Leadership for 
Collective Impact.

Leadership for learning, as noted in MacBeath’s chapter, is also about a 
focus on learning for all, not on student learning alone. Therefore, teach-
ers’ learning is an important subsidiary component in achieving the 
moral purpose of education. Developing a personal commitment to 
learning in an increasingly pervasive technological world requires teacher 
development initiatives responsive to the information overflow of the 
digital age. Knowledge and understanding of globalisation and techno-
logical change are imperatives for today’s and tomorrow’s teachers. 
Knowledge that once had to be memorised can now be obtained in an 
instant. The new skills for teachers relate to how to access, manage, syn-
thesise, evaluate and critically assess information as they co-construct 
new personalised knowledge with their students—students who are often 
more digitally savvy and socially networked than their teachers. This 
more positive and futurist perspective is and should continue to be prom-
inent in pedagogy for youth in the modern era.

 Engaging People

Leadership is not about individual position holders, as I have already 
said: it is about people coming together in the pursuit of common ends 
and, in doing so, turning leadership away from unremitting recourse to 
positional power and towards the acceptance of shared power through 
collective human agency. This philosophical and practical shift is evident, 
as I indicated at the outset to this chapter, in the steady accumulation of 
research findings published over the last three decades. This has resulted 
in a synthesis of leadership for learning domains and practices in which 
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Table 16.1 Domains and dimensions of a Unified Leadership Framework

Leadership domains and dimensions

1. Establishing and conveying the vision
   Creating, articulating and stewarding shared mission and vision
   Implementing vision and setting goals and performance expectations
   Modelling aspirational and ethical practices
   Communicating broadly the state of the vision
   Promoting use of data for continual improvement
   Tending to external accountability
2. Facilitating a high-quality learning experience for students
   Maintaining safety and orderliness
   Personalising the environment to reflect students’ backgrounds
   Developing and monitoring curricular programme
   Developing and monitoring instructional programme
   Developing and monitoring assessment programme
3. Building professional capacity
   Selecting for the right fit
   Providing individualised consideration
   Building trusting relationships
   Providing opportunities to learn for whole faculty including leaders
   Supporting, buffering and recognising staff
   Engendering responsibility for promoting learning
   Creating communities of practice
4. Creating supportive organisations for learning
   Acquiring and allocating resources strategically for mission and vision
   Considering context to maximise organisational functioning
   Building collaborative processes for decision making
   Sharing and distributing leadership
   Tending to and building on diversity
   Maintaining ambitious and high expectations and standards
   Strengthening and optimising school culture
5. Connecting with external partners
    Building productive relationships with families and external partners in the 

community
    Engaging families and community in collaborative processes to strengthen 

student learning
   Anchoring schools in the community

Hitt and Tucker (2016)

principals, teachers, students and other stakeholders committed to 
improved learning and achievement may have great confidence.

Hitt and Tucker (2016) have analysed three well-known, research- 
informed North American leadership frameworks to produce a Unified 
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Table 16.2 Carpe Vitam Leadership for Learning principles and practices

Carpe Vitam LfL 
principles Leadership for learning practices

1.  Focusing on learning 
as an activity

A focus on professional learning
A focus on organisational learning
Teaching with a focus on learning

2.  Creating a learning 
dialogue

Tools for disciplined dialogue
Dialogue purpose and scope
Scaffolding disciplined dialogue

3.  Fostering an 
environment for 
learning

Everyone has opportunities to reflect on the nature, 
skills and processes of learning

School culture nurtures the learning of everyone
Physical and social spaces stimulate and celebrate 

learning
Tools and strategies are used to enhance thinking 

about learning and the practice of teaching
4.  Sharing 

accountability
Embedding a systematic approach to self-evaluation at 

classroom, school and community levels
Developing a shared approach to internal 

accountability as a precondition of accountability to 
external agencies

Reframing policy and practice when they conflict with 
core values

Maintaining a continuing focus on sustainability, 
succession and leaving a legacy

Taking account of political realities and exercising 
informed choice as to how the school tells its own 
story

Maintaining a focus on evidence and its congruence 
with the core values of the school

5. Sharing leadership Collaborative patterns of work and activity across 
boundaries of subject, role and status are valued and 
promoted

The experience and expertise of staff, students and 
parents are drawn upon as resources

Structures support participation in developing the 
school as a learning community

Shared leadership is symbolised in the day-to-day flow 
of activities of the school

Everyone is encouraged to take the lead as 
appropriate to task and context

MacBeath and Dempster (2009)
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Leadership Framework comprised of five domains elaborated with 28 
practices. The five domains are: establishing and conveying the vision; 
facilitating a high-quality learning experience for students; building pro-
fessional capacity; creating supportive organisations for learning; and 
connecting with external partners. These domains are listed in Table 16.1 
together with their accompanying practices or dimensions as Hitt and 
Tucker call them.

To illustrate the similarities and some of the subtle differences observ-
able in different versions of leadership frameworks, I provide an earlier 
example produced as a set of five principles and practices developed as an 
outcome from the Cambridge University-led Carpe Vitam Leadership for 
Learning Project (MacBeath & Dempster, 2009). These principles and 
practices are reproduced in Table 16.2. When Tables 16.1 and 16.2 are 
compared, it is clear that there is an underlying assumption that leader-
ship is about people working together on practices which they acknowl-
edge are intrinsic to improved learning. Indeed, the centrality of shared 
leadership underpins both frameworks and is self-evident in the activities 
from Hitt and Tucker’s (2016) framework such as “building trusting rela-
tionships”, “building collaborative processes for decision making” and 
“engaging families and community in collaborative processes to strengthen 
student learning”. MacBeath and Dempster’s framework depicts similar 
sentiments but in statements such as: “Collaborative patterns of work 
and activity across boundaries of subject, role and status are valued and 
promoted”; “Structures support participation in developing the school as 
a learning community” and “Everyone is encouraged to take the lead as 
appropriate to task and context”.

When taken as a whole, both frameworks reinforce the view that lead-
ership is now being conceived by researchers as a set of activities or prac-
tices which are explicitly described. Implicit throughout is the 
understanding that shared leadership is a necessary condition if research 
promise is to be realised in improved student learning and achievement.
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 Downplaying Hierarchy

An examination of the two frameworks included above suggests that while 
positional power always lies behind what occurs in schools, its promi-
nence is being downplayed so that leadership responsibilities may be 
opened up to any of the parties with student learning interests at heart. 
Inside the school, this opening up is not automatic, as Murphy, Smylie, 
Mayrowetz, and Louis (2009, p. 185) have argued in their research into 
distributive leadership. They describe the strong grip that hierarchical 
structural arrangements have in schools and the long-standing political 
sanctioning that lies behind them. They also found, even when changed 
leadership opportunities are initiated, that there is a reluctance to take on 
the teacher leadership challenge, leaving eyes constantly turned towards 
positional leaders for approval. Murphy et al. concluded that the encour-
agement of distributive leadership faces barriers, not the least of which 
are  historical organisational inertia, and the fact that teachers do not 
see teacher leadership as “instinctive”. Notwithstanding these difficulties, 
those adopting a leadership for learning stance understand that collective 
human agency is the most powerful ingredient in achieving the moral 
purpose of education and that headlining “purpose” and “agency” as 
opposed to “position” and “authority” creates the circumstances for trans-
formative action on learning. MacBeath et al. (2018), in the conclusion to 
their discussion of leadership based on Simpson’s (2016) three perspec-
tives: (a) the “leader- practitioner” or position holder, (b) leadership as a set 
of distributed practices and (c) leadership in the flow of practice, argue that:

All three perspectives on leadership … find a home in school settings. The 
leader-practitioner looms large, almost as a fixed “object” in education sys-
tems, intractably hierarchical with layers of positional leadership dominat-
ing organisational structures. These are unlikely to be discarded while one 
person in each school is designated as the accountable officer for what takes 
place there. The shifts being made in recent years to conceptualise and 
implement leadership as a set of (distributed) practices retain and often 
enhance the influential role of the school principal. His or her business it is 
to “gird the loins” of followers in order to undertake tasks which contribute 
to the leader’s vision, albeit with others who share in its pursuit. While the 
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positional leader may want to define himself or herself as “first among 
equals”, this appears to us to be rather more rhetorical than real in the light 
of a decade of research into distributed, collaborative, or shared leadership. 
As we have shown, however, such a “norm” may, in fact, materialise.

Movement towards the idea of leadership emerging in the flow of prac-
tice, when and where activity occurs, invests a collective power in those 
who want to put pedagogical practice under scrutiny. This contributes to 
enhanced understanding, influencing future practice, adding meaning to 
one’s own agency, and the concept of leadership itself in the process. Put 
succinctly, our thinking about the three perspectives, when applied to LfL 
in schools, suggests that we would all be better off with less of the first 
perspective and more of the second and third. (pp. 105–106)

 Networking Leadership for Collective Impact

The statement above, that “collective human agency is the most powerful 
ingredient in achieving the moral purpose of education”, leads quite jus-
tifiably to the view that the wider and more active the collective (pro-
vided its focus is on students’ learning and well-being), the more potent 
its impact will be. Outside the school, just as there has been inside it with 
teachers, there has been an oft-cited reluctance for parents, families and 
other community members to take up leadership opportunities. Such a 
view disregards decades of research findings which underscore the all- 
embracing influence parents, caregivers and the child’s community cir-
cumstances have on learning and achievement (Coleman et  al., 1966; 
Gamoran & Long, 2006; Jacobson, 2011; Jacobson, Brooks, Giles, 
Johnson, & Ylimaki, 2007). Leadership for learning brings so-called out-
siders right into the leadership mix, eschewing any perceived parent and 
family reluctance or disinterest, replacing it with a commitment to local 
leadership partnerships. This practice is well articulated in Table 16.1 in 
the words: “Anchoring the school in the community”.

More than this, however, is evident in contemporary research as it con-
tinues to engage scholars in examining how the effects of leadership activ-
ities may be maximised. The term networked leadership for collective impact 
is a shorthand description for the combinations of insiders and outsiders, 
individuals and agencies, working in coalitions to improve the lives and 
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life chances of the young, as Chapman et  al., Otero and Cridge have 
argued in their contributions to this book. The companion term, “leader-
ship both ways”, puts into shorthand a call for schools to reach out into 
their communities as they accept, simultaneously, the potential benefits 
of parent, family and community leadership reaching into the school.

What is being added this decade to leadership for learning practices is a 
concern to create and transform the functioning of partnerships between 
community agencies and schools, especially in disadvantaged communi-
ties, to improve the well-being and life trajectories of children and young 
people (Branch, Homel, & Freiberg, 2012; Homel, Freiberg, & Branch, 
2015). Doing so enables schools and community agencies to transcend 
the limitations caused by the system silos of government initiatives, coun-
tering with the collaborative actions that foster respectful relationships 
and deliver goal-directed, quantitatively evaluated, evidence-based assis-
tance using differentiated resources and processes that promote child 
social-emotional well-being, school engagement and academic success 
(Wandersman et  al., 2008). These are lofty aims, but it is clear in the 
50 years, since the Coleman Report, that the school alone will not win 
the battle for long-term, sustainable improvement without networked 
allies teamed in interventions which bring outside and inside school con-
ditions together in the interests of disadvantaged children and 
young people.

 Understanding Context

In his review of 40 years of leadership research, Hallinger (2011) remarked 
on the need for much more attention to be directed to understanding the 
context in which school leadership actions are implemented. This is 
because a sense of “place” is a necessary precursor to the connections 
school leaders and teachers need to make with the communities in which 
they serve. This sense of place is both cognitive and emotional. Having 
deep empathy for their students, founded on an understanding of the 
economic, social and cultural conditions surrounding them, informs how 
leadership actions are implemented. An understanding of place also 
informs and shapes how family and community members may be drawn 
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into leadership roles and partnerships with the interests of their children 
firmly in mind. It provides a concrete knowledge base for decisions on 
the use of school and community resources.

Where wide cultural diversity occurs, as it does in many schools, the 
task of “reading” the context is much more difficult than it is in mono-
cultural environments. Likewise, principals and teachers drawn from a 
cultural orientation dominant in particular country contexts have an 
obligation to open their minds to learning led by cultural knowledge 
holders. This is where the concept of “leadership both ways” comes to the 
fore (Ober & Bat, 2007; Priest, King, Nagala, Nungurrayi Brown, & 
Nangala, 2008) and where Fraser’s (2007) notion of “parity of participa-
tion” must take hold. Context knowledge should be a process of mutual 
exchange amongst peers with equal voices. Joint ownership of the leader-
ship actions designed to benefit students is the promised result.

To sum up, as I have indicated earlier, research into the context in 
which school learning occurs has been shown to matter markedly. 
Thinking about conditions outside the school gate is imperative, because 
privileging learning the school’s way, more often than not, reinforces a 
failed status quo. Leadership for learning “both ways” is less familiar, but 
certainly it is the direction in which well-connected schools and commu-
nities are headed when they undertake together, place-based interven-
tions for a collective impact.

 Conclusion

Undoubtedly, we have come a long way from the three dimensions and 
ten functions Hallinger arrived at in a review of instructional leadership in 
2005. While (a) defining the school’s mission, (b) managing the instructional 
programme and (c) promoting a positive school learning climate are observ-
able in leadership for learning practice today, they are there, not as an 
unmodified mantra for principals, but as elements embedded in a much 
more comprehensive view of what it takes to lead learning for student 
and school improvement. As the two frameworks reproduced in this 
chapter, in  Tables 16.1 and 16.2, show, over the last three decades, 
researchers have defined a much more fine-grained analysis of what it 
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takes to lead learning. The themes emanating from the work of authors 
in this book highlight the need for networked leadership by people tightly 
connected in their commitment to the purpose of education, people who 
know and understand children and the needs, hopes and aspirations they 
and their communities have. Leadership for learning, seen in this light, is 
much more than instructional leadership. It relies less on positional power 
and more on principals, teachers, students and community agents exer-
cising autonomy in collective actions committed to making a difference 
in the life journey of learners. In a nutshell, it is about embracing the 
moral purpose of education, listening to those whose interests should be 
served, searching out and developing helpful pedagogy, engaging with 
people in shared leadership initiatives that over-ride hierarchy, network-
ing with agents external to the school to enhance the impact of leadership 
actions, and in doing so, being responsive to and liberating for students, 
no matter their circumstances or place of learning.
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