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ABSTRACT. The reasons why many educational change initiatives have little im-

pact are often framed in terms of either a poorly designed process on the part of the
change initiator, or in terms of problems with the attitudes, skills and/or knowledge
of those responsible for implementation. In this paper, we seek to integrate these two
perspectives more closely by focusing on their interface and the competing theories

frequently held by the change initiators and implementers. This concept of theory
competition is illustrated with a case of a national literacy initiative in New Zealand
in which the change initiators wished to raise the achievement of low performing

students through the development of ‘‘learning-centred’’ leadership in schools and
evidence-based practice. The desired outcomes were not achieved because theories
about what it means to be a successful leader in such a situation, the data needed to

undertake the type of evidence-based analysis envisioned and school personnel be-
liefs about the target students were understood differently by those responsible for
initiating the change and those responsible for implementing it.
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Educational change initiatives, whether they involve new policy
implementation or school reform, often fail to achieve the desired
impact. The reasons are frequently framed in terms of either a poorly
designed process on the part of the change initiator, or in terms of
problems with the attitudes, skills and/or knowledge of those respon-
sible for implementation. The purpose of this paper is to integrate these
two perspectives more closely by focusing on the interface between the
change initiators and change implementers and what needs to happen
to enhance the chances of success. Problems with how some change
initiators goabout their tasks arewell articulatedbyHargreaves (2002):

The goals of the change may be unrealistic or unclear so teachers cannot achieve

what is expected of them. The perpetrators of change may have low credibility; their
reasons may be politically suspect; the intentions regarding real improvement for
students may be in doubt. (p.189)

Such critiques focus particularly on change initiatives that involve
high-pressure reforms targeting poorly performing schools. The
change is imposed on, rather than owned by, those responsible for
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implementation; the options are perceived to straight-jacket teachers
into a deprofessionalized work force with inadequate resourcing and
support (e.g., Mintrop, 2003). Developing partnerships and respect-
ing the expertise of those responsible for implementation is often seen
as a desirable alternative to this type of change process (Borman,
Hewes & Overman, 2002).

An alternative perspective is to focus the analysis lens on those
responsible for implementing the change and the reasons they fail to
do so. Teachers’ preference for familiar practices and their low
expectations of the potential achievement of those groups who have
traditionally underachieved, for example, are well documented (e.g.,
Delpit, 1995; McLaughlin, 1990). There is an increasing realisation
that implementation failures often occur as a result of the complex
mediation processes between the proposed change and the existing
norms, belief systems and practices that lead those responsible for
implementation to impose their own meanings and interpretations on
the change messages (Coburn, 2001; Spillane, Reiser & Reimer,
2002). Problems with the capacity of schools to implement the desired
change are also posed as reasons for failure. The school, as an
institution, and the individual personnel within it may lack the
knowledge, skills and personnel to work in ways consistent with the
change agenda (Fullan, 1991; McLaughlin, 1990).

Recommendations following from these types of analyses typically
involve providing clearer messages, better resources, together with
time and opportunities to access the skills and knowledge necessary
to make sense of what is required. This sense-making process is
strongly influenced by the social and professional context in which
teachers work, so utilizing school-based professional communities
with access to appropriate knowledge resources is often advocated as
the ideal context for achieving the relevant understandings (Coburn,
2001; Stokes, 1997; Toole & Louis, 2001).

In both these positions there is an implication that many of the
difficulties occur at the interface between the changes proposed by the
initiators and those responsible for implementation. One of the most
careful theoretical analyses of this interface has been undertaken by
House (1981) who employed technological, political and cultural
perspectives in his examination. House (1981) and Berman (1981)
argue that in most school improvement situations, change initiators
adopt a technological perspective in which teaching is viewed as a
technology involving explicit knowledge that can be improved
reasonably readily. In contrast, those responsible for change
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implementation, the teachers in schools, are more likely to approach
change from a cultural perspective in which teaching is viewed as a
craft based on experience and tacit knowledge acquired over time in
particular contexts. As a result, innovations are almost inevitably
adapted from their initial conceptualizations because implementation
depends to a large extent on how the innovation fits with this expe-
riential craft knowledge. House (1981) suggests that successful
change depends on change initiators ‘‘taking cognizance of the
teachers and consider[ing] how congruent the innovation is with the
school cultures’’ (p. 39).

In this paper, we examine the interface between change initia-
tors and those responsible for implementation by framing the
problem as one of theory competition and the attendant capacity
issues. Such theories may arise from a technological, political or
cultural perspective, but what is important is for each party to take
responsibility to engage with the others’ theories and to recognize
that advocacy by initiators and adoption by implementers in a
change situation is motivated by what is valued. Mutual under-
standing of these values and the practices that arise from them are
fundamental to success.

By theories, we are referring to personal theories consisting of
particular beliefs and values, the knowledge and skills that follow
from them and the outcomes that result (Robinson, 1993). Values
and beliefs may include who should change, and what and how they
should change. The knowledge and skills required are those needed to
achieve what is valued. The outcomes relate to what would count as
success in terms of the guiding beliefs and values. These theory
components are illustrated in Figure 1.

The implications of a theory competition approach are that
change initiators and implementers must engage with the others’
theories at each of these levels. It also means engagement over time
because the relationship between values, acquired skills and outcomes
is not linear or static but rather iterative and evolving. As Berman
(1981) argues, linear models fail to capture complex educational
phenomena particularly in change situations.

To illustrate the relationship between beliefs and knowledge and
skills, and how these might be in competition and evolve over
time, we have described an example using the teaching of reading.
If teachers have particular beliefs about how to teach reading, they
are likely to structure their lessons and pedagogical approaches in
ways that are congruent with those beliefs, which then, in turn,
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have particular outcomes for students’ acquisition of reading skills.
The professional knowledge and skills they seek to acquire are
likely to be consistent with their beliefs about desired outcomes
and the effectiveness of particular pedagogical approaches in
achieving them. It is through such knowledge and skills that
expertise is likely to be developed.

If the change initiator proposes an alternative approach to
teaching reading based on a different set of beliefs, then those
responsible for implementation will need to see the value of
acquiring the knowledge and skills consistent with these new beliefs
if they are to engage actively with them. Changes in beliefs and
values do not necessarily precede changes in knowledge and skills,
but rather evolve iteratively over time. In the reading scenario, for
example, if some teachers were sceptical about the approach, but
decided to try it anyway and achieved unexpected success with
their students, then they would be likely to change the nature of
their own theories about reading and engage differently with those
of the change initiator.

In a theory competition approach differences between change
agents’ theories and those responsible for implementation are
expected and accepted. It is not assumed that successful change is the
same as full implementation of the change as formulated by the

Beliefs and values 

Who should change,
how and what should
they change?

Knowledge and skills

What new knowledge
and skills are required
to achieve the change?

Outcomes

What would indicate
success?

Figure 1. Components of theories likely to be in competition.
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change initiator, as is often assumed to be the case (Berman, 1981),
but rather that successful change is that which achieves mutually
desired outcomes. Mutual understanding of the competing theories is
likely to mean better engagement on the part the implementers by
making what is proposed more meaningful, while at the same time
allowing the initiators to test whether what is proposed is as good as
presumed or whether modification is needed to achieve the desired
outcomes. Berman (1981) describes this process as one of ‘‘mutual
adaptation’’ (p. 272).

In the remainder of this paper, this idea of theory competition will
be illustrated with a case of a national literacy initiative in New
Zealand schools designed to improve literacy achievement. The
national Ministry of Education initiated the change, wanting to
develop more ‘‘learning-centred’’ leadership in schools and more
evidence-based practice in the interests of raising student achieve-
ment, particularly of the lowest achieving quartile. Learning-centred
leadership has been variously referred to as ‘‘instructional’’ or
‘‘professionally oriented’’ leadership which requires principals and
other school leaders to be leaders of instructional practices that have
proven outcomes for students (National Council for School Lead-
ership, 2001). The Ministry of Education was concerned that New
Zealand school leaders had become expert managers of school
operations in the 10 years since the nation’s schools had become self-
managing but that their instructional role had weakened.

The development of evidence-based practice involved under-
taking an action-research project in which schools were to collect
literacy achievement data for a needs analysis, develop a school-
based project based on those needs then evaluate its effectiveness
in raising achievement. In many ways the process was consistent
with frequently purported qualities of effective change processes in
that schools volunteered to participate and were not straight-
jacketed into a particular reform initiative. Support to undertake
their project was provided through workshops, written materials
and school visits by a team of national facilitators (N.Z. Ministry
of Education, 2000).

The desired outcomes, however, were not achieved because the
theories about what it means to be a successful leader and teacher
in such a situation, and the evidence needed to undertake the type
of data-based analysis envisioned, were understood differently by
those responsible for initiating the change and those responsible
for implementing it.
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1. Context

In comparison to other countries, New Zealand students, on average,
read well. In the International Programme for Student Assessment
(PISA) study (N.Z. Ministry of Education, 2002), that assessed
15 year olds reading engagement and achievement, for example, New
Zealand had the third highest scores for achievement with the highest
proportion at the top level of proficiency. The problem that has been
consistently identified in both international studies and other internal
ones (Wagemaker, 1992; Wilkinson, 1998), however, is that New
Zealand students have some of the greatest disparities in reading
achievement between the highest and lowest performers. These dis-
parities are stratified according to socio-economic and ethnic groups.
Apart from the obvious issues of social justice, it is projected that the
worst affected groups will make up the majority of the school pop-
ulation by the middle of this century, so changing this achievement
pattern had some degree of urgency. The first of two education goals
for the country comprises ‘‘Reducing systematic under achievement
in education’’ (N.Z. Ministry of Education, 2002).

A number of initiatives were undertaken by the Ministry of
Education to address this goal. The initiative discussed in this paper
was designed to strengthen literacy leadership within the schools.
Consistent with the self-management school policy in the New Zea-
land education system (New Zealand Government, 1989) leaders who
volunteered to take part were assisted by a team of national facili-
tators to implement a research project in their schools focused on
raising the achievement of targeted groups. The professional devel-
opment involved two one-day regional workshops for principals and/
or literacy leaders, followed by four visits from a national facilitator
over the course of a year. The facilitators supported the principals
and literacy leaders to develop professional communities among their
teachers with a focus on collecting achievement data to analyse stu-
dents’ literacy needs, target groups of underachieving students in
their junior classes, implement a class-based project and collect data
to evaluate its success. The professional communities among the
teachers were also encouraged through sharing reflective diaries and
visiting each others’ classrooms.

The authors were contracted to undertake an evaluation of the
initiative. The Ministry of Education’s particular interest in the eval-
uation was the extent to which the focus on data-based instructional
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leadership in schools had positive outcomes for student achievement,
so the main research question asked, ‘‘What was the nature of the
evidence collected by schools to monitor the progress and success of
students in relation to the school’s selected focus?’’ It became apparent
through the course of the evaluation that the Ministry of Education’s
and schools’ expectations of the projectwere not shared sowe sought to
delve into some of the reasons why this situation might have arisen by
trying to understand the differing theories of theMinistry of Education
and the schools.

2. Method

Initial data were collected through semi-structured interviews with all
national facilitators. Ten of the facilitators were asked to nominate
three schools they considered to be ‘‘most,’’ ‘‘somewhat,’’ and ‘‘least’’
successful in terms of the literacy leadership programme. Within each
of these schools the principal, literacy leaders and two teachers were
interviewed and achievement data collected. In all, 19 national
facilitators and 29 elementary schools participated. There were 10
schools in each of the most and somewhat successful categories but
only nine in the ‘least successful’ category because one principal was
unable to be contacted. The student roll numbers in the schools
ranged from less than 100 (three schools) to more than 500 (two
schools). In all, 29 principals, 28 literacy leaders and 53 teachers were
interviewed. One literacy leader and five teachers were unavailable.

All interviews had standard lead questions that were asked of all
participants from the same group, followed by probe questions when
further clarification was needed. Facilitators were asked for their
reasons for categorizing schools as most, somewhat and least suc-
cessful. In schools, the principals, literacy leaders and teachers were
asked whose needs they perceived to the focus of the initiative and to
rate the success of their school-based project on a seven-point scale of
‘‘Unsuccessful’’ to ‘‘Highly successful’’ giving reasons for their
ratings.

While these earlier questions tested perceptions, the next set of
questions focused on the understandings and skills of evidence-based
practice and leadership and the extent to which these understandings
matched the stated intent of the Ministry. Facilitators, principals and
literacy leaders (not teachers) read a hypothetical scenario of a school
that did not exhibit effective evidence-based practice (See Appendix
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A). The first aspect of the scenario identified students’ needs (reading
comprehension) solely on the basis of teachers’ perceptions rather
than any reference to achievement data. The second aspect involved
selecting a program, ‘‘Peer Tutoring: Reading’’ that was mismatched
to the identified need. This program is designed to provide students
with reading mileage rather than targeting comprehension. Finally,
the hypothetical school collected evaluative data that did not assess
the identified need, that is, they assessed reading accuracy rather than
reading comprehension. The leadership aspects of the scenario
depicted a facilitative leader who encouraged the teachers to share
ideas and focused on organizational issues, rather than promoting
professional learning or challenging teachers in any way. Respon-
dents were asked to rate the effectiveness or appropriateness of each
of the aspects of the scenario outlined above on a seven-point scale
(‘‘Not effective/appropriate’’ to ‘‘Highly effective/appropriate’’), and
to give reasons for their rating. Instead of responding to the scenario,
teachers were asked to rate their satisfaction with the achievement of
students in their class on a seven-point scale (‘‘Highly dissatisfied’’ to
‘‘Highly satisfied’’) and to give reasons for their ratings.

The interview transcripts, including the scenario responses were
subject to an iterative analysis. The authors worked with a project
manager to devise coding categories using both theoretical con-
cepts and the responses themselves. The categories were specific to
each question and are detailed in the results section when
responses to specific questions are reported. The categories
encompassed some common themes which included the following:
the extent to which evidence was used when making judgments
about student needs and project success; a process (e.g., collegial-
ity) or outcome (e.g., raised student achievement) focus and an
unchallenging/supportive or a challenging/learning form of pro-
fessional interaction.

The categories specific to each question were then applied
independently to the data by two coders and the categories
reworked until a reliability coefficient of 85% on the coded sample
was obtained on 10 transcripts. The project manager and a
research assistant who had no other involvement with the project
then coded the remaining transcripts. If they were unsure of a
coding decision, they checked with the authors. Finally, a 10%
sample of transcripts was checked by the principal researchers
to ensure that the reliability coefficient remained above the 85%
criterion.
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2.1. Achievement data

Achievement data were also collected at the time of the interview.
Two types of data were requested. The first related specifically to
those students whose literacy achievement was targeted in the class-
room project. These data were categorized according to whether they
were collected at more than one point in time so that progress could
be established and, if this were the case, whether any progress in
achievement was evident. The second related to routine data collected
by the school on all students’ achievement. New Zealand does not
have compulsory national testing for elementary school students
although there are several tests with national and/or Australian
norms that are regularly used by schools at their discretion. When we
examined the assessment data supplied by schools, the only data that
was common to them all related to students who had been at school
for 1 year. We focused our analysis on the text reading levels (Clay,
1993) and word recognition (Gilmore, Croft & Reid, 1981) scores for
these students for the year prior to the initiative, the year of the
initiative and the year following it. A one-way analysis of variance
was undertaken on these two scores to determine the effect of the
initiative on achievement over the 3 years. Although these data are
limited in the sense that they relate to 1-year level and so can be
considered indicative only, it was intended that the school-based
projects address achievement at this level. For other levels, many
different kinds of assessments were used and the administration
procedures were too variable to have any confidence in their results.

2.2. Student outcomes and competing theories

The selected focus of the schools’ projects and the student
achievement data relevant to them are reported in the first section
because this question was of primary importance to the Ministry of
Education and highlighted the different expectations of the Ministry
and the schools in relation to the initiative. The second section
analyses the competing theories of the schools and the Ministry of
Education by examining their differing beliefs and values in relation
to conceptualizations of leadership and what initiative was about.

2.2.1. Literacy skills targeted and data collected
Schools selected a number of different literacy foci for their
school-based projects, with some aspect of reading being the most
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frequently nominated (22 schools). Others focused on writing (5
schools) and oral language (2 schools). All targeted lower achieving
students in Grades 1–4 as the Ministry of Education intended. Some
included other students as well.

These aspects of the initiative, however, appeared to be the extent
of the joint understandings between the Ministry of Education and
the schools. The process of establishing a data-based action-research
project in each school, as envisaged by the Ministry, did not appear
to be realized. Few schools were able to provide student achievement
information on their school-based project that allowed an evaluation
of progress over time. Most schools were vague about this aspect of
the initiative with many unsure about the nature of the information
requested. Some principals had not been directly involved in the
initiative and referred to the literacy leaders for details of the
assessment information, but this was not always helpful because
the literacy leaders were also unsure. For example, one principal
responded like this when asked how she identified the students’ needs:

Principal: Testing I suppose.
Interviewer: I realise that [the literacy leader] may know more about

this.
Principal: Oh certainly, much more.
Interviewer: Okay so you did testing, Do you know if the data was

benchmarked in any way?
Principal: No

When the literacy leader was interviewed about the data collected to
establish needs and identify progress, she was more specific, but we
found it difficult to determine the basis of her judgments of success.

Interviewer: Did you collect any data to see if it was successful?
Literacy Leader: Yes I had a look at the [teachers’] journals. I

collected those in and had a look at those, collated
some of them you know and with those children the
comments from the teacher, or from the running
records. Teachers had said, ‘‘You know this kid has
more recall,’’ and ‘‘Reciprocal reading helped.’’ We
used the three level guides also. So you know that
was a child who had some comprehension but was
unsure, so they’d moved from 10 to 10½ years to
10½ and 11 years so that was the reading age.
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Interviewer: Did they work out the comprehension, for example,
some tests have 4 or 5 questions and you can take 3 out
of 5 as a pass?

Literacy Leader: No, not really, so it was just a basic either they could
understand, yes we weren’t that specific. I mean if
theyweren’t gettingmore than 3out of 5 you’d think,
‘‘Well their understanding wasn’t good.’’
After considerable probing in many cases, 19 of the
29 schools were able to provide some achievement
data on the targeted student population in relation to
their project but only 9 of the 19 collected data at
more than one point in time. The other 11 relied on
teacher judgement to establish needs and/or assess
progress with explanations such as, ‘‘Teachers high-
lighted the students they felt they could move’’ and
‘‘We just knew.’’

Of the nine who collected data at two points in time with the potential
to judge change, the data for five schools were unable to be analysed
for a variety of reasons. In one, the principal indicated that the data
were probably inaccurate (and believed this accounted for the decline
in student scores), another selected only one child per class although
the reason for selection was not clear (the initiative was targeted at
four children in each class), with yet others collecting data that did
not relate to the focus of the initiative (e.g., reading accuracy data
were collected when comprehension was targeted).

In the remaining four schools, there were difficulties with inter-
preting the data, but in no case from the data provided could it be
stated unequivocally that achievement had improved. The data sup-
plied were very difficult to interpret with conclusions difficult to
substantiate. The school with the most promising set of data in terms
of its completeness supplied pre-post data (over a 3 month period)
for five students in eight classes listing reading ages, percentage of
words read accurately and percentage of comprehension questions
answered correctly. Detailed inspection of the data revealed that
different criteria were used to determine reading ages in the pre- and
post-test for both reading accuracy and comprehension.

2.2.2. Regular data collection
The data collected by the schools on text level and word recognition
scores (BURT) at the end of the first year of schooling as part of their
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regular data collection showed no year effect [Text ) F(2) = 2.203,
p > 0.05; BURT ) F(2) = 1.242, p > 0.05]. On average, the means
for the text levels showed a slight decline with the word recognition
scores showing a slight gain. While these data are limited in the sense
that they related to 1 year level only, they indicate that the initiative
had little effect on reading scores for students at this stage of their
acquisition of reading skills. Removing the data for the seven schools
that did not target reading had no effect on the data patterns or
results of the analyses. The Ministry’s hoped for improvement in
achievement was also not realized.

2.3. Theories in competition

In the remainder of this paper, we seek to delve deeper into some of
the reasons why so few schools appeared to engage with the Ministry
of Education’s stated intent for the initiative, that is, for school
leaders to become instructionally focused by developing a data-based
action-research project in their schools. The analysis is based on the
theory competition framework outlined in Figure 1. In summary,
most school leaders did not perceive that they were the focus of the
initiative. They also believed that effective leaders were those who
facilitated commitment and collaboration among their staff, rather
than those who provided strong instructional leadership. In many
cases data-analysis skills were not considered to be particularly
important because teacher judgment was believed to be an adequate
measure of student progress. Criteria for success were more con-
cerned with issues of good relationships and collegiality than with
testing the effects of that collegiality on raising student achievement.
The relationship between these findings and the theory competition
framework is presented in Figure 2.

2.3.1. Personnel focus of the initiative
In the theory competition framework, we have identified that a key
belief that may differ between change initiators and change imple-
menters is who should be the focus of the change efforts. The Min-
istry was clear, the initiative was called ‘‘Literacy Leadership’’ and
facilitators were instructed to work directly with the principal and
literacy leader only with the aim of upskilling them sufficiently to
work more effectively with their staff. An explicit aim of the initiative
in the workshop materials was to enhance learning-centred leadership
(Southworth, 2002).
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School personnel had a different perspective. In the interviews,
when asked whose needs were the focus of the projects, no principal
or literacy leader nominated themselves but rather nominated those
for whom they were responsible. This trend was evident for other
groups as well (see Table I). Facilitators most frequently nominated
principals and literacy leaders who, in turn, nominated teachers and/
or students. Although a few teachers nominated themselves, their
focus was primarily on students. In this aspect of the initiative, the
facilitators understood the key messages about leadership focus but
those within the schools did not.

2.3.2. How they should change
Although the Ministry envisaged that the school leaders should
become more instructionally focused through their action-research
projects, it is difficult to ascertain how the leaders themselves believed

Figure 2. Components of theories in competition.
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they should change when they did not perceive their knowledge and
skills to be the focus of the initiative. We sought to explore this issue
by probing in various ways what was considered to be important
when judging successful schools and criteria for success when leading
such schools. Facilitators provided a key intermediary role, so we
began our analysis with their reasons for categorizing schools as
most, somewhat and least successful. Although facilitators based the
regional workshops on standard, nationally developed materials,
with messages in line with the Ministry’s objectives, they had more
discretion in how they supported individual schools.

Reasons for categorizing schools as least, somewhat and most
successful are listed in Table II. These reasons are divided into
whether the description referred to a positive or negative attribute of
the school and its project. Most facilitators gave several reasons. As
can be seen from Table II, affective type reasons, such as the school
being committed to the initiative and being collaborative with others
accounted for 54% of the reasons. Knowledge-related reasons, such
as having knowledge of literacy or a culture of learning or developing
knowledge through professional development came in a poor second,
accounting for only 16% of the total number of reasons given.

Specific references to leadership were categorised separately.
Positive references were typically associated with leaders who were
action-oriented, skilled, had systems in place and were organized.
Leadership experience was always referred to negatively, in the
sense of lack of experience. The final, and least used category was
relatively broad and referred to anything that implied a focus on
the Ministry’s objectives for the initiative and included references
to student achievement, use of data, self-reflective practices, or
action-research. Only 6% of responses were in this category. When

TABLE I
Personnel focus of the initiative

Nominated group Respondent group

Facilitators

n = 19

Principals

n = 29

Literacy

leaders n = 28

Teachers

n = 53

Whole school 4 0 0 0

Principals/
literacy leaders

17 0 0 0

Teachers 8 14 21 7

Students 4 24 22 46
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faced with on-the-ground realities, the action-research focus
assumed a much lower priority than collegial relationships and
action-oriented leaders, regardless of the effectiveness of that action
in raising student achievement.

2.3.3. Criteria for effective leaders
We sought the school leaders’ views on effective leadership through
their reactions to the hypothetical scenario in which the literacy
leader took an essentially facilitative role, giving teachers time to talk
about organizational issues rather than take an explicitly instruc-
tional role. A summary of ratings from the scenario on leadership
style is provided in Table III.

The principals’ and literacy leaders’ responses followed themes
similar to those of the facilitators when judging the success of a
school in that they were generally positive about the leadership style
depicted in the scenario with 27 of the 53 respondents giving high
ratings and 11 assigning neutral ratings. The most common reason
for these ratings (26 respondents) referred to the literacy leaders’
facilitative/supportive role. Only three of all respondents expressed
concerns about the failure to develop the teachers’ professional

TABLE II
Frequency of reasons given by facilitators when categorizing success of schools

Reasons Schools Total

Most Somewhat Least

Committed/supportive/collaborative 104 (54%)
Positive 32 21 2

Negative 20 29
Increased literacy knowledge 31 (16%)
Positive 16 3 0

Negative 0 1 11
Leadership (action oriented, skilled) 30 (15%)
Positive 11 4 1
Negative 0 3 11

Leadership experience 17 (9%)
Negative 0 8 9
Achievement/data/self-review 12 (6%)

Positive 9 0 0
Negative 0 0 3

Note. Some facilitators gave more than one reason
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knowledge which is central to the learning-centred leadership the
Ministry was attempting to develop.

2.3.4. Valued knowledge and skills
A simple explanation for the schools’ failure to engage with the kind of
intervention envisaged by theMinistry ofEducation is that they did not
have the requisite knowledge and skills to do. The schools’ responses to
these aspects of the scenario indicated that for some this was indeed the
case. However, they did not seek to acquire them, which is under-
standable if the theory of leadership is to be facilitative and collegial,
rather than taking a strong instructional role and judging whether that
instructionwassuccessful.Valuedskillsare likely tobethosecompatible
with beliefs aboutwhat is important.Others did have the requisite skills
but did not perceive them to be relevant.

These data-based skills and knowledge were tested by asking
principals and literacy leaders to rate three aspects of the hypothetical
scenario related to the use of achievement data: diagnosing students’
needs on the basis of teacher perceptions, rather than using data;
selecting a programme that did not address the identified need; and
collecting follow-up data mismatched to the identified need.

Principals and literacy leaders’ responses were mixed and no
pattern in their responses was evident according to whether the
schools were categorized as most, somewhat and least successful,
which is consistent with the facilitators’ views of successful schools

TABLE III
Principals’ and literacy leaders’ responses to the hypothetical scenario

No. of
low ratings

(1–3)

No. of neutral
ratings (3.5–4.5)

No. of high
ratings (5–7)

Leadership style 14 11 27

Staff discussion
as basis to adopt
Peer Tutoring:

Reading

21 11 20

Needs/program
match

23 11 18

Inappropriate
assessment to
identify if
need met

10 11 30
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being those most collegial and action-oriented rather than focused on
achievement or data related to that collegiality.

For the first aspect of the scenario, identifying needs through
teacher perception rather than using achievement data, low and high
ratings were fairly evenly split (see Table III). Those who gave low
ratings recognized the problem and rated this aspect of the scenario
accordingly showing that they had the appropriate knowledge to
make this judgment. High ratings were typically justified on the basis
that the teachers did identify a need but six of these respondents also
noted that there was no achievement data. Their absence did not
concern them sufficiently to downgrade their ratings suggesting that
although they had the knowledge and skills to recognize these types
of problems they did not perceive them to be relevant.

For the second aspect of the scenario, the adoption of a programme
that was not designed to address the identified need received more low
than high ratings (see Table IV). The main reason for low ratings was
the need/programme mismatch (17 respondents) or that the teachers
did not find out enough about the programme (6 respondents) again
suggesting that most had the requisite knowledge.

The third aspect, related to using an inappropriate assessment to
identify if the need was met, was rated more highly than other
aspects. Twenty-nine of the thirty high ratings were positive because
they perceived that the data showed that the programme was suc-
cessful. Again five of these respondents commented on the lack of
needs/measure match but they were not sufficiently concerned about
it to lower their ratings.

If detecting problems with the scenario can be used as a measure of
relevant knowledge and skills, then the results indicated that princi-
pals and literacy leaders had a mix of the required expertise. Although
some clearly had difficulties identifying problems with the scenario,
many others readily identified the problems, but were differentially
concerned about the importance of a data-based decision-making
approach. A lack of knowledge and skills did not account for the
failure of nearly all of the schools to undertake a project as the
Ministry had envisaged.

2.3.5. Criteria for success
Criteria for success can be considered in various ways. While an
obvious criterion is changes in student achievement, changes in
leaders’ and teachers’ knowledge and skills can also be considered
to be important mediators in that success. It was clear that the
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Ministry’s criteria for success of improved instructional leadership
and student outcomes were not realized. We were interested to find
out the schools’ criteria for success and whether they believed these
criteria had been met. To do this we asked them to rate the success of
their action-research projects and to give the reasons for their ratings.

2.3.6. Satisfaction with the initiative
Most principals viewed their projects as reasonably successful, with
literacy leaders and teachers being more positive. On the seven-point
rating scale (one represented ‘‘Unsuccessful,’’ seven represented
‘‘Highly successful’’) principals’ average ratings were 5.2 and literacy
leaders and teachers’ average ratings were 5.6. The reasons given for
their ratings followed similar themes to the responses related to lead-
ership and school success that are reported above. The most common
reason given (55% of principals and literacy leaders) was related to
changes in teachers’ perceptions or practice. These changes, however,
were not so much the acquisition of specific literacy skills but related
more to perceptions of generic skills and personal characteristics, such
as becoming more focused and more collaborative. A typical response
by a principal to explain his rating of seven comprised:

Because for a whole pile of reasons. For the things I’ve just said to you so we’ve got

better people outcomes. We’ve got better teaching. I’m not sure if outcomes is the
word. But better teaching practice – better people outcomes. Because it was a whole
school thing, there was buy in and input from most of the staff so everyone had a role
to play. Everyone could have a say in the whole thing

Reasons related to student achievement were much less frequent, and
were based primarily on perceptions of students’ achievement (11
principals and literacy leaders) rather than actual achievement data (1
principal; 0 literacy leaders). Teachers’ responses followed a similar
pattern. Twenty-seven teachers (52%) mentioned changes in per-
ceptions or practice, with the same themes of collaboration evident.
Ten teachers mentioned student achievement with the following
teacher’s response typical of others, ‘‘It was because the standard of
writing went up in my classroom so it was highly successful for the
children.’’ Only one made any reference to data. One teacher
expressed a sentiment that appeared to encapsulate the beliefs of
many others in relation to using achievement data,

I don’t need data to see that it has been successful. I mean you can see by the children’s
attitudes and all the extra things that we are putting in. I mean I look at my three
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bottom children and even though they are not catching up, they haven’t caught up but
they have made gains. I mean we do little extra things for those children.

The lack of data-based monitoring of the target students could also
possibly be explained by another component of the teachers’ theory
that was in competition with that of the Ministry of Education. The
Ministry was concerned about serious achievement problems of the
lowest quartile of students across all schools. The teachers, even
though asked to target these students in their projects, did not appear
to share the Ministry’s concern. When asked to rate their satisfaction
with achievement in their class on the seven point scale ranging from
high dissatisfied (rating 1) to highly satisfied (rating 7), the average
rating was 5.8. The most common reason given by teachers for their
satisfaction rating was a general reference to class achievement as a
whole (n = 17) or to the high achieving students (n = 7) as one said
confidently, ‘‘I had some of the best readers I’ve ever had’’ (Rating 6).
Because of the Ministry’s interest in the lower achieving students, the
analysis of reasons included any reference to these students. Eleven
teachers specifically mentioned them when giving reasons for their
ratings with 10 commenting on their lack of progress. For example,
one teacher said, ‘‘Some children have not made progress, but I’m
happy with the majority.’’ These concerns did not appear to lower
their ratings. The lowest rating of four was given by a teacher who
was the only one who related her rating specifically to concerns about
the progress of this group. She said, ‘‘Because I am satisfied with
some children and not with others. Some children are progressing
well and others, I feel, are stuck or really struggling.’’ Other reasons
given by the teachers for their ratings were factors outside of the
schools’ control (n = 11), such as poor skills at school entry, atten-
dance, or ‘‘given the nature of the children, they are doing well.’’

3. Conclusion

Change is complex and successful change is particularly complex. As
Berman (1981)warns, ‘‘there aremanyways to fail, but few to succeed’’
(p. 255).A theory competition approachdoes not offer simple solutions
to succeeding, bur rather places particular demands on both change
initiators and those responsible for implementation. In these conclu-
sions, we examine some of these demands and suggest what needs to
happen for the different parties to engage with and understand the
other’s theories in change situations. The previous analysis focused on
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separate theory components, but in practice these components are
integrated so a more holistic analysis is adopted in this discussion.

We suggest that one of the initial demands is to develop a shared
understanding of the problem the change is designed to address. The
Ministry was attempting to address two problems, neither of which
was understood by the school personnel. The first was to develop
more learning-centred leadership after a decade of self-management.
An understanding of the Ministry’s concern was not evident in the
school leaders’ responses. Rather they were more concerned to
establish collaborative and collegial processes among their staff.
While learning-centred leadership and collegiality are not incompat-
ible, focusing on the latter in the absence of the former failed to
impact on achievement.

A second problem the Ministry was attempting to address was the
serious issue of disparity in national achievement patterns, yet the
teachers were very satisfied with the achievement of the students in
their classes, with only one expressing concerns about the progress of
the lower achieving students. Unless these types of national concerns
are debated and understood in ways that lead to their becoming local
concerns, the motivation for the teachers to address such disparities
in their classes is likely to be missing. Concerns ‘out there’ need to be
translated into concerns ‘‘in here’’ if change is to be successful.

Another requirement of a theory competition approach is
agreement that a solution to the problem is possible or, where such
an agreement cannot be reached, at least agreement that there is
some merit in trying. Although teacher expectations of achieve-
ment for the lower achieving students were not directly measured
in this study, many comments, particularly in relation to the rea-
sons teachers were satisfied with their students’ achievement,
indicated that most of the teachers expected and accepted the
existence of a group of students in their classes who would make
very slow progress. Hoping that teachers will adopt new strategies
to address such endemic problems has rarely worked even when
supporting professional development has been provided (e.g.,
McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993).

A theory competition approach requires that where existing beliefs
and practices do not meet task requirements, such as raising the
achievement of these students, professional development needs to
target and challenge existing theories as much as the practices sup-
ported by them (Ingvarson, 1998; Thompson & Zeuli, 1999;
Timperley & Phillips, 2003). The inevitably contextualized nature of
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such professional learning typically requires it to be school-based
within professional learning communities (DuFour & Eaker, 1999;
Louis & Leithwood, 1998; Wald & Castleberry, 2000). In this respect,
the model developed by the Ministry of Education was potentially
effective in that the development of such communities were an explicit
part of the initiative. Unfortunately, school-based professional
communities can be as reinforcing of the status quo as disturbing of it
with teachers supporting one another’s beliefs rather than challenging
them (Coburn, 2001; Lipman, 1997; Timperley & Robinson, 1998).
The school-based leaders’ emphasis on participation and collegiality
in the study reported in this paper, combined with the absence of a
problem to solve, suggests that this situation was often the case.
Without an understanding of the problem or buy-in to the envisaged
solution, the context for articulating and arguing the merits of
competing theories had not been created.

A theory competition approach requires opportunities to chal-
lenge both the theories of the program implementers and those of the
program initiators. There is often an assumed superiority of program
initiator theories over those of the practitioners. Yet policy makers do
not necessarily get it right and there is much practical wisdom held in
schools. Understanding this wisdom requires that the change initia-
tors engage with practitioners who have been successful in achieving
the desired objectives to develop an understanding of the conditions
underpinning success. Additional understandings may be obtained
from those who have experienced difficulties in achieving such
objectives, by asking questions such as, ‘‘What maintains the status
quo and what might be the consequences of disturbing it for those
responsible for implementation?’’

The temptation might be to restrict such an analysis to one of
skills and knowledge and to ask the question, ‘‘Do teachers and their
leaders have sufficient pedagogical skills and knowledge to implement
the change?’’ It is highly likely in a change scenario that existing skills
and knowledge will not be adequate because the very nature of
change implies the need for new capacities. Focusing only on the
acquisition of new skills, however, bypasses a central premise of a
theory competition approach. The acquisition of skills and knowl-
edge are motivated by what is valued. The change initiator must
engage also with the theories on which valued skills and knowledge
are based. A more relevant question might be, ‘‘Are the new skills and
knowledge sufficiently valued to motivate their acquisition?’’ Given
the practical nature of teaching and learning problems and the
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contextualised nature of sense-making by teachers and their leaders
(Jennings, 1996; Siskin, 1994; Spillane, Reiser & Reimer 2002), this
engagement cannot remain at an abstract level, but must occur at the
level of what it means to lead a school in a particular environment
and to teach particular students with whom success has not been
previously achieved (Leithwood, Jantzi & Steinbach, 1999).

It is relatively easy to find fault with change initiators’ approaches
but we do not consider that responsibility for uncovering the different
theories and finding the common ground should be seen as the sole
responsibility of the change initiator. In the self-managing schools
context of this initiative, where schools participated voluntarily, it
appears that few sought to fully understand the reasoning under-
pinning the initiative, or its approach. This information was readily
available and articulated clearly in the materials provided. Respon-
sibility for developing mutual theory understanding needs to be
shared by both those who initiate change and those who must
implement it. Schools cannot continue to regard themselves, or to be
treated as, recipients of various change initiators’ knowledge (and
money) that they are to make sense of (and use of) it as best they can.
Rather they must seek to engage with the change initiators and be
prepared to both critique the other’s theories and have their own
theories critiqued.
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4. Appendix A

4.1. The hypothetical scenario

Riverdale School is in a low income suburb. The staff teaching in
Years 1–3 decided to participate in the Literacy Leadership initiative
because the teachers were concerned about the students’ compre-
hension of text. The students seemed to be able to learn new
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vocabulary quickly, but the teachers were concerned that the students
did not understand what they read.

The teachers met and brainstormed all the different ways they
could help improve comprehension. Some of the teachers knew the
itinerant resource teacher had introduced Peer Tutoring: Reading in a
neighbouring school and the teachers in that school had told them
how much the students enjoyed it.

The teachers agreed to try Peer Tutoring: Reading in their classes
and asked the resource teacher to assist with the training of the
student tutors. At the fortnightly team meeting the literacy leader
gave the teachers time to talk about implementation issues, such as,
how to match the student tutors with student tutees appropriately,
and organize the right books. Other teachers described how they
managed these kinds of problems.

At the end of the six-week period, the teachers reported at the
syndicate meeting that their work with the Peer Tutoring: Reading
appeared to be bringing about significant gains in comprehension. The
teachers completed their usual end of term assessments and the literacy
leader noticed the results showed nearly all the students were reading
with greater accuracy and had improved their text levels compared
with the previous term. She reported this to the teachers and they
decided to continue with Peer Tutoring: Reading the following term.
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