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6. Leading the improvement of teaching and 
learning

As discussed in Chapter 3, there is little New Zealand research that links school leadership 
with student outcomes.  The question arises, therefore, as to whether leadership dimensions 
derived from an analysis of international evidence are applicable to the New Zealand context 
and, more particularly, to the Màori-medium context.

The dimensions were checked for relevance by comparing them with those that emerged from 
a second, independent analysis of evaluations of initiatives to improve teaching and learning in 
New Zealand schools.  This time, the starting point was not theories of leadership, as in Chapter 
4, but initiatives that have had a demonstrable impact on one or more valued student outcomes.  
Starting with this evidence, and using the process of backward mapping described below, we 
derived the leadership dimensions that supported teachers in their work of improving student 
achievement and well-being.

While these evaluation studies were not designed as studies of leadership, they include 
descriptions of the role played by leaders in the improvement process.  From these descriptions, 
we derived six dimensions.  Because New Zealand initiatives to improve teaching and learning 
typically involve partnerships between school leaders, researchers, professional developers, 
and Ministry officials, these dimensions reflect a widely distributed approach to the leadership 
of school improvement216.  The evidence from which the dimensions are derived comes 
predominantly from primary schools.  Although many of our findings will also be applicable to 
secondary schools, much more research is needed on the leadership of teaching and learning 
in this sector.

In the following sections, we briefly review the procedures used to identify the leadership 
dimensions associated with enhanced student outcomes.  We then describe each of these 
dimensions and explain how they work.  Both positive and negative illustrations are used to 
exemplify and discriminate the particular qualities that make these dimensions effective.

6.1 Research approach
Two sets of studies informed our analysis.  The first set was selected from a recent Best Evidence 
Synthesis Iteration217, which identified the attributes of teacher professional learning that has 
a positive impact on student outcomes218.  From this synthesis, we identified 16 quantitative 
studies that rated medium to high in terms of methodological adequacy and medium to high 
in terms of impact on student outcomes (as measured by effect size)219.  Fifteen of these studies 
measured academic outcomes, and one, social outcomes.  Seven were conducted in primary 
schools, one in an intermediate school, and one in a secondary school.  Seven involved a cross-
sector analysis220.

216 See Annan, B. (2006).  A theory of schooling improvement: Connectivity and consistency to improve instructional 
practice.  Unpublished doctoral thesis, The University of Auckland.

217 Timperley, H., Wilson, A., Barrar, H., & Fung, I. (2007).  Teacher professional learning and development: Best 
evidence synthesis iteration (BES).  Wellington: Ministry of Education.

218 Outcomes were defi ned as: greater academic achievement; enhanced personal identity, self-esteem, self-concept, 
or attitudes towards learning; improved interactions with and acceptance by peers and teachers; greater school 
attachment.

219 An effect size between 0 and .20 was taken to mean a weak or non-existent impact; between .20 and .40 as a 
small but educationally signifi cant impact; between .40 and .60 as a medium, educationally signifi cant impact; 
and greater than .60 as a large, educationally signifi cant impact.  Where effect sizes were not provided by the 
authors of the individual studies, the BES advisors computed effect sizes from the data provided.

220 One study did not report the sector involved.
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A second set of quantitative studies, 15 in all, was drawn from published reports and 
unpublished theses221 of research undertaken in New Zealand schools.  These studies assessed 
the impact on student outcomes of a variety of initiatives, all focused on pedagogical practice.  
Sufficient information was provided for us to be confident that the design of the studies and 
the reporting of data met the BES guidelines.  Eight of these studies related to Màori-medium 
contexts and seven to English-medium contexts.  Thirteen were conducted in primary schools; 
one involved a cross-sector analysis222.

Thirteen of the studies measured academic outcomes and one, both academic and social 
outcomes223.  Effect sizes for the English-medium studies were either directly reported or 
obtained from other evaluations of the same initiatives.  The eight Màori-medium studies did 
not provide effect sizes but reported outcomes as pre-/post-intervention gain scores.  We judged 
the educational significance of these interventions for the targeted students and included only 
those studies that provided evidence of positive outcomes.  In many cases, the evidence was 
weak and the changes, though positive, were not strong.  We nevertheless included these studies 
to ensure that our leadership dimensions were derived from both Màori- and English-medium 
educational contexts.

After reading each study and taking detailed notes on every aspect of leadership mentioned, we 
did an analysis of key themes, initially identifying 23 categories of leadership.  These categories 
were entered into an Excel™ spreadsheet, together with details of the studies and outcomes 
for students.  An iterative checking process was then undertaken to ensure that the categories 
identified adequately represented the specific characteristics of leadership mentioned in 
each study, particularly the characteristics found in the studies situated in Màori-medium 
contexts.

Into the spreadsheet we added brief descriptions of the leadership practices included under 
the different categories, and identified exactly who the authors were referring to when they 
used the term ‘leadership’.  We then critiqued the entries under each category and merged 
categories with similar meanings.  Categories with fewer than three entries were removed.  As 
a result of this process, the initial 23 categories were merged into the six broad dimensions 
listed in Figure 16 and discussed in the remainder of this chapter.  Additional studies were 
located that provided theoretical depth and rich descriptions of the practices captured by each 
dimension—in some instances, descriptions of contrasting negative cases.

Figure 16.  The strategy used to derive six leadership dimensions from New Zealand evidence

221 The methodology used for selecting theses is described in Chapter 3.
222 In one study, we were unable to identify the sector.
223 In one study, we were unable to identify the outcomes being measured.
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6.2 What is the role of leadership in developing 
effective teaching?

Each of the six leadership dimensions identified by our analysis is defined, illustrated, and 
explained in the following sections.  Since we wish to avoid creating a leadership checklist, we 
have attended particularly to the principles and values that explain what makes the different 
dimensions powerful.  In some cases, this has involved linking dimensions with relevant 
theory.  Our discussion of goal setting, for example, includes both practical examples and a 
brief account of goal-setting theory.  The findings of the Teacher Professional Learning and 
Development BES show that provision of underlying principles and theory, together with linked 
practical examples, is a feature of effective professional learning experiences224.

Dimension A: Setting educational goals
Setting and communicating goals for teacher and student learning was one of the most obvious 
exercises of leadership reported by the 31 studies.  In many of the improvement projects 
researched, external leadership set overarching objectives to be followed by all participants.  
Within these overarching objectives, however, there was usually scope for schools to formulate 
their own goals.  For example, an objective of the national Literacy Leadership Project225 was 
to increase the ability of school leaders to work with their staff in ways that improved the 
literacy of their lowest-performing students.  Leaders were required to use an evidence-based 
analysis of student needs to set specific goals for improving some aspect of literacy.  Progress 
towards the goal was to be monitored through the school’s own action-research project.  So, 
although policy makers, researchers, and programme developers were instrumental in setting 
the overall objectives in this and other initiatives, school leaders had an important role in 
setting goals that were tailored to the specific needs of their students.

From the studies, it emerges that leaders can set goals effectively if they:

• establish the importance of the selected goals;

• ensure that goals are clear;

• develop the capacity to set appropriate goals.

Leadership establishes the importance of the selected goals

Goals do not motivate unless they are seen to be important.  They gain importance by being 
linked to wider philosophical and moral purposes.  Articulating and gaining commitment 
to such purposes is part of what is meant by visionary leadership.  Unlike the research on 
transformational leadership discussed in Chapter 4, none of the studies used in this analysis 
discussed or evaluated leadership vision.  This is probably because moral and philosophical 
commitment can be deeply embedded in leadership practice and, unlike a leader’s speech or 
writing, not easily recognised as visionary.  Yet it is apparent in some of these studies that 
the personal commitment of leaders was central to establishing the importance of a goal.  In 
some cases, it was a leader’s driving moral or philosophical purpose that, along with relevant 
evidence, enabled them to recognise a discrepancy between current and desired achievement 
and led them to discuss this discrepancy with others.  It then became their goal to reduce 
the discrepancy—not for compliance reasons but from a need to be true to themselves.  The 
link between personal, moral, or philosophical commitment and goals is illustrated in Box 3.  
The context is a kura literacy programme led by the tumuaki in conjunction with an external 

224 Timperley, Wilson, Barrar, & Fung (2007), op. cit.
225 For an evaluation of this initiative and schools’ capacity to set goals based on evidence of student need, see 

Timperley, H. S., Parr, J., & Higginson, R. M. (2003).  Evaluation of the Literacy Leadership initiative: The 
enhancement programme 2001.  Wellington: Ministry of Education.

 Timperley, H. S. (2005b).  Instructional leadership challenges: The case of using student achievement information 
for instructional improvement.  Leadership and Policy in Schools, 4, pp. 3–22.
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researcher and the kura whànau.  The goals of the literacy programme are encompassed by 
a wider vision held by Màori, to which the kura whànau is committed—a vision for the Màori 
language, cultural regeneration, and educational achievement.

Box 3.  Establishing goal importance by making links to moral and philosophical commitments

The tumuaki and whànau leadership of a kura kaupapa Màori cared deeply about the fact 
that their year 8 students who were highly competent in Màori were struggling when they 
entered the bilingual programme at the local secondary school (the only option available).  
They believed that this was due in part to their failure to adequately prepare their students to 
confidently and competently meet the challenge of learning through the medium of English.  
The problem was important to them because their graduates were still part of the kura 
whànau and were therefore still their responsibility.  The kura whànau were committed to 
the principle, enunciated in Te Aho Matua226 and elsewhere, of competency in both Màori and 
English.  This commitment led the kura whànau and tumuaki to collaborate with a literacy 
researcher in the delivery of a 10-week English-medium literacy programme.  The explicit 
goal was to improve reading and writing in English while maintaining or improving Màori 
language and literacy.  Post-intervention assessment showed that the gains made during the 
programme were being maintained one or two terms later.  The inclusive, explicit discussion 
of the problem, combined with a whànau sense of collective responsibility, ensured that all 
those involved saw the goal as urgent and important227.

Further evidence that it is important to link goals to wider moral and philosophical purposes 
comes from a follow-up evaluation of an early literacy intervention in seven South Auckland 
primary schools228.  School leaders (principals and senior management teams) were asked 
why they joined this project.  The three most successful schools (as measured by pre-/
post-intervention gains in achievement) were distinguished from the others by their frank 
acknowledgment that dissatisfaction with current reading achievement was one of their reasons 
for participating.  The principals who did not mention achievement said that they had joined 
the project either because of its fit with their current programme, or because any professional 
development would be helpful, or because it was sponsored by the Ministry of Education.  It is 
likely that these reasons would have been less compelling for teachers than an open, principal-
led discussion of literacy achievement, followed by the principal’s explicit commitment to work 
with staff to raise literacy levels.

The value of linking goals to a compelling moral purpose is also seen in a South Island school’s 
journey “from a deficit model of special education needs programming to an inclusive model 
of student learning support”229.  The senior management team wanted to move from a special 
class model to one that was more inclusive and classroom-based.  They were keen to do this 
because they had increasing numbers of moderate needs children and because they believed 
(in line with the National Administration Guidelines) that “meeting the needs of all students 
was a mandatory part of every teacher’s job”.  This moral purpose was embodied in goals 
to enhance the reading achievement, parent–school relationships, and self-esteem of a pilot 
group of 26 students, drawn from every class in the school except new entrants.

Leaders give symbolic messages about what is important by what they choose to attend and 
how they participate.  Leaders who not only attend, but also participate in the workshops and 
meetings associated with an initiative, signal their commitment to its goals and a determination 

226 Te Aho Matua is a philosophy specifi cally developed for kura kaupapa Màori that describes operational principles 
and principles for teaching and learning.

227 This vignette is based on Berryman, M. A. (2001).  Toitù te whànau, toitù te iwi: A community approach to 
English transition.  Unpublished master’s thesis, University of Waikato, Hamilton, New Zealand.

228 Timperley, H. S., & Wiseman, J. (2003).  The sustainability of professional development in literacy: Part Two: 
School-based factors associated with high student achievement.  Wellington: Ministry of Education.

229 Morris, C., & Katon, S. (2006).  A torrent of change: Enhancing effective change in special education—one 
school’s journey.  Kairaranga, 7(Special Edition), pp. 28–32.
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to support their staff to successfully implement it and achieve the desired outcomes230.  Presence 
and visibility (being a ‘seen face’, kanohi kitea or kia kite a-kanohi) is an important aspect 
of Màori leadership.  Researchers often noted, but without explaining why, that the active 
support and participation of leaders was an important characteristic of successful, sustainable 
interventions.

Leadership ensures that goals are clear

According to the considerable literature on goal setting231, one of the requirements for 
effectiveness is that goals are clear and unambiguous.  Teachers know that this is true when 
setting student learning outcomes—it is also true when setting goals for the improvement of 
teaching.  Goals are clearer when they include a target and a timeframe (for example, 80% of 
all students will be at age-expected levels by the end of year 1).

The role of targets was investigated in connection with the Numeracy Development Project232.  
In 13 of the 19 schools involved in the longitudinal evaluation, at least 75% of teachers reported 
using achievement targets for numeracy.  In these schools, with the exception of two year 
levels, fewer students than in the other six schools were working at the lower stages of the 
Number Framework.

No matter how often they are articulated by leadership, goals are not clear if they are not 
understood by those they are intended to influence.  This is particularly important when those 
who set the goals are not those who have to achieve them.  Box 4 describes a national literacy 
intervention in which the goals put in place by the national leadership were not successfully 
communicated at school level.

Box 4.  The importance of checking whether goals are clear

One of the goals of the national Literacy Leadership Project (2000–03) was to give principals 
and literacy leaders the skills to work more effectively with teachers to raise the achievement 
of their lowest-performing students.  Facilitators were asked to “work directly with the 
principal and literacy leader only with the aim of upskilling them sufficiently to work more 
effectively with their staff” (p. 238)233.  The aim of enhancing learning-centred leadership 
was made explicit in the workshop materials.  A project evaluation was conducted in 29 
primary schools across the country, selected by the national facilitators as representative 
of varying levels of success.  When the evaluators asked facilitators, principals, literacy 
leaders, and teachers to tell them whose learning needs were the focus of the project, only 
the facilitators consistently nominated school leadership.  Principals and literacy leaders 
consistently saw the initiative directed at teacher and student learning, not their own.  
The evaluation did not provide a definitive explanation for this mismatch.  One possibility 
is that the facilitators did not know how to tell school leaders that they were the focus.  
Another is that they spent so much time working with teachers rather than leaders that the 
original intention was overlooked.  A third possibility is that school leaders did not study the 
rationale and purpose of the initiative so did not position themselves as learners alongside 
their teachers.  The evaluation showed that the initiative made no difference to the reading 
achievement of students.

230 Amongst other sources, see:
 Absolum, M. (2004a).  Assess to Learn Project (Project proposal submitted to the Ministry of Education).  

Auckland: Evaluation Associates.
 Trinick, T. (2005).  Te Poutama Tau: A case study of two schools.  In Findings from the New Zealand Numeracy 

Development Project 2004 (pp. 103–114).  Wellington: Ministry of Education.
231 See Latham and Locke for an accessible summary of this research and the discussion at the end of this section:
 Latham, G. P., & Locke, E. A. (2006).  Enhancing the benefi ts and overcoming the pitfalls of goal setting.  

Organizational Dynamics, 35(4), pp. 332–340.
232 Thomas, G., & Tagg, A. (2005).  Evidence for expectations: Findings from the numeracy project longitudinal study.  

In Findings from the New Zealand Numeracy Development Project 2004.  Wellington: Ministry of Education.
233 Timperley, H. S., & Parr, J. M. (2005).  Theory competition and the process of change.  Journal of Educational 

Change, 6, pp. 227–251.
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Leadership develops the capacity to set appropriate goals

Setting appropriate goals involves more than learning how to specify targets that are objective 
and measurable.  Goal setting—for both teacher and student learning—is part of a cycle of 
evidence-based assessment, analysis, and determination of next steps.  As we will show in 
Chapter 8, to do this well, leaders need considerable knowledge of subject-specific assessment, 
curriculum progressions, and pedagogical strategies.  It was a feature of successful projects 
that leaders checked, rather than assumed, teachers’ capacity to set appropriate goals and, 
where needed, provided opportunities for them to learn how to link student data to next 
teaching steps234.

In the early stages of some New Zealand initiatives, policy makers and programme developers 
have not adequately checked the capacity of the implementing agents to meet the objectives 
and have consequently underestimated the amount of learning and support that teachers and 
school leaders will need.  In the Literacy Leadership Project, for example, few schools were able 
to complete the required evidence-based assessment, goal setting, and action-research project.  
The subsequent Literacy Professional Development Project235 recognised the complexity of these 
tasks and the need for more expert support.  As a consequence, its impact on both teacher and 
student learning has been much more significant.

Goal setting requires an appropriate level of difficulty to be established.  If goals are seen 
to be too difficult or too easy, they will not be motivating.  The perceived difficulty of a goal 
and the perceived capacity to meet it are inseparably linked, so what counts as difficult will 
change as capacity changes.  Box 5 describes how one school leader worked with her staff to 
set progressively more challenging goals for student achievement.

Box 5.  An assistant principal helps teachers set and achieve more challenging goals

The assistant principal in a low-decile, urban primary school worked with a university 
researcher to lift levels of reading achievement.  Initially, the teachers rejected the use of 
national benchmarks, believing them to be unrealistic for their students.  The author236 
writes:

“They indicated that they already knew that the students were reading below expectations for 
their age.  Various comments alluded to the belief that national expectations were unrealistic 
for their students.  For example, when the assistant principal indicated the expected reading 
level after six months at school, one teacher asked in an aside, ‘Is that according to real 
life?’” (p. 10).

One year later, after learning to use classroom data to improve their teaching, the staff 
involved were setting national benchmarks as their goal and routinely plotting their 
students’ reading data against them.  One teacher explained, “I think you have got to have 
expectations and you have to have something to aim for.  I guess it comes down to what the 
vision is, where we collectively want the kids to be as well” (p. 16).

234 Descriptions of such work are available in:
 Absolum (2004a), op. cit.
 Absolum, M. (2004b).  ATOL programme 2004 (report prepared for company purposes only).  Auckland: 

Evaluation Associates Ltd.
 Fung, I. Y. Y., Townsend, M. A. R., & Parr, J. M. (2004).  Teaching school children to think critically in language 

arts: How and why?  Paper presented at the British Educational Research Association Annual Conference (16–18 
September), UMIST, Manchester, UK.  Retrieved from: www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/documents/00003713.htm

 Parr, J., Timperley, H., Reddish, P., Jesson, R., & Adams, R. (2006).  Literacy Professional Development Project: 
Identifying effective teaching and professional development practices for enhanced student learning.  Milestone 
5 (Final report).  Wellington: Learning Media.

 Phillips, G., McNaughton, S., & MacDonald, S. (2001).  Picking up the pace: Effective literacy interventions for 
accelerated progress over the transition into decile one schools (Final Report).  Wellington, NZ: Ministry of 
Education.  Retrieved from: www.minedu.govt.nz/web/document/document_page.cfm?id=6444

235 Parr, Timperley, Reddish, Jesson, & Adams (2006), op. cit.
236 Timperley, H. S. (2005b).  Instructional leadership challenges: The case of using student achievement information 

for instructional improvement.  Leadership and Policy in Schools, 4, pp. 3–22.
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Explaining the power of goal setting

Goal setting is a powerful leadership tool, and since the studies discussed above were not 
designed as studies of leadership (let alone goal setting), it is important that we help readers 
understand how and why it is effective.

There is a long history of empirical research on goal setting, recently summarised in an easily 
accessible form by two of the leading theorists (see Figure 17).  The following discussion is 
based on their recent paper237.

Figure 17.  How does goal setting work?

Goal setting works by creating a discrepancy between the current situation and a desired 
future state.  For people committed to a goal, this discrepancy is experienced as constructive 
discontent that motivates persistent, goal-relevant behaviour.  Goals focus attention and lead 
to more determined and sustained effort than would otherwise be the case.  For example, a 
teacher’s  goal is to have 80% of her students achieving at or above age-appropriate levels in 
reading comprehension by the end of the year.  As only 50% do so at present, she is motivated 
to systematically record and review their performance and to seek more successful ways of 
teaching.

Goals are only motivating, however, if the three conditions listed in the left-hand box in
Figure 17 are met:

1. Teachers, parents, or students feel they have the capacity to meet the goals: either they 
believe their current resources are sufficient for the purpose or they are confident they will 
be given the additional expertise and support they need.

2. People are committed to the goals.  This requires first of all that they understand and 
value them.  As long as this is the case, it does not matter whether they participate in the 
actual goal-setting process.  New Zealand research on teacher professional development in 
literacy does, however, draw attention to the effectiveness of goals that are co-constructed 
and based on a joint analysis of problems238.  This is probably because the shared process 
enhances teachers’ understanding of what it will take to achieve the goals at the same time 
as it builds their capacity and confidence.

3. The goals are specific and unambiguous.  Specificity makes it possible to assess progress 
and adjust one’s practice accordingly.  Self-regulation is impossible if the goal—and, 
therefore, progress towards the goal—is unclear.

Goal setting enhances performance and learning.  It is also psychologically beneficial in that, 
by bringing clarity of purpose, it no longer seems that everything is equally important and 

237 Latham & Locke (2006), op. cit.
238 Parr, Timperley, Reddish, Jesson, & Adams (2006), op. cit.
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overwhelming.  This sharpened focus and sense of purpose can lead to greater enjoyment of 
one’s work and greater willingness to take on challenges.

There are, of course, limitations and pitfalls to be aware of.  They are summarised in the 
following table, together with strategies for preventing or overcoming them:

Table 7.  Goal setting: common problems and how to overcome them

Problem Strategy 

People lack the skills and knowledge to achieve the 
goal.

Set relevant learning rather than performance 
goals.

Individuals’ goals may be in conflict with others’ 
goals.

Set team or superordinate goals.

Failure to achieve goals is seen as a risk. Encourage and reward learning from mistakes.

Successful goal attainment can reinforce old 
strategies that are inappropriate in a changing 
environment.

Invite robust critique and review of goals and 
strategies for reaching them.

Accountability for goal attainment can lead to 
biased and inaccurate reporting.

Check validity of a small sample of reports.

Leaders model an ethical culture and show no 
tolerance for deviations.

Important outcomes that are not set as goals may 
be ignored.

Set more inclusive goals.

Set goals for all critical outcomes.

Inquire into goal interrelationships.

It is one thing to set good goals and gain commitment to them and another to successfully 
pursue them in the face of the constant distractions of other necessary work.  The section in 
Chapter 2 on principals’ use of time highlights this particular challenge confronting principals 
who want to take greater responsibility for leading teaching and learning.  Practical advice 
about how to manage the distractions, together with the problem-solving and interpersonal 
skills required, will be found in Chapter 8239.

Dimension B: Obtaining and allocating resources aligned to 
pedagogical goals
Leadership is exercised in obtaining and allocating material, intellectual, and human resources 
to meet pedagogical goals.  Of all the functions that come under this dimension, the most 
important of all is appointment of teaching staff, since quality of teaching explains more of the 
variance in student achievement than any other system variable240.

Leaders at all levels of the system play a vital role in working with teachers to identify and 
develop appropriate teaching resources and ensuring that these resources are readily available.  
For Màori-medium schools, finding resources that align pedagogically and philosophically with 
valued goals is a significant challenge as there are relatively fewer teaching and assessment 
resources available in te reo Màori241.

239 Practical advice about how to manage distractions in ways that do not undermine the pursuit of goals is also 
found in Levin, B. (2009)  How to change 5000 schools: A practical approach for leading change at every level. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press.

240 Alton-Lee, A. (2004, June).  Impact of teaching and schools on variance in outcomes.  Retrieved October 6th, 
2006, from www.minedu.govt.nz/web/downloadable/dl8910_v1/impact-of-teachers-and-schools-on-variance-
in-outc.doc

241 Rau, C. (2005).  Literacy acquisition, assessment and achievement of year two tauira in total immersion in Màori 
programmes, The International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 8(5), pp. 404–432.
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Resource availability and allocation not only impacts the quality of teaching, it has wider societal 
implications via its influence on school quality, which has been shown to have a remarkable 
impact on economic growth242.  Yet simply increasing resources will not improve the quality of 
teaching and learning243: the challenge is to strategically align resources to pedagogical goals, 
not accumulate resources as an end in itself244.

Besides obtaining and allocating the materials and information needed for improving teaching 
and learning, strategic alignment may also involve developing or recruiting the expertise to 
use these effectively.  Such expertise might already exist within the school—in the staff or 
students, or in the community or kura whànau.  When this is the case, leadership may involve 
identifying those with the particular expertise needed or selecting individuals for important 
roles.  For example, the principal of a decile 2 school in Manukau City asked two teachers 
to share with their colleagues how they had successfully raised the achievement of five of 
their students with learning and behaviour difficulties.  Over the course of three one-and-a-
half-hour professional development sessions, these teachers explained how, supported by a 
university-based facilitator, they had used an action-research process to examine and then 
change their own practice in ways that led to significant improvements in the reading, writing, 
and behaviour of these previously hard-to-teach students.  The principal reported:

 This exercise has reinforced a belief, long held by the senior management of this school, 
that sharing of expertise within our own learning community, by staff members who 
know and understand our students, is the most powerful tool in effecting change.  From 
my observation of the two staff members involved in the project I noted an increased 
understanding of the value of cooperatively interchanging ideas and practice, an 
increased ability to clearly define the outcomes they required and a subsequent growing 
in confidence in their ability to move their students forward (p. 37)245.

When expertise is not readily available, leadership seeks it out.  This is illustrated in the 
vignette in Box 3.  The tumuaki, on behalf of the kura whànau, sought the expertise of a 
researcher to help the kura better prepare graduates to cope with the academic English they 
would encounter at secondary school.

In the initiatives described in the 31 studies reviewed for this chapter, expertise often came into 
schools from outside in the form of project personnel, who assumed key leadership roles.  As 
we examined how these external personnel and school-based leaders identified and obtained 
resources aligned to the purpose of improving teaching and learning, two points emerged:

Leaders who strive to identify and obtain resources aligned to pedagogical goals:

• use clear criteria that are aligned to pedagogical and philosophical purposes;

• ensure sustained funding for pedagogical priorities.

Leadership uses clear criteria that are aligned to pedagogical and philosophical 
purposes

Effective identification of material and human resources is not an ad hoc process.  Rather, it 
is guided by already-established goals and purposes.  These purposes shape the development 
of the criteria used to identify the necessary resources.  Leadership ensures there is shared 
awareness and understanding of the purpose of the resources and of the criteria that will be 
used to identify or develop them.  An example of clear identification of relevant expertise from 
within a school is found in Figure 22 on page 136.  Teachers in the school disaggregated data 
so that they could see exactly which students—and, therefore, exactly which teachers—needed 

242 Hanushek, E. A. (2005).  Economic outcomes and school quality.  Paris: IIEP and Brussels: IAE.
243 ibid.
244 Bryk, A. S., Sebring, P. B., Kerbow, D., Rollow, S., & Easton, J. Q. (1998).  Charting Chicago school reform: 

Democratic localism as a lever for change.  Boulder: Westview Press.
245 Hiranniah, N., & Mahoney, B. (2006).  Within our circle of infl uence.  Kairaranga, 7(Special Edition), pp. 33–

38.



School Leadership and Student Outcomes: Identifying What Works and Why: Best Evidence Synthesis Iteration 113

more help.  The disaggregation also enabled them to identify one of their number who was 
particularly successful in raising the achievement of her students.  As a result, colleagues 
observed her teaching, were coached by her, and actively sought her advice246.

In this example, the teacher expert and her colleagues knew why she was selected and 
understood her resource person role.  A contrasting study, of a project called Te Kauhua, 
highlights how important it is that staff are aware of the criteria for selection.  Te Kauhua 
focused on helping teachers understand the types of teacher–student relationships that foster 
Màori achievement247.  Over half the teacher-facilitators who had been seconded for two and 
a half years to clusters of participating schools raised the need for greater clarity about their 
roles and responsibilities—they were neither sure of their roles nor sure of why they had been 
appointed.

To meet specific goals, it may sometimes be necessary to identify and recruit individuals 
with the required expertise from outside the school.  The importance of clear links between 
recruitment criteria and educational goals can be seen in the vignette in Box 6.  The scenario 
in this case is a school that has been invited to send a Màori cultural group of 24 students to 
perform at an international cultural festival.

Box 6.  Recruiting personnel who have the knowledge and qualities necessary for meeting 
educational goals

Preparation for the performance involved implementation of an intensive Màori culture 
group experience.  This was combined with a carefully planned and implemented series of 
interventions and activities designed to improve the students’ self-esteem and sense of agency, 
which, according to standardised test results, were low.  The impacts of the experience 
on academic performance were also evaluated.  The Pàkehà deputy principal, who had 
been leading the cultural group, decided to appoint a kaiako and kaiarahi reo from a local 
marae to take over this role.  The deputy principal helped ensure that the culture group’s 
programme was culturally appropriate by recruiting skilled Màori personnel.  These people 
had the knowledge and expertise to successfully prepare the group for their performance.  
They could also assist in developing cultural identity and by acting as role models.  As they 
were not trained teachers, they were given some specific training in developing children’s 
self-esteem and sense of agency.

Pre- and post-assessments of the children in the culture group showed that there were 
positive, statistically significant changes in students’ self-esteem and sense of agency over the 
course of the intervention.  There was also a small positive effect on academic achievement.  
Neither of these changes was observed in a comparison group.248

Picking up the Pace249, an early literacy initiative, provides an example of how criteria for 
identifying and obtaining material resources can be driven by externally facilitated changes to 
current practice.  Box 7 describes how these changes demanded new criteria for the allocation 
and use of resources.

246 Timperley, H. S., & Wiseman, J. (2003).  The sustainability of professional development in literacy: Part 2.  
School-based factors associated with high student achievement.  Wellington: Ministry of Education.  Retrieved 
from www.minedu.govt.nz/index.cfm?layout=document&documentid=8638&data=l

247 Tuuta, M., Bradnam, L., Hynds, A., Higgins, J., & Broughton, R. (2004).  Evaluation of the Te Kauhua Màori 
mainstream pilot project.  Wellington: Ministry of Education.

248 This vignette is drawn from Rubie, C. (1999).  The effect of a Màori culture group experience on children’s self 
esteem, locus of control and academic performance.  Unpublished master’s thesis, University of Auckland.

249 Phillips, G., McNaughton, S., & MacDonald, S. (2001).  Picking up the pace: Effective literacy interventions 
for accelerated progress over the transition into decile one schools (Final report).  Wellington: Ministry of 
Education.  Retrieved from www.minedu.govt.nz/web/document/document_page.cfm?id=6444
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Box 7.  Pedagogically aligning resources to changing practices

A New Zealand professional development research project in literacy teaching had shown 
how the traditional big book activity, involving a whole class, left low-progress children 
somewhat confused.  In light of this finding and international research showing that 
effective teachers use a range of rich texts, Picking up the Pace facilitators worked with 
teachers to change their practice.  Instead of reading big books with the whole class, they 
read a range of appropriate small books with small groups of students.  Reading five small 
books (appropriate in terms of topic, text meaning, difficulty, vocabulary, etc.) every day 
as a part of a flexible, small-group Reading To programme, instead of one big book over 
several days, was found to be a more helpful practice.  As the children read the different 
books, the teachers were able to observe the kinds of text selected and discern mismatches 
between text and reader perception.  The junior school leadership had to respond to these 
changes, ensuring that suitable texts were available, that instructional reading happened 
with a small (rather than large) group, and that there were appropriate tasks and resources 
for the other groups of children.

Besides aligning pedagogically, resources need to align with philosophical purposes and 
teaching programmes.  Trinick studied two kura that had participated in Te Poutama Tau 
in 2003 and shown gains in mathematical achievement250.  This professional development 
programme for Màori-medium teachers of numeracy is based around what is known as the 
Number Framework.  Developed specifically for the New Zealand context, the programme 
requires individual schools to opt in.  The senior staff of the kura agreed that their success with 
Te Poutama Tau was partly because the teaching and learning philosophy behind it aligned 
well with the school’s commitment to cooperative learning.  Cooperative learning approaches 
also align well with the philosophy behind Te Aho Matua251.

Timely availability is one aspect of resource alignment.  Te reo Màori versions of key resource 
materials (such as the diagnostic interview and teacher booklets) were developed as part of the 
Te Poutama Tau programme but, as Christensen notes, facilitators were working with Màori-
medium teachers well before these became available252.

Notwithstanding the timeliness issue, Te Poutama Tau resources have helped Màori-medium 
teachers understand the stages by which students typically develop understanding of number, 
and this in turn has helped them cater more effectively for the individual learning needs of 
their students253.  Te Poutama Tau represents a significant step forward in terms of aligning 
pedagogy and resources to Màori educational philosophy and aspirations.

In English-medium schools, the commitment of leaders is a major determinant of the priority 
given to purchasing or developing resources for Màori-medium teaching.  In a study of three 
schools, Clark254 found little commitment on the part of senior leadership to assessing and 
reporting the te reo Màori achievements of students from Màori-medium programmes.  Màori-
medium teachers from two of the schools described how they fitted bilingual outcomes into the 
English-medium report template as best they could.  In one, teachers had to attach a separate 
te reo Màori report to the standard report.  In these schools, resources for assessing and 
reporting were not aligned to important pedagogical and cultural goals.

250 Trinick, T. (2005).  Te Poutama Tau: A case study of two schools.  In Findings from the New Zealand Numeracy 
Development Project 2004.  Wellington: Ministry of Education, pp. 103–114.

251 Te Aho Matua is a philosophy specifi cally developed for kura kaupapa Màori that describes principles for 
operation and teaching.  It has a focus on cooperative learning.

252 Christensen, I. (2003).  An evaluation of Te Poutama Tau 2002: Exploring issues in mathematics education.  
Wellington: Ministry of Education.

253 ibid.  
254 Clark, S. M. (2003).  Reporting to parents in Màori bilingual units.  Unpublished master’s thesis, University of 

Auckland.
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In an evaluation255 of the use of commercially available literacy packages in English- and Màori-
medium classrooms, teachers were asked a series of interview questions designed to find out 
how well they could match the packages with the needs of their students.  The authors write: 

 The conclusion with respect to obtaining a match between needs of students and features 
of the package is that this was often problematic from the outset.  Not all schools, by any 
means, were clear about what the package they were selecting had to offer or how this 
related to the needs of their students.  Schools were prepared to rate the package highly in 
terms of meeting needs of their students but were generally unable to specify the way in 
which the package helped them to cater for the needs of target groups (p. 35).

The evaluators’ report includes a detailed, hypothetical case of how a deputy principal might 
lead a series of evidence-based discussions about the literacy learning needs of their students, 
selection of a resource to match those needs, and ongoing evaluation of its impact on student 
reading.

Leadership ensures sustained funding for pedagogical priorities

There is a conspicuous shortage of New Zealand research on how school leaders identify and 
obtain resources in the everyday business of leading a school.  Most of the studies from which 
we have derived leadership dimensions involve improvement projects, but resources made 
available during the ‘hothouse’ phase of an intervention will not necessarily be available on 
an ongoing basis from regular school budgets256.  For this reason, concern is often expressed 
during improvement projects that, to sustain new practices and gains in student outcomes, 
continued access to resources is required.  Provision of these resources is a bottom line257, 
but meeting it can be problematic when the extra funds associated with a project run out and 
continued work must be funded from the regular school budget258.

The McDowall et al. study provides evidence about how school leadership might address 
concerns about the ongoing funding of programmes that are initially partly externally 
funded259.  This study, described in Box 8, focused on decisions relating to Reading Recovery, 
an early intervention for students making limited progress in reading and writing after their 
first year at school.

Box 8.  Ensuring that there is sufficient funding for pedagogically aligned resources

The number of Reading Recovery places available in a school is dependent on hours provided 
by the Ministry of Education specifically for the purpose and on what the school allocates 
from its operations grant and other discretionary funding.  Schools are expected to at least 
match the hours provided by the Ministry, so the extent to which they meet the need for 
Reading Recovery places is partly dependent on their priorities for discretionary funding.  
In all but one of the case study schools, the school contribution was greater—sometimes 
considerably greater—than the hours provided by the Ministry.  Schools can also use 
discretionary funding to cater for unexpected placements or to provide time for Reading 
Recovery teachers to carry out extra activities such as monitoring discontinued students.  
Some effective Reading Recovery schools have taken up this option.  Their leaders realised 
that successful implementation of Reading Recovery necessitated adjustments to funding, 

255 Parr, J., Aikman, M., Irving, E., & Glasswell, K. (2004).  An evaluation of the use and integration of readymade 
commercial literacy packages into classroom programmes (Final report).  Wellington: Ministry of Education.

256 McLaughlin, M. W., & Mitra, D. (2001).  Theory-based change and change-based theory: Going deeper, going 
broader.  Journal of Educational Change, 2(4), pp. 301–323.  

257 ibid.
258 ibid.
259 McDowall, S., Boyd, S., Hodgen, E., & Vliet, T. V. (2005).  Reading Recovery in New Zealand: Uptake, 

implementation, and outcomes, especially in relation to Mäori and Pasifi ka students.  Wellington: New Zealand 
Council for Educational Research.
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often at the expense of other things.  Leaders face a delicate juggling act when deciding how 
to use their school’s discretionary funding260.

Contestable funding is another possible avenue for leaders wanting to access ongoing material 
and human resources for priority areas, but there may be considerable opportunity costs 
associated with such funding.  A report prepared for the Ministry of Education highlights 
principals’ concerns:

Box 9.  Opportunity costs in relation to compliance requirements associated with resourcing

Fifty school principals and board of trustees members from 29 schools were interviewed 
about their schools’ experiences of compliance requirements.  Fourteen principals said that 
they found the compliance and reporting associated with contestable resourcing onerous and 
time-consuming, particularly with respect to teacher and teacher aide hours and funding.  
Eight principals were concerned about the amount of time it took to prepare funding 
applications and to meet compliance and reporting requirements for successful applications.  
Principals and trustees also said they faced considerable human and other costs meeting 
compliance requirements such as those related to electrical safety (e.g., checking power 
cords261) and road safety (e.g., supervisor-to-student ratio when crossing roads)262.

In New Zealand’s largely self-managing environment, strategic resourcing is a key responsibility 
of school leadership, yet there are few resources to help school leaders learn how to use the 
resources they have to more effectively support the improvement of teaching and learning263. 

Dimension C: Creating educationally powerful connections 
Leadership through the creation of educationally powerful connections designed to improve 
teaching and learning was apparent in many of the 31 studies in our analysis.  Connections 
between individuals, organisations, and cultures can contribute to enhanced student 
achievement by ensuring a closer pedagogical and philosophical match between what happens 
at home and at school.  Pedagogical match is also enhanced when schools provide continuity 
of content and teaching approach for students as they move from one programme or class to 
another.

While relationships are important in all the dimensions identified in this chapter, this is 
particularly the case when it comes to creating connections and continuity.  Effective relationships 
both reflect and build shared understandings and goal commitments.  They can also lead to 
greater knowledge of and respect for individual and cultural identities.  In this discussion, 
however, our emphasis is adult relationships, collaborations, and partnerships that are focused 
on the achievement and well-being of students264.  As Fullan notes, “unless the right things are 
being focused on, collaborative relationships may end up being powerfully wrong”265.

Our analysis shows that leaders create educationally powerful connections when they:

• establish continuities between student identities and school practices;

• develop continuities and coherence across teaching programmes;

• ensure effective transitions across educational settings.

260 ibid., pp. xv–xvi.
261 Ministry of Education internal memo (12 March 2007), a summary of issues raised by principals and principal 

bodies regarding electrical testing in schools.
262 Malone, K. (2006).  Project report: Reducing compliance; increasing trust.  A report prepared for Education 

Management Policy, Ministry of Education and Kingston Associates.
263 A starting point for developing such New Zealand resources could be Karen Hawley Miles and Stephen Franks’ 

forthcoming book, The strategic school: Making the most of people, time and money.  Thousand Oaks, California: 
Corwin Press.

264 Timperley, H., & Robinson, V. (2002).  Partnership: Focusing the relationship on the task of school improvement.  
Wellington: New Zealand Council for Educational Research.

265 Fullan, M. (2001).  Leading in a culture of change.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  p. 67.
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Leadership establishes continuities between student identities and school 
practices

Te Kotahitanga266 is an initiative to increase the achievement of Màori students in English-
medium secondary schools.  The major strategy involves building relationships between 
individuals and groups,  establishing the kinds of connections and continuities that have been 
shown to make a difference to the outcomes of Màori students.  Màori students can experience 
major discontinuities between the cultural practices encountered in the classroom and their 
culturally located identities267.  Te Kotahitanga seeks to address this problem by developing 
learning–teaching relationships that recognise and affirm Màori students’ identities.  
Leadership is needed from researchers and professional developers, principals, and boards 
of trustees (among others) to facilitate such relationships and promote a common vision of 
educational excellence for Màori.  Bishop et al.268 identify connectedness as fundamental.  This 
requires “teachers who are committed to and inextricably connected to their students and 
the community” (p. 25), plus complementary school and home aspirations.  Recent findings 
appear to indicate that Màori students whose maths teachers have undergone Te Kotahitanga 
training achieve more highly than those whose teachers have not269.  Even more important is 
the evidence that, for the period 2005–06, the level 1 NCEA results of participating schools 
improved significantly more than those of a comparison group of schools270. 

Results from the National Education Monitoring Project (NEMP) also show that learning 
experiences that connect with their cultural knowledge give Màori students opportunities to 
achieve across a range of learning areas.  For example, Màori achieve significantly better than 
Pàkehà in tasks that involve Màori contexts271.

Nakhid272 provides a vivid example of the discontinuities that can occur for Pasifika students 
when teachers have not developed their knowledge, skills, and understandings and, for this 
reason, cannot positively mediate relationships between Pasifika students and their non-Pasifika 
peers.  Two groups of Pasifika students involved in her doctoral research described what often 
happened when they asked questions about parts of lessons that they didn’t understand:

Group 1 students

Researcher: What makes you feel they [classmates] look down on you?

Sina: We keep on asking questions and they just go ‘Ugh’.  I feel like slapping them.

Tavita: It’s true.  You feel like standing up and bop them.

…..

Researcher: When they go ‘Ugh’, do the teachers do anything about that?

Sina: No.

Elena: No, they [the teachers] start laughing at us.

266 Bishop, R., Berryman, M., Cavanagh, T., Teddy, L., & Clapham, S. (2006).  Te Kotahitanga phase 3: 
Whànaungatanga: Establishing a culturally responsive pedagogy of relations in mainstream secondary 
school classrooms.  Wellington: Ministry of Education Research Division and Poutama Pounamu Research and 
Development Centre.

267 Such discontinuities confl ict with the broad goal of education ‘enabling Màori to live as Màori’.  See Durie, 
M. (2001, February), A framework for considering Màori educational advancement.  Opening Address, Hui 
Taumata Màtauranga, Turangi.

268 Bishop, Berryman, Cavanagh, Teddy, & Clapham (2006), op. cit.
269 ibid.
270 Memo from NZQA Senior Statistical Analyst to Ministry of Education Chief Education Advisor 29 July, 2007.
271 Crooks, T., & Flockton, L. (2006).  Social studies: Assessment results 2005.  National Education Monitoring 

Report.  Dunedin: Educational Assessment Research Unit.
272 Nakhid, C. (2003).  Comparing Pasifi ka students’ perceptions of their schooling with the perceptions of non-

Pasifi ka teachers using the ‘mediated dialogue’ as a research methodology.  New Zealand Journal of Educational 
Studies, 38(2), pp. 220–221.
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Group 2 students

Researcher: What do you do when the teachers laugh?

Ripeka: Laugh with them.  You laugh it off but you’re really angry.

Mele: Then it just makes you just forget about asking the question in the first place.

Ripeka: And never again

Mele: Yeah.

…..

Mele: And there’s always a time when you ask the teacher, and the teacher like 
totally ignores you and then you turn around and ask someone else, someone 
who you think might know in the class, then you get in trouble for talking in 
the first place but they didn’t answer your question.

Nakhid explains how experiences of this kind, which stem from disconnection between their 
Pasifika identities and school practices, disadvantage students by discouraging them from 
participating in the classroom.  In their eyes, teachers condone the negative behaviour of their 
non-Pasifika classmates by not intervening or preventing it.

Leadership develops continuities and coherence across teaching programmes

A coherent teaching programme is guided by a common set of principles and key ideas.  These 
drive strategies for teaching and assessment and inform policies and procedures (relating, for 
example, to staff recruitment, evaluation, and professional development) that impinge on the 
teaching programme.  High-quality programmes have high-quality content and a high degree 
of coherence.

While none of the New Zealand studies attempted to measure programme coherence, there were 
many leadership activities that had an impact on coherence.  For example, in some studies, 
teachers at a particular year level learned a common approach to teaching and assessing 
junior school reading273 or writing274.  One study showed that, by permitting staff to opt out of 
a common pedagogical approach, leaders may put student achievement at risk275.

An investigation into the sustainability of the gains from an intensive professional development 
course on literacy acquisition shows the importance of continuity and coherence across a 
teaching programme.  The professional development involved the literacy leaders and teachers 
of year 1 classes from seven schools.  The two schools with the highest achievement in year 
3 (schools F and G in Table 8) were the only schools where participating teachers attended 
regularly scheduled meetings at which benchmarked achievement data, disaggregated by level, 
were available for discussion276.  In these two schools, the principal had explicitly assigned to the 
literacy leader responsibility for ensuring that implementation across classes was consistent.

273 Phillips, G., McNaughton, S., & MacDonald, S. (2001).  Picking up the pace: Effective literacy interventions for 
accelerated progress over the transition into decile one schools (Final report).  Wellington: Ministry of Education.
Retrieved from www.minedu.govt.nz/web/document/document_page.cfm?id=6444.

274 Parr, J., Timperley, H., Reddish, P., Jesson, R., & Adams, R. (2006).  Literacy professional development project: 
Identifying effective teaching and professional development practices for enhanced student learning.  Milestone 
5 (Final Report).  Wellington: Learning Media.

275 Timperley, H. S. (2005a).  Distributed leadership: Developing theory from practice.  Journal of Curriculum 
Studies, 37(4), pp. 395–420.

276 The Early Childhood Primary Link (ECPL) was developed and delivered by Dr Gwenneth Phillips of the Child 
Literacy Foundation.
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Table 8.  Analysis of meetings277

School

Achievement data discussed
Implementation 
discussed

Regularity of 
schedule

Length of 
meeting

Benchmarked 
achievement 
data for year 
level

Achievement 
data for class

A Not scheduled N. A. N. A. N. A. One meeting

B Irregularly 1 hour Yes No Irregularly

C Not scheduled N. A. N. A. N. A. Irregularly (first year 
only)

D One in year 2 1 hour Yes No Not scheduled

E Irregularly 
(second year 
only)

20–30 mins Second year 
only

No Irregularly (first year 
only)

F Regularly (twice 
per term)

30 mins Yes Yes Regularly (same 
meeting)

G Regularly (once 
per term)

1 hour Yes Yes Regularly (same 
meeting)

Leadership ensures effective transitions across educational settings

Leaders create educationally powerful connections by ensuring that learners are able to 
make effective transitions from one educational setting to another.  An aim of the Picking up 
the Pace early literacy initiative was to promote continuity in literacy development between 
early childhood centres and primary schools.  In this way, it was hoped to make better use of 
children’s pre-school learning when they entered primary school.  Early childhood teachers 
typically said they knew a little about the teaching of reading and writing at school, but the 
majority of primary teachers said they knew very little about reading and writing in early 
childhood centres.  Both thought it would be useful to know more about children’s development 
and about the teaching and learning that was going on in the other setting.

In this case, effective transitions were achieved in two ways.  The first involved a focus on 
literacy and language activities in early childhood centres.  The second involved changing 
primary school teachers’ beliefs about literacy acquisition during the first year of school.  A 
consequence of the programme was that teachers became more aware of the strengths children 
brought with them when they started school.  One teacher explained:

 I realise that they actually know more about book knowledge than I was aware of before, 
like where a book starts and ends, all that sort of thing.  I wasn’t really focusing on that 
before, but now after doing the course, I can see that the kids come in with that knowledge 
already, you don’t need to teach it.278

Another consequence was that the children made substantial gains in literacy by the end of 
the first year at school.

Effective transitions are promoted, not only by ensuring that teachers know more about 
learners and the teaching they have experienced, but also by using culturally valued practices.  
Box 10 illustrates how Te Poutama Tau leaders drew on culturally valued social processes to 
smooth the transition from a kòhanga reo to a Màori-medium school.

277 Timperley, H. S., & Wiseman, J. (2003).  The sustainability of professional development in literacy: Part 2.  
School-based factors associated with high student achievement.  Wellington: Ministry of Education.  Retrieved 
from www.minedu.govt.nz/index.cfm?layout=document&documentid=8638&data=l, p. 80.

278 Phillips, McNaughton, & MacDonald (2001), op. cit., p. 118.
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Box 10.  Using culturally valued processes to support transitions

The principal and senior staff of a Màori-medium primary school helped prepare for the 
transition of children from the local kòhanga reo by visiting it.  In this way, they became 
kanohi kitea (‘seen faces’).  Cultural processes were an important element in these visits—
recognising and affirming the kòhanga reo and school’s shared commitment and contribution 
to Màori language and culture.  During the visits, features of the school and classroom life 
were discussed with staff and parents, and they were given an introduction to Te Poutama 
Tau (the Numeracy Project).

Positive effects on children’s learning were indicated:

“The principal thought that this had positive outcomes, with a number of kòhanga graduates 
entering the kura beyond the emergent stage of the Number Framework” (p. 82)279.

Chapter 7 complements these findings derived from the backward mapping of educationally 
powerful connections by focusing on school–home connections that have the largest effects on 
student achievement.

Dimension D: Creating a community that learns how to improve 
student success 
Whether initiated by researchers and developers from outside, or by the school’s own leadership, 
many of the interventions described in these 31 studies involved groups of teachers meeting 
regularly to review and improve their teaching.  In doing so, they developed a shared language 
and a shared set of experiences relating to their endeavours.  These regular meetings also 
provided mutual support during what could be a tough change process.

There is nothing new about teachers working in groups: staff, syndicate, and departmental 
meetings are a standard feature of school life.  If, however, they are to provide benefit for 
students as well as support for teachers, they need to be characterised by particular qualities.  
The qualities that emerged from our reading of the New Zealand studies are similar to those 
identified by Timperley et al. in their recent synthesis of evidence on the impact of professional 
learning and development on students280.

Collaborative opportunities for professional learning are most likely to deliver benefit for 
students when they are characterised by:

• an intensive focus on the relationship between teaching and learning;

• collective responsibility and accountability for student achievement and well-being.

Leadership focuses on the relationship between teaching and learning 

In the research reviewed in chapters 4 and 5, a strong academic focus distinguished high-
achieving schools from low-achieving schools with similar student background characteristics.  
The New Zealand research281 confirms this finding and provides rich descriptions of how an 
academic focus can deliver benefits for students.  It shows that strong academic focus is not 
about excessive emphasis on test results or pressure on teachers and/or students to raise 
scores unaided.  It is much more about in-depth, collaborative analysis of the relationship 
between how teachers teach and what students learn.

279 Trinick, T. (2005).  Te Poutama Tau: A case study of two schools.  In Findings from the New Zealand Numeracy 
Development Project 2004, (pp. 103–114).  Wellington: Ministry of Education.

280 Timperley, H., Wilson, A., Barrar, H., & Fung, I. (2007).  Teacher professional learning and development: Best 
Evidence Synthesis Iteration (BES).  Wellington: Ministry of Education.

281 Timperley, H. S. (2005b).  Instructional leadership challenges: The case of using student achievement information 
for instructional improvement.  Leadership and Policy in Schools, 4, pp. 3–22.

 Parr, Timperley, Reddish, Jesson, & Adams (2006), op. cit.
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The importance of focusing on the teaching–learning relationship was demonstrated in a 
follow-up study of literacy professional development in seven Auckland primary schools.  The 
study found a correlation between the content of professional discussions on reading and 
whether students were (or were not) reading at age-appropriate levels.  Careful coding of these 
discussions indicated that teacher and student learning both benefited when teachers talked 
with each other about how they taught particular lessons and what it was that their students 
understood or achieved as a result.  Such talk was more productive than that which focused 
on teaching without considering its impact on students282.  In the two schools where student 
reading achievement was highest, the proportion of meeting time devoted to discussing the 
problems of specific students and how to address them was substantially higher than in the 
other five.

This difference in teacher talk was probably attributable to leadership.  Box 11 describes how 
a literacy leader in one of the schools with high student gains shifted the focus of teachers’ 
discussion from student backgrounds to the impact of their own teaching.

Box 11.  Moving the focus from outside to inside the classroom283

The literacy leadership in the five schools with lower achievement in reading differed in 
a number of ways from the literacy leadership in the two higher-achieving schools.  One 
difference was focus on the teaching–learning relationship.  In the lower-achieving schools, 
literacy leaders had difficulty getting teachers to focus on their own practice instead of the 
students’ home backgrounds.  One literacy leader expressed her frustration in this way:

Literacy leader: That discussion—about no lunches and all that sort of thing and I do 
remember trying to cut that off because I think we’re past that.  We’ve 
been through all that blame sort of thing.

Researcher: What stopped you from saying something like that?

Literacy leader: Probably because I sympathise with how they feel because it shows things 
that are a reality for some children and I want to kind of say ‘yes’ and 
acknowledge that we’ve got to move on from there … There is a group of 
teachers that are like that and it’s almost like ‘Well that’s where they’re at, 
at the moment.’  I’m hoping that people will come to a natural conclusion 
of getting past that.

When, in year 3 of the project, she began to focus more on identifying and targeting failing 
students, she no longer allowed herself to be so influenced by the teachers.  

Literacy leader: While I still try to sympathise with the problems the teachers are having, 
I know that if we want to raise achievement we have to get past all that.  
Since we changed focus, it never comes up about blaming kids and homes.  
The teachers are now focused on what they can do.

Changing the norms and content of meetings so that they give greater priority to the teaching–
learning relationship can pose leaders a considerable challenge.  When evaluating the national 
Literacy Professional Development Project (LPDP), the researchers asked the participating 
principals, literacy leaders, and teachers in six Auckland and Northland schools to indicate on 
a 1–6 scale how strongly they agreed with the statement: ‘Meetings at this school really help me 
teach those students I find most difficult to teach.’  They did this three times: prior to the start 
of the professional development and following years one and two.  As can be seen from Table 9, 
prior to the professional development, there was a general belief that the meetings did not help 
teachers with their most difficult-to-teach students.  By the end of year one, the meetings were 
viewed as much more useful.  This perception continued through year two.

282 Timperley (2005a), op. cit.
283 Based on Timperley (2005b), op. cit.
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Table 9.  ‘Meetings help me teach those I find most difficult to teach’284

Prior to PD End of year one End of year two

Mean Range Mean Range Mean Range

Principals 2.6 2–3 4.8 4.5–5 5 5

Literacy leaders 2.7 1–4 4.6 4–6 4.8 4–5

Teachers 2.6 1–5 4.0 1–6 4.4 2–6

1 = Disagree, 6 = Agree

One is left to speculate why, though the ratings improved greatly, they fell short of a strong 
teacher consensus that the meetings were really helpful.  A possibility is that they were still 
dominated by discussion of classroom issues and resource organisation, not the impact of 
teaching.  The authors note:

 While it is important to address organisational issues, because good management is 
fundamental to a well-run school, only one of the analysed meetings exhibited the 
qualities of professional learning communities that are associated with improving student 
outcomes.  These meetings focus on the teaching–learning–outcomes links (p. 235)285.

A greater shift in teacher talk would require leaders with a stronger calling to be leaders of 
teacher learning rather than facilitators and organisers of collegial discussion.  As the authors 
note, “Participation and valuing of all teachers’ contributions was given greater weight in most 
meetings than focused analysis of the teaching–learning relationship” (p. 235)286.

It is indicative of a focus on the teaching–learning relationship that leaders use student impact 
as the touchstone for evaluating what works.  The principals of schools that made most progress 
in the Picking up the Pace intervention were more likely than the principals of other schools 
to use evidence of student achievement to justify participation—and to judge progress.  The 
principals of schools that made less progress were more likely to use teacher reaction as the 
criterion287.  The power of principal decision making is illustrated in Box 12, which describes 
what happened when a new principal arrived at a high-progress school.

Box 12.  When a principal’s decision making is not based on student outcomes

Of the seven schools evaluated, School A had sustained the highest levels of achievement 
across the three years of the literacy programme.  However, at the end of the third year, a 
new principal questioned the effectiveness of the literacy leader.  The principal explained 
her concern like this:

“An effective teacher doesn’t slavishly follow one programme, like … [the literacy leader] 
is doing.  She should go to lots of different courses, then develop a programme to meet the 
needs of the children she is teaching.  It should be a combination of many programmes.  I 
have tried to get her to think about other ways of teaching, but she won’t listen.  She keeps 
saying she wants to do just this programme.”

The principal used her belief in a mix of approaches, rather than impact on students, as her 
criterion for programme effectiveness.  School A was the only school of the seven in which 
reading scores declined significantly between years two and three of the project.  While 
the literacy leader was acutely aware of the decline, the principal was not, which raises 

284 Parr, Timperley, Reddish, Jesson, & Adams (2006), op. cit., p. 229.
285 ibid.  
286 ibid.
287 Timperley, H. S., & Wiseman, J. (2003).  The sustainability of professional development in literacy: Part 2.  

School-based factors associated with high student achievement.  Wellington: Ministry of Education.  Retrieved 
from www.minedu.govt.nz/index.cfm?layout=document&documentid=8638&data=l
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questions about the quality of their conversations.  The literacy leader placed the blame at 
the door of the new principal:

“She keeps taking away our literacy [instructional] time.  This term we’ve lost a third of our 
literacy time because she has organised other things [school events].  She doesn’t respect it 
like … [the previous principal] did.”

When the researcher followed up, the principal denied the accusation and there was no 
opportunity to verify what had led her to change the programme.

Leadership promotes collective responsibility and accountability for student 
achievement and well-being

A second quality associated with effective professional communities is that members collectively 
accept responsibility and accountability for student achievement and well-being.  Timperley et 
al.288 note the following about the relationship between professional community and teacher 
and student learning:

 Nearly every core study that described school-based professional communities reported 
greater collaboration among teachers and more collective responsibility for students.  The 
focus on promoting student learning was, however, sometimes more implicit than explicit.  
Without such a focus, collaboration can become a sharing of ‘war stories’ instead of a 
means for improving the learning of students (p. 205).

If a professional community is to benefit students, not just teachers, it must foster teacher 
responsibility for student learning and experience.  Some authors define collective responsibility 
as the extent to which a group of teachers takes responsibility for the success or failure of 
its own teaching289.  The implication is that teachers have confidence in their ability to help 
all their students succeed—not just those who are more able and/or motivated.  Statements 
from a scale that has been used to measure collective teacher responsibility are reproduced in 
Box 13.

Box 13.  Statements from a scale designed to measure collective teacher responsibility

1. If a child doesn’t learn something the first time, teachers will try another way.

2. Teachers in this school are skilled in various methods of teaching.

3. Teachers here are well prepared to teach the subjects they are assigned to teach.

4. Teachers in this school really believe every child can learn.

5. If a child doesn’t want to learn, teachers here give up.  (reverse scored) 

6. Teachers here fail to reach some students because of poor teaching methods.  (reverse 
scored)

7. Teachers here don’t have the skills needed to produce meaningful student learning.  
(reverse scored)290

Other authors argue that collective responsibility is not just the sum of individual teachers’ 
responsibility for their own students but also responsibility for all students in the school.  
Newmann says it is “a sense of responsibility, not only for one’s own actions and students, 
but also for the actions of colleagues and other students in the school”291.  While efficacy and 
responsibility are often thought of as characteristics of individual teachers, they can also be 

288 Timperley, Wilson, Barrar, & Fung (2007), op. cit.
289 Lee, V. E., & Smith, J. B. (1996).  Collective responsibility for learning and its effects on gains in achievement for 

early secondary school students.  American Journal of Education, 104(2), pp. 103–147.
290 These items are from a 21-item scale found in Goddard, R. D., Hoy, W. K., & Hoy, A. (2000).  Collective teacher 

effi cacy: Its meaning, measure, and impact on student achievement.  American Educational Research Journal, 
37(2), pp. 479–507.  p. 504.

291 Newmann, F. (1994).  School-wide professional community: Issues in restructuring schools (Issue Report No.  
6).  Madison,WI: Center on Organization and Restructuring of Schools, University of Wisconsin, p. 2.
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characteristics of the normative environment of the whole school, a department, or a group 
of staff.  There is an interaction between individual and collective responsibility because the 
responsibility that individual teachers feel is either attenuated or enhanced by the collective 
beliefs of their colleagues.  Newmann describes the interaction as follows: “The assurance 
that one’s colleagues share responsibility for all students helps to sustain each teacher’s 
commitment”292.

Increased collective responsibility and accountability for students implies a reduction in 
teacher autonomy.  In several studies, teachers largely accepted this loss because with it came 
increased social and practical support for overcoming problems that were important to them.  
The social support was derived from the awareness that others were experiencing similar 
difficulties or had done so in the past.  Teachers who had formerly struggled on their own now 
had the help of colleagues who understood what they were up against and who cared about 
succeeding.  With shared goals, a shared professional development curriculum, and a shared 
language, colleagues could offer relevant and timely assistance.  When teachers learn together, 
they move easily between the roles of observer/observed, coach/coached, and teacher/learner, 
depending on the distribution of expertise relevant to the task in hand.  Such transitions are 
made easier by a shared professional development curriculum and leaders’ expectations that 
teachers will help one another achieve common goals.  The following quote is from a teacher 
in the Picking up the Pace initiative.  New to her school, she experienced the support within 
her team and expectations that she would reflect on her own practice as novel sources of 
professional learning:

 As a team, we look at ourselves far more I think here, because I mean I have experience of 
teaching in junior levels at the other schools.  We did look at the children’s data, but we 
never looked at ourselves.  This time we had to look at the way we were doing things and 
we were supporting each other.  If I have problems with a particular child in my reading 
group, I can ask a colleague to have a look at what I’m doing or take a running record and 
we can have a look together at the processes the child uses (p. 93)293.

In schools where teacher autonomy and private classroom practice are the norm, the 
development of collective responsibility can pose a considerable challenge for leaders.  Several 
studies refer to the role of leadership in deprivatising teacher practice so that it can more 
readily be discussed and observed.  A lead teacher in the Numeracy Project described294 how 
school leadership encouraged “teachers not to lock themselves in their own classrooms.  Here 
we have an open door policy where with good teaching practice we get teachers … to go into 
those rooms and actually observe.  That’s where they are going to pick up their good teaching 
practice” (p. 55).

Similarly, in a South Auckland literacy project, the external programme developer and 
facilitator talked directly to teachers about the need for a team approach.  They discussed the 
role of the team in developing a common language, clarifying issues, supporting and sharing, 
and minimising the difficulties that could undermine the school’s efforts295.

Leaders can strengthen the sense of collective responsibility by the ways in which they organise 
activities and expect their teachers to work together.  In Box 14, the literacy leader embeds 
expectations of collective responsibility in her handling of this discussion of under-achieving 
students296.

292 ibid., p. 2.
293 Timperley & Wiseman (2003), op. cit.
294 Higgins, J. (2004).  An evaluation of the Advanced Numeracy Project.  Wellington: Ministry of Education.  
295 Phillips, G., McNaughton, S., & MacDonald, S. (2001).  Picking up the pace: Effective literacy interventions for 

accelerated progress over the transition into decile one schools (Final report).  Wellington: Ministry of Education.
Retrieved from www.minedu.govt.nz/web/document/document_page.cfm?id=6444.

296 Timperley & Wiseman (2003), op. cit., p. 87.
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Box 14.  Communicating an expectation of collective responsibility

A literacy leader in one of the more successful Picking up the Pace schools established norms 
of collective responsibility not by explicitly discussing teamwork but by communicating the 
expectation that it would happen.  The following dialogue took place during a systematic 
discussion of every child who had been identified as reading books that were below the level 
of difficulty expected for their age.

Teacher: I think those two are finding it hard with the level I had them on last time 
because they were on Level 9 so I put them down to Level 6 or lower than 
6.  Just up and down on those levels because I don’t know what to do with 
them now.  I’m having trouble with …

Literacy leader: So you are asking for help?

Teacher: Yes.

Literacy leader: Do you want someone to observe you taking the book, or do you want 
to observe somebody [teaching], or do you want someone to look at the 
reading strategies in the whole process?

Teacher: Maybe how I can help these two children with their book …

Literacy leader: OK, so we need some help for you.  Be thinking, team, about the kind of 
help that we may be able to offer.

The importance and power of collective responsibility

Leaders who are used to allowing teachers considerable autonomy and treating the classroom 
as a semi-private domain may question our emphasis on collective responsibility for student 
achievement and well-being.  There are, however, good reasons for developing a sense of 
collective responsibility.  

Firstly, reducing disparities in achievement requires teachers to teach differently.  Figuring out 
what works better is a complex business, and teachers will often find they need to supplement 
their existing knowledge and expertise.  Those who work together to solve teaching problems 
have more resources available to them than those who work alone.

Secondly, what a student learns in one class depends partly on what they have learned in 
others. Te Kotahitanga (see page 117) seeks to improve educational outcomes for Màori students 
in English-medium secondary schools by showing teachers how to develop relationships that 
recognise and affirm the identities of Màori students.  Early evaluations suggest that Màori 
students are discriminating between teachers who have had Te Kotahitanga training and those 
who have not.  It appears that they are becoming more critical of the latter, showing themselves 
to be “discerning consumers of education”297.  Interviews reveal that students’ encounters with 
Te Kotahitanga teachers are typically more positive than their encounters with other staff.

 Like in [another] class none of us get along with the teacher and none of us seem to be 
passing our tests.  (School 7: group 1, 2005)

 There is no one that teaches like her that’s why.  (School 10: group 3, 2005)

 Yeah true, that’s the one, ’cos it’s dumb just passing in one class and failing in all the 
others.  (School 4: group 2, 2005)298

Te Kotahitanga findings show that when students believe teachers are not giving the very best 
of themselves they tend to reciprocate by, for example, not regularly attending their classes and 

297 Bishop, R., Berryman, M., Cavanagh, T., Teddy, L., & Clapham, S. (2006).  Te Kotahitanga phase 3: 
Whanaungatanga: Establishing a culturally responsive pedagogy of relations in mainstream secondary school 
classrooms.  Wellington: Ministry of Education Research Division, Màori Education Research Institute, and 
Poutama Pounamu Research and Development Centre, p. 170.

298 ibid., p. 171.
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not making any real effort when they do.  By accepting collective responsibility for students 
across all their classes, teachers can ensure that Màori students experience effective teaching 
in all learning areas, not just some.

Thirdly, collective responsibility provides an unobtrusive yet powerful form of professional 
accountability.  Describing the qualities of effective professional communities, Kruse et al.299 
state that a strong collective focus on student learning is not enforced by rules, but by mutually 
felt obligations to standards of instruction and learning: “Instead of obeying bureaucratic rules, 
faculty members act according to professional behaviour and duty, which have been shown to 
be far stronger social control mechanisms” (p. 4).

Figure 18.  How does collective responsibility work?

Leaders need to know not only why collective responsibility is important but also how they can 
foster it.  Goddard et al.300 describe four sources of collective teacher efficacy and responsibility.  
Of these, the most important is mastery, which is achieved only after overcoming difficulties 
through persistence and effort.  In other words, the more skilled teachers become at meeting 
teaching challenges, the more they accept personal responsibility for the success of their 
students.  The authors conclude that school leaders can build mastery through well-designed 
professional development and action-research projects.  Fortunately, we now know a great 
deal about the kind of teacher learning opportunities that increase teacher success with 
underachieving or alienated students.  Some of these are listed in the left-hand column of Figure 
18, which explains how leaders can foster collective responsibility for student achievement and 
well-being, and the positive benefits this brings for both teachers and students.

The most powerful way to increase collective responsibility for student learning is by increasing 
teachers’ success with the students they find most difficult.  The left-hand column in the figure 

299 Kruse, S., Louis, K.  S., & Bryk, A. (1994).  Building professional communities in schools.  In Issues in restructuring 
schools.  Issue report no. 6.  Wisconsin-Madison: Center on Organization and Restructuring of Schools.

300 Goddard, R. D., Hoy, W. K., & Hoy, A. (2000).  Collective teacher effi cacy: Its meaning, measure, and impact on 
student achievement.  American Educational Research Journal, 37(2), pp. 479–507.
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identifies five conditions that foster such success.  The first and last of these have already been 
discussed.  The remaining three reflect findings from the Teacher Professional Learning and 
Development BES301.  The benefits of collective responsibility are summarised in the last two 
columns of the figure302.  When teachers take collective responsibility for all students, teacher 
stress and burnout should be reduced because problems are shared and more help is available.  
When teachers work collectively to solve teaching problems, the differing points of view and 
greater expertise available should produce more effective solutions. 

Two studies in particular have established the benefit for students of being in a school where 
the level of collective teacher responsibility is high.  Both studies were conducted in the US: 
one in primary and one in secondary schools.  The secondary school study hypothesised that 
where teachers took more responsibility for the results of their teaching, students would learn 
more—and that the effect would be apparent even after between-school differences in students 
and community had been accounted for.  Over the two-year life of the study, the authors tested 
the relationship between level of collective teacher responsibility for student learning and 
student achievement in maths, reading, science, and history.  The authors concluded, “Schools 
with a high level of collective responsibility for learning are those where students learn more 
in all subjects”303. Just as significant was the finding that such schools had a more even pattern 
of achievement across their students.  In other words, high-responsibility secondary schools 
are “not only more effective but more equalising environments for students’ learning where 
the learning of lower-socio-economic status students is similar to that of their higher-socio-
economic status counterparts”304.

The primary school study305 came to very similar conclusions: once adjustments had been made 
for student and community characteristics, level of collective teacher responsibility explained 
from half to two-thirds of the variance in between-school achievement.

Figure 19.  How collective responsibility creates a virtuous circle

By promoting effective teacher learning and establishing a culture of collective responsibility, 
leaders can turn a vicious cycle of teacher and student failure into a virtuous circle of mutually 
reinforcing success.  Figure 19 shows how increased student success leads to greater teacher 
efficacy and collective responsibility, which inspires teachers to greater effort and persistence.  

301 Timperley, H., Wilson, A., Barrar, H., & Fung, I. (2007).  Teacher professional learning and development: Best 
evidence synthesis iteration (BES).  Wellington: Ministry of Education.

302 The consequences for teachers are derived from theoretical discussions of collective teacher effi cacy rather than 
from empirical evidence.  The consequences for students, however, are derived from two empirical studies: 

 Lee, V. E., & Smith, J. B. (1996).  Collective responsibility for learning and its effects on gains in achievement for 
early secondary school students.  American Journal of Education, 104(2), pp. 103–147.

 Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy (2000), op. cit.
303 Lee & Smith (1996), op. cit., p. 127.
304 ibid., p. 129.
305 Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy (2000), op. cit.
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Teachers are willing to accept new challenges, which helps students achieve new levels of 
success.

Dimension E: Engaging in constructive problem talk
In order to build communities that learn, leaders may need to challenge and change well-
established aspects of teacher culture.  The evidence from New Zealand initiatives shows 
that leaders who engage in constructive problem talk are better able to help teachers make 
changes that benefit their students than those who avoid problem talk or who blame and invite 
defensive reactions.  We have called this dimension ‘Engaging in constructive problem talk’ 
because it is about the ability to name, describe, and analyse problems in ways that reveal 
possibilities for change.  Leaders who engage in constructive problem talk describe problems 
in ways that invite ownership and commitment.  They are also able to respectfully examine the 
contribution that they and others might be making to the problem situation.

Our use of ‘engage’ in this context is significant because it signals that leaders need the ability 
to inquire into the theories behind the practices they wish to change.  These theories, known 
as theories of action306, describe the links between what people do, the beliefs and values that 
explain their actions, and the intended and unintended consequences.  Theories of action are 
powerful determinants of current practice—indeed, teachers are unlikely to make changes 
that conflict with their current theories unless coerced to do so307.  Leaders who engage with 
their colleagues’ theories show them respect when they take the trouble to learn why they act 
as they do before recommending something different.

To engage in constructive problem talk, leaders must be able to:

 • engage teachers’ theories of action.

Leadership engages teachers’ theories of action

Theories of action are powerful because they explain teachers’ actions and act as filters through 
which change messages are interpreted308.  If teachers believe their current practices are 
effective for teaching reading, for example, this belief will shape how they evaluate messages 
about alternative approaches.  The research evidence shows the importance of engaging 
teachers’ theories when the learning agenda is complex and/or challenges teachers’ existing 
practice309.  Once their beliefs have been made explicit, teachers can evaluate their worth in 
relation to the proposed alternative theory of action.

It is important to recognise, however, that this does not mean that leaders must personally 
inquire into the beliefs of everyone that they wish to influence.  If this were the case, the 
notion of theory engagement would gain little purchase in such contexts as large schools, large-
scale change, and policy development and implementation.  Theory engagement requires in-
depth understanding of the factors that sustain current practice and the challenges involved in 
changing it.  This understanding may be gained directly by involving appropriate staff or more 
indirectly from research that reveals the relevant theories of action310.

306 Argyris, C., & Schön, D. (1974).  Theory in practice: Increasing professional effectiveness.  San Francisco, CA: 
Jossey-Bass.

307 Robinson, V. M. J. (1993).  Problem-based methodology: Research for the improvement of practice.  Oxford: 
Pergamon Press.

308 For international examples of the power of teachers’ theories of action, see:
 Coburn, C. E. (2001).  Collective sensemaking about reading: How teachers mediate reading policy in their 

professional communities.  Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 23, pp. 145–170.
 Spillane, J. P., Reiser, B. J., & Reimer, T. (2002).  Policy implementation and cognition: Reframing and refocusing 

implementation research.  Review of Educational Research, 72, pp. 387–431.
309 Timperley, Wilson, Barrar, & Fung (2007), op. cit.
310 For a more detailed account of theoretical engagement, see:
 Robinson, V. M. J., & Walker, J. C. (1999).  Theoretical privilege and researchers’ contribution to educational 

change.  In J. S. Gaffney & B. J. Askew (Eds.), Stirring the waters: The infl uence of Marie Clay (pp. 239–259).  
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.
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Our advocacy of theory engagement as an important element in any major change process is 
based on the evidence we found in the New Zealand research: there are positive consequences 
for both staff relationships and student outcomes.  For more on the leadership skills involved, 
see Chapter 8.

The upper model in Figure 20 treats engagement as a dialogue between two different theories of 
action.  The objective is to make both the leader’s theories and the teachers’ theories explicit so 
that the participants can examine their relative merits and agree whether change is desirable.  
The dialogue may go through a number of iterations before agreement is reached about the 
relative merits of the teachers’ current practice and the leader’s proposed alternative and 
whether change is warranted.

The lower model shows an alternative change strategy, one that bypasses teachers’ current 
theories of action.  In this model, leaders focus only on their proposed alternative, persuading 
others of its merits and providing opportunities for them to learn the new practice.  As shown in 
the diagram, the outcomes of such a strategy are not necessarily negative.  Where there is little 
incompatibility between theories, teachers will often adopt the change agenda, elaborating or 
adapting their existing theory as necessary.  But if there is incompatibility and this is not made 
explicit and worked through, the result is likely to be either compliance or resistance.

Figure 20.  Two leadership responses to teachers’ theories of action

In the remainder of this section, we provide examples of these alternative change strategies, 
drawn from the New Zealand evidence.  The first (see Figure 21), which shows the power of 
engaging teachers’ theories of action, is from a rural, decile 5 school involved in the national 
Literacy Professional Development Project (LPDP)311.  The facilitator who worked with this 
school was explicit about her desire to teach the principal and literacy leaders the skills and 
knowledge they would need to continue the learning beyond the end of the project.  The starting 

311 Parr, J., Timperley, H., Reddish, P., Jesson, R., & Adams, R. (2006).  Literacy Professional Development Project: 
Identifying effective teaching and professional development practices for enhanced student learning.  Milestone 
5 (Final report).  Wellington: Learning Media, Chapter 8.  
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point was to introduce a process by which teachers could evaluate the way they taught writing; 
this ensured that everyone could discuss what, if anything, needed to change and why.

Figure 21.  Teachers’ theories of action for the teaching of writing

With the assistance of the university-based formative evaluators, the facilitator used a three-
stage process for investigating the teachers’ current theories on teaching writing.  First, 
three teachers of years 2–6 were observed teaching a 45-minute lesson.  (Prior to this, each 
had completed a form asking them to describe the aims of the lesson and how it fitted the 
current unit.)  Second, a brief summary of the observations was posted in the staffroom.   
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In the attached box, the teachers were invited to describe the beliefs that had led them to teach 
the lesson in the way they had312.  In essence, their descriptions showed that they believed the 
teaching of writing was primarily a motivational exercise.  As a result, they spent considerably 
more time on motivating the students than on teaching them how to write or letting them write 
(Figure 21).  Third, the consequences—intended and unintended—of the teachers’ beliefs and 
practices were traced.  An assessment of their writing showed that the students were well 
behind national norms.  Several good writers and several poor writers from each class were 
interviewed.  This revealed that they had limited understanding of lesson aims or success 
criteria, so they did not know how to regulate and improve their own performance.  

The teachers had little difficulty agreeing that they needed to change their teaching practice 
because the analysis had exposed the unintended, negative consequences of their current 
theories.  They could see how their beliefs and teaching practices were failing to achieve what 
they themselves wanted for their students.  The alternative theory of action proposed by the 
facilitator was critical in helping the three teachers deliver more effective lessons.  After they 
had learned more about writing and how to teach it, the teachers were able to formulate and 
communicate more precise learning intentions and success criteria, align their illustrations 
and explanations to the success criteria, and give their students feedback that was more 
focused.  Just four months later, a repeat asTTle writing assessment showed that students at 
all levels had made significant gains.  Moreover, both teachers and students reported much 
greater enjoyment from writing.

The next example illustrates the bypass strategy which, as we have explained, is less effective 
than engagement when an alternative theory of action is proposed that is incompatible with 
teachers’ theories in some significant way.  This example is drawn from the national Literacy 
Leadership (LL) initiative, which preceded the LPDP discussed in the first example313.  The 
evaluation of the LL project revealed a considerable mismatch between the leaders’ (policy makers’) 
and teachers’ theories of action314.  Unlike the subsequent LPDP, the designers of the LL and the 
developers who took it into schools bypassed rather than engaged these theoretical differences.

The evaluators investigated these theoretical differences, interviewing all 19 national 
facilitators and a sample of staff from the most, somewhat, and least successful schools they 
had worked with: 28 principals, 28 literacy leaders, and 53 teachers.  The evaluators asked 
them questions about their understanding of the purposes of the intervention, and about its 
implementation.  Those interviewed were also presented with a scenario that tested their 
knowledge of the conditions that promote teacher learning about literacy.  Official documents 
and resource materials developed for the LL initiative provided evidence of the policy makers’ 
theory of action.

Table 10 compares these theories across three areas: the who and what of the change, the 
knowledge and skills required, and the desired outcomes and success criteria.  Row 1 of the 
table shows that policy makers and practitioners had quite different understandings about 
who was the focus of the policy.  Policy makers and facilitators were clear that the objective 
was to train principals and literacy leaders so they could work more effectively with their own 
staff, but none of the principals or literacy leaders saw themselves as the focus of the training.  
A similar mismatch is apparent in row 2: how change could be achieved.  Policy makers and 
facilitators saw evidence-informed analysis of the impact of teaching as the catalyst, while 
practitioners believed the key was collaborative reflection on their teaching.  Row 3 shows 
that there was also a significant difference in how the two groups understood the intended 
outcomes and the criteria by which success would be judged.

312 For a much more detailed discussion of methodology and methods for inquiry into and revising theories of 
action, see Robinson, V. M. J., & Lai, M. K. (2006).  Practitioner research for educators: A guide to improving 
classrooms and schools.  Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.

313 For an account of the Literacy Leadership initiative see Ministry of Education (2000).  Literacy leadership in 
New Zealand schools.  Wellington: Learning Media.  

314 Timperley, H. S., & Parr, J. M. (2005).  Theory competition and the process of change.  Journal of Educational 
Change, 6, pp. 227–251.
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Table 10.  Policy makers’ and practitioners’ theories about the purpose of the Literacy Leadership 
initiative

Aspect of 
theory 

Theory of policy makers

(Ministry of Education)

Theory of practitioners

(Principals, literacy leaders, and 
teachers)

Who and what 
is the focus of 
the policy?

Principals and literacy leaders are the focus of 
the policy.

Leaders need to become more data-based and 
learning-centred.

The focus of the policy is teachers 
and their students.

What is needed 
to achieve the 
change? 

Principals and literacy leaders need to develop 
skills in collecting, analysing, and using student 
achievement information through participating in 
action-research projects.

No new leadership skills are 
required.

Teachers need more opportunities 
to collaboratively reflect on their 
teaching.

What are 
the desired 
outcomes 
and success 
criteria? 

Leaders are more outcomes-focused in their 
efforts to help staff improve teaching and 
learning.

Improved student achievement in literacy.

Teachers become more focused on 
teaching and collaboration.315

The literacy leaders’ change strategy was to bypass rather than engage these theoretical 
differences.  By doing so, they contributed to the failure of the three-year project to achieve 
either of its two goals: there was no change in mean reading level or word recognition scores 
for year 1 students and there was little evidence that literacy leadership had become learning 
centred.  This latter failure was due in part to the fact that the 19 national facilitators had 
not communicated the goal to the very people who were meant to be doing the learning—the 
principals and literacy leaders.

The problem with the theoretical differences summarised in Table 10 is not that they existed 
but that they were never explicitly identified and addressed during the three years of the 
project.  The evaluators provide no direct evidence to explain why, but they suggest that the 
facilitators may not have been aware of the significance of the differences or known how to 
address them.  Policy leadership was also lacking in that assumptions made about the capacity 
of schools to implement new policy were not properly tested.

Dimension F: Selecting, developing, and using smart tools
When people think of leadership, they typically visualise face-to-face interaction.  Leadership, 
however, is not only an interpersonal activity.  It is also exercised in impersonal ways as leaders 
shape the situations in which people learn how to do their jobs316.  One of the most powerful 
means for doing this—observed in a number of the studies reviewed for this chapter—is to 
develop or introduce tools and associated routines that assist teacher learning. 

Spillane defines tools as “externalised representations of ideas that people use in their practice”317.  
The use of the word ‘ideas’ captures the fact that tools incorporate useful knowledge that can 
help teachers improve their practice in relation to a specific task.  The asTTle assessment 
tools, for example, incorporate a great deal of knowledge about developmental progressions.  
It is not necessary, therefore, for every New Zealand teacher to be a psychometric specialist: 
much of the knowledge they need to reliably and validly assess their students and determine 

315 The table is adapted from Timperley & Parr (2005), ibid., p. 239.
316 Spillane, J. P., Reiser, B. J., & Reimer, T. (2002).  Policy implementation and cognition: Reframing and refocusing 

implementation research.  Review of Educational Research, 72, pp. 387–431.
317 Spillane, J. P. (2006).  Distributed leadership.  San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.  p. 18.
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next teaching steps is built into this formative assessment tool.  It shapes their practice by 
helping them match their teaching to the learning needs of their students.

‘Tool’ is a concept that can cover everything from whiteboards to classroom furniture to 
software for tracking assessment data and attendance, to policy documents and report forms.  
In this section, however, we limit ourselves to tools for which we have some direct or indirect 
evidence showing how they can assist in improving teaching and learning. 

The tools and associated routines that shape the work of teachers originate at different levels of 
the education system.  School leaders may either develop their own tools or import them ready-
made from other schools, researchers, suppliers, or policy makers.  They may also inherit 
tools and associated routines from previous administrations318.  Tools developed at one level 
of the system are often intended to shape those developed at another.  In New Zealand’s self-
managing system, national policy often provides space for schools to develop their own policy 
within a broad national framework.

For leaders, it is not just a matter of selecting or developing tools but of ensuring that any tools 
they introduce—together with the associated routines—assist the users to achieve the intended 
purposes.  We call tools that meet this criterion smart tools.  For example, if the purpose of 
formal reporting is to give parents accurate information about their child’s progress and to 
do so in a manner that strengthens the teacher–parent–child partnership, then reports should 
have certain qualities.  The information they contain should be accurate and benchmarked 
so parents can interpret it.  They should provide feedback on social and academic outcomes 
that parents care about.  There is evidence that many of the portfolios and traditional-style 
reports that go home to parents lack some of these qualities319.  The distinction between tools 
and smart tools is critical because, as we shall see, there have been instances where teachers 
have aligned their activities to tools that lacked the qualities needed to help them achieve the 
intended purposes.

It follows from our definition that the qualities that make a tool smart vary, depending on the 
task.  For example, a good report form and a good school policy on reporting will have quite 
different qualities because they serve different purposes.  They will nevertheless share two 
characteristics: both will incorporate valid theories of the tasks for which they were designed 
and both will be well designed.

Smart tools:

• incorporate sound theories;

• are well-designed.  

Leadership selects tools that incorporate sound theories

Tools are not just forms, policies, or software: each incorporates a theory about how the purpose 
in hand can best be accomplished.  For example, the purpose of the Numeracy Project is to 
“improve student performance in mathematics through improving the professional capability 
of teachers”320.  Two tools have been designed to further this purpose.  The first is the Number 
Framework, which sets out the progressions students go through as they gain understanding 
of number; the second is the Numeracy Project Assessment Tool (NuMPA), which teachers use 

318 For an introduction to tools and their role in distributed leadership, see Spillane, J. (2006).  Distributed 
leadership.  San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.  

319 Evidence about how New Zealand primary schools report to parents is found in:
 Robinson, V. M. J., & Timperley, H. S. (2000).  The link between accountability and improvement: The case of 

reporting to parents.  Peabody Journal of Education, 75(4), pp. 66–89 and in:
 Timperley, H. S., & Robinson, V. M. J. (2004).  O le Tala ia Lita—Lita’s Story: The challenge of reporting 

achievement to parents.  New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies, 39, pp. 91–112.  Some more recent 
evidence on portfolio reporting is found in:

 Thomas, P. J. (2003).  Reporting student achievement through portfolios: Teacher practice and parental 
reaction.  University of Auckland.

320 Ministry of Education (2004).  Book 1: The Number Framework.  Wellington: Author.  p. 1.
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to assess where students are on the Framework.  Both tools incorporate a theory of the nature 
of mathematics, the development of mathematical understanding, and mathematical pedagogy.  
A tool is only as good as the theory it incorporates.  For this reason, leaders need to check the 
validity of the theories incorporated in tools that shape how teachers teach.

A tool that is smart for the teaching of one group of students may not turn out to be smart 
when used with another group.  For example, a theory of language progression that is valid 
for teaching reading in English-medium classrooms may not be valid for Màori-medium 
classrooms.  Smart tools for Màori-medium classes will recognise that teaching and learning 
is taking place in the context of language regeneration: students (and teachers too) bring with 
them very different levels of skill in te reo Màori and very different learning experiences.  To 
assist teachers, Rau et al.321 have developed He Ara Angitu, a tool for assessing the reading 
achievement of Màori-medium students in their first 18 months at school.  This tool accounts 
for differences in language development, making it easier to develop clear profiles and realistic 
expectations.

Tools such as asTTle and He Ara Angitu need considerable investment in research and 
development before they are deemed fit for the purpose.  The theoretical and practical knowledge 
built into them has been subject to extensive scrutiny by both practitioners and researchers322.  
Tools that are purpose-built by schools don’t need high levels of research and development, but 
leaders still need to ask if they incorporate valid theories.  For example, when developing a 
new checklist for classroom observations, it is important to consider how effectively it captures 
teaching practices that evidence-based research has shown to impact positively on student 
outcomes.  If the theory incorporated in a tool has low validity, then it will not help teachers 
achieve the intended purpose, regardless of how conscientiously they use it.

Generally speaking, the tools used in successful teacher-learning projects are valid because 
they reflect the evidence about how teachers learn to improve student achievement.  These 
tools have two features that stand out: they define levels of good practice and they structure 
how data relating to teacher skill, knowledge, and performance are collected and evaluated.  
For example, as part of the Assess to Learn (AToL) project, Absolum323 developed a four-by-six 
matrix that defines excellence in formative assessment in terms of six competencies, each with 
four levels of expertise (standards).  By defining and incorporating standards, tools translate 
abstract purposes/goals into concrete explanations/illustrations of what is required.  

Table 11.  A smart tool for formative assessment324

Competency 5: Active reflection324

Stage 1 Stage 4

Teacher reflection occurs independently of 
students, can be divorced from good assessment 
information about outcomes or process, and 
often centres on surface features of the lesson or 
enjoyment.

Teacher regularly asks students to share work at 
the end of a lesson and discussion often centres on 
surface features.

Both teachers and students routinely reflect, and 
talk reflectively, about what is intended to be 
learnt, where they have got to, and where they 
will go next.  They also routinely reflect about the 
learning process.  This may often be seen as a 
formal plenary session, or a learning diary or peer 
reflection, or student conference.

321 Rau, C., Whiu, I., Thomson, H., Glynn, T., and Milroy, W. (2001).  He Ara Angitu: A description of success in 
reading for fi ve-year-old Màori-medium students.  Wellington: Ministry of Education.

322 Higgins, J. (with Parsons, R., & Hyland, M). (2002).  The numeracy development project: Policy to practice.  In 
I. Livingstone (Ed.), New Zealand Annual Review of Education, 12.

323 Absolum (2004b).  ATOL programme 2004 (Report prepared for company purposes only). Auckland: Evaluation 
Associates.

324 Timperley, H., Wilson, A., Barrar, H., & Fung, I. (2007).  Teacher professional learning and development: 
Best evidence synthesis iteration.  Wellington: Ministry of Education.  From Case 4: Using assessment to build 
teaching capability.
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Table 11 shows the least- and most-advanced standards used to assess Absolum’s fifth 
competency, active reflection.  Teachers can use Absolum’s matrix tool to see exactly what is 
meant by formative assessment—and what is involved in becoming more expert.

The Numeracy Project’s Number Framework also describes a developmental progression, but 
this tool was designed in the first place to promote teacher learning.  Teachers greatly value it  
because it brings structure to their understanding of how students develop number sense and 
learn to reason mathematically:

 Facilitator: When we present them with the Framework it is without doubt the most 
powerful [time].  They get this enormous sense of knowing that they are going to know 
where the students are, they are going to know where they have been and where to take 
them next … they have never had that—knowing where from and where to (p. 49)325.

When evaluative tools do not come with well-defined standards, users are likely to struggle 
to make intelligent use of the information they offer.  A study of parent responses to student 
portfolios found that, in the absence of benchmarks, some parents could not tell how well their 
child was doing at school.  For these parents, the portfolio was not a smart tool because it 
lacked the very information they needed to effectively use it326.

A tool developed for the Te Kotahitanga programme, PSIRPEG, incorporates standards designed 
to help teachers implement the pedagogy they have learned in professional development.  Teachers 
focus on planning that uses strategies for more effective teaching and learning interactions, 
which in turn develop into caring and learning relationships, reinforcing teachers’ positioning 
or capability to bring about positive changes in Màori students’ educational experiences, thus 
promoting the goal of raising their achievement327.

The power of tools that enable staff to evaluate their own and their students’ performance 
against explicit standards is well illustrated by the wedge graph used in connection with year 
1 literacy.  This tool was developed by an independent professional developer as part of her 
work with an early literacy initiative (AUSAD) in Mangere and Otara schools328.  See Figure 22 
for a sample graph.

The graph plots the reading levels of the children in three year 1 classes against the number 
of weeks they have been at school.  The angled lines that form the wedge represent the upper 
and lower boundaries of expected achievement, given the number of weeks the children have 
been enrolled at school.  It is immediately clear from the graph which students are reading 
above, at, or below the expected level.  The graph is a smart tool because it has features that 
can promote discussion of the teaching–achievement relationship—one of the characteristics 
of professional communities that are focused on enhancing student success.  Those features 
include: recording the achievement of each child (not just class mean), providing benchmarks 
that enable ready interpretation of achievement, and identifying each child’s teacher.  As 
discussed in Box 15, Timperley et al.329 found that the graph, routinely used by the junior school 
teachers in their regular meetings, gave focus and urgency to the goal of raising their students’ 
reading achievement.

325 Higgins, J. (2004).  An evaluation of the Advanced Numeracy Project 2003.  Wellington: Ministry of Education.
326 Thomas, P. (2003), op. cit.
327 Bishop, R., Berryman, M., Cavanagh, T., Teddy, L., & Clapham, S. (2006).  Te Kotahitanga phase 3: 

Whànaungatanga: Establishing a culturally responsive pedagogy of relations in mainstream secondary 
school classrooms.  Wellington: Ministry of Education Research Division and Poutama Pounamu Research and 
Development Centre.  p. 49.

328 Timperley, H., Smith, L., Parr, J., Portway, J., Mirams, S., Clark, S., et al. (2004).  Analysis and use of student 
achievement data (AUSAD) (Final evaluation report prepared for the Ministry of Education).  Wellington: Ministry 
of Education.

329 ibid.
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Figure 22.  Year 1 reading graph

Box 15.  The wedge graph: a smart tool

When interviewed about the wedge graph, teachers told researchers about four ways in 
which it helped them improve their teaching.  

1. One interviewer challenged a teacher to explain how marks on a graph could help her 
teaching: 

Interviewer: They’re only marks on a chart.  Those little crosses—they don’t tell you how 
to teach.

Teacher: The teacher knows the children, so you’re basically linking the graph and 
what you know about your children.  Do you know what I mean?  It will be 
different for you because you’re looking at it from a different angle: you’re 
looking at it as crosses.  But for me as a teacher and my class, I’m linking the 
crosses to children.  Although L’s at red, I know he’s going to be moving faster 
than the other two in the group …

2. The graph helped teachers preserve information about individuals while putting it in the 
context of other children and age-related benchmarks:

Teacher: We had always graphed the children individually, but this [the wedge graph] 
was a matter of actually seeing it in front of you and then tallying it up together 
as a syndicate and then tying it all in together.  I think that was a really 
good push because we could see where the children were actually achieving 
every five weeks.  If we found they were underachieving then we could all get 
together and discuss what’s happening and how we can improve.  Whereas if 
we hadn’t plotted them on the wedge graph we would have no way of knowing 
in relation to all the others in the syndicate how they were doing …

3. The graph was a powerful aid to memory, storing a lot of complex information in a single, 
simple visual representation:

Teacher: One of the surprises when we first started looking at the graph was how long 
some of the children had been at school.  I think in your room, you don’t focus 
on that really.  They’re just your class and you sort of forget, ‘Well, hey, this 
one has been here quite a long time.’

4. The tool had valuable routines associated with its use.  The junior school leadership 
used the graph at regular, structured meetings where teachers learned to take collective 
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responsibility for improving student achievement.  The very regularity of these discussions 
helped keep teachers’ efforts sharply focused:

Teacher: Well I keep saying the word focus … If you don’t have that focus, well then 
another five weeks goes by and things can crop up, like you can do some folk 
dancing and a marvellous unit on this, and we did this and this.  Now we 
know that every five weeks we are doing the wedge graph, and you don’t let 
reading go.  You let other things go, but you don’t let that go … I would like to 
think accountability was intrinsic, but it used to be getting through the day, 
keeping the room tidy, having a quiet class.  At the end of the day, we would go 
out of the classroom not necessarily thinking ‘What have I done today that has 
helped them to learn to read?’  You would go home with a warm fuzzy feeling.  
‘Oh that was a good day.  Maybe I will do some more of that tomorrow.’  I think 
the focus has come right back to ‘What have I done today and who is moving 
and who isn’t moving and why aren’t they moving?’  That is what you are 
taking home in your head.

In summary, the wedge graph was a smart tool because it incorporated a sound theory 
about the conditions conducive to teacher learning.  By identifying who was teaching who, it 
enabled teachers to focus on the teaching–learning relationship and to locate expertise.  By 
incorporating standards for student achievement, it enabled teachers to evaluate progress.  
It was not, however, the tool itself that created teacher learning and student improvement; it 
was how the tool was integrated into routine professional learning with a focus on improving 
specific student outcomes.

The above are examples of tools that incorporate theories that are consistent with the best 
evidence about how to achieve the intended purpose.  By way of contrast, we now describe a 
tool that incorporates a questionable theory: the national policy on teacher appraisal.  This tool 
has powerfully shaped the appraisal policies and practices of our schools330.

Table 12.  The theory implicit in national and teacher appraisal policies and processes

National appraisal policy School-based appraisal policies331

Appraisal goals The stated goal is to improve the quality 
of teaching and therefore learning332.

70% of the purpose statements in 
school appraisal policies referred to the 
improvement of teaching.  15% referred to 
student learning.

Strategies 
for achieving 
appraisal goals 

Evaluate teachers against performance 
expectations including national 
professional standards and role 
responsibilities. 

Professional standards include 24 
performance indicators.

Indicators describe preferred aspects of 
teaching style.

None of the performance indicators 
requires inquiry into the teaching–
achievement relationship333.

Schools included an average of 46 
performance indicators in their policies. 

Only 3% of indicators promoted inquiry 
into student learning.

1 in 11 teachers reported discussing 
student learning in their appraisals.

4.5% of teachers’ appraisal goals were 
about student learning.

The great majority of topics discussed 
during appraisal were about aspects 
of teaching that were not connected to 
student learning and achievement.

330 The material summarised here is developed more fully in Case 1: Leading teacher appraisal.
331 The material in the right-hand column of Table 12 is based on Sinnema, C. & Robinson, V. M. J. (2007).  The 

leadership of teaching and learning: Implications for teacher evaluation.  Leadership and Policy in Schools, 6(4), 
pp. 1–25.

332 Ministry of Education (1997).  Performance management systems: PMS1: Performance appraisal.  The Education 
Gazette (10 February supplement).

333 Ministry of Education (1998).  Teacher performance management: Primary school teachers, primary school 
deputy/assistant principals: A resource for boards of trustees, principals, and teachers.  Wellington: Author.
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Consequences of 
appraisal policy 

Policy encourages schools to monitor 
what teachers are doing rather than what 
students are experiencing and learning.  
The theory of appraisal incorporated 
in the policy assumes that if teachers 
perform in certain ways, then students 
will inevitably benefit.

Schools’ appraisal policies and 
procedures are aligned with the theory 
in the national policy.  School leaders do 
not use appraisal as an opportunity to 
inquire into and strengthen the impact of 
teaching on student learning.

Table 12 shows how closely a sample of 17 Auckland primary schools followed the national policy 
guidelines when crafting their own policies and procedures.  Although closely aligned, neither 
national nor school policies are likely to achieve their intended goal because they incorporate 
a faulty theory of effective teaching—one that is based on conformity to a particular teaching 
style, not on evidence-based and situated inquiry into the impact of teaching on student 
learning.

Leadership selects tools that are well designed

We turn now from the theories (implicit or explicit) that are incorporated in tools to the design 
of tools.  Smart tools are designed in ways that make them easy to understand and use.  The 
wedge graph discussed earlier has design features that teachers value.  For example, they can 
see at a glance how long each year 1 child has been at school; this information is of critical 
importance when organising reading programmes.

Another New Zealand study334 focuses on the national social studies curriculum and provides 
even richer insights into how tool design helps or hinders teacher learning and practice.  In 
discussions of curriculum implementation, it is routine to ascribe faulty implementation to 
resourcing issues or the capacity of those responsible335.  This study suggests that there may be 
another explanation: the design of the curriculum.  By curriculum design, the author means 
the “way in which [curriculum elements, including purposes, intended learning outcomes, and 
recommended teaching and assessment approaches] are arranged and expressed in formal 
written policy statements of learning intentions mandated by central government” (p. 13)336.  
The study uses design criteria derived from sense-making and cognitive load theory to argue 
that the 1997 national social studies curriculum document has many features that make it 
difficult to understand and use.

Research on sense making shows that how teachers interpret policy documents is strongly 
influenced by their prior understandings and by the norms and understandings that prevail 
in their current work environment337.  New policies need to connect with (rather than bypass) 
existing understandings and theories, making explicit the ways in which the new policy is 
similar to and different from the old.  This is why it is important, when formulating policy, not 
only to gain stakeholder agreement with the proposed policy but also to inquire repeatedly and 
thoroughly whether it is understood.  The proposed policy can then be revised in ways that 
increase the chances both of acceptance and faithful implementation.

334 Aitken, G. (2005).  Curriculum design in New Zealand social studies: Learning from the past.  Unpublished 
doctoral thesis, University of Auckland.  p. 13.

335 Coburn, C. E. (2001).  Collective sensemaking about reading: How teachers mediate reading policy in their 
professional communities.  Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 23, pp. 145–170.

 McLaughlin, M. W., & Mitra, D. ( 2001).  Theory-based change and change-based theory: Going deeper, going 
broader.  Journal of Educational Change, 2(4), pp. 301–323.

336 ibid.
337 For the key ideas on sense making in relation to policy, see:
 Spillane, J. P., Reiser, B. J., & Reimer, T. (2002).  Policy implementation and cognition: Reframing and refocusing 

implementation research.  Review of Educational Research, 72, pp. 387–431.
 Spillane, J. P. (2004).  Standards deviation: How schools misunderstand education policy.  Cambridge, MA: 

Harvard University Press.
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Cognitive load theory338, the second theoretical underpinning of a smart tool, describes how 
the limits of working memory are challenged by the amount and complexity of information 
present in any given task.  It also offers research-based suggestions for reducing cognitive load 
by the ways tasks are presented.  This chapter is not the place to elaborate these two theories, 
but Table 13 gives one example of what they offer in the way of criteria for smart tool design 
and how these criteria can be used to evaluate the design of a policy.

Table 13.  Some criteria for the design of smart tools, and their application to the 1997 social studies 
curriculum

Design criteria Rationale for criteria
Application to 1997 social studies 
curriculum339

Clearly explains 
the rationale for 
change.

Draws attention to the underlying 
purposes to counteract the tendency 
to attend only to surface features of 
policy.

The national curriculum includes 44 
separate statements with no integrative 
discussion, leaving it up to implementing 
agents to work out the central purpose.

Acknowledges 
the existing 
understandings 
of implementing 
agents and 
integrates them into 
the new document.

Helps teachers make links to 
prior understandings and reduces 
perceptions that the change may be 
disruptive and overly demanding.

There is no acknowledgment in the 
document itself of the substantial shift 
from progression by topic to progression 
by specified learning outcomes and 
of what this might mean for teachers.  
(This shift is, however, acknowledged in 
subsequent handbooks.)

Incorporates 
misconception 
alerts.

Counters possible over-assimilation 
by indicating how the new policy 
differs from prior or taken-for-granted 
understandings; indicates what the 
policy both is and is not.

The difference between the previous 
focus on people and the new focus on 
society was neither made explicit nor 
explained.

Abstract principles 
are clearly 
connected to 
spatially contiguous 
detail and 
examples.

Embeds principles in details that 
teachers are most likely to attend to.

Examples illustrating how the 
achievement objectives might be met 
were removed from document in its draft 
stage due to political pressures.

The document is 
logically structured 
around a clear 
and unambiguous 
purpose.

Settling on a clear purpose makes the 
development process more difficult 
but is essential for coherence and 
reducing the cognitive load involved 
in trying to implement disparate and 
potentially contradictory elements.

Internal contradictions in design; 
for example, the attempt to develop 
progressions within the three learning 
processes rather than through integration 
with progressively more difficult content.

338 Key references on cognitive load theory are:
 Mayer, R. & Moreno, R. (2003).  Nine ways to reduce cognitive load in multimedia learning.  Educational 

Psychologist, 38(1), pp. 43–52.
 Paas, F., Renkl, A., & Sweller, J. (2003).  Cognitive load theory and instructional design: Recent developments.  

Educational Psychologist, 38(1), pp. 1–4. 
339 These are illustrative examples only.  For a more complete evaluation of the 1997 curriculum see Aitken (2005), 

op. cit, chapters 4–6.  The social studies curriculum has now been revised and forms part of The New Zealand 
Curriculum (2007).  Ministry of Education: Wellington.
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Maximises 
internal coherence 
and minimises 
complexity.

Working memory poses severe limits 
on teachers’ ability to understand 
and integrate multiple, interacting 
elements of a policy.  Complexity is 
reduced by fewer elements and by 
giving examples of how competing 
elements might be integrated.

A complexity analysis shows that, to 
faithfully implement the curriculum, 
teachers teaching the concept ‘national 
identity’ need to consider340:

3 learning processes (including 12 
component processes); 

2 levels of achievement;

6 perspective statements;  

7 essential learning statements; 

4 disciplines; 

11 concepts;

3 indicators of achievement. 

The document 
supports 
understanding 
through the use of 
charts and diagrams 
that are aligned 
with, and make 
explicit connections 
to, the text.

Clarifies meaning through alternative 
(visual as well as verbal) forms of 
representation.

Three diagrams are used to represent 
the relationships between the various 
curriculum elements.  These diagrams are 
misaligned in that they include different 
content, present it in different orders, 
and suggest different relationships341.

Given the power of tools to shape the practice of the nation’s teachers, critical questions arise 
about the processes by which they are developed and validated at national and school level.  
These questions, which require research, include:

1. What research-and-development expertise and investment is required to develop an 
effective tool of a particular type? 

2. How can that expertise be made available to developers of tools?  

3. Given the answers to 1 and 2 above, whose responsibility is it to lead the development of 
tools? 

6.3 Summary
In this chapter, we examined two groups of research studies set in New Zealand schools for 
evidence of how leadership can contribute to improved student outcomes.  Using a backward 
mapping strategy, we identified six leadership dimensions.  Four of these share similarities 
with the dimensions already identified using our forward mapping strategy (see Chapter 5).  
These four focus on the roles leaders play in goal setting, resourcing, teacher learning, and 
problem talk.  Goal setting was a function that had particular significance for Màori-medium 
schools, where it was important that goals were linked to the wider purposes of language and 
cultural regeneration.

As can be seen from Figure 23, two additional dimensions emerged from this body of research.  
The first was the role that leaders play in creating educationally powerful connections.  Such 
connections facilitate continuities for students: between their identities and school practices, 
across different parts of the teaching programme, and between educational settings.  While 
effective relationships are fundamental to all the dimensions discussed in this chapter, they 
are particularly vital when it comes to developing educationally powerfully connections.

The other additional dimension relates to the selection, development, and use of smart tools.  
Smart tools promote teacher learning about how to promote student learning.  They incorporate 

340 Aitken (2005), op. cit., fi g. 14, p. 151.
341 ibid., pp. 131–133.
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valid theories concerning the activity they are intended to support and are designed in ways 
that make them easy to understand and use.

Figure 23.  An integration of the dimensions from direct and indirect evidence

The dimensions discussed in this chapter should not be viewed as a checklist but as aspects 
of the leadership landscape.  All should be kept constantly in view but, at any given time, the 
focus is likely to be on particular ones as specific problems or conditions are encountered and 
must be dealt with.
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Glossary of Màori terms
Ako Teaching and learning, understood as a single, reciprocal process

Hapù Sub-tribe

Hui Meeting, gathering, usually with a specific kaupapa

Iwi People, nation, tribe

Kaiako Teacher, instructor

Kanohi ki te kanohi Face to face

Kaumàtua Elder, old man or woman, adult

Kaupapa Purpose, agenda

Koro Male elder, old man, grandfather 

Kuia Female elder, old woman, grandmother

Kura School

Kura kaupapa Màori Màori-medium school with an identifiable philosophical base
(e.g., Te Aho Matua)

Kura whànau The support network of families and extended families associated 
with a school

Ngàti Prefix denoting tribe

Pàkehà New Zealand-born non-Màori, especially those of European 
descent

Pàngarau Mathematics

Pànui Reading

Pòwhiri Formal welcome or opening ceremony

Taonga Prized possession, treasure, inheritance

Te Aho Matua Literally, the central thread; the philosophical statement that 
guides the operations of many kura

Te Kotahitanga A professional development intervention for non-Màori teachers of 
Màori in English-medium schools.  For a description of this 
intervention, see Case 7 (Establishing a culturally responsive 
pedagogy of relations) in Timperley, H., Wilson, A., Barrar, H., & 
Fung, I. (2007), Teacher Professional Learning and Development 
Best Evidence Synthesis.  See also the Te Kotahitanga website: 
http://edlinked.soe.waikato.ac.nz/departments/index.php?dept_
id=20

Te reo Màori The Màori language

Te reo Màori me òna tikanga Màori language and customs

Tikanga The usual and accepted procedure or way of doing things; protocol

Tuhituhi Writing

Tumuaki Principal, head teacher, leader

Whakapapa Ancestry, genealogy

Whànau Family, to be understood in a much more encompassing sense than 
the nuclear family; network of mutual supports and obligations

Whanaungatanga Sense of kinship, family, belonging

Mo ngà tamariki, kia rua ngà reo.  Ko te reo o ngà màtua tìpuna tuatahi, ko te reo o tauiwi tuarua.  Kia òrite te pakari o ia 
reo, kia tu tangata ai ngà tamariki i roto i te ao Màori, i roto hoki i te ao o tauiwi. 
I runga i tènei whakaaro, kia tere pakari ai te reo o ngà tamariki, me whakahaere ngà mahi katoa o te kura i roto i te reo 
Màori.  Tae atu ki te hunga kuhu mai ki roto i te kura, me kòrero Màori katoa, i ngà wà katoa.

Kura kaupapa Màori, therefore:

• respect all languages;
• expect full competency in Màori and English for the children of the kura;
• affirm that total immersion most rapidly develops language competence and assert that the language of the kura be,

for the most part, exclusively Màori.

Te Aho Matua o ngā Kura Kaupapa Māori.  
English interpretation by Dr Kàterina Te Heikòkò Mataira




