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APPROACHES TO LEADERSHIP LEARNING AND PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FOR TEACHING

Since the 1980s, reform agendas have resulted in increased devolution of school management, greater autonomy in school governance and more competition between schools. These developments have had a significant influence on the role of school leaders, both in terms of how they manage schools and their increased accountability for students’ learning outcomes. School leaders are now expected to guide their schools through a complex educational environment, curriculum standards, statewide benchmarking and accountability for student learning outcomes.
Schools in the 21st Century are vital locations for knowledge production and governments expect higher levels of leadership teachers and principals in responding to the challenges of a knowledge economy. The context of teaching is more demanding, with increasing diversity in student characteristics and variations in student learning needs. Schools are now expected to work with other agencies and the wider community to provide a more holistic environment of education and care for young people to prepare them to participate in an ever-changing economy and society [1; 5; 6].
The role of school leaders has been the subject of educational research for almost a century. Much of the research over the past two decades investigates the role of leadership in the context of comprehensive school reform and portrays effective leadership as essential so that schools are  successful in meeting the educational challenges of the 21st Century  [1].
The idea that leadership matters is conventional wisdom, not only in education, but also in many organizations. As Kenneth Leithwood points out, the evidence of this is often in the breach – we can spot the consequences of ineffective leadership more readily than we can identify effective leaders whose organizations run smoothly. In addition, in schools, it is particularly difficult to demonstrate that leadership makes a difference, because of the large number of variables that influence student-learning outcomes.
Traditionally, studies of school leadership have focused on the role of school principals, whereas in recent times, the leadership roles of teachers have been the subject of academic study and debate [2; 3]
From traditional studies, there are two main types of research evidence on the impact of school leadership on school effectiveness. The main source of evidence is case studies conducted in exceptional schools. For example, schools that appear to be contributing to student learning significantly either above or below expectations. A second source of research evidence is large-scale quantitative studies. Over the past decade, several papers have been written that review this body of work and analyze a large set of studies to draw conclusions about the effects of school leadership [4].
These reviews of the research evidence suggest the following three findings about school leadership:
1. The total (direct and indirect) effects of leadership on student learning accounts for about a quarter of total school effects;
2. Leadership effects are second only to teacher effects on student outcomes; and 
3. Leadership effects are usually greater in underperforming schools.
In their review of the research evidence from large-scale quantitative studies, Hallinger and Heck concluded that the combined direct and indirect effects of school leadership on pupil outcomes are small but educationally significant. While leadership only explains three to five per cent of the variation in student learning across schools, this is actually about one quarter of the total variation, 10 to 20 per cent, explained by all school-level variables – after controlling for student intake factors. Classroom factors, teaching, explain only a slightly larger proportion, about one third, of the variation in student achievement. Thus, leadership is second to teaching as the major school-based influence on student learning. Other school-based factors that explain variation in student learning include: shared vision and goals; learning environment; concentration on teaching and learning; purposeful teaching; high expectations; positive reinforcement; monitoring progress; pupil rights and responsibilities; home-school partnerships; and a learning organization. However, as most of these characteristics – along with others associated with effective teaching – are factors over which school leaders can potentially exercise influence, it is probable that the impact of school leaders is understated in much of the research. Achieving results through others is the essence of leadership. A finding that principal effects are mediated by other in-school variables does nothing whatsoever to diminish the principal’s importance … the research illustrates that these effects appear to compound as principals pursue school-level action [4].
Information about the impact of school leadership is often drawn from case studies conducted in exceptional schools, schools that appear to be contributing to student learning significantly either above or below expectations. Although such research usually produces large leadership effects, the results are not readily generalizable [2; 3]. Leithwood et al address this limitation by collecting a relatively large number of cases of successful leadership, reporting the results of systematic cross-case analyses and carrying out quantitative tests of the results provided by the qualitative evidence. They conclude that although the evidence shows small but significant effects of leadership actions on student learning across a spectrum of schools, the demonstrated effects of successful leadership are considerably greater in schools that are “in more difficult circumstances”. They observe that, “there are virtually no documented instances of troubled schools being turned around without intervention by a powerful leader. Many other factors may contribute to such turnarounds, but leadership is the catalyst” [2; 3].
Effective school leadership should not be seen as a standard set of personal characteristics. Studies of the impact of organizational variables on school effectiveness generally find no common patterns in the personal characteristics of successful school principals. Moreover, there is evidence that educational leaders may behave quite differently and productively depending on the circumstances they are facing and the people with whom they are working. In other words, there is no single leadership “style” or set of practices that characterizes an effective professional leader of teachers
In summary, it is difficult to demonstrate that leadership makes a difference to the quality of school education, because of the number of variables that influence student learning outcomes. The impact of leadership on learning outcomes is often indirect because effective leaders work through others, i.e. Teachers, to achieve results. When these factors are taken into account, research suggests that the total, direct and indirect, effects of leadership on student learning accounts for about a quarter of total school effects. Leadership effects are second only to teacher effects in their impact on student learning. The research also suggests that leadership effects are usually greater in underperforming schools. In other words, it is unlikely that an under-performing school will be “turned around” without the intervention of an effective leader.
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