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Instructional Leadership – Thought Leader summary 
 
AITSL Standards (extract) 
 

 
Leading Teaching and Learning: Principals create a positive culture of challenge and support, enabling effective 
teaching that promotes enthusiastic, independent learners, committed to lifelong learning. Principals have a 
key responsibility for developing a culture of effective teaching, for leading, designing and managing the 
quality of teaching and learning and for students’ achievement in all aspects of their development. They set 
high expectations for the whole school through careful collaborative planning, monitoring and reviewing the 
effectiveness of learning. Principals set high standards of behaviour and attendance, encouraging active 
engagement and a strong student voice. 

Developing Self and Others: Principals work with and through others to build a professional learning 
community that is focused on continuous improvement of teaching and learning. Through managing 
performance, effective continuing professional learning and feedback, they support all staff to achieve high 
standards and develop their leadership capacity. Principals support others to build capacity and treat people 
fairly and with respect. They model effective leadership and are committed to their own ongoing professional 
development and personal health and wellbeing in order to manage the complexity of the role and the range 
of learning capabilities and actions required of the role. 

Leading Improvement, Innovation and Change: Principals work with others to produce and implement clear, 
evidence-based improvement plans and policies for the development of the school and its facilities. They 
recognise that a crucial part of the role is to lead and manage innovation and change to ensure the vision and 
strategic plan is put into action across the school and that its goals and intentions are realised. 
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Neil Dempster 
Instructional Leadership – Leading for Learning 
Extract from Leadership Learning: A Synthesis of Recent Research by Neil Dempster 
 
Three Leadership Fundamentals  

The three leadership fundamentals about which leadership theorists and researchers speak (Hargreaves and 
Fink, 2006; Leithwood, 2005; Leithwood and Riehl, 2003; MacBeath and Dempster, 2009) are purpose, context 
and human agency. These three fundamental elements are not only at the heart of effective organisational 
leadership, they lie at the centre of leadership for learning.  

Purpose - In the case of school leaders, there is a clear moral purpose which should drive them; and that 
purpose is the improvement of students’ lives through learning. To put it starkly, Principals are not there to 
make students’ lives worse; they are there to see that their schools concentrate on improving students’ 
learning and ultimately their achievement. Running a school financially and legally efficiently, is not enough. 
The school must add value to its students through learning.  

Context - Second, leadership never takes place in a vacuum. It is always located somewhere and is influenced 
by its context. This is why one of the most important sets of skills a school leader needs is the ability to ‘read’ 
the context in which he or she is working (PriceWaterHouseCoopers, 2007). That ‘reading’ should not result in 
the use of the context as an excuse, restricting or limiting what a school leader can do for students. Rather, 
Principals and others in leadership roles need to be able to judge how they can best harness capacity and 
support in the school and the wider community to assist 3 them in their moral quest. Research evidence about 
the significance of the context beyond the school in the support of learning has been consolidated over the 
last forty years and is now undeniable (MacBeath and Mortimore, 2001; OECD, 2008).  

Human Agency - Third, leaders cannot work alone in schools. They can only achieve the school’s moral 
purpose through human agency. Indeed, the research literature over the last decade or so has recorded a 
major change in thinking about leadership, namely, the clear movement from individual to shared views of 
leadership and the shift from defining leadership as position to viewing it as collective activity (Crowther, 
Kaagan, Ferguson and Hann, 2002; Spillane, 2006; Harris, 2009).  
 
Leadership for Learning: a synthesis of the five reports  
Leaders best affect student learning outcomes when:  

• they have an agreed and shared moral purpose;   
• there is ‘disciplined dialogue’ about learning in the school; 
• they plan, monitor and take account using a strong evidence base;  
• they are active professional learners with their teachers; 
• they attend to enhancing the conditions for learning;  
• they coordinate, manage and monitor the curriculum and teaching;  
• they use distributive leadership as the norm; and  
• they understand the context of their work and connect with parent and wider community support for 

learning.  
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Ken Leithwood 
“…successful turnaround schools always have good, if not 
exceptional, principals. As a common strand across successful 
school turnarounds, leadership is crucial. The principal typically 
sets the turnaround agenda, while leading teachers, involving the 
community, and building general capacity.” 
(Ken Leithwood) 
 
Leithwood’s review of the evidence suggests that successful 
leadership can play a highly significant – and frequently 

underestimated – role in improving student learning. Specifically, the available evidence about the size and 
nature of the effects of successful leadership on student learning justifies two important claims: 

1. Leadership is second only to classroom instruction among all school-related factors that contribute to 
what students learn at school. 

2. Leadership effects are usually largest where and when they are needed most. 
 
Key behaviours of instructional leaders. 
According to Leithwood the attributes of moral purpose, reflective personal development, and strategic 
acumen are expressed in three key behaviours of instructional leaders:  

 Managing teaching and learning 
 Developing people, and 
 Developing the school as an organisation. 

 
School leaders can take four paths to influence others: Rational, Emotional, Organisational and Family. Each 
path has attributes where effective leadership can impact student learning through selecting correct variables 
to impact student learning and then proper application of influence. To achieve progress towards increasing 
the influence the leader has upon the variables within the four paths, it is important to establish a culture of 
distributed leadership, where teachers have the efficacy to make a difference, parents have the trust to 
participate actively, and leaders have the vision and knowledge to realize which variables make the greatest 
impact and to exert influence to impact student learning. 
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Michael Fullan 
Leadership expert Michael Fullan 
reveals six core practices for 
today's leaders – Earn Trust, Fine-
Tune Focus, Develop Others, Know 
Your Impact, Embrace Complexity, 
and Hope No Matter What – which 
appear to be deceptively simple but 
actually get to the essence of what 
differentiates a powerful leader 

from one who is merely competent. ... Fullan argues 
that powerful leaders have built bedrocks of credibility, 
have learned how to identify the few things that matter 
most, and know how to leverage their skills in ways that 
benefit their entire organization.  
 
The right drivers of school improvement include: 

 Focusing Direction 
 Cultivating Collaborative Cultures  
 Securing Accountability 
 Deepening Learning  

The greatest impact in change occurs when leaders are 
developed at all levels. 

 
 

 
 

Richard Elmore 

According to Elmore there is a need for schools to establish their own internal systems and professional 
cultures to improve student outcomes. When these are in place, he says, the schools can meet external 
requirements. External requirements on their own do not produce improved student outcomes and cites six 
conditions for improvement as:  

 strong educational leadership 
 good systems which allow teachers to talk professionally together 
 expertise about effective teaching 
 internal and external professional learning opportunities. 

Elmore goes further, explaining that focusing only on external requirements may cause a plateau in improving 
student outcomes. He says that teachers and educational leaders need to focus as well on “the actual 
experience of kids in classrooms”. The reason for this is that teaching to preconceived tasks and levels may 
lead teachers to underestimate the abilities of students. Teaching to the task, he says, even when done 
efficiently, may ignore what the students already know and can do. 

Elmore states that both teachers and students develop a mutual incentive to keep the work simple in order to 
meet the standard or assessment, but both could actually teach and learn at much higher levels of cognitive 
complexity. 
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Dr Richard Jones 

Quadrant D Leadership is the International Center for Leadership in Education’s framework for school leaders. 
It is an effective blending of vision and empowerment and involves an adaptive process by which leaders, 
staff, and students take action to improve teaching and learning in their school. 

 

In the International Center’s view, school leadership is not a position but a disposition for taking action. When 
leadership is considered a position, the leader is judged by the decision he or she makes. When leadership is 
considered a disposition, leadership is judged by the actions taken in the school community. One role of the 
individual school leader is to broaden the definition of leadership to include the many staff and students as 
leaders who share a common vision. Quadrant D Leadership is the collaborative responsibility for taking action 
to reach future oriented goals while meeting the intellectual, emotional, and physical needs of each student. 
Quadrant D leaders are: • Flexible to adapt to the school environment • Able to analyze the leadership 
characteristics of their school • Knowledgeable about where a school community is and where it needs to 
move to • Able to develop a vision about the future needs of students and deliver a coherent message so 
stakeholders can talk the same language about leadership in the school • Able to work with people in a 
manner that ignites their passions, talents, and desire to attain that shared vision 
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QELi – Queensland Education Leadership Institute 

In collaboration with Vic Zbar, education consultant and widely published education and management author, 
we derived both elements from examining how effective leaders – within education and outside of the 
education arena – consistently drive change and improvement. We also considered themes for the future of 
leadership. Our research clearly identified five consistent and evidence-based trends: 

 agile and adaptive 
 innovation and technologically savvy 
 collective leaders 
 mindfulness and emotional intelligence 
 a new generation of leaders. 

These five key characteristics, along with five leadership capabilities – knowledge, understanding, attitudes, 
skills and personal qualities – form the foundation of our Leadership Framework and Behaviours of Effective 
Leaders. These are the core elements that we believe enable a leader to perform to a high standard in their 
role and, the actions they must take to continually improve their school or context to drive school 
improvement. In addition, these elements contribute to a shared understanding and common language for 
leadership and how it is successfully enacted in schools. This in turn can guide the recruitment and selection of 
new leaders in schools, the design and delivery of professional learning and other development opportunities 
for leaders and aspiring leaders in schools, and the self-assessment and reflection that leaders undertake as 
they strive to continually improve. 

QELi Leadership Framework 
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QELi Leadership for School Improvement 

 


