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Laura M. O’Dwyer, Dissertation Chair

The purpose of this study was to inform future policy regarding school leadership
practices through examining the relationship between reported decision making at the
school level and student achievement. The study utilized a mixed methods design, and
examined three main components. The first component involved a qualitative analysis of
14 countries’ school leadership polices, as described in country background reports
submitted to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). The
second component used hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) to examine the relationship
between principal reported school decision making and student achievement in
mathematics and reading on the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) in
the same 14 countries. The final component of this study connected the results from the
policy analysis to the results of the HLM analysis to determine if there were patterns
between a country’s policies and the relationship between school-level decision making
and student achievement.

The study found that out of 14 countries included in the analysis, six countries
were identified as having polices that were highly decentralized, three countries had
policies that were highly centralized and five countries had policies that were somewhere

in between the two extremes. The quantitative results showed that school-level decision



making variables were limited in their utility as predictors of student achievement.
Finally, an examination of the combined qualitative and quantitative results did not reveal
any obvious patterns. However, the findings did highlight the importance of context in
examining countries’ policies and the relationship between leadership practices in the

form of school decision making and student achievement.
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Chapter One

There is great variability in student achievement across countries. For example,
during the 2006 Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), which examines
the literacy skills of 15-year-olds, it was found that there were large differences in
achievement seperating students in the highest achieving country, Finland that year, and
the lowest achieving country, Kyrgyzstan (Schleicher, 2009). While some may not find it
surprising to see a difference between those two particular countries, the fact that there
were also differences in student achievement between students in Canada and students in
the United States, for example, countries whose differences are only modestly explained
by national wealth or investments in education, has been considered more puzzling
(Schleicher, 2009).

One way to explain these differences may be to examine how countries define
their school leadership roles (Schleicher, 2009). According to Pont, Nusche and
Moorman (2008), policy agendas internationally have made school leadership a priority
due to the role that it plays in improving student achievement. Using evidence from
country-provided background reports and five case studies on school leadership, Pont and
colleagues (2008) cite how reforms in school leadership practices influence achievement
through teachers’ motivations and capacities. In an attempt to meet the evolving needs of
modern society, many countries are redeveloping their education systems, resulting in

evolving roles for their school leaders (Pont, Nusche, & Moorman, 2008).



Countries are interested in school reform initiatives that meet the increasing
demands of the 21% century (Darling-Hammond, 2009). This has led to a reconsideration
of how schools reach their goals, as well as a redesign of how schools are organized
(Darling-Hammond, 2009). Additionally, school leaders have also been found to play
important roles in implementing reforms aimed at improving students’ basic literacy and
numeracy skills (Leithwood, Jantzi, Earl, Watson, Levin, & Fullan, 2004). Therefore,
with the ultimate objective of increasing student achievement and responding to 21%
century agendas, there has been progress towards decentralizing some areas of decision
making authority to, and increase autonomy and accountability at, local levels (Witziers,

Bosker, & Kruger, 2003).

Purpose of the Study

While previous research has indicated that a relationship exists between school
leadership practices and student achievement (Witziers, Bosker, & Kriiger, 2003; Waters,
Marzano & McNulty, 2003; Leithwood, Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom, 2004), it has
been recommended that further research be conducted on this complex subject (Pont,
Nusche, & Moorman, 2008). Though the merits of effective school leadership practices
have been discussed extensively in the literature and an increasing number of policies
allowing for decision making at the school level are being implemented, it is important to
gain a better understanding of the relationship between school leadership practices and
student achievement, as well as how this relationship relates back to and informs school

leadership policy (Pont, Nusche, & Moorman, 2008). This dissertation seeks to do so by



presenting a secondary data analysis using results from the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) PISA assessment.

The purpose of this dissertation is to inform future policy regarding school
leadership through examining the relationship between reported leadership practices at
the school level and student achievement. Due to the nature of the available data, the
identified patterns can only led to “tentative conclusions” and in no way establish cause
and effect (Braun, Wang, Jenkins & Weinbaum, 2006, p. 6). However, results offer
insights into the relationship between leadership in the form of school-level decision
making and national achievement, as well as provide a basis and directions for future
research.

There are three main components to this study. They all centered on gaining a
clearer picture of the relationship between policies regarding school leadership and
student achievement at the country level. The method of inquiry used in this dissertation
is based on the model first featured in the article by Braun et al. (2006) and adapted by
Braun, Chapman and Vezzu (2010), which examines the relationship between state
education policies and changes in racial achievement gaps over time.

As in these two studies, the first component of this dissertation includes an
analysis of countries’ school leadership polices that were in place in the participating
countries from the PISA leadership study. A total of 57 countries participated in the 2006
PISA administration. Around approximately the same time as the 2006 PISA assessment
was administered, 22 countries also participated in producing leadership policy reports

about their country for the OECD. These reports were profiles on participating countries’



leadership policies, and were prepared by organizations within each country. However,
while 22 countries originally submitted background reports to the OECD, only 14 met the
criteria to be included in the study.

The second component of this dissertation is the use of hierarchical linear
modeling (HLM) to examine the relationship between leadership practices in the form of
teacher/principal decision making and student achievement in mathematics and reading.
This is done using data from the PISA 2006 study in 14 countries (student surveys,
school-level surveys as well as students’ achievement data). The final component of this
study connects the results from the policy analysis to the results of the HLM analyses to
examine patterns between a country’s policies and its students’ achievement results on

PISA.

Research Questions
The following research questions are examined in this dissertation:
1.) To what extent do the educational policies across the different countries allow for
school personnel to take on leadership roles?
2.) Within each country, what is the relationship between school-level control of
decision making and student mathematics and reading literacy achievement on the
2006 PISA assessment?
3.) What are the patterns that exist between a country’s policies towards school-level
decentralization on the one hand and the association between school-level

decision making and student achievement on the other?



In the following section, the research problem is described. Specifically, this includes
considerations of student achievement and accountability in a globalized society, the
complexities of the construct of school leadership and its relationship with student
achievement, as well as decentralization as an international education policy trend,

implemented with the aim of improving student achievement.

Description of the Problem

According to the New Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce
(2007), “the best employers the world over will be looking for the most competent, most
creative and most innovative people on the face of the earth and will be willing to pay
them top dollar for their services” (p. 7). Yet, international assessments have highlighted
the existence of a global achievement gap, with even the best students in some countries
lagging behind average students in other countries (Wagner, 2008). These global
achievement gaps have caught the attention of the international community, as many
influential writers argue that the nature of the work in the 21* century will require
workers to possess complex skills (Darling-Hammond, 2010). Thus, a common
orientation across countries is producing citizens able to compete in an international
workforce.

As increased emphasis on student outcomes and school accountability mounts,
educational researchers and policymakers have sought solutions to raise achievement.

Internationally, school leadership has been identified as an “education policy priority

(Pont, Nusche, & Moorman, 2008, p. 3). A number of studies have examined the



relationship between school leadership practices and student achievement (Hallinger &
Heck,1998; Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008). However, empirical research in the field of
leadership and student achievement has been characterized as “conceptually and
methodologically challenging” and there is currently a shortage of large-scale studies that
examine the relationship between school leadership characteristics and student
achievement using nationally representative samples (Pont, Nusche, & Moorman, 2008).

The importance of examining the relationship between school leadership
characteristics and student achievement is in part due to the increasing emphasis on
student achievement outcomes internationally (Fuchs & Wo6Rmann, 2007). Additionally,
results on international assessments have highlighted student achievement disparities
across countries, in an already competitive global environment (Sahlberg, 2006). These
concerns over achievement outcomes have influenced the widespread adoption of
accountability measures across a number of countries (McEwen, 1995).

Student achievement and accountability in a globalized society. Despite the
variability in the structure and operation of schools across countries, there is a common
interest in providing students with quality education in the hopes of higher learning
outcomes (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2006a). Student
achievement is the subject of countless studies in the field of education (for example, see:
Darling-Hammond, 2000; Greenwald, Hedges & Laine, 1996; Hill, Rowan, & Ball,
2005). According to Gronlund (2006), assessing student achievement is defined as “a

broad category that includes all of the various methods for determining the extent to



which students are achieving the intended learning outcomes of instruction” (p. 3), thus
emphasizing that the concept of student achievement is a relatively broad term.

Student achievement is a subject of high interest both in the United States and
abroad (Fuchs & WoRmann, 2007). Internationally, countries may participate in a number
of studies that examine student achievement, for example; PISA, Trends in International
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), and Progress in International Reading Literacy
Study (PIRLS). While these studies all survey different subjects as well as different
populations, one common characteristic is the ability to use the results to examine student
achievement at a national level and in making cross country comparisons. These studies
are important as they give researchers access to data that have been carefully collected
and documented, and can be used to answer a variety of questions, both within individual
countries as well as across participating countries.

In The Global Achievement Gap, Wagner (2008) identifies two achievement gaps
that exist within and across many countries. The first is that which exists within each
country, with children of lower socio-economic status receiving lower quality education
than children of higher socio-economic status, resulting in a disparity of student
achievement results (Wagner, 2008). The second achievement gap, according to Wagner,
is the global achievement gap. He describes this as the discrepancy between what the best
students in a country are learning and what they will actually need to learn in order to
succeed in the “global knowledge society” (Wagner, 2008, p. 8).

Concerns over lagging student achievement and increased international

competition have sparked a number of countries into adopting policies that emphasize



accountability measures (McEwen, 1995). These accountability systems typically stress
the importance of student test results, which are often tied to rewards and sanctions
(Darling-Hammond, 2004; Sahlberg, 2006). Multiple approaches to school accountability
and improvement have been identified in the literature (Darling-Hammond, 2004;
Darling-Hammond, 2009; Leithwood, 2001; Leithwood, Edge, & Jantzi, 1999; Sahlberg,
2010). Labeled “new accountability” in the late 1990s and early 2000s, characteristics of
these accountability systems include an emphasis on student outcome data, public
reporting of test scores, and consequences attached to student performance, with schools
oftentimes serving as the unit of improvement (Fuhrman, 1999; O'Day, 2002).

The similarities across countries in their policies regarding accountability
systems—often accompanied by a reliance on performance standards and a heavy
emphasis on literacy and numeracy—have been referred to as the global education reform
movement (Aho, Pitkanen, & Sahlberg, 2006; Hargreaves, Earl, Shawn, & Manning,
2001; Sahlberg, 2004; Sahlberg, 2007). Globalization has led to an increase in economic
competition within and between countries (Sahlberg, 2006; Wells, Carnochan, Slayton, &
Allen, 1998). It has also led many countries to adopt policies aimed towards improving
education with the ultimate goal of improving economic competitiveness (Sahlberg,
2006; Sahlberg, 2007). Since the challenges countries face in educating their citizens tend
to be similar, solutions to these challenges, and resulting reform agendas have also grown
increasingly similar (Sahlberg, 2006). Thus, many of these polices have featured the
common characteristics of the global reform movement, including increased

standardization of teaching and learning and greater emphasis on student outcomes



(Fuhrman, 1999; Sahlberg, 2007). However, some of the actions that schools are
expected to take in promoting economic competitiveness, actually interfere with
achieveing the goals that are central to global education reform (Sahlberg, 2006).

As originally coined by Thomas Friedman (2005), and more recently explored by
Darling-Hammond (2010), globalization has led to what has been described as a “flat”
world. Globalization, according to Darling-Hammond, “is changing everything about
how we work, how we communicate, and ultimately, how we live” (p. 3). This “flat
world” has led to concerns regarding how globalization of education specifically, may be
lacking in global responsibility and moral purpose (Hargreaves, 2003).

Some educational researchers have argued that unintended consequences have
resulted from the standards-based reforms and accountability systems that have become
increasingly prevalent internationally (For example, see: Darling-Hammond, 2004;
Hargreaves, 2003; Sahlburg, 2010). Some scholars have concluded that an emphasis
strictly on improving teaching and student achievement outcomes are detrimental to
fostering a knowledge society, which requires productive rather than passive learning
(Hargeaves, 2003; Sahlberg, 2010). Hargreaves (2003), for example, uses Ontario,
Canada as the backdrop in describing how standardization polices have negatively
impacted knowledge-society objectives, including contributing to an “end to ingenuity,”
with emphases placed on uniformity and accountability instead of fostering creativity and
a sense of community (p. 99).

Within the concept of globalization, knowledge is found to be rapidly expanding

(Darling-Hammond, 2010). This expansion of knowledge combined with the skills that



will be required for workers in the future, has resulted in some countries transforming
their school systems in order to better prepare their students for these increasing demands
(Darling-Hammond, 2010). Darling-Hammond reports that in an effort to broaden
students’ knowledge and skills in preparation for the growing demands of the 21%
century, countries are adapting policies that expand access to education, revise curricula,
and reform classroom instruction and assessment methods.

While the development of 21% century skills have been emphasized in policy
agendas internationally, previous research has demonstrated that lack of basic literacy
and numeracy skills also impacts labor markets (For example, see Mcintosh & Vignoles,
2000). Workers who do not possess these basic skills face higher rates of unemployment,
and for those who do find jobs, lower wages (Sum, Kirsch, & Taggart, 2002). Subgroups
of workers entering the workforce with weak basic literacy and numeracy skills has been
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said to lead to “continued growth between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots,’” resulting in
economic and social consequences (Comings, Sum, & Uvin, 2000, p. v).

In recognition of the need for fostering basic literacy and numeracy skills across
all students, internationally governments have placed an increased emphasis on polices
addressing literacy and numeracy (Fullan, 2009). These policies have often led to greater
accountability in how students score on literacy and numeracy assessments (For example,
see Australian Education Union, 2010). Even those who disagree with the global
education reform movement and the extensive national accountability systems that have

accompanied it have conceded that in particular countries and contexts, certain features

of accountability systems have their place in addressing students’ attainments of basic
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skills. As Hargreaves and Shirley (2009) argue, in developing countries and in places
such as the United States where large gaps in student achievement exist among sub-
groups of the population, assessing literacy and numeracy is an “understandable priority”
(p. 77).

An important component of government reform initiatives that call for greater
accountability is the presence of school leadership (Leithwood, Steinbach, & Jantzi,
2002). For example, previous research has found that school leaders have played key
roles in implementing literacy and numeracy reform initiatives (Leithwood, et al., 2004).
Ultimately, school leadership is an important component of many of the reforms
associated with the current global education reform movement and corresponding
accountability systems.

School leadership. Accountability policies are not the only ones that have
become prominent across countries. School leadership has also emerged internationally
as a policy priority. These leadership polices, often associated with an increased
decentralization of educational decision making, frequently combine increased autonomy
with accountability at the school level (Pont, Nusche, & Moorman, 2008). This emphasis
on leadership policies has sprung from growing concern for quality of education and
student achievement (Pont, Nusche, & Moorman, 2008).

The concept of leadership has been characterized as a “notoriously perplexing and
enigmatic phenomenon” (Allix & Gronn, 2005, p. 181). As Davies (2005) points out,
“leadership can take many forms” (p. 2), and much research has been conducted on the

subject of leadership in different fields, with education being no exception. Quality
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leadership is considered to be critical in many of society’s organizations, including
schools, and has been increasingly emphasized in the growing concern for student
performance (Fullan, 2007).

One of the responsibilities of school leaders is to “guide their schools through the
challenges posed by an increasingly complex environment” (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003, p.
1). To add to the complexity of the school leader role, the nature of leadership is also a
product of the context in which it exists (Gronn & Ribbins, 1996). One such context is a
country’s accountability system. It is common for initiatives involving greater
accountability to include a key role for school leadership (Leithwood, Steinbach, &
Jantzi, 2002).

The nature of the relationship between accountability policies and school
leadership is complex. In many countries, accountability at the school level has been
accompanied by increased autonomy and decentralization of school polices (Pont,
Nusche, & Hopkins, 2008). This has led to a redefinition and broadening of the role of
school leaders (Pont, Nusche, & Hopkins, 2008).

Ultimately, it is important to consider leadership policies in the context in which
the leaders work. Regardless of the position taken on the necessity of national
assessment-based accountability systems, what is evident is that these policies and their
aftereffects intersect with school leadership roles. Also, since accountability systems are
an ever present, albeit contentious aspect in the current international education landscape,
they must also be considered when examining a country’s education policies generally,

and policies regarding leadership specifically.
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In addition to accountability, another important contextual consideration involves
the culture in which the leadership structures occur. Countries have differences in
education systems, and accordingly the conceptualization of leadership may also differ
across these systems. Ultimately, there are differences among countries in societal,
governmental and professional contexts in which leaders work, and even differences in
the contexts in which the research on school leadership is conducted (Mulford, 2005).

These differences in how leadership practices are conceptualized across countries
are especially important in light of the current trend in globalization of education policies,
which exists in tension with societal cultures (Dimmock & Walker, 2000). For that
reason, globalization, and the resulting transmission of education policies across
countries and cultures should be accompanied by an understanding of how these cultural
influences are associated with educational leadership practices (Hallinger & Leithwood,
1998). Ultimately, as with accountability contexts, the cultural contexts in which leaders
work must be considered in examining leadership practices across countries, thus further
highlighting the complexity of the concept of school leadership.

School leadership and student achievement. Leadership practices have a
significant impact on student learning (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson & Wahlstrom, 2004).
However, the complexity of the concept of leadership presents a challenge when
examining the relationship between leadership and student outcomes (Pont, Nusche, &
Moorman, 2008), and requires consideration when either analyzing previous research or
conducting analyses with these two constructs. Despite challenges in operationalizing the

concept of school leadership practices, typically in the form of the principalship, these
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practices have been linked with increases in student achievement. As Leithwood, Louis,
Anderson and Wahlstrom (2004) concluded, the total effects of leadership practices are
second to only classroom instruction among school level factors that impact student
learning. This includes both direct-effects models in which the principal and their
practices directly impact student achievement, as well as indirect models where there are
intervening variables through which the principal affects student learning (Hallinger &
Heck, 1998).

A recent literature review of the field, presented in detail in Chapter Two,
included fourteen studies of the relationship between school-level leadership practices
and student achievement. From this literature review, three main limitations emerged.
The first is the inconsistency in terms of finding statistical significance, or patterns
among the results. Across the fourteen studies, there were no obvious patterns based on
type of model used to examine the relationship between leadership practices and
achievement (direct versus indirect), grade level of students, or country examined in
terms of statistically significant results.

Second, there is variability in how leadership is defined, leading to
inconsistencies in how it is understood to be associated with other important outcomes
such as student achievement. It is hard to speak of school leadership generally as one
unified and generic construct, when school leadership is defined differently in each of the
studies conducted on the subject, and different types of leadership have been found to
differentially impact student learning (Robinson, Lloyd, & Rowe, 2008). For example, in

their meta-analysis of the differential effects of leadership types, Robinson and
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colleagues (2008) found that instructional leadership practices had a stronger relationship
with student outcomes than did transformational leadership practices. This variability in
the definitions of school leadership across studies makes it difficult to compare findings
about school leadership across the field generally.

The third major limitation in the current literature is the lack of research
examining school leadership practices and student achievement in an international
context. This is exemplified by the fact that only one of the studies examined investigated
the relationship between leadership practices and achievement in more than one country
in a single study. According to Levin (1998), there is a ‘policy epidemic,” in which
education policy transfer is akin to the spread of diseases. Levin proffers that some of the
commonalities in policies that are apparent across countries, are due to this spread of
education policies. Taking this spread of policies that Levin describes into consideration,
it would subsequently be beneficial to examine the relationship between school
leadership practices and student achievement across multiple countries, as the common
measures of student achievement and school leadership practices would lend themselves
to comparisons.

Previous research has highlighted a need to examine the relationship between
leadership practices and achievement, as there has not yet been a large-scale study on the
subject that policymakers have considered “nationally representative and generalizable”
to all schools within a given country (Pont, Nusche, & Moorman, 2008, p. 34). This gap
in the research must be addressed for both future research and future policy—to both

better understand the relationship between policy and achievement results, as well as to
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inform future policy decisions. This leaves a gap in the literature that is important to
address in order to expand the depth and breadth of knowledge in the school leadership
field for researchers, educators, and policymakers (Pont, Nusche, & Moorman, 2008).

International education policy and decentralization. With the ultimate
objective of increasing student achievement, an important method of restructuring school
leadership has been through decentralization (Witziers, Bosker, & Kruger, 2003). The
term ‘decentralization’ does not have an unambiguous definition (Karlsen, 2000). While
some school systems are highly centralized, meaning that many decisions are not made at
the school level, there are other school systems that are decentralized, i.e., characterized
by decisions being made at the local level (Woessmann, 2001). Since effective
leadership practices are considered to be central to implementing large-scale school
reforms, this has highlighted the need for “devolving decision making from middle
managers to school-level principals and teachers” (Bjork & Blase, 2009). This shift of
decision-making authority to local levels ultimately appeals to policymakers because they
believe it will increase the local relevance of educational content by giving increased
decision-making power to those in the schools (Wong, 2006).

Decentralization has frequently been coupled with increased autonomy and
accountability, specifically at the school level (Pont, Nusche, & Moorman, 2008),
demonstrating the coexistence of central monitoring/auditing (accountability) with
decentralization (autonomy). This aligns with previous research, such as Meyer (2009)
who argues that centralization and decentralization are “dialectical, not antagonistic” and

that recent thinking has accordingly shifted from “either/or” to an integration of both
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centralization and decentralization (p. 459-460). This is supported by Weick and Sutcliffe
(2001) who argue that there should not be centralization or decentralization, but rather, a
“balance of centralization with decentralization” (p. 170; Meyer, 2009).

Oftentimes, countries have more than just two levels of control (i.e., national and
school-level) in their education system. For example, in Denmark there are four possible
levels where decision making can occur: at the national level by the Minister for
Education, at the municipal level by municipal councils, by a board of governors that is
convened for each school, and at the school level by principals and teaching staff (Pluss
Leadership A/S, 2007). The existence of these multiple levels introduces more
complexity to the examination of decentralization policies. Decision making capabilities
in Denmark could theoretically be spread across all four of the described levels.
However, this dissertation does not focus on the spread of responsibilities across multiple
levels; rather it focuses specifically on what decision making control is available to those
in the schools. This information is provided in the OECD country background reports.

Additionally, in 2008 a volume of case studies offering current examinations of
decentralization policy and leadership in the field of education was published by the
OECD (Pont, Nusche, & Hopkins, 2008). A review of these studies demonstrated that
there were three major themes across cases. These themes included: clarity in countries’
visions for school reforms, the existence of distributed leadership, and the similarity of
the countries all facing challenges in determining and executing better ways to educate
their populations. As a result, all of the five countries and regions examined in the case

studies have included school leadership practices as a centerpiece in their school reform
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movements. Though the methods with which they built leadership capacity differed,
using leadership practices as a vehicle for school improvement was very much in
common.

Student achievement was also a central concern in each of the countries’ case
studies. However, within these particular studies, no explicit connections were made in
examining the relationship between student achievement and leadership practices. If, as
Hargreaves (2008) suggests, improving school equity and student achievement really is
considered both an essential and urgent matter across countries, then considering the
relationship that student achievement has with an increasingly utilized policy approach is
important to consider in future research. Subsequently, this relationship is explored in this

dissertation.

Significance of the Study

According to Pont, Nusche and Moorman (2008), school leadership has the
potential to affect multiple facets of education, from shaping school climate to improving
the equity of schooling, to building a bridge between external reforms and internal school
improvement. However, the concept of leadership is extraordinarily complex (Allix &
Gronn, 2005), making it a difficult construct to capture with survey measures. Bearing
this in mind, this study is not attempting to measure or describe school leadership
practices in terms of how leaders make their day-to-day decisions, as these are not the
types of variables available in the PISA database. Rather, this study is interested in the

policies that countries have established regarding leadership practices, as well as whether
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these policies are related to local control at the school-level as reported by those in the
schools. Thus, this takes the analysis back a step, since school leadership cannot happen
if school leaders are not given the ability and capacity to lead through decentralized
decision making (Datnow, 2001; Gitlin &Margonis, 1995).

Accordingly, in order to examine school leadership policies and how these
policies are related to improved outcomes, this study uses a mixed methods approach to
conduct a policy analysis of the relationship between decentralized decision making at
the school level as a manifestation of leadership policy decisions, and student
achievement in mathematics and reading literacy. Additionally, a descriptive approach is
taken to consider the relationships between school-level decision making and student
achievement, alongside countries’ school leadership policies. This is accomplished by
linking the qualitative policy aspect of the study with the quantitative achievement
aspect, and examining patterns and discrepancies that arise across countries.

In the current political and economic climate, with many countries having limited
resources, policymakers and practitioners are interested in reforms that have tangible
results. Therefore, in order to determine the viability of school leadership—in the form of
school-level decision making—as a justifiable reform effort, further research must be
conducted to better understand the impact of school leadership practices on student
learning. But, as Evans (1996) points out, “no innovation can succeed unless it attends to
the realities of people and place” (p. 92). School leadership as a reform strategy is no

exception.
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Consequently, a clear strength of the nature of the data used in this dissertation is
the inclusion of the qualitative policy reports to complement the quantitative data. For
example, as described in the OECD policy background reports, consider Spain, where
school leaders are elected to their leadership positions by school councils (Spanish
Ministry of Education and Science, 2007). This is in contrast to the Hungarian school
system where teachers are promoted to the role of school principal, with the position
considered more an extension of teaching duties and the highest step in a teacher’s career
as opposed to an autonomous managerial task (Performance Management Research
Centre, 2007). The richness of the data used in this dissertation allows for these
observations to provide context alongside the formal analyses.

The following Chapter Two contains an in-depth synthesis of the previous work
cited in describing the purpose and importance of the study, and presents an expanded
review of the literature. Specifically, three main components are addressed: a discussion
of the complexities of school leadership in an international context; an examination of the
previous literature regarding the relationship between school-level leadership practices
and student achievement, and a presentation of the literature on international education
policy and decentralization, with an emphasis on case studies published by the OECD

(Pont, Nusche, & Hopkins, 2008).

20



Chapter Two
This chapter provides an overview of the literature regarding school leadership
practices and student achievement. It is broken up into three main components; an
introduction to the school leadership literature, previous research on school leadership
practices and student achievement, and the trends towards decentralization and decision
making leadership at the school-level in current international education policy. The
format of the proceeding literature review is best represented by a pyramid, as all three

components build on one another. These are illustrated in the following figure.

Policy

School Leadership
and

Student Achievement

School Leadership

Figure 2. 1: Graphic Representation of Chapter 2

Source: Author’s creation

As shown in Figure 2.1, the first section of the literature review, and subsequently
the base of the pyramid, is an overview of the school leadership literature. The German
philosopher Nietzsche said, “[A] high civilization is a pyramid: it can stand only on a

broad base.” Here the definition of successful school leadership, as well as
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considerations of educational contexts, are featured as the base of the pyramid, included
as a means of providing a foundation for the information featured in later sections. The
second portion of the literature review, shown as the middle piece of the pyramid in the
figure, examines the relationship between school leadership practices and student
achievement. This topic is central to this dissertation, therefore an examination of the
previous research that has been done on the relationship between school leadership
practices and student achievement is important in informing the work of the current
study.

The last section of the literature review, which corresponds to the top of the
pyramid, discusses international education policy. Specifically, this section explores the
current trends towards decentralization within the international education policy realm. It
is appropriate to put policy at the top of the pyramid because, while EImore (2009) has
argued that research, policy and practice were each “highly self-interested enterprises,”
other researchers have found that research does in fact have an “informative effect”
which impacts practice and policy (p. 222; for example, see Cohen, Furhman & Mosher,
2007; Cohen & Hill, 2001).

While the first section is designed to provide an overview of the definition of
school leadership along with its complexities and contexts, the format of the latter two
sections of the literature review, which focus on empirical studies and case studies, are
modeled after the format of Wayne and Youngs’ (2003) literature review on teacher
characteristics and student achievement. Like these authors’ approach, these two sections

of the literature review will be further broken up into three components. Generally, these
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components include the following; (a) a description of relevant studies and their findings;

(b) interpretations across studies; (c) implications for policy and future research.

School Leadership

The world has become increasingly complex (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2010) and
schools serve the complex societies that they are embedded in (Hargreaves, 2003).
Hargreaves and Shirley (2009) describe that the hardships facing many developed
countries, especially in regards to the current economic downturn, have certainly
impacted education, with debates centering on both the amount of public spending and
the current rigor of schools. Consequently, education not only exists in a complex
society, but is a complex concept in its own right. As Hodgkinson (1991) describes, the
concept of education “turns out to be one of the most complex concepts of the language.
Far more complex than commerce or industry or bureaucracy. It is not merely complex
but also profound” (p. 15).

School leaders are expected to guide their schools through this increasingly
complex environment (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003). Just as education is a complex field,
the leading of schools is a complex task. Accordingly, as Leithwood and Riehl (2003)
write, “Like other complex human activities, leadership is difficult to pin down” (p 2).
Unsurprisingly, leadership has been characterized as a “notoriously perplexing and
enigmatic phenomenon” (Allix & Gronn, 2005, p. 181).

Much research has been conducted on the subject of leadership across fields, with

education not being an exception. But the concept of school leadership is not clearly or
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consistently defined in the literature, as school leadership is both complex and diverse.
Indeed, there has not been an agreed upon definition of school leadership across the
literature (Leithwood, Jantzi, & Steinbach, 1999). Any definitions of leadership have
been characterized as arbitrary and subjective, and while some may be more useful than
others, there is not one ‘correct’ definition (Yukl, 2002, p. 4).

Recognizing these variations in definition, in their literature review of school
leadership for the American Educational Research Association, Leithwood and Riehl
(2003) identify two main components that are broadly included across the literature
which define successful school leadership; “providing direction” and “exercising
influence” (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003, p. 2). In terms of providing direction, Leithwood
(2005) argues that successful leadership creates a “compelling sense of purpose in the
organization by developing a shared vision of the future, helping build consensus about
relevant short-term goals and demonstrating high expectations for colleagues’ work”
(Leithwood, 2005, p. 620). Within exercizing influence, leaders can “develop people”
through supporting colleagues ideas and initiatives, provide intellectual stimulation, as
well as “walk the talk” by modeling important values and practices (Leithwood, 2005, p.
621). Leaders can also contribute to redesigning the organization that they work in by
building a collaborative school culture in which participation in decision making, and
relationships with parents and community members is encouraged (Leithwood, 2005).

Expanding upon their definition, Leithwood and Riehl (2003) describe three
implications for the two components of direction and influence. First, leaders do not

impose goals, but work with their colleagues to achieve a sense of shared purpose. This is
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supported by Elmore (2000) who asserts that ideal leadership does not include managers
who “control” functions of their organization, because a leader does not “control”
improvement processes, but rather guides and provides direction (p. 14).

The second implication described by Leithwood and Riehl (2003), is that leaders
achieve their goals both through and with others, allowing both themselves and others to
be effective. As Shulman (1989) contends, “leadership is not monopolized by
administrators, but is shared with teachers” (p.6). The concept of teachers as leaders is
not a creation of modern educational change scholarship. Rather, Plato’s accounts of the
dialogues of Socrates highlight that the concept of teacher and leader as one is age old
(Reeves, 2008). Referred to as “essential to change and improvement in a school”
(Whitaker, 1995, p. 76; Murphy, 2005), teacher leadership has gained recognition as an
important component of successful and sustainable school reforms (Hargreaves, 2003).
The inclusion of teachers, and the rebuttal of the concept of school leadership centering
on the principal, has been reflected in the literature on school leadership practice
(Spillane, 2005). The importance of teachers in the leadership process is further
demonstrated by researchers such as Hallinger and Heck (1996) and Leithwood, Harris
and Hopkins (2008) who have argued that principals’ actions impact students’
achievement through intervening variables, such as the actions of teachers.

The third and final implication for the definition of school leadership according to
Leithwood and Riehl (2003), is that leadership “is a function more than a role” allowing
many different people to take on these functions within a school (Leithwood & Riehl,

2003, p. 2). EImore (2000) also recommends a shift away from “role-based conceptions”
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of leadership toward a distributed view of leadership (p. 35). Distributed leadership is a
type of leadership that embraces leading as a shared concept, where tasks such as making
important decisions are shared with several members of a group (Yukl, 1999). This is
identified by Hargreaves and Fink (2006) as breadth, since leadership practices should
spread beyond one leader.

Regardless of who is involved in the leadership process, one key component that
has been identified across all types of leadership is sustainability. Sustainability is the
continuation of a reform effort over time. Hargreaves (2005) emphasizes that
“sustainability does not simply mean whether something can last. It addresses how
particular initiatives can be developed without compromising the development of others
in the surrounding environment, now and in the future” (p. 176). Introduced in their work
in 2003 and later expanded, Hargreaves and Fink (2006) identify what they refer to as the
“seven principles of sustainability” for schools and school systems to be used in order to
build the capacity for sustainability and sustainable leadership:

e Depth: Commitment to learning due to a sense of moral purpose.

e Length: Values of leadership are preserved even despite the challenges of
succession.

e Breadth: Due to the complexity of leadership, it is distributed across the
organization.

e Justice: Improvements to one system (such as a school) are not made at the
expense of another.

o Diversity: Diversity is embraced, while standardization is avoided.
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e Resourcefulness: Leaders are not overburdened and the organization is not
depleted of its resources.
e Conservation: Leadership learns from past events and uses that prior knowledge

to adapt as necessary for the future.

Fullan (2005) writes that addressing sustainability is the “ultimate adaptive
challenge” (p.14). He argues that a new mind-set is necessary in order to reconcile the
“intractable dilemmas fundamental for sustainable reform” including: top-down versus
bottom-up, local and central accountability and informed prescription versus informed
professional judgment (Fullan, 2005, p. 11). In order to create this new way of thinking
about reform, Fullan identifies what he refers to as “eight elements of sustainability” as
the following: (p. 14)

e Public service with a moral purpose: Moral purpose must be considered at all

levels of an organization.

e Commitment to changing context at all levels: This means that contexts are not
adapted at simply the school level, but at all levels, as well as changing the
interactions between levels.

e Lateral capacity building through networks: An example of this could be
achieved through the staff of one school collaborating and learning from the staff
of another school in effort towards school improvement.

¢ Intelligent accountability and vertical relationships: Balancing local ownership
with external accountability.

e Deep learning: Constant evaluation and adaptation based on efficacy.
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e Dual commitment to short-term and long-term results: Avoiding waste of
resources in the short term, increased investment of resources in the long term.

e Cyclical energizing: Concentration on both energy levels within an organization
coupled with continued search of improved solutions and acceptance of time
commitment.

e The long lever of leadership: Leaders at all levels of a system are able to “think
in bigger terms and act in ways that affect larger parts of the system as a whole:

the new theoreticians” (p. 27).

Looking across the collective fifteen points separately identified by Hargreaves and
Fink (2006) and Fullan (2005), one can draw some conclusions regarding sustainable
leadership. First, sustainable leadership requires the ability to be both reflexive and
adaptive. Hargreaves and Fink (2006) identify this as “conservation” while Fullan (2005)
labels it as “deep learning” though it can also be considered a part of what he calls
“cyclical energizing.” Fullan argues that by definition, sustainability requires
“continuous improvement, adaptation and collective problem solving” in order to address
challenges (2005, p. 22). In addition, sustainable change also must attune to the past,
since “when change has only a present or future tense, it becomes the antithesis of
sustainability” (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006, p. 226).

Another major theme across the two frameworks addresses resources. According to
Fullan, “sustainability is resource hungry but in such a way that conserves, refocuses, and
reduces waste, as well as results in growing financial investment over time” (2005, p. 25).

Hargreaves and Fink (2006) make the similar argument that healthy organizations
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promote growth and thus can sustain themselves, which in turn increases leaders’ energy
and improves their achievement. This connects to Fullan’s “cyclical engineering” in
which he argues that monitoring leaders’ energy levels in an attempt to avoid burnout
also contributes to sustainability over time.

Both the Fullan and Hargreaves and Fink frameworks also include leadership that is
spread to all levels of an organization. Hargreaves and Fink (2006) highlight this through
their discussion on distributed leadership, which they label as “breadth,” by arguing that
sustainability is established through “genuinely shared responsibility” (p. 139). In both
his “intelligent accountability and vertical relationships™ and “long lever of leadership”
elements, Fullan maintains that sustainability requires shared responsibility, as well as
leaders that are active at all levels of a system. As Hargreaves and Fink (2006) assert,
“sustainable leadership spreads” (p. 19).

Lastly, sustainable leadership must possess moral purpose. Fullan contends that it
must “transcend the individual” and include three main components; addressing student
achievement gaps, treating people with respect and improving social environments (2005,
p. 15). Hargreaves and Fink (2006) take this further by maintaining that sustainable
leadership with moral purpose reflects a willingness to put quality of learning before
short term results.

Ultimately, as Pont, Nusche and Hopkins (2008) point out, “sustainability is
among the most critical” of the challenges facing leadership and school improvement (p.
3). This is reinforced in their volume produced for the OECD where four of five featured

case studies include a discussion on the importance of support for and sustainability of
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school reforms in the individual countries (Pont, Nusche, & Hopkins, 2008).
Additionally, the education policies in Finland—a country revered for its high student
achievement and flexibility and creativity in teaching practices—have been built upon
sustainable leadership, with an emphasis on commonly accepted values and shared vision
(Sahlberg, 2007). Finland’s focus exemplifies that when considering decentralization
policies and the shifting of responsibilities to the school level, sustainability of leadership
is an important component.

Beyond the broad ways in which leadership is defined, as well as the conditions
necessary for it to contribute to a successful and sustainable environment, leadership
must also be considered in context. As Leithwood (2001) explains, “the practices of
school leaders need to acknowledge salient features of the contexts in which they find
themselves” (p. 217). Therefore, one of the challenges that leaders face is navigating the
“larger context within which they operate” (Fullan, 2003, p. 60), while a challenge of
conducting research on leadership is being cognizant of the context in which leaders
work.

Gardner (2007) makes the argument that when people reflect on historical leaders
they tend to strip them of their contexts. He cites Thomas Jefferson, Queen Isabella and
Martin Luther as examples of historical figures whose abilities as leaders must be
considered in relation to the settings and situations in which they led, and not simply in
terms of individual leadership traits. Leadership is therefore contextualized, where the
situation in which one is leading, shapes the way in which one leads (Southworth, 2005).

Elmore (2000) applies this similar concept to educational leadership by asserting that
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“contrary to the myth of visionary leadership” most leaders are “creatures of the
organizations they lead,” especially in education where leadership roles, such as
principalships, are “recruited almost exclusively from the ranks of practice” (p. 2). The
Finnish system provides an example of this, as teachers in the country are often promoted
from amongst their colleagues to the role of school leader (Hargreaves, Halasz, & Pont,
2008).

Leadership in an accountability context. As O’Day (2002) asserts,
“Everywhere you turn...some people are trying to make other people more accountable
for some thing in education” (p. 293). Within the current standards-based reforms and
accountability systems, the focus is frequently on the individual school as the basic unit
of accountability (Fuhrman, 1999; O’Day, 2002). Within this approach to accountability,
outside sources seek to influence what goes on within the school, with the assumption
that external forces are able to be key determiners in changing schools’ inner workings
(O'Day, 2002). Manna (2006) labels these standards and test-based accountability
policies as “implementation as control” with standards and tests implemented so that
leaders at upper levels of the policy system, compel lower level actors to produce desired
results (p. 473).

A country’s accountability context has clear implications for its school leaders
(Fullan, 1998). It is common for initiatives involving greater accountability to include a
key role for school leadership (Leithwood, Steinbach, & Jantzi, 2002). In England, for

example, the “Government imposed ‘standards’ agenda” have forced leaders in the

31



country to focus their efforts on meeting government-set targets for student achievement
for specific areas of the curriculum (Day, 2005, p. 574).

Like the very concept of leadership itself, the reality of the relationship between
accountability policies and school leadership is complex. Previous research has found
that school leaders perceive standards to be formal legal requirements that fail to attend to
the realities of their school settings (EImore, 2000). Also, as Leithwood, Steinbach and
Jantzi (2002) found in their work with teachers and administrators in Ontario, Canada,
the majority of participants did not feel that the provincial government’s accountability
policies were implemented with the goal of improving teaching and learning.

In many countries, accountability at the school level has been accompanied by
increased autonomy and decentralization of school polices (Pont, Nusche, & Hopkins,
2008). This has led to a redefinition and broadening of the role of school leaders (Pont,
Nusche, & Hopkins, 2008). While some argue that the role of the principal has always
been complex and demanding (Kafka, 2009), there appears to be agreement in the fact
that the principal’s role has recently become increasingly so (Pont, Nusche, & Moorman,
2008; Rousmaniere, 2009). In some countries it has been concluded that the role of
principal as it has been defined in the past, is no longer sufficient to meet the current
demands of modern schools (Pont, Nusche, & Moorman, 2008), with many principals
reporting being too bogged down with administrative tasks to focus on other
responsibilities, such as that of instructional leader (Stoll & Fink, 1996). Some
researchers have argued that the role of principal has become too large for any one person

to adequately fulfill (Davis, et al., 2005).
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Regardless of the position taken on the need for accountability systems, what is
evident is that these policies and their unintended side effects intersect with school
leadership roles. Also, since standards-based reforms and accountability systems are an
ever present, albeit contentious aspect in the current international education landscape,
they must also be considered when examining a country’s policies. Ultimately, it is
important to consider leadership policies in the context in which the leaders work.

School leadership and culture. In light of the complexities and aside from the
broad commonalities in the basic leadership structures across countries, the reality is that
internationally, school leadership exists across countries that have differences in
education systems, and accordingly the concept of leadership is not neutral across these
systems. Therefore, another important contextual consideration involves the culture in
which the leadership practices are occurring (Hallinger & Leithwood, 1996; Heck, 1998).
Ultimately, there are country-based differences in societal, governmental and
professional contexts in which leaders work, as well as differences in the contexts which
the research on school leadership is conducted (Mulford, 2005). Even across the Anglo-
American world, there are divergences in how the concepts of policy, leadership and
management are understood (Dimmock & Walker, 2000). Hence, culture can play a
significant role in school leadership within a country. For instance, in German-speaking
countries there have been challenges encountered in changing school leadership
structures due to the word ‘fithrung,” which is the German word for leadership and

related with the word ‘fiihrer.” The negative connotations associated with the term have
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impacted the relationship between 'leaders' and ‘followers' which until recently have not
been able to be addressed in a productive manner (Schratz, 2003).

Distributed leadership is another example of the impact culture has on school
leadership practices. The inclusion of teachers, and the rebuttal of the concept of school
leadership centering on the principal, has been reflected in the literature on school
leadership practice (Harris, 2005; Harris, 2008; Spillane, 2005). Also known as “shared,”
“team” and “democratic” leadership, distributed leadership has become a recent “series of
antidotes, to the work in the heroics of leadership” (Spillane, 2005, p. 143). Indeed,
distributed leadership, has become an increasingly popular topic in the school leadership
literature, as well as an increasingly popular concept among policymakers and
practitioners (Mayrowetz, 2008; Harris, 2005). Moreover, the inclusion of teachers in
leadership decisions has been encouraged, and to a certain extent, embraced by a number
of Western countries, including England, Australia, Finland, Canada and the United
States (e.g., Gronn, 2008; Hargreaves, et al., 2008; Harris, Moos, Moller, Robertson, &
Spillane, 2007; Mulford, 2007)

In contrast, countries in Asia and the Pacific, such as Thailand, Singapore and
Indonesia, tend to be more centralized than Western countries, such as the United States
(Hallinger & Kantamara, 2000; Heck, 1996). In these Asian countries the relationship
between leader and follower is considered more hierarchical than is commonly seen
across their Western contemporaries. Oftentimes, leaders in Asian countries make their
decisions in isolation from others (Hallinger & Leithwood, 1996). The Chinese, for

instance, have a long history of moral leadership, influenced by Confucian thought.
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Within this moral leadership, Chinese school leaders take it upon themselves to articulate
and uphold school values, which in turn they believe will impact the lives of teachers and
students, and ultimately motivate school performance (Wong, 1998).

These cultural differences are especially important in light of the current trend in
globalization of education policies, which exists in tension with societal cultures
(Dimmock & Walker, 2000). For that reason, globalization, and the resulting
transmission of education policies across countries and cultures should be accompanied
by an understanding of how these cultural influences impact educational leadership
practices (Hallinger & Leithwood, 1998). These differences in context and culture also
highlight the need for school leadership practices to be studied comparatively (Heck,
1996).

Conclusions. School leadership is a complex role, and school leaders are
expected to guide their schools through an increasingly complex global environment
(Leithwood & Riehl, 2003). Due to the complexity of the role of school leader, the
concept of school leadership is not clearly or consistently defined. Indeed, there has not
been an agreed upon definition of school leadership across the literature (Leithwood,
Jantzi, & Steinbach, 1999).

Leithwood and Riehl (2003) identified two main characteristics of successful
school leadership practices. The first was providing direction, where leaders foster a
sense of purpose for their organization through promoting a shared vision, as well as
exercizing influence, where leaders support colleagues ideas and initiatives and model

important values and practices (Leithwood, 2005, p. 621). With the second charactieristic
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of successful leadership practice, leaders can also contribute to redesigning the
organization that they work in by building a collaborative school culture in which
participation in decision making, and relationships with parents and community members
are encouraged (Leithwood, 2005). Previous research has demonstrated that these
successful leadership practices persist across different contexts (Leithwood, 2005).

Two educational contexts were specifically considered in this literature review.
The first concerns a country’s accountability system. A country’s accountability context
has clear implications for its school leaders (Fullan, 1998), as it is common for initiatives
involving greater accountability to include a key role for school leadership (Leithwood,
Steinbach, & Jantzi, 2002). Like the very concept of leadership itself, the reality of the
relationship between accountability policies and school leadership is complex. In many
countries, accountability at the school level has been accompanied by increased
autonomy and decentralization of school polices (Pont, Nusche, & Hopkins, 2008).

School leadership exists across countries that have differences in education
systems. Therefore, culture is another important contextual consideration (Hallinger &
Leithwood, 1996; Heck, 1998). Even across the Anglo-American world, there are
divergences in how the concepts of policy, leadership and management are understood
(Dimmock & Walker, 2000).

Ultimately, as with accountability contexts, the cultural contexts in which leaders
work must be considered in examining leadership practices across countries, thus further
highlighting the complexity of the concept of school leadership. These complexities and

contextual differences surrounding school leadership practices are important to consider
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when operationalizing the school leadership construct. Additionally, an examination of
the literature highlights the need for awareness of and sensitivity for country differences

when analyzing school leadership policies and practices internationally.

School-Level Leadership and Student Achievement

Ask any group of businesspeople the question “What do effective
leaders do?” and you’ll hear a sweep of answers. Leaders set strategy;
they motivate; they create a mission; they build a culture. Then ask,
“What should leaders do?” If the group is seasoned, you’ll likely hear
one response: the leader’s singular job is to get results (Goleman,

2000, p. 78).
In the field of education, the desired results are typically in the form of student
achievement. Student achievement, as well as how students perform in relation to
students in other countries, is a subject of high interest in the United States and abroad
(Fuchs & W6Rmann, 2007). As Heck and Hallinger (2010) describe, student achievement
has “become the key performance indicator favored by education policymakers from
Hong Kong to Sydney and New York to London” (p. 6). Gronlund (2006) defines the
assessment of student achievement as “a broad category that includes all of the various
methods for determining the extent to which students are achieving the intended learning
outcomes of instruction” (p. 3).

Internationally, countries may participate in a number of studies that examine
student achievement, for example; Program for International Student Assessment (PISA),
Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and Progress in

International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS). While these studies all examine different
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subjects as well as different populations, one common characteristic is the ability to use
and compare the results to examine student achievement at both the national and
international levels. There is also variability in the structure and operation of schools
across countries.

There are two distinct achievement gaps that exist in and across many countries.
According to Wagner (2008), one gap exists within the country, with children of lower
socio-economic status receiving lower quality education than children of higher socio-
economic status, resulting in disparity of student achievement results. The other gap,
coined a “global achievement gap,” is identified as a discrepancy between what the best
students in one country are learning and what they need to learn in order to succeed in the
“global knowledge society” (Wagner, 2008, p. 8). Global achievement gaps have caught
the attention of many educators, researchers and policymakers in the international
education community (Darling-Hammond, 2010).

Darling-Hammond (2010) describes how as a result of globalization, “knowledge
is expanding at a breathtaking pace” (p.4). This expansion of knowledge combined with
the skills that will be required for workers in the future, has resulted in some countries
transforming their school systems in order to better prepare their students for these
increasing demands (Darling-Hammond, 2010). It is widely argued that the nature of the
work in the 21% century will require workers to possess complex skills (Darling-
Hammond, 2010). Additionally, internationally there is an interest in providing students
quality education in the hopes of increasing student learning outcomes (OECD, 2006 a)

and ultimately to produce citizens that are able to be competitive in an international
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workforce. However, some have argued that a narrow focus on the 21 century agenda
has distracted from including other vital skills into the curriculum (Hargreaves, 2003). In
addition to 21 century skills, students must possess other abilities, such as creativity and
the ability to innovate, the ability to analyze and synthesize, the ability to work with
others as a team, and to adapt quickly to changes in the labor market (Hargreaves, 2010;
New Commission on the Skills of the American Workforce, 2007).

A framework of student learning. Prior to discussing the empirical studies
examining the relationship between leadership practices and student achievement, it is
important to examine the theoretical frameworks through which leadership is thought to
influence student learning and achievement. The framework that will be considered first
was developed by Hallinger and Heck (1998). It examines the proposed relationships
between leadership practices and student learning. In their review of the research on
principals and school effectiveness, Hallinger and Heck (1998) adapted the work of
Pitner (1988) to create three models which they use to classify the studies that had been
conducted in the field. These models included; direct effects, mediated effects and
reciprocal effects. Hallinger and Heck’s models are reproduced below in Figure 2.2.
While there are other perspectives that examine the relationship between leadership
practices and achievement (for example, see Slater, 1995), the work of Pitner (1988) and
especially that of Hallinger and Heck (1998) have often been cited and their labels of
leadership models, particularly of “direct effects” and “indirect effects” appear in the
leadership literature in relation to student achievement (for example, see Nettles &

Herrington, 2007).
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Model A: Direct-effects Model
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Model B: Mediated-effects Model
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Model C: Reciprocal-effects Model
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Figure 2. 2: Hallinger and Heck's Models of Leadership and Achievement
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Source: Hallinger and Heck, 1998, p. 162.

At the top of the figure, in the Direct-effects model, the principal and his/her
practices directly impact student achievement. Within this model, it is assumed that the
leader’s effects can be measured distinctly from other variables (Hallinger & Heck,
1998). In the Mediated-effects model there are intervening effects through which the
principal affects student learning. According to Hallinger and Heck (1998), these
intervening effects typically take the form of other people—mainly teachers, as well as
events and organizational factors. In the Reciprocal-effects model the principal and
teachers affect each other, and this in turn influences student achievement outcomes. In

turn, student achievement outcomes influence leadership practices. In this way, the
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relationship between principal and the school environment is “interactive” (Hallinger &
Heck, 1998, p. 167).

More recently, Seashore Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom and Anderson (2010)
expanded upon the indirect effects portion of Hallinger and Heck’s (1998) model. These

indirect leadership influences on student learning are presented in Figure 2.3

State
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l \ l Conditions |
District /

Leadership,

Policies and | chodl Student
Practices P : Learning
Leaders’ I |

Professional Other Classroom

Development Stakeholders Conditions

Experiences

Figure 2. 3: Seashore Louis, Leithwood, Wahlstrom and Anderson's Model of Leadership
Influences on Student Learning

Source: Seashore Louis et al., 2010, p. 14.

Within this framework presented by Seashore Louis and colleagues (2010),
policies and practices from the state and district levels as well as leaders’ own
professional development experiences all influence what school leaders do. Other
stakeholders, such as community members, unions and local business groups also
influence school leadership practices, as do the family backgrounds of the students in
their school. School leadership practices, in turn, helps to influence school and classroom

conditions, which shape teachers’ sense of professional community (Seashore Louis et
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al., 2010, p. 14). Finally, within this framework, school and classroom conditions,
teachers, and student/family background conditions are directly attributable for student
learning (Seashore Louis et al., 2010).

Bearing in mind the frameworks of how Hallinger and Heck (1998) and Seashore
Louis and colleagues (2010) model the relationship between leadership practices and
achievement, the following section will examine the current research in the field of
school leadership and how it relates to student achievement. The section begins with the
criteria by which studies were identified and is followed by a synthesis of the literature.
In the words of Goleman, this section will be an examination of whether, based on the
previous research conducted, school leadership practices have been shown to be a method
of reform that “gets results” (2000, p. 78).

Review of the school leadership and student achievement literature.
Challenges exist in examining the relationship between leadership practices and
achievement. As Pont, Nusche and Moorman (2008) point out, “empirical research on the
factors influencing student learning is conceptually and methodologically challenging”
(p. 34). In addition, there has not been “any clear, agreed-upon definition of the concept”
of school leadership (Leithwood & Duke, 1999, p. 45). These challenges must both be
considered while reviewing the school leadership and student achievement literature.

The purpose of this literature review was to examine empirical studies on school
leadership practices and student achievement published between 2003 and 2010. The year
2003 was selected, as it was a midpoint of when four articles—considered important to

the field—were published, and thus a good starting point to have begun examining more
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recent work. The first of these studies, by Silins and Mulford (2002) examined the
relationship between school leadership practices and perceived student achievement in
Australia. Waters, Marzano and McNulty published a meta-analysis in 2003, which was
an investigation of the literature on the effects of leadership practices on student
achievement over the course of 30 years of literature. Witziers, Bosker and Kruger (2003)
also published a meta-analysis in that same year, focusing on the direct effects of
principal leadership practices on student outcomes. In addition, Leithwood, Louis,
Anderson, and Wahlstrom (2004) conducted a review of the research focusing on the
influences of leadership practices on student achievement. Accordingly, this literature
review will begin with a summary of Silins and Mulford’s (2002) findings, proceeded by
summaries of Waters et al. (2003), Witziers et al. (2003) and Leithwood et al. (2004),
which will then be followed by a synthesis of more recent scholarship in the field.
Avrticles were located primarily using the Educational Resource Information
Center (ERIC) database, with other databases such as Google Scholar, used to check the
thoroughness of the results of the search. While multiple search terms were conducted,
the primary terms included ‘leadership’ and ‘student achievement.’ In addition, if
sources within located articles indicated other sources that were identified in the search
and were published after 2003, they were also included in the literature review. Also, due
to the international component of this dissertation, studies were not restricted based on
the country in which they were conducted, though they had to be published in English.
After articles were located, they had to meet the following criteria in order to be

eligible for review. Only empirical studies were considered, meaning that these studies
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must have some type of data collection methods which were used to inform and support
authors’ claims (Johnson, et al., 2009). The leadership construct must be some measure
of leadership practices. Whether it is school, principal or teacher, this leadership
construct must be clearly conceptualized and defined, as well as valid and reliable
(Witziers, et al., 2003). The construct of student achievement must be measured using
some student performance outcome that was standardized, norm-referenced or some
other “objective” measure of student achievement (Waters, et al., 2003, p. 2). Lastly, the
research had to purposely examine the relationship between the two main constructs of
interest; leadership and student achievement. In addition, qualitative case studies were
not included. While admittedly, qualitative cases studies are often extremely important
for providing context which can aid in deeper understanding, it has also been criticized
for a lack of external validity (Leithwood, et al., 2004).

Based on the search criteria detailed above, out of 107 sources examined, 14
studies were included in this literature review. These excluded any studies on leadership
above the school level (i.e., examinations of superintendent leadership), as well as any
studies beyond K-12 (i.e., the relationship between student achievement and leadership in
universities). These studies were restricted to peer-reviewed journal articles, as refereed
journals provide a “quality indicator,” and researchers have identified this as an
acceptable restriction in previous literature reviews (Bryman, 2007, p. 694). Even on the
basis of this stringent criterion, very few publications were excluded due to publication

type. Based on the selection criteria, the following review aimed to provide a thorough
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understanding of the most recent literature examining the impacts of school leadership
practices on student achievement.

Synthesis of results. In order to organize the results of the literature in a more
comprehensive manner, the 14 studies that met the criteria of inclusion are presented
separately based on two groups; direct and indirect models of leadership practices and
student achievement. These two groups emerged from the literature as importantly
distinct methods of examining the relationship between school leadership practices and
student achievement. The importance of these two groups within the leadership and
student achievement literature is further reinforced by inclusion of the terms “direct” and
“indirect” by previous researchers (Witziers et al., 2003).

These direct and indirect methods, a framework for understanding student
learning, were previously introduced in Figure 2.2. The direct methods were shown in
model A of the figure, where leadership practices are thought to directly influence student
achievement outcomes. The indirect methods were shown in models B and C of the
figure; the Mediated-effects and the Reciprocal-effects models, respectively. Here it is
assumed that there is some other variable intervening between the leader(s) and the
students. Consequently, the studies in which the direct relationship between leadership
practices and achievement was examined will be grouped in the “direct methods” section
which includes seven studies, while the studies in which intervening variables are
considered in examining leadership practices and achievement will be grouped in the
“indirect methods” section which includes nine studies. This distinction was determined

based on study design and type of analysis.
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Literature prior to 2004. In their 2002 study, Silins and Mulford used data from
the Leadership for Organizational Learning and Student Outcomes (LOLSO) project. The
LOSLO project, funded by the Australian Research Council, collected survey data from
3,500 students taught by over 2,500 teachers from almost one hundred secondary schools
across two Australian states. As part of a larger study, the researchers examined the
relationship between school leadership practices and perceived student learning. The
measures were developed using survey items. Within this study, student achievement
was measured indirectly by asking students about their engagement with the learning
process. Additionally, within this study transformational leadership (dimensions
included: vision and goals, culture, structure, intellectual stimulation, individual support
and performance expectation) was used as a measure for principal’s practices. Measures
of teacher leadership practices in the form of individual teachers, teacher teams, and
whole staff involvement were also included in the model.

The researchers used path analysis to examine the relationship between leadership
practices and perceived student learning. Silins and Mulford (2002) found that within this
model, transformational leadership practices had a weak indirect effect on perceived
student engagement with learning, while teacher leadership practices were not a
significant predictor. It is important to note that Silins and Mulford (2002) did not use a
direct measure of student achievement, which differentiates it from the other studies that
will be included in this section of the literature review.

In 2003, Waters, et al. published their meta-analysis of the effects of school

leadership practices on student achievement. They only selected studies where the
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construct of school leadership was measured using teachers’ perceptions of leadership
practices. Based on approximately thirty years of research, including 70 studies, the
researchers concluded that there was a “substantial” relationship between school
leadership practices and student achievement, with an average effect size—in this case
the average r, or correlation—of .25 across the examined studies (Waters, et al., 2003, p.
3). However, Waters, et al. (2003) also found that while leadership practices may have a
positive relationship with student achievement, leaders can also have a negative impact.
The authors claim that this negative impact on student achievement is the result of either
concentrating on the wrong issues or miscalculating the magnitude of the change they are
trying to implement (Waters, et al., 2003). The authors conclude that there are two facets
of school leadership that influence whether leadership practices will have an impact on
student achievement. The first is “focus of change,” or whether the leader is able to
identify the school improvement necessary to positively impact their students (Waters, et
al., 2003, p. 5). The second is whether leaders are able to understand the “order” of
change (Waters, et al., 2003, p. 5). The authors describe this to mean that not all changes
impact school stakeholders uniformly, and consequently, leaders must tailor and
prioritize their leadership practices in reaction to these differential impacts.

Witziers, et al. (2003) also conducted a meta-analysis on the association between
school leadership practices and student achievement through examining research from
different countries. The articles selected by Witziers and his colleagues all used direct

effect models, asking the question, “To what extent does educational leadership directly
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affect student achievement?” (Witziers, et al., 2003, p. 400). Their meta-analysis
involved 37 studies, published between the years 1986 and 1996.

Findings indicated that while leadership practices had a positive and significant
relationship with student achievement, the effect sizes were very small (Witziers, et al.,
2003). The researchers found that effect sizes were influenced by a number of factors,
including the country in which the study was conducted and level of schooling. Across
countries, the researchers found large discrepancies in the relationship between
leadership practices and student achievement between the different educational contexts
(Witziers, et al., 2003). In terms of the level of schooling, the effects appear to be bigger
at the primary level of schooling than at the secondary level. In addition, Witziers, et al.
(2003) found that the research designs of the studies did not appear to impact effect sizes.

Leithwood, et al. (2004) examined a number of aspects of leadership practices in
their review, with the relationship between school leadership practices and student
achievement as one component. Based on their review of the literature, these authors
concluded that school leadership can “play a highly significant—and frequently
underestimated—role in improving student learning” (Leithwood, et al., 2004, p. 5). They
identify two claims regarding the relationship between student learning and leadership
practices that emerged through their literature review.

Their first claim is that the relationship between school leadership practices and
student achievement is frequently underestimated in the literature, and is actually an
important school-level factor in predicting student outcomes. Leithwood, et al. (2004)

report that the relationship between school leadership practices and student achievement
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is second only to that of the relationship between classroom instruction and student
achievement. Their second claim is that “leadership effects are usually largest where and
when they are needed most” (Leithwood, et al., 2004, p. 5). This means that, from what
Leithwood and his colleagues observed in the literature, the effects of leadership
practices on student achievement are greater in disadvantaged schools. They draw the
conclusion that while many factors are associated with increases in student achievement
within these school environments, “leadership is the catalyst” (Leithwood, et al., p. 5).

There are differences in some of the results across these four studies. For
example, while Witziers, et al. (2003) concluded that the relationship between leadership
practices and achievement was positive, Waters, et al. (2003), found that this relationship
can be both positive and negative. In addition, while Witziers and colleagues found the
effect sizes across their examined studies were small, in their review of the literature
Leithwood and colleagues (2004) concluded that the impact of school leadership
practices on student learning is second only to classroom instruction. Ultimately, across
all four studies, the authors conclude that the relationship between leadership practices
and student achievement is both important, and in many cases, statistically significant.

A review of the Literature from 2003 to 2010. This section provides an
examination of the literature featuring the relationship between school leadership
practices and student achievement from 2003 through the present time.

Direct models of the relationship between school leaders and student

achievement. Out of the 14 articles included in the literature review, seven employed
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direct models to examine the relationship of interest. A summary of these seven articles is

presented in Table 2.1.
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Table 2. 1: Summary of Direct Models

Study Citation

Purpose

Achievement Data

School Leadership Construct

Country

Marks & Printy (2003)

What is the relationship of
transformational and
instructional leadership
practices to student
achievement?

Demonstrated using student work that
was rated by researchers (inter-rater
reliabilities were .77 for social studies
and .70 for math)

Developed by the researchers as a
combination of both survey
measures and case studies that had
been coded and variables were
derived from them.

United States

Griffith (2004)

What is the direct effect of
transformational leadership
practices (through the principal)
on school performance (as
measured by student progress)?

The researchers used residuals to
determine the number of scale score
points that each student's grade five

score was above or below the average
score of a cohort of students with the
same grade three (initial) score.
School performance was determined
by taking the average performance
progress of students in each school.

Survey items were administered,
which represented the three
components the researcher

identified as central to
transformational leadership
practices (charisma,
individualized consideration and
intellectual stimulation).

United States

O'Donnell & White
(2005)

Is there a relationship between
principals' instructional
leadership practices and 8th
grade student achievement in
reading and mathematics?

Eighth grade reading and mathematics
scores on the 2000-2001 Pennsylvania
System of School Assessment (PSSA)

Survey items which included the
instructional leadership tasks
included on the Hallinger's (1987)
Principal Instructional
Management Rating Scale.

United States

Kaplan, Owings &
Nunnery (2005)

Does a significant relationship
exist between principal quality
and student achievement?

The percentage of students passing the
Virginia Standards of Learning
assessments were combined and a
single school level achievement score
was calculated.

Two supervisors were asked to
rate each principal using the
Interstate School Leaders
Licensure Consortium
questionnaire.

United States

Miller & Rowan (2006)

What i