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Instructional Leadership

Question: What does contemporary research say about effective instructional leadership?

Summary of Findings:

Instructional leadership involves efforts to improve the instructional program in a school so that more students learn at high
levels. Traditionally, school administrators met their instructional role responsibilities by assuming a top-down supervisory
approach that focused on monitoring and evaluating teacher performance. In more recent years, the literature emphasizes
collaborative approaches to instructional improvement where principals share leadership responsibilities with teachers and
promote teachersÕ professional growth and learning.  This brief summarizes effective practice based on the findings from
contemporary studies of instructional leadership.

Shared instructional leadership

Marks and Printy (2003) defined shared instructional leadership as collaborative work on curriculum, instruction and
assessment where the principal seeks out and utilizes teacher expertise in these areas to improve teaching and learning.
Teachers share responsibility for staff development, curriculum development, and instructional supervision with the
principal, who serves as a leader of leaders, rather than the sole leader in the school. Under this model, the principal
encourages teachers to share leadership functions and build capacity for school improvement while simultaneously
collaborating with teachers to improve curriculum, instruction and assessment. Thus, leadership for improved student
learning involves both individual efforts by the principal to transform school cultures and joint efforts by the principal and
teachers to increase the effectiveness of instructional practice.

Transforming school cultures

By establishing organizational expectations for student learning within content areas, standards-driven reform has reshaped
the definition of effective instructional practice. Teaching is no longer viewed as the efforts of individual teachers working
autonomously in isolated classrooms. Rather, effective teaching in standards-driven instructional systems is determined by
the degree to which the work of individual teachers is integrated across content areas and grade levels. Existing norms,
policies and procedures in most schools support individual autonomy and isolation. Therefore, one of the tasks of
instructional leadership is to transform school culture to support collaboration and deprivatization of practice.

An analysis of research conducted by Hallinger (2005) and BlasŽ and BlasŽ (2000) provides insight into the characteristics
of the cultures that are required for collaborative professional work in todayÕs schools. A synthesis of their findings indicates
principals should work to:

¥ Create a shared sense of purpose and a vision for improved teaching and learning
¥ Build a school climate of high expectations and trust
¥ Be a visible presence in the school, modeling the desired values of the schoolÕs culture
¥ Encourage and support inquiry, innovation, and reflective practice
¥ Value and support professional learning by providing a wide range of activities aimed at intellectual stimulation and

the continuous development of staff.

Collaborating with teachers

Creating a culture characterized by collaborative work between a school principal and teachers is particularly challenging
given the emphasis on disciplinary content and the varied modes of inquiry imbedded in the various sets of standards that
guide content area instruction. Principals simply cannot know enough about all of the subjects to operate as a hands-on
participant in the process. The role of the principal as a collaborative instructional leader is to recognize where subject
matter expertise resides within the school community, invite those teachers with the expertise to assume instructional
leadership roles, and provide opportunities for all teachers to interact and learn from one other.
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Research involving teacher perceptions of instructional supervision conducted by BlasŽ and BlasŽ (2000) found that talking
with teachers to promote reflection and promoting professional growth are the two most effective instructional leadership
practices. Based on these findings, principals who wish to develop as effective instructional leaders should collaboratively
work with teachers to support the integration of reflective practice and professional learning. To do this, principals may:

¥ Acknowledge the difficulties of growing and changing, including the natural resistance to change, and the risk-
taking that is involved.

¥ Talk openly and frequently with teachers about instruction, make suggestions, give feedback, and solicit teachersÕ
advice and opinions about classroom instruction.

¥ Develop cooperative, nonthreatening partnerships with teachers that are characterized by trust, openness, and
freedom to make mistakes.

¥ Emphasize the study of teaching and learning, model teaching skills.
¥ Support development of coaching skills and reflective conversations among educators.
¥ Provide time and opportunities for peer connections among teachers.
¥ Provide resources and support for redesign of programs.
¥ Apply the principles of adult learning to staff development programs.
¥ Promote group development, teamwork, collaboration, innovation and continual growth, trust in staff and students,

and caring and respect to enhance teacher efficacy. (BlasŽ and BlasŽ, 2000 p. 138)

What instructional leaders need to know and be able to do

The publication, Educational Leadership Policy Standards: ISLLC 2008, presents a research based framework that defines
the professional knowledge base and skill set for effective educational leadership. The premise of the framework is that
instructional leadership that positively impacts student achievement is a goal or outcome of effective leadership practice
rather than a particular form of leadership. The standards themselves are rather broad but a companion document,
Performance Expectations and Indicators for Educational Leaders, operationalize the standards in more detail and state them
in more measurable terms. Although these publications target policy makers, both can serve as helpful guides to professional
growth and effective practice for school principals.

Online Resources:

Leading for Learning: Reflective Tools for School and District Leaders
This document outlines a leadership strategy for principals who wish to improve instructional practice in their school.
Topics include establishing a focus on learning; building professional communities that value learning; engaging external
environments that matter for learning; acting strategically and sharing leadership; and, creating coherence.
http://www-tep.ucsd.edu/courses/eds281/CopelandLeadLearn.pdf

Leading for Learning Sourcebook: Concepts and Examples
This is a companion document to Leading for Learning: Reflective Tools for School and District Leaders. It provides
much more detail about the leadership strategy for improving student learning and examples of what the concepts look
like in practice.
http://depts.washington.edu/ctpmail/PDFs/LforLSourcebook-02-03.pdf

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs)
Forming PLCs is a popular way to organize school communities for collaborative work. This article provides specific
recommendations for how to implement PLCs effectively.
http://principalspartnership.com/feature606.html

Isolation is the Enemy of Improvement: Instructional Leadership to Support Standards-Based Practice
This book, available in full-text, addresses what teachers need to know and be able to do when teaching to high standards;
how principals identify teacher skills in practice; and how principals can support teachers to build and sustain critical
skills.
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http://eric.ed.gov/ERICWebPortal/custom/portlets/recordDetails/detailmini.jsp?_nfpb=true&_&ERICExtSearch_SearchV
alue_0=ED469944&ERICExtSearch_SearchType_0=no&accno=ED469944

Instructional Leadership in Schools: Reflections and Empirical Evidence
A brief research overview that includes definitions of instructional leadership, and identification of the organizational
conditions that support this approach to improving teaching and learning.
http://www.oaesa.org/k-8/library/InstructionalLeadershipinSchools.pdf

Related Research Briefs

Teacher Evaluation - http://principalspartnership.com/Teacherevaluation.pdf
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