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From the Director General

Leading a public school

The quality of teaching and learning in the
public school system is primarily in the hands
of those who lead our schools.

Leading a public school is a unique
enterprise.

Classroom First is built on strengthening the quality of
instruction for students and this can only happen with
strong leadership in every school.
School leaders have students’ best interests at the heart
of every decision they make. When driving improvement
in their schools they ask the question: What is in the best
long term interest of our students?
The educational reform program in recent years has
increased demand for highly capable school leaders.
As we continue to move into an environment of greater
school autonomy, principals and their leadership teams
are being given more control over matters critical to the
success of their schools. They are expected to provide
leadership that mobilises staff, parents and communities
to work together to benefit student learning.
Along with the increase in decision making authority, there
is the need for school leaders to accept responsibility for
the decisions they make. Stronger accountability goes
hand in hand with autonomy for school leaders.
The educational leadership capacity in our schools
collectively represents an enormous resource for
improving public schooling in this State. By acknowledging
and building on this capacity, we strengthen the system
and enhance the prospects of success for all students.
This statement sets out our expectations of public school
leaders and the commitment of the system to develop and
support them. It is the driving force behind our ambitious
program of leadership development.
I trust the statement will stimulate discussion and
help school leaders reflect on the unique leadership
requirements of our public school system.

Sharyn O’Neill
Director General
February 2012

While requirements for successful leadership in any
industry or profession have some similarities, being
a leader of a public school demands particularly
sophisticated understandings and skills.
Each school leader has a clear responsibility and allegiance
to the school they lead; and they maximise opportunities
for their students to be successful. They advocate for the
school and are expected to respond with local educational
solutions to the aspirations and demands of parents and
the wider school community. In itself, this is a complex and
demanding leadership challenge.
At the same time, as leader of a public school, there is a
requirement to adopt a leadership role within the public
school system, acting in the interests of the whole system
and the wider educational community.
This dual responsibility is an unavoidable tension of being
a leader of a public school. It requires each school leader
to strike a balance between advancing the interests of
all students in public schools and not compromising the
prospects for students in the school they lead.
The additional complexity of taking account of the needs
of the whole system and its strategic direction is a key
aspect of public school leadership. This aspect has been
a significant feature of the Independent Public Schools
initiative since its inception. Principals of Independent
Public Schools have the capacity to operate with greater
autonomy and, in doing so, exercise this independence
in ways that respect their responsibilities to the system as
a whole.

Leading high quality teaching

Encouraging innovation

The primary task of a school leader is to
ensure that high quality teaching occurs in
every classroom in the school.

The public school system will be improved
by local innovation.

By creating and sustaining the conditions in which high
expectations and high quality teaching thrive, school
leaders are able to have a significant impact on the
learning outcomes of students.
Research tells us that, of the school-related factors
influencing student learning, the quality of school
leadership and classroom instruction account for most
of the variation in achievement levels of students.
The art of leading high quality teaching is in creating a
culture where teachers in the school expect all students
to achieve; where each teacher’s repertoire enables them
to personalise instruction to meet the individual learning
needs of students; and where all teachers look to expand
their knowledge and skills to become even better teachers
in the future.
Research also tells us that out-of-school related factors
impact greatly on the readiness of young children to
start school and the progression of their learning in
ensuing years.
Creating a high performance culture in a school
requires school leaders to work with teachers to build
professionalism, motivation and trust that make the school
a learning community for staff as well as students.
Creating this culture also requires school leaders to
strengthen relationships with parents and families; develop
mutually beneficial associations with community agencies
and services; and forge links with business and industry
to ensure the development and learning of children and
young people are maximised.

Innovation will be driven by school leaders using increased
flexibility to introduce changes in schools that will better
equip students for the future, rather than through central
reform programs imposed on all schools.
This substantial shift in thinking places central office
in the role of enabling schools to undertake their own
innovations and of removing obstacles to school-driven
reform. It places responsibility for making productive
changes where it should be: with those in the school.
Sharing innovations is also a priority so that schools can
learn from each other. Not only does this allow them to
adapt innovations to suit their particular contexts but it
also extends the impact of innovations that prove to be
beneficial.
While current ways of delivering schooling are effective for
the majority of students, this is not universally the case. The
most pressing challenge for school systems with which we
compare ourselves is to ensure that all students succeed
and that there is a focus on both excellence and equity.
We need to re-think current schooling delivery modes
to find better ways of engaging all students so they can
achieve their potential.

Building strong relationships

Leadership versus management

It has long been understood that successful
schools are built on positive relationships
characterised by trust and mutual respect.

A debate has raged for many years within
education circles about whether school leaders
should be thought of primarily as leaders or as
managers.

At the classroom level, teacher and student relationships
are critical to effective student outcomes. At the school
level, professional collegial relationships are vital to a
healthy and vibrant organisation.
Effective school leaders also focus on building positive
external relationships. Of these, none is more important
than the partnership between staff and parents. Student
learning and achievement are maximised when there is
open communication and shared understandings based
on a common commitment to each child’s progress.
In recent years, there has been increased emphasis on
relationships between schools. School networks and
other collaborative arrangements are enabling schools to
benefit from sharing resources, especially by spreading
the benefits of specialised staff expertise across a number
of schools. The role of school leaders is essential in
establishing cooperative relationships between schools
and brokering support for their staff from other schools.
Developing relationships outside the public school
system will increase in importance as the role of schools
changes to reflect community expectations. Building
on partnerships with local governments, businesses
and industry, other government and non-government
agencies, and other educational institutions will increase
the capacity of schools to meet the needs of their students.
New opportunities for school improvement present
themselves to school leaders who are open minded about
the role those outside education can play and alert to the
potential for strategic alliances.

The fact is, they are both.
The management versus leadership debate promotes a
false dichotomy. Principals need to be educational leaders
– setting directions and articulating a compelling vision
for the school; engaging in strategic planning to make that
vision a reality; and building ownership and commitment
among the school and wider community.
Principals and others in the school leadership team also
need to be effective managers – managers of resources
and staff as well as managers of change and managers of
relationships.
Schools are large public enterprises involving the
expenditure of significant public funds. Managing
resources effectively and efficiently as well as meeting
public sector requirements are core responsibilities of all
public school principals.
There is also a responsibility on the system to ensure
that principals receive the training necessary for them
to understand and meet the demands of public school
leadership.

Enhancing the capability
of school leaders
School leaders have always sought and valued
practical help from credible colleagues.
Recent changes have emphasised this support rather
than central and district based support. Through school
networks, for example, school leaders can work with other
school leaders, learning from each other and extending
their leadership capabilities.
The National Professional Standard for Principals articulates
three broad categories of leadership requirements: vision
and values; professional knowledge and understanding;
and personal qualities, social and interpersonal skills. The
standard provides a framework for self-reflection and
professional learning for school leaders as well as for those
who aspire to be leaders.
Our own Institute for Professional Learning is using the
standard to guide the development of a comprehensive
suite of professional learning to raise standards of public
school leadership and accelerate leadership development.
Programs focus on developing the capacity of current
and future leaders with aspirant, induction and ongoing
professional learning covering all aspects of leadership.
The Public School Leadership Program, as an example,
provides a range of opportunities including postgraduate
qualifications. A key component is the Master of School
Leadership, delivered through The University of Western
Australia, which provides opportunities to stretch existing
leaders to higher standards of excellence and develop the
next cadre of public school leaders.
While high quality leadership programs play an important
role, many of our best school leaders testify to the
importance in their own leadership development of their
earlier experiences of working with capable leaders. Great
leaders create great leaders. That is why a key element of
our leadership development strategy is to make current
school leaders aware of the powerful role they can play in
inspiring and developing our future leaders.
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