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Leadership in education: flavour of the 
month or serious business? 
Vicki L Phillips, Superintendent, Lancaster School District, 
Pennsylvania 

A study by RAND (2000) concludes that the education reforms of the 1980s and 1990s seem to 
be working, and that some places are doing far better than others. These results challenge the 
popular notion of some individuals that public education is not reformable. That is the good 
news. And the bad news? There are unfortunately still too few examples in which large-scale 
reform of public education has taken root and demonstrated sustained success. 
Few among us would claim certain knowledge about the path toward such sustained 
improvement. Yes, we are much better positioned than even a few years ago to identify 
strategies that work. Yes, we are more able to predict which combination of strategies has the 
potential to bring us closer to achieving ambitious targets for improvement. And yes, thanks to a 
handful of courageous places, strategies that were previously considered to be among the most 
radical (eg clear, high standards and expectations, performance assessment, accountability, 
explicit changes in classroom practice) have been validated by results and strengthened by the 
wisdom of practice. But we are yet some distance from being able to claim the prize in creating a 
public education system that works for all children. 
The causes for the lack of widespread examples are many – financial, political, social – but 
rising quickly to the top of the list is a crisis in leadership. A growing number of researchers and 
practitioners believe that leadership in education, and in particular how that leadership is defined 
and practised, may well become a determining factor in the success or failure of public 
education. One response to this growing concern has been a mushrooming of leadership 
training programmes, the creation of new leadership institutes and academies, proposals for 
standards of leadership, and specialised coaching and mentoring programmes, along with a new 
spate of research on what it takes to lead the schools we need. 

To those of us on the front line of education reform in the US, this burgeoning ‘leadership 
business’ and the resulting proliferation of leadership programmes is a little frightening. Much of 
this current enthusiasm for leadership seems to display a certain faddishness – leadership as 
the flavour of the month, so to speak. Will this enthusiasm burn hot for a period of time, and 
leave limited or no long-term effects? We hope not. Rather, given the circumstances in which we 
find ourselves in education, we hope for a more thoughtful discourse on leadership, an 
environment in which the best research and reflection are joined with the wisdom gleaned from 
practice. An environment, for example, that finds expression in the National College for School 
Leadership. 
Most of us believe that a different approach to leadership development is essential, and most of 
us acknowledge that many school and district leaders (ie our colleagues) are ill-equipped to 
meet the challenges of current education reforms, especially standards-based reform. None of 
us would argue about whether leadership matters. It does. But what kind of leadership is it that 
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matters? And, perhaps more importantly, can we avoid our tendency to set up potentially 
transformative ideas – in this case ideas about leadership – in opposition to each other? Every 
time we do this, we polarise a critical debate too early. 

For years school leadership has been more about organising and managing the institution than 
about strengthening teaching and learning. In a recent report on large-scale reform, researcher 
Richard Elmore (CPRE, 1999) asserts that “administration in education has come not to mean 
the management of instruction, but the management of the structures and processes around 
instruction” (p 8). Elmore believes that this focus on managing structures and processes is the 
root cause of our current crisis in leadership. Clearly, to manage instruction requires from our 
leaders a different set of leadership capabilities and a different kind of learning. It is partly this 
back to basics conversation about leadership (ie the view of Elmore and others that leadership 
in education should be about the guidance and direction of instructional improvement) that is 
giving rise to new forms of training and support. 
Elmore proposes a way of thinking about leadership that is set squarely in the context of large-
scale standards-based reform. And he argues for distributed leadership – multiple sources of 
guidance and direction for the improvement of instruction – that is based on the contention that 
no one individual is likely to have all the capabilities to achieve the depth of improvements that 
are necessary in a poorly-performing school. 
Elmore’s proposals ring true. First and foremost, school leadership should be about the 
guidance and direction of instructional improvement. But in charting new standards and 
methodologies for the training of school and district leaders, we should not forget what we have 
learned about the importance of structuring and maintaining environments that are conducive to 
learning. Nor should we forget the school’s role within the larger community. 
Michael Barber and I argue (2000) for a new way of thinking about leadership in which we fuse 
apparent opposites in order to create radical change. This is not to say that building the capacity 
of staff for instructional improvement is necessarily in opposition to building the will of the 
community to sustain those improvements. But our inclination in the past has been to focus on 
one area at the expense of another (eg organisation vs instructional leadership). The work of 
school leaders is complex and multi-faceted. As others before us have said, it is both a science 
and an art. Successful new models of leadership must enable us to illustrate how these multiple 
facets of leadership can be focused on a single purpose – improving instructional practice, and 
therefore student achievement. 

In the meantime, while this important conversation unfolds, the work in schools and districts 
continues. In Lancaster, Pennsylvania, as in England, we are in the midst of implementing an 
agenda for standards-based reform that holds considerable consequences for success or failure 
both for our schoolchildren and for our community. As a leadership team (principals, central 
office staff, superintendent and board of directors) we have been working to develop a lens 
through which to look at the training and development, evaluation and compensation of leaders. 
We are taking an evolutionary approach, exhibiting a willingness to review and adjust as we 
learn from our current efforts and the efforts of others. 
In this spirit of learning from others, this is an open invitation to you to press against the confines 
of our thinking. The four facets of our current lens are outlined in brief below: 
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1. student achievement 

2. standards of leadership 

3. constituent satisfaction 

4. professional learning 

In particular, we are interested in your reaction to our standards and indicators of leadership 
(Appendix A). Do those standards and indicators seem to you to bring us back to our 
fundamental purpose, which is excellence in instructional practice? Will they be useful in both 
the training and evaluation of our leaders? Will they hold up over time? Do they have 
transferability (eg could they also apply to leaders in England, Australia, Canada)? By opening 
such a dialogue with you, we hope to strengthen our work and perhaps to contribute to yours. 

School and district leaders – framework for professional learning, performance evaluation and 
performance compensation 

Training and performance components Weight 

1. Student achievement 50% 

2. Leadership standards 40% 

3. Constituent satisfaction 5% 

4. Professional learning 5% 

1. Student achievement 

It is the expectation of the superintendent and board that the district, and its individual schools, 
will increase each year the percentage of students meeting district standards. For schools, 
performance is based on the attainment of individual school targets; for district leaders, 
performance is based on attainment of district-wide targets. 



National College for School Leadership 
 

4

During 2000–1 performance targets include: 
• specific increases in student achievement in reading and mathematics based on multiple 

measures of student performance 

• student attendance 

• movement of 10% of students in the bottom quartile on the PSSA (state exam) to higher 
levels of performance 

For 2001–2, performance targets include: 
• specific increases in student achievement in reading and mathematics based on multiple 

measures of student performance 

• student attendance 

• movement of 10% of students in the bottom quartile on the PSSA (state exam) to higher 
levels of performance 

• an increase in the number of students meeting standards with honours (specific target to 
be defined) 

2. Leadership standards and indicators 

The school district of Lancaster expects school and district leaders to meet specific standards of 
instructional, organisational, personal and public leadership. These standards are based on the 
standards proposed nationally by the Interstate Licensure Consortium (ISLLC). Indicators of 
performance have been identified for each standard in order to guide training and to increase 
the clarity and objectivity of evaluation against the standards. 

Ratings of performance on the leadership standards are as follows: 

Does not meet the 
leadership 
standards 

Meets the 
leadership 
standards 

Exceeds the leadership standards 

Little or no evidence 
of the leadership 
standards being 
met. 

The leadership 
standards are 
met. 

The leadership standards are met, and the 
leader has enabled others to deepen the 
implementation of the standard. 
 
Or 
 
The leadership standards are met, and the 
leader can produce evidence specifically 
tying the attainment of a standard to 
significant increases in student 
achievement. 
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The standards and indicators are attached as Appendix A. 

3. Constituent satisfaction 

A key responsibility of school leaders is to create environments in which students thrive, staff 
work together for continuous improvement, and families see themselves as valued partners. The 
degree to which students, staff and families see the leadership of the school as creating such an 
environment is another factor in determining the performance of school leaders. Surveys to 
measure constituent satisfaction are in the design and pilot phase, and in the first year the 
results are for the principal’s eyes only. 

4. Professional learning 

The school district of Lancaster expects school and district leaders to be engaged in continuous 
growth and development, and the district provides ample opportunities for leaders to do so. 
Each school and district leader proposes his or her professional learning goals and strategies to 
the superintendent. At a minimum, proposals for professional learning: 

• reflect the district’s leadership standards 

• focus on deep learning and growth in one or two key areas 

• include multiple strategies for pursuing the desired knowledge and skills 

• identify the supports and assistance the leader needs from the superintendent, deputy 
superintendent, central staff and/or peers 
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Appendix A 

School district of Lancaster – standards and performance indicators 
of school leadership 

Instructional leadership – standards: 

• Develops, articulates, implements and stewards a vision of teaching and learning that is 
shared and supported by the school community. 

• Ensures an instructional programme and school climate that results in high academic 
achievement of students. 

• Understands the learning needs of each member of the school staff and provides 
professional learning opportunities that are focused on improving student achievement 
and school/classroom practice. 

Instructional leadership – indicators: 

• Facilitates the development of the school’s vision for teaching and learning 
Annually reflects that vision in the school’s improvement plan. 

• Reviews, adjusts and communicates the school improvement plan 
Completes the annual review with representation and input from all stakeholders. Uses 
relevant site data, including assessments of student learning, in the development of the 
plan. Communicates contents to all stakeholders. Periodically, communicates the 
school’s progress in implementing the plan and in achieving the school’s performance 
targets. 

• stewards the implementation of the school improvement plan 
Allocates existing resources in ways that support the implementation of the school 
improvement plan, and seeks partnerships and external funding sources to help ensure 
its full implementation. 

• creates and sustains a culture of high expectations 
The school culture reflects high standards and clear expectations for everyone – 
students and staff – and everyone is treated with dignity and respect. 

• provides a rigorous curriculum that includes a high-thinking demand and 
student’s active use of knowledge 
The school's curriculum and instruction is clearly organised around major concepts 
specified in the district standards. The curriculum and instruction in the school avoids 
needless repetition and progressively deepens understanding of core concepts. Students 
are engaged in challenging, high-level assignments in every subject that encourage them 
to raise questions, solve problems, think and reason. Students are challenged to 
construct explanations and to test their understanding of concepts by applying and 
discussing them. 

• ensures the academic success of all students 
Tutoring or specialised group instruction is available for students who are beginning to 
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fall behind the average learning level of the class. Extended learning is available (before 
or after school, or during the summer) for students who are not meeting standards. 
Arrangements are made with other agencies or volunteers in the community to provide 
tutoring or other learning supports. 

• evaluates student progress using fair and credible evaluations 
Appropriately administers district and state assessments. Ensures that all tests, exams 
and classroom assessments are aligned with district standards. 

• uses data to inform and adjust instructional practice 
Data from student assessments are analysed by staff and used to focus and improve 
instructional practice in the school. Decisions related to curriculum, teaching and 
assessment are based on sound research, teacher knowledge, and a variety of sources 
of information – with a focus on the results of student work. 

• provides sound learning opportunities for staff 
There is an expectation that all staff will engage in continuous learning, and staff are 
provided with multiple, varied opportunities to do so. Professional learning is aligned with 
the school improvement plan and focused on examining and improving professional 
practice, facilitating the professional growth of every staff member, and increasing 
student achievement. Every staff member is well known as a learner, and receives 
ongoing coaching and feedback. 

• maximises the use of time and staff 
School time and staff and student assignments are aligned with the learning needs of 
students. 

• holds self and others accountable for improvement 
Students and staff seek and receive feedback from regular assessments of performance. 
School activities and programmes are routinely evaluated for their contribution to 
enhancing or inhibiting teaching and learning in the school, and adjusted accordingly. 
Student, parent and family, and community views are sought and acknowledged. Barriers 
to learning and school success are openly identified and addressed. 

• acknowledges and celebrates individual and school accomplishments 

Organisational leadership – standards: 

• ensures safe, efficient and effective management of the learning environment 

Organisational leadership - indicators: 

• makes management decisions based on students’ needs 
Knowledge of learning, teaching and student needs/performance provide the basis for 
management decisions. 

• uses effective school management strategies 
Employs good communication skills. 
Confronts and resolves problems in a timely manner. 
Analyses and maximises time. 
Delegates appropriately. 
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Recognises and addresses emerging trends and patterns. 
Manages distractions. 
Revises or shuts down inefficient or ineffective operations. 

• provides a safe and personalised learning environment for students 
The school plant is operated safely (includes the appropriate use of technology). 
The school is clean and aesthetically pleasing. 
Equipment and support systems are safely, efficiently and effectively managed. 

• uses resources wisely 
The recruitment and placement of staff, and the allocation of fiscal and material 
resources directly support the attainment of school improvement goals. Fiscal resources 
are managed responsibly, efficiently and effectively. 

• actively engages in shared decision-making 
Stakeholders are involved in decisions affecting the school. Group processing and 
consensus-building skills are used to ensure that multiple perspectives are solicited and 
ownership for decisions is widely shared. Staff and stakeholders are well informed 
regarding the school’s budget (including external grants), contractual obligations, 
confidentiality requirements and other relevant policy and procedures. 

Personal leadership – standards: 

• promotes the success of all students by acting with integrity and fairness, and in an 
ethical manner 

Personal leadership – indicators: 

• acts with integrity 
Accepts responsibility for all school operations, and accepts the consequences of actions 
of leadership. Uses sound judgement in making decisions. 

• acts with fairness 
Treats all constituents – students, staff, community – fairly and equitably. Treats 
everyone with dignity and respect. 

• acts ethically 
Demonstrates a personal and professional code of ethics. Fulfils legal and contractual 
obligations, and applies policies knowledgeably and fairly. 

Public leadership – standards: 

• collaborates with families and community members, responds to diverse community 
interests and needs, and mobilises community resources 

• promotes the success of all students by understanding, responding to and influencing the 
larger political, social, economic, legal and cultural context 
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Public leadership – indicators: 

• communicates with parents/families and the community regarding student 
progress 
Student work is displayed for family/community viewing. 
Students have opportunities to explain to family/community members their work and the 
criteria for judging it. 
Parents know the standards and intermediate expectations toward which their children 
are working. 
A reporting system exists that explains how students are doing in relation to promotion 
standards. 

• collaborates and communicates with parents/families and community regarding 
school programmes, activities and other important issues at the school 
Uses a wide array of strategies to increase parent/family and community involvement in 
the school. 
Effectively communicates with families and community: explains decisions, writes and 
speaks clearly so that the message is understood, is sensitive to language and cultural 
differences. 

• mobilises community resources 
Establishes partnerships with area businesses, institutions of higher education and 
community groups to strengthen and support school goals. 
Connects the school to a range of formal and informal supports in the community such as 
business, religious, health and human-service agencies, and other service organisations. 
Makes effective use of the media. 

• effectively advocates for the school 
Understands, responds, and influences issues within the context of the community in 
which the school exists. 
Maintains effective lines of communication with decision-makers outside the school 
community, and an ongoing dialogue with representatives of diverse community groups. 

• effectively communicates community issues to school staff 
School staff are kept informed of trends, issues, and potential changes in the 
environment in which the school operates, and any potential effect on the school. 

• ensures alignment with school policy and code 
The school community works within the policies, laws and regulations enacted by local, 
state and federal authorities. 


