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Instructional Leadership Challenges: 
The Case of Using Student Achievement 

Information for Instructional Improvement

HELEN S. TIMPERLEY
University of Auckland, New Zealand

Increasingly school leaders are being challenged to take a more
instructionally focused role in their schools. This paper tracks the
leadership challenges through a change process involving an assist-
ant principal and a group of teachers, supported by a consultant,
through four phases of an action research project. During the
project the participants learned how to use achievement data to
improve instruction for their low-achieving students. Initially, the
teachers did not believe that they could influence the low literacy
achievement of their students and so analyzing achievement data
was irrelevant to their practice. Eighteen months later they were
using the data to target their instruction more precisely and to test
the effectiveness of their teaching practice and make refinements
to their programs. The multifaceted challenges involved in leading
such an initiative are discussed for each phase, together with
conclusions about the realities of instructional leadership and the
support that might be needed to undertake it effectively.

Since research on school effectiveness has demonstrated that schools can
make a difference for the students who attend them (e.g., Reyes, Scribner, &
Scribner, 1999; Reynolds & Teddlie, 2000), the search to find ways to
improve schools with poor student outcomes has occupied many research-
ers. Not surprisingly, attention has often focused on the leaders of such
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4 Helen S. Timperley

schools. Unfortunately, initial hopes that “a single ‘heroic’ leader standing
atop a hierarchy and bending the school community to his or her purposes”
(Camburn, Rowan, & Taylor, 2003, p. 348) could transform such schools
have proved unrealistic for a number of reasons. They include problems
with an insufficient number of such leaders (Copland, 2003) and the lack of
appeal of this vision for many potential leaders (Gronn & Rawlings-Sanaei,
2003). Even more problematic is that when the heroic leader moves on, pro-
gress often comes to a standstill and previous practices re-emerge (Copland,
2003).

A more realistic and sustainable conceptualization of leadership in
these situations involves thinking of it in terms of tasks, activities and inter-
actions that are distributed across multiple people and situations with a focus
on improving instruction (Camburn et al., 2003; Copland, 2003; Spillane,
Halverson, & Diamond, 2004). Leadership involves many people, rather
than the single visionary. Similarly, it is embedded in a variety of activities,
so traditional dichotomies between leadership and management, for exam-
ple, disappear because their integration is fundamental to being effective
(Gronn, 2003).

Accompanying this shift in focus to notions of distributed leadership in
schools focusing on instruction is a policy shift towards schools themselves
taking greater responsibility for improving instruction through providing
professional learning opportunities for their staff, rather than relying on
externally delivered professional development. Improving the success of the
students has been found to depend on both the learning of individual
school professionals and improvements in the capacity of the whole school
organization to solve problems and create new ways of doing things
(Sparks & Hirsh, 1997). Fullan (1998) captured the central notions of this
idea when he wrote “There is no external answer that will substitute for the
complex work of changing one’s situation” (p. 6).

Generic delivery models of much external professional development
have often proved ineffective in creating the depth of shared professional
knowledge needed if staff are to address complex teaching and learning
issues in their schools, particularly in those schools facing challenging cir-
cumstances (DuFour & Eaker, 1999; Louis & Leithwood, 1998; Wald &
Castleberry, 2000). Part of the depth required is an understanding of the
contextual conditions in which the new learning must be applied (King &
Newmann, 2000). Every school contains a diverse mix of teachers and students
with varying competencies and attitudes and a unique set of social, cultural,
and political conditions, all of which have a powerful influence on teaching
and learning (Bryk, Sebring, Kerbow, Rollow, & Easton, 1998; Lytle &
Cochran-Smith, 1994). These complex conditions often present obstacles for
teachers attempting to apply new “generic” learning from conventional pro-
fessional development programs to their own classroom practice (Clement &
Vandenberghe, 2000; DuFour, 1999; Hord, 1997; Lashway, 1998; Leo & D’Ette,
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Leadership Challenges 5

2000; Leonard & Leonard, 1999; Louis & Leithwood, 1998; McLaughlin, 1993;
Rosenholtz, 1989; Smylie, 1995).

Although these reconceptualizations of leadership and professional
development provide a more accurate portrayal of reality in the case of the
former and greater leverage to improve schools in the case of the latter,
they present school leaders with considerable challenges. If sending teach-
ers out of school to courses is no longer an option, then it becomes the
responsibility of the leaders throughout the school to develop internal sys-
tems where they and their teachers learn how to deliver programs that
impact positively on student achievement. In-school processes, however, have
as much potential to maintain the status quo as to challenge it if teachers rely
on collectively held beliefs and familiar practices to solve difficult instruc-
tional problems (e.g., Coburn, 2001; Little, 1990; Timperley & Robinson, 1998).

The action research project reported in this paper of an assistant princi-
pal and a team of seven teachers, supported by the author as a consultant,
illustrates some of the challenges faced by instructional leaders and possible
strategies for overcoming them when developing internal systems to facili-
tate professional learning. The assistant principal wanted to use student
achievement information during team meetings as a catalyst for professional
learning about improving the delivery of literacy programs. Over the time of
the study, the teachers shifted from initial beliefs that achievement was
determined primarily by outside influences and, therefore, the data were
irrelevant to their practice, to using the data to improve their practice. Indi-
cative measures of student achievement showed that it improved as a result
of their efforts.

ACHIEVEMENT INFORMATION AND INSTRUCTIONAL 
IMPROVEMENT

How might the examination of student achievement information serve to
improve instruction? One way to answer this question is to take an historical
perspective. Earlier attempts to improve the impact of teaching on student
learning involved teacher-proofing sets of curricula and pedagogical
approaches. These attempts inevitably failed because prescribing teaching
activities and treating teachers as technicians did not allow them to respond
flexibly to the varying instructional needs of their students (Louis, 1994;
Louis, Kruss, & Marks, 1996). Calls for the greater professionalization of
teachers through improved pedagogical and content knowledge were
strongly supported, especially when it was shown that better-qualified
teachers achieved better outcomes for their students, particularly in schools
facing challenging circumstances (e.g., Darling-Hammond, 2000). For improved
knowledge to result in greater responsiveness to students’ needs, however,
teachers need reliable ways to identify those needs. Assessment information,
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6 Helen S. Timperley

particularly from diagnostic tests, can help teachers plan more individual-
ized programs and create a better match between the instruction offered and
the students’ learning needs.

Achievement information can also be used for program improvement
by providing opportunities for teachers to reflect on the impact of their
teaching on the goals of that teaching (Guskey, 2003). Various studies have
found that when schools have clear goals and standards of student perform-
ance, and teachers collect and review information to inform themselves
about their levels of success with their students in reaching those standards,
achievement improves (Newmann, King, & Rigdon, 1997; Timperley, 2004).

While the above rationale provides a tidy argument, learning in con-
text, whether by students or their teachers, is typically messier than that
portrayed. One side effect of this “messiness” is that data on outcomes fre-
quently provide surprises. It is under these circumstances that the data can
be particularly powerful for professional learning because what they show
can challenge deeply held beliefs about students, their potential for learn-
ing, and the impact of teaching (Schutzwohl, 1998; Timperley & Robinson,
2001). These kinds of surprises may be particularly important in schools
serving low socioeconomic communities where low expectations of student
achievement are frequently entrenched and teachers’ beliefs about their
ability to impact on that achievement are fragile (Delpit, 1995; McLaughlin &
Talbert, 1993).

RESEARCH CONTEXT

Although New Zealand is a small country of approximately four million
people, its educational experiences have relevance for many other education
systems. The population is roughly equivalent to the median American state
and larger than most Australian and Canadian states that have constitutional
responsibility for education in these countries (Fiske & Ladd, 2000). In
New Zealand, this responsibility rests with a national Ministry of Education.
New Zealand also faces many of the educational issues experienced by others,
particularly the low achievement of indigenous and some immigrant groups.

New Zealand schools are essentially self-managing, in the sense that
each is governed by a locally elected board of trustees which is responsible
for the school’s operational budget and has oversight of the quality of edu-
cational programs. Periodically, an independent national review and audit
agency, The Education Review Office, visits and reports publicly on a range
of educational processes and outcomes for each school.

Riverdale School is located in one of New Zealand’s poorest suburban
areas of South Auckland. Ninety-five percent of the children on the roll of
483 were Maori (New Zealand’s indigenous people) or from one of the small
Pacific Island nations of Samoa, Tonga, Fiji, or Nuie. These groups traditionally
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Leadership Challenges 7

underachieve in New Zealand’s schools. Four years prior to the study the
national audit and review office (Education Review Office, 1996) had reported
that 45% of the 36 schools in this suburb and another close by were offering
an inadequate education. No school was named and unlike many other
Western jurisdictions there is no system of national testing at elementary
school level, although standardized tests are available for use if schools
wish to use them. As a result, no achievement data were available for com-
parative purposes and it was unclear which schools were considered ade-
quate and which inadequate. Following this report, the Ministry of Education
developed an initiative to strengthen schooling in the two suburbs by focus-
ing on improving literacy achievement in partnership with the schools and
their communities. Despite the additional funding given to each school for
their literacy projects, no discernable improvements in student achievement
had occurred as a result of their efforts (Timperley, Robinson, & Bullard,
1999).

The assistant principal at Riverdale School, who had responsibility for
literacy leadership in the junior school, was very aware of the low levels of
literacy achievement from the time the students entered school and invited
the author to work with her on an action research project in which she
hoped to help the teachers to use achievement information to raise literacy
levels. In keeping with the idea that instructional leadership needs to be dis-
tributed across multiple people and situations, rather than residing with the
principal alone, this study focused on the challenges faced by the assistant
principal and the support she needed when attempting to promote the pro-
fessional learning of the teachers through this activity in ways that impacted
positively on student achievement.

DATA COLLECTION

The assistant principal worked with the author and a research assistant to
develop the action research project. In the early stages of the project, the
assistant principal met with the author to define the problem and develop
strategies to address it. The research assistant observed (and audio-taped) a
series of staff meetings attended by the assistant principal and seven staff in
the junior school, interviewed (and audio-taped) a selection of teachers
following each meeting, and provided feedback to the assistant principal.
The author took on this role in the final phase. Because of the intervention-
ist nature of the project, the interviewed teachers gave consent for the sub-
stance of their interviews to be reported to the assistant principal to inform
the development of the project, although no individuals were identified.
The interviewed teachers were nominated by the assistant principal as rep-
resenting a range of opinion with regard to the relevance of achievement
information to their instructional practice.
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8 Helen S. Timperley

The interviews were relatively unstructured in that there were no set
questions determined in advance. However, they were underpinned by the
methodological approach of problem-based methodology (Robinson, 1993)
that seeks to map participant’s theories-of-action by understanding the set
of constraints that determine particular practices. These constraints can
include a range of conditions including the participants’ beliefs and skills
and the resources available to them. The actions were those observed at the
team meetings and their reported use of achievement information in instruc-
tional practice.

In summary, the data collection evolved through the following phases
over an initial period of a school year with follow-up data collection taking
place nine months later.

Phase One: Understanding the Problem
• Initial meeting with assistant principal to develop a shared understanding

of the initiative and possible course of action (author);
• Observation of team meeting with follow-up interviews of the assistant

principal and three teachers to understand participants’ theories-of-action
in relation to using achievement information (research assistant).

Phase Two: Making the Links
• Two meetings with assistant principal to provide feedback on interview

findings and plan the next phase (author and research assistant);
• Observation of team meeting with follow-up interviews of assistant princi-

pal and the three teachers to understand participants’ theories-in-use in
relation to particular meeting events (research assistant);

• Meeting with assistant principal to feedback research findings and plan
next phase (author and research assistant);

• Observation of team meeting (research assistant);
• Interviews with assistant principal and four teachers about their percep-

tions of the project so far (research assistant).

Phase Three: More Authentic Testing
• Meeting with assistant principal to design follow-up data collection

(author);
• Interview with assistant principal and teachers to check the accuracy of

the researchers’ interpretation of the findings (research assistant).

Phase Four: Generalization
• Follow-up meeting observation and interview with assistant principal and

three teachers one year later (author).

A two-dimensional categorization system was developed for classifying
responses about how the achievement data were used. The first dimension
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Leadership Challenges 9

focused on whether it was used to simply describe achievement or used to
inform teaching practice. The second dimension focused on the size of the
unit of analysis to which the achievement data applied—an individual
student or a cohort of students. These dimensions were developed because
it became apparent that different understandings and skills were needed for
the different categories within them.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results are presented and discussed for four phases. The discussion for
each phase focuses on the leadership challenges involved in developing
internal systems to use student achievement information to improve instruc-
tional programs.

Phase One: Understanding the Problem

As in most New Zealand schools, the assistant principal and teachers
collected a range of literacy achievement information (Robinson, Phillips, &
Timperley, 2002). It was kept as individual student profiles and held in each
teacher’s filing cabinet. The data included running records of reading accu-
racy, known high-frequency words, and writing samples. More formal data
included reading tracking sheets (a record of students’ reading levels)
completed by the teachers and given to the assistant principal on a monthly
basis, and the results of a nationally benchmarked Observation Survey (Clay,
1993) that included a range of students’ reading skills administered by the
assistant principal at the end of the first year of instruction. The Observation
Survey took approximately ninety minutes per student to complete and
provided a rich diagnostic profile of a range of student’s reading skills and
strategies and was developed specifically for diagnosing difficulties experi-
enced by slow progress students. None of these data were used for account-
ability purposes, so the question to be answered was, “For what purpose
were they used?”

The assistant principal used the Observation Survey data primarily to
describe individual student achievement. Although she did not aggregate the
data in any formal sense, her familiarity with the scores led to an awareness
of the low levels of achievement compared with other students of a similar
age in the country and formed the basis of her request for researcher involve-
ment. She had been trained in using such data to develop sophisticated indi-
vidualized programs for students, however, and she encouraged her teachers
to do the same by providing them with written diagnostic summaries for each
child she assessed. She also hoped that the teachers would use the monthly
tracking sheets for program planning. However, she was concerned that the
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10 Helen S. Timperley

teachers were failing to use either set of data for teaching purposes. “I actually
don’t see it in their planning. I don’t see that it informs their next steps.”

The first round of teacher interviews established that her assumptions
were accurate. Teachers perceived that the Observation Survey was solely
for the assistant principal’s use, not theirs. Two of the three interviewed
teachers explained that they did not even look at them; as one described,
“They go into the file but you don’t have time to look at it.” The tracking
sheets shared a similar fate, even though filled in by the teachers them-
selves. “I don’t use it very often—just fill it in.”

The full picture of how achievement data were used by teachers, how-
ever, was more complicated than that portrayed above. Teachers did use
data for planning purposes, but it was the anecdotal observational data col-
lected on a daily basis in their classrooms that was of more relevance to
them. Each day they used this information to determine what to teach next.
As one described, “As far as I’m concerned I know where my kids are at
because I’m planning for them every week.” Teachers reported feeling in
control of these data and they regarded them as relevant and trustworthy in
contrast to the more formally collected information.

The assistant principal was concerned about what she perceived to be
the low quality of these anecdotal observation data, particularly because
they did not give the teachers an understanding of the adequacy of their
students’ progress in comparison with other students in the country. She
believed that the perceived irrelevance of the more formally collected data
lay primarily with the teachers’ lack of ownership and understanding of it.
As she explained, “In the past they’ve given information to somebody else
and they haven’t done the process themselves . . . so I thought it was really
important that they see the process themselves.”

At the next team meeting, she gave each teacher the Observation Sur-
vey data taken from her records and showed how she had started to graph
the results, which indicated that the students were not progressing at a rate
expected for their age. Her perception that the teachers did not understand
the data was well founded. They were quite open at the meeting that they
had very little idea of what the graph was telling them. Following an expla-
nation, the assistant principal asked the teachers to transpose the student’s
individual scores from the tracking sheet onto a similar graph and thus
obtain a visual representation of how their students were progressing in
relation to nationally benchmarked expectations. When asked for feedback
on the usefulness of the task, there was general agreement that the process
had not been particularly helpful. They indicated that they already knew
that the students were reading below expectations for their age. Various
comments alluded to the belief that national expectations were unrealistic
for their students. For example, one teacher asked in an aside when the
assistant principal indicated the expected level after six months at school,
“Is that according to real life?” This undercurrent at the meeting was more
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Leadership Challenges 11

explicitly stated in the follow-up interviews. For example, another teacher
explained,

I don’t know if I agree on the national averages . . . There’s the ones
that don’t come to school every day, there’s the ones who don’t have
lunch, there’s the one’s who are scared when the come to school so
they are running round and they’re scared when they go home because
they won’t do their books at home.

Another reported,

I’ve got a vague idea off the top of my head and I just tend to teach
them the best I can and I mean if they’re below and I’m teaching as
much as I can and to the best of my ability—I don’t see that knowing
exactly where they should be, or how much below they are, is going to
do anything.

The leadership challenge in this situation was considerable but not
atypical in schools in similar circumstances. Although there was a shared
understanding of the problem of low achievement, there was no shared
understanding of responsibility with regard to how it might be addressed.
The assistant principal believed that using data to develop a better instruc-
tional match with the students’ learning needs would lead to improved
achievement. The teachers attributed the problem of poor achievement to
factors beyond their control and, therefore, did not believe they had respons-
ibility beyond teaching as well as they could in difficult circumstances. The
specifics of the data were irrelevant.

An interesting parallel exists between what is expected of teachers with
respect to their students in such circumstances and what is expected of lead-
ers with respect to their teachers. Teachers were expected to address students’
needs through a detailed diagnosis of their learning challenges, including their
attitudes, skills, and knowledge, and then to develop programs based on this
diagnosis. If leaders are to be successful in addressing teachers’ learning chal-
lenges, solutions need also to be based on an accurate diagnosis of these
attributes. Yet, how often do we expect such an analysis by leaders or any
other school change agents? In this case, the assistant principal’s initial diagno-
sis of the learning challenges was partially accurate in that her teachers did
not understand the specifics of the data or the analysis process, but it was
incomplete because it did not include a range of other influential factors such
as the teachers’ attitudes towards their responsibility for addressing the prob-
lem of low achievement or their belief that change was possible.

Her theory of change was based on a hope that by involving the teach-
ers in the data analysis process they would develop greater ownership of it.
Once ownership was established, they would then use the data to inform and
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12 Helen S. Timperley

improve their teaching practice. A major problem with this theory was the
lack of clarity about what was to be owned. Was it the data themselves or
responsibility for addressing the problem of low achievement? Unfortunately,
making the problem explicit through plotting the data did not improve own-
ership of either the data or the problem they already knew existed. Nor did it
improve their skills in data use for instructional improvement. As a result, no
changes occurred in teachers’ perceptions about the relevance of the data,
their teaching practices or their expectations of student achievement.

The issue of how to diagnose professional learning needs is not one
faced by this educational leader alone. Compared with the technology avail-
able for diagnosing students’ learning needs, there are few recognized tools
or strategies for leaders to use under these circumstances. However, the use
of internal systems to promote professional learning has an advantage over
the external delivery of professional development because these internal
systems are more likely to provide opportunities to revisit such situations in
the light of new evidence if the leaders use these events as an opportunity
to learn. In this case, the leader sought feedback on initial change efforts
through the research assistant’s interviews and then used this information to
refine her diagnosis of the problem and her theory of change.

Phase Two: Making the Links

In this next phase, after discussing the issue with the author, the assistant prin-
cipal decided that if she wanted the teachers to use benchmarked achievement
information for planning instruction, then they needed to be shown explicitly
how to do this. She decided to use the Year One and Two student cohort data
to work with the teachers to identify a specific and manageable student learn-
ing problem and to develop strategies to overcome it. The difficulty arose, how-
ever, that although she was highly skilled in making these links for individual
students, she had not previously analyzed data for a cohort of students and was
unsure how they might be used to inform teaching practice. Skills and under-
standings at the individual student level did not necessarily apply when consid-
ering cohorts of students. She experienced the same kinds of difficulties at this
level of analysis as her teachers experienced at the individual student level of
analysis when asked to use the data for instructional purposes.

A review of the Observation Survey (Clay, 1993) data with the author
revealed a large discrepancy in benchmarked scores between the students’
ability to hear and record sounds in words at the letter level and their ability
to write words. The former scores approached national levels of achieve-
ment and the latter clustered around stanines one and two.1 The agreed

1 The Observation Survey uses stanine scores on a scale of 1–9. They follow the normal curve with 
50% of scores falling in stanines 4, 5, and 6. The other 50% are distributed between stanines 1, 2, 3 and 
5, 8, 9.
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Leadership Challenges 13

problem was that students required assistance to use their letter-level
knowledge to write words. The assistant principal decided to graph these
results and to work with the teachers to identify the problem and to
develop appropriate instructional strategies.

Her approach at the team meeting was still guided by a theory of own-
ership, but it was becoming more sophisticated. She realized that what
needed to be owned was the teachers’ responsibility to develop better strat-
egies to accelerate the students’ progress. At the next team meeting, she
presented the data for the two subtests and identified the discrepancy in the
scores. She then asked the teachers to identify what it was that they did to
contribute to the high scores at the letter level and followed this with a
request to consider how those same techniques might be used to improve
word-writing skills. The tenor of the discussion during this meeting was
very different from the one before. The teachers still struggled with the
meaning of the data but took a more problem-solving perspective. For
example, when one teacher began to understand the discrepancy, she said,
“I don’t understand why—their hearing and recording sounds—and they
can’t link it to the writing vocab.”

Issues about realistic expectations of achievement were still evident,
but they were now expressed in ways that could be more constructively
challenged in terms of teaching practice. For example, one teacher said, “. . .
writing the words for themselves, they will never be able to do the work by
themselves.” The assistant principal interrupted by responding that after one
year at school “. . . they need to write more words and it is about how do
we help them to do that.” Suspicion still remained about the usefulness of
the data; as one teacher stated, “It seems a bit pointless to do the Observa-
tion Survey . . . that just tells you what they’re like on that day.”

The teachers agreed on some strategies they could use to help their
students needed to use their letter level knowledge to write words. Reserva-
tions were still expressed that student progress could be accelerated. One
teacher suggested that progress was unlikely until students “. . . achieved a
certain stage in development.”

The assistant principal then proposed that baseline data be collected by
asking students to write as many words as they could in five minutes and to
repeat the same test each week to determine progress.

Of the three teachers interviewed following this meeting, two contin-
ued to reject the usefulness of data on the basis that it was untrustworthy.
They expressed the belief that student progress could not be accelerated
and teachers could do little to assist. They were concerned also that the
introduction of the five-minute test might lead some teachers to “teach to
the test” and not to teach words in context. The third teacher was more pos-
itive and expressed an intention to use the data to inform her teaching.

The leadership dilemma faced by the assistant principal in this situation
is one faced in many change situations. Was it better to introduce change
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14 Helen S. Timperley

when many were unconvinced of its merits, or was it better to spend time
convincing the skeptics of the value of the process on which the leader
wished them to embark? By moving ahead she risked the collapse of the
process through resistance, but if she had delayed she may never have con-
vinced the teachers that it was worth their effort.

One of the ways in which data can be powerful in creating change is
the possibility that they may be discrepant with previous beliefs and create
surprise, thus challenging those beliefs (Schutzwohl, 1998; Timperley &
Robinson, 2001). This surprise was evident for two of the teachers when
they shared their results from the weekly tests. For example, one said,

I was surprised with some of mine, some who wrote nothing the first
time suddenly realized that that was what a list of words was and one
student who had nothing the first time had 27 words the second time.

All expressed enthusiasm about continuing with their new approach.
Surprise also took another form and influenced how the teachers

responded to the data. A month after the beginning of the initiative, the
assistant principal collected the weekly test from the teachers and graphed
the difference between the initial scores and recent scores for a random
sample of students from each class. In some classes only small gains had
been made, in others, large gains were evident. Although the data were pre-
sented anonymously, the teachers asked to hear about the strategies used in
the class where the students had made the greatest gains. When the assis-
tant principal identified this teacher, she was as surprised as the others.
Previously she had offered little at the meetings believing that she had little
expertise to share. Her strategies had not focused on teaching the students
to write words out of context as some of the more skeptical teachers had
believed, but had focused on the transfer of knowledge from letters to
words in reading and writing contexts.

The final round of interviews in this phase revealed an enthusiastic and
energized group of teachers. They had just completed the third monthly test
and collated the results, which showed considerable improvement. They
described how they contextualized their teaching of writing words in both
their reading and writing programs and reported anecdotal evidence of the
greater use of words in the students’ stories and their independence in trying
new words. Expectations had also increased. One teacher described how five
words were acceptable to her before, now it was thirty. Another reflected,

I’ve never really looked at the Observation Survey data before so I didn’t
really know that it was a problem . . . You know the performance was
actually below average. It didn’t click with me that those were the strat-
egies we should be using. Once we started putting strategies into place,
we could see it working.
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Leadership Challenges 15

Understandably, the assistant principal was pleased that her teachers
had shifted from regarding the results as irrelevant to their practice to
actively participating in their collection and analysis for teaching purposes.
She continued to attribute the success to the theme of ownership, “Owner-
ship. It’s really ownership and if I told them how to do it, why would they
buy in? If I knew everything, why would they bother?” While her theory of
ownership had evolved, the complexity of the process in which she had
engaged remained largely implicit. A variety of conditions probably contrib-
uted to the outcome. One such condition involved undertaking a manage-
able task that directly addressed the teachers’ professional learning needs in
terms of skills related to data analysis and attitudes about expectations of
student achievement. A second condition related to feedback. Achieving
such tangible success in a short timeframe was undoubtedly reinforcing and
motivating. A third condition related to accountability. By requiring parti-
cipation and making the outcomes on student achievement public, the
assistant principal created an accountability process that did not allow reluc-
tant participants to be passive about change. There was no overt coercion
as such, but requiring an account of the impact of one’s actions can be a
powerful incentive to ensure that account is positive (Tetlock, 1998).

Phase Three: More Authentic Testing

Only one teacher remained skeptical about the reliability and validity of the
classroom testing. She was concerned that the teachers were teaching to the
test and that this was not an authentic writing task. The failure of either the
assistant principal or the team to take her concerns seriously revealed
another level of skill needed to use assessment information for instructional
improvement. The assistant principal initially had difficulty either under-
standing the need for or then developing tests for two possible reasons—
that the improved achievement was no better than could be expected over
a three-month period, and that the students were not generalizing their
word-level skills to their daily writing tasks.

At the author’s suggestion, the first possibility was assessed by examin-
ing the number of words students wrote after one year at school in the writ-
ing vocabulary test of the Observation Survey that was used to identify the
initial concern. In this way, the age of the students remained constant. The
average number of words had increased from 19 (stanine 2) to 26 (stanine
3). It was agreed that the second possibility, that the newly acquired words
were not being used in daily writing, would be assessed by counting the
number of different words a random sample of students used in their writ-
ing prior to the intervention and then following it. The assistant principal
reported to the author that the writing samples showed that the number of
words had improved from zero to more than twenty-five. Further question-
ing revealed that the “random sample” consisted of two students (out of

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
A
t
:
 
0
3
:
2
5
 
9
 
N
o
v
e
m
b
e
r
 
2
0
0
9



16 Helen S. Timperley

176) whom she knew had made good progress. A more representative sam-
ple of 35 students’ work showed that the average number of different words
used in their daily writing increased from 7 before the intervention to 15
after it—an encouraging but less spectacular result.

Phase four: Generalization

The follow-up visit a year later found the team now focusing their attention
on student’s reading of text. At the meeting they were examining each stu-
dent’s text-reading levels plotted on a nationally benchmarked graph which
was color coded so that teachers could be readily identified. The meeting
time was spent discussing how the progress of each student who had failed
to reach the benchmark for that quarter could be accelerated. During the
interviews following the meeting, all teachers gave positive reports about
the process because it allowed them to identify those students they should
target and the strategies they could use to improve student achivement. A
noticeable shift occurred in all the teachers’ responses from the previous
year in that their reference point now was what they could do to assist
struggling students to reach national benchmarks. The interviewed teachers
described it like this: “You can identify where you need to put more effort
in,” “We all support each other—we ask, ‘Hey, what are you doing to get
yours [text levels] up,’ and ‘What do we need to do?’ ”

When asked about the use of national benchmarks, an issue that had
been so contentious a year earlier, no teachers questioned their appropri-
ateness. For example, one explained,

I think you have got to have expectations and you have to have some-
thing to aim for. I guess it comes down to what the vision is where we
collectively want the kids to be as well.

An analysis of the text-reading levels from the Observation Survey for
students assessed after one year at school indicated that they had improved
significantly (t(62) = 2.05, p < .05).

CONCLUSIONS

Developing internal systems for promoting professional learning that
impacts on student achievement presents a multifaceted challenge for
school leaders and maybe an unrealistic one if not supported by the neces-
sary expertise. If instructional leadership is to be distributed across people
and situations, then skills in promoting such learning need also to be dis-
tributed. Improving the capacity of individuals and whole school organiza-
tions may make sense in the school improvement context (Newmann, King,
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Leadership Challenges 17

& Youngs, 2000; Sparks & Hirsh, 1997) and it is unlikely that if the teachers
in this case had attended external courses on either assessment or instruc-
tion, they would have achieved the changes that were evident. By contextu-
alizing the learning within the teachers’ actual work situations, issues related
to transfer of skills and knowledge from the learning environment to the
classroom disappeared. However, enthusiasm for developing internal
capacity in this way needs to be tempered with the reality of the leadership
challenges involved.

In this case, the leader set up a particular set of circumstances that
allowed the teachers to learn from the data about how to improve their
instructional practice. For data to form the catalyst for this function, rather
than reinforcing existing assumptions, a number of issues needed to be
addressed simultaneously.

The first concerned identifying and developing the knowledge and
skills required to use achievement data. At the beginning of the initiative,
each group (students, teachers, assistant principal and author) was expert in
using their knowledge for the purpose and unit of analysis with which they
were familiar. Expertise was situated in a particular context (Brown, Collins,
& Duguid, 1989). Expertise in one unit of analysis and data type, however,
did not guarantee expertise in another, yet those who already had the
needed competence assumed that it could and should be generalized to a
more sophisticated level. For example, students who had acquired expertise
in letter-level knowledge surprised their teachers that they had difficulty
using this knowledge to write words. By moving to the next level in the
hierarchy it became evident that the teachers experienced similar problems
in transferring their skills in the absence of specific instruction. They had
developed expertise in using daily anecdotal observational data to inform
planning and teaching but did not use more formally assessed diagnostic
information for this purpose because it was perceived to be irrelevant to
their practice. Their leader, who was expert in the process of using these
more formal data at the individual student level, was puzzled by their inabil-
ity to see the relevance of the data or to use it in ways in which she had
developed expertise. The leader had been trained in, and was able to use,
the formally assessed diagnostic information for individual student teaching
purposes but did not know how to use it to diagnose or test the effective-
ness of programs for a cohort of students. The author was surprised that the
leader, who had far more sophisticated knowledge about writing at the indi-
vidual student level than she possessed, could not immediately see the
implications of the cohort data for teaching practice.

For each group, specific assistance was required to generalize existing
skills to allow more sophisticated use. When advocating that leaders become
more instructionally oriented, the complexity of the multilevel challenges
inherent in these types of change situations is often not recognized. The situa-
tion faced by this leader—to develop the expertise of the teachers in working
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18 Helen S. Timperley

with data so that they could develop better instructional programs to address
student performance problems while she herself was working with data in
unfamiliar ways—is typical of many such instructional leadership situations.

No doubt many well-intentioned school improvement initiatives suffer
from similar sorts of assumptions. What is obvious to change initiators with
particular expertise may not be so obvious to those whose practices they
seek to change. Nor might the change initiators understand the multilevel
tasks involved in executing those changes. Detailed diagnosis of the type of
expertise at given units of analysis may assist the initiators to support the
leaders to address the complex learning challenges involved.

In addition to new skills and knowledge, change is often dependent on
simultaneously challenging entrenched beliefs and assumptions, thus add-
ing to the complexity of the leadership task. Motivation to acquire new
skills and knowledge may depend on the recipients’ perceptions of their
worth in terms of the likely benefits. Challenging the teachers’ initially low
expectations of student achievement is a good example of such situations
because expectations are frequently associated with low performing schools
and their counterpart of high expectations are consistently associated with
schools with high achievement (McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993; Reyes et al.,
1999; Reynolds & Teddlie, 2000). What is rarely addressed in this school
effectiveness literature, however, is the process by which such expectations
might be challenged, yet we expect leaders to do so within their own
schools as part of the complex task of improving instruction.

In this case study, setting up a situation whereby the data on initial
improvement in the students’ writing scores challenged the teachers’ initial
assumptions, undoubtedly contributed to changes in their perceptions of
their students’ potential abilities. However, a number of other processes
were also evident and may have been equally important in creating this
change. Alongside the changes in the achievement data was a realization
that it was their teaching practices that made the difference. Over the short
period of a month, the teachers had made a measurable difference to what
the students learned and were able to do. Providing opportunities to
express their surprise on both counts (student achievement and how their
teaching made a difference) and building on the emerging awareness of the
group was an important part of the process.

The third factor in the process of changing expectations was the oppor-
tunity provided by the leader for the teachers to make explicit how they
might teach differently to improve achievement, by identifying the most
successful teacher and confirming that she did not “teach to the test” but
used more authentic tasks helped to convince her more skeptical peers.
This triadic combination of higher achievement than expected, new ideas
about instruction, and changed beliefs about self-efficacy that were contex-
tualized in their work place, worked together to change expectations of
how well those students might achieve.
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Leadership Challenges 19

Creating a professional learning context within the school that simulta-
neously addresses knowledge, skills, and expectations is a demanding task
for the most competent and experienced leader. In this case, it took the
combined expertise of the leaders’ knowledge of the context and the open
relationship she had with her teachers, the author’s more specialized know-
ledge about using data to challenge teachers’ beliefs and practices, and the
continuing feedback from teacher interviews to inform the process. It also
took more than a year to embed it into regular practice.

This case describes the leadership challenges involved in trying to
address issues of student achievement in one subject in one part of one
school at a particular time and place. Yet the leadership issues faced are
evident across the globe. Irrespective of country, raising the achievement of
students from minority and indigenous groups (e.g., Roderick, Jacob, &
Bryk, 2002), impacting on teachers’ expectations of that achievement (e.g.,
Delpit, 1995), and skills in data analysis and use (e.g., Earl & Katz, 2003)
pervade the research literature. School leaders are asked to do much more
than before when developing the capacity of staff to improve instruction
and student achievement. No longer can the leader be thought of as some-
one who can achieve this alone, but rather it must be the responsibility of
many throughout the organization. However, greater distribution of leader-
ship means greater challenges for more people over a wider range of tasks,
not the least of which is the challenge of instructional improvement through
examining the impact of that instruction on the intended beneficiaries.

The complex set of issues identified in this case with an already quite
sophisticated leader, who was very willing to learn, helps to temper the
ideal of instructional leadership distributed across many within an organiza-
tion with a little of the reality of what might be involved. It also raises the
question of whether expectations that most school leaders will be able to
take on the mantle of instructional leadership without the help of special
expertise is realistic. Unpacking some of the complexities, together with
identifying the assistance needed, may help both the research and practitioner
communities better understand more precisely what is involved.
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