
 

 

  L¢Ω{ !.h¦¢ [9!wbLbD  

Some new and not-so-new challenges and insights for New 

Zealand school leaders in the 21st century 

 

NASDAP Scholarship Report   

 
This report brings together four issues relating to the leadership of learning  
which featured in the Harvard summer institute in school  leadership attended 
by NASDAP Scholarship recipient,  Shona Smith in July 2008.  
They are:   

 What really matters in schooling improvement? 

 Making the learning robust ς insights from cognitive and neuroscience 

 Assessment for learning 

 How emerging technologies can support 21st century learning. 
 

2008 

SHONA SMITH 
Deputy Principal,  Waitakere College 

9/1/2008 



2 | P a g e 
 

L¢Ω{ !.h¦¢ [9!wbLbD 

Some new and not-so-new challenges and insights for New Zealand school 

leaders in the 21st century 

INTRODUCTION 

The 2008 NASDAP Scholarship gave me the opportunity to attend a summer institute in school 

leadership from the 9th to the 18th of July at the Harvard Graduate School of Education in Cambridge, 

Massachussetts.  The 138 participants were school leaders, mainly from the United States, but 

including others from Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, India and the Caribbean.  

The institute, entitled Leadership: An Evolving Vision, was designed for experienced school leaders to 

revitalise their personal vision of leadership as well as refining their leadership and management 

skills in a highly interactive environment.  The programme consisted of 66 formal hours of 

instruction as well as a considerable number of readings prior to and during the course.  Most days 

consisted of plenary sessions followed by a period of reflection and follow-up discussion in smaller 

groups. The second day was spent in a team-building outdoor experience run by Project Adventure, 

which was highly successful in creating an atmosphere of challenge, trust and support within the 

groups. 

The programme was a comprehensive, stimulating opportunity for professional growth, which 

enriched my understanding of school leadership in a number of areas.  In many cases it provided 

affirmation of directions being taken in New Zealand and in particular at Waitakere College;  in 

others it provided a challenge and some possible improvements we could be working on.  

The time following the course has enabled me to explore some of these directions in more detail. 

Interestingly, this has often led me back to research generated within New Zealand, in particular, the 

best evidence syntheses (BES) on quality teaching for diverse students, on professional development 

and the forthcoming one on leadership as well as the recent work of Jane Gilbert of NZCER on new 

conceptions of knowledge and on the senior secondary school curriculum. 

In this report I aim to share some insights which may be useful to other Deputy and Assistant 

Principals nation-wide, along with some of the challenges we face trying to prepare our 21st century 

students  for an ever more complex and uncertain future.  I will also be doing this with my colleagues 

and the Waitakere College Board of Trustees with a more particular focus on the needs of our 

students. 

The questions I began with were very broad, but highly applicable to my own leadership interests 

and responsibilities and to the direction of our endeavours at Waitakere College. 

 How can school leaders improve the quality of teaching across a whole school in order 

to lift student achievement? 

 How can we improve our leadership of initiatives to improve the quality of teaching 

and lift student achievement at Waitakere College? 

I have chosen to explore four main ideas which resonated strongly with me. References and contact 

details are provided to enable readers to follow these up in more detail if you wish.  
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FOUR BIG IDEAS (Chapters 1 to 4) 

The four ideas are all closely related to learning.  They are: 

1. School improvement ς what really matters                Pages 4  to 13 

Understanding the school context for school improvement ς moving from the technical to 

the cultural (Richard Elmore) 

2. Making the learning robust               Pages 14 to 24                             

Important insights from cognitive and neuroscience(Kurt Fischer) 

3. Assessment for learning                                                  Pages 25 to 36 

The potential of in-the-moment and interim assessments. (Kim Marshall) 

4. How emerging technologies can support 21st century learning  Pages 37 to 49 

Using emerging technologies to create situated learning (Chris Dede) 

 

I have tried to structure this report so that busy Deputy and Assistant Principals can see at a glance 

the main ideas and explore those you find most relevant to your own school and circumstances.  I 

have deliberately kept it simple and visual, but the report is based on a combination of the readings, 

the lectures themselves and my own follow-up investigation. If you wish to pursue an issue further, 

you will find references at the end of each chapter, along with a series of questions which you may 

wish to explore with your colleagues.  

I hope this will prove a useful resource for my fellow NASDAP members.  I am happy to respond to 

questions and can be contacted at sa@waitakere-college.school.nz 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shona Smith 

Deputy Principal 

Waitakere College 

September 2008 

 

mailto:sa@waitakere-college.school.nz
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CHAPTER ONE 

School improvement ς what really matters? 

Understanding the school context for school improvement ς moving from the technical to 

the cultural  

Major source: Richard Elmore. 

1. The central task of leadership ς to reduce variance between classrooms by de-

privatizing teaching 

Elmore argues that a vital component of school improvement is to de-privatize teaching ς to move 

ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎ ǾƛŜǿ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ άǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ΩǿƘŀǘ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŀŎtually 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΩ rests with individual teachers in isolated classrooms ς ŀ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƘŜ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ΨƭƻƻǎŜ-ŎƻǳǇƭƛƴƎΩΦ 

(Elmore R. i., 2008) 

One of the most compelling examples he gives to show why this is important is illustrated in the 

graph below: 

 

The graph shows much higher levels of variance between teachers than between schools or 

between students.  The data for Maths revealed a similar pattern ( Class 52-72%; Student 19%; 

School 10-30%) 

 Meaning ς It matters 5-6 times as much which teacher you get as which school you go to. 

Consequently a major task of school leadership is to decrease the level of variability between 

classrooms in order to improve the quality of instruction for every student. 

This is strongly supported by other school improvement literature.  For instance Michael Fullan  

ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎŜǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŦǊƻƳ мфум ǘƛƭƭ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ YǊǳȊŜΣ [ƻǳƛǎ ŀƴŘ .Ǌȅƪ Ψǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ 

on effective professional learning communities: ά reflective dialogue, de-privatization of practice, 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ƴƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΦέ (Fullan, 2008, 

revised and updated second edition)P34. 

By class, 60%

By student, 28%

By school, 12%

Student gain scores in reading - proportion 
of variance

By class

By student

By school
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Fullan places de-privatizing teaching at the head of his Six Guidelines For Principals and identifies it 

as άǘƘŜ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƎƘǘǎ ς to establish a culture in the teaching profession where it is normal and 

desirable for all teachers to observe and be observed teaching. The norm of privacy has withstood 

decades of attempts to change it.έ (Fullan, pp. P51-2). This throws some light on the challenges 

faced by some New Zealand schools, including Waitakere College, as we implement the Te 

Kotahitanga professional development programme.  To de-privatize teaching practice is to challenge 

a long-established culture of the autonomy of individual teachers ς small wonder it meets some 

resistance along the way! 

Figure 1 De-privatizing teaching - Fullan's starter list (Fullan, 2008, revised and updated second edition) 

 

 

De-privatizing teaching also means being transparent about student achievement , not only at school 

level, but also at the level of individual teachers.  Fullan comments on the power of assessment 

literacy ς άǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ Řŀƛƭȅ ōŀǎƛǎ όŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎύ 

and the capacity to monitor results anŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦέ (Fullan, p. P53) 

Some aspects of this topic will be discussed in Chapter 3. 

 

2. Internal accountability :Achieving alignment between individual teachers and the 

collective vision 

In the American context, Elmore points out tensions between externally imposed systems such as 

the test result based accountability systems of No Child Left Behind and district-based efforts for 

systemic improvement. (Elmore R. , 2008) We are comparatively fortunate in this regard in New 

Zealand at present, but the American example remains as a salient warning. Nevertheless, there are 

helpful insights for all schools everywhere in his analysis of what constitutes true internal 

accountability. 

Declare de-privatisation as the goal.

Combine transparency (access to one another's 
teaching), non-judgementalism and good help. 

Support teacher leaders in clarifying and legitimising their 
roles, as well as helping to develop thier capacities.

Hammer home a  moral purpose, linked to instructional 
improvement and its causal connection to student 

achievement.

Foster peer interaction without micromanaging it.



6 | P a g e 
 

Elmore points out that all schools have concepts of accountability, whether or not they are explicit. 

He reports on a large scale accountability study which examined the variety of ways in which schools 

decide to whom they are accountable , for what and why in an essay entitled When Accountability 

Knocks, Will Anyone Answer? (Elmore R. e., 2004). The key questions explored with teachers were: 

 To whom are you accountable in your daily teaching practice? 

 How are you required to give an account of your actions? 

 What are the consequences for failing to do so? 

The default mode of accountability is closely related to the notion of teacher autonomy ς in schools 

where there was no other system, accountability was atomised, resting solely on the individual 

sense of responsibility of each teacher.  Other schools had achieved a culture where the collective 

expectations of the staff provided an informal internal system of accountability.  

However, Elmore argues that in the effective schools in the study there was also a formal system to 

ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀƎǊŜŜŘ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƻǳǘΦ άLƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

expectations gelled into highly interactive, relatively coherent, informal and formal systems by which 

teachers and administrators held each other accountable for their actions vis-a-Ǿƛǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦέ 

(Elmore R. e., 2004) 

IŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƛŀƎǊŀƳƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀƭƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ 

responsibility  and the shared collective expectations, reinforced by a system of consequences for 

non-compliance. 

Figure 2 Accountability

 

How was this achieved in the case study schools? 

 High and explicit expectations influenced or worked ƛƴ ŎƻƴƧǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ 

sense of responsibility; 

 Recruitment interviews placed considerable emphasis on discovering how the teacher 

ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΤ 

 Leaders had ensured there were consequences (starting with support and professional 

development, right through to fronting up and making hard decisions) if teachers continued 

not to meet expectations. 

Internal alignment 
of responsibility, 

expectations, 
accountability 

system

Collective 

expectations

Individual 

responsibility
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The importance of teacher beliefs and expectations 

9ƭƳƻǊŜ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎΣ Ǿŀlues and beliefs of individual teachers, and administrators ς 

about what students can do, about what they can expect of each other and about the relative 

influence of student, family, community and school on student learning ς are key factors in 

determininƎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦέ (Elmore R. e., 2004) 

This resonates with the emphasis placed on teacher positioning in the Te Kotahitanga programme or 

for that matter in any school which expects all teachers to commit to raising the achievement of all 

students.  In a school where most or all staff have developed a shared belief that they can make a 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǳƴŎƻƳƳƻƴ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ ŎƻƭƭŜŀƎǳŜǎ ǘƻ ǘŀǎƪ ŦƻǊ ΨŘŜŦƛŎit 

ǘƘŜƻǊƛǎƛƴƎΩό in other words, blaming students and their parents for their failure to achieve) rather 

than relentlessly taking responsibility as a teacher for raising student achievement, even in difficult 

circumstances. This would appear to be a signal ǘƘŀǘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎƭȅ 

increasingly aligned with the collective.  

Conversely, the continued presence of deficit theorising is a reminder that when dealing with human 

beings perfect alignment is unlikely to be achieved. Achieving this state is not a simple task, nor is it 

ever really finished.  It is part of the complex web of school improvement.  A major task of leadership 

ƛǎ ǘƻ ŀƛƳ ŦƻǊ άŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƴƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀ ōŜƭƛŜŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ 

and efficacy of teachers and principals to influence student learning coupled with the knowledge and 

skƛƭƭǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎΦΦΦέ (Elmore R. e., 2004) 

3. Focus on the academic tasks to improve performance  

 9ƭƳƻǊŜ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ά ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǿŀȅǎ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΥ 

 increase the knowledge and skill of teachers. 

 change the content 

 ŀƭǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΦ ά (Elmore R. , The (only) 

three ways to improve performance in schools, 2008) 

These he definŜǎ ŀǎ ΨǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻǊŜΩΦ  

Figure 3 Points of entry for improvement of instruction 

 

The 
instructional

core

Teacher

Content

Student
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Academic tasks, he believes, define the real accountability system in your school. άThe culture is 

present in the academic tasks students are asked to do. LŦ ȅƻǳ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ƛǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ instructional core, 

ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΦέ (Elmore R. , Moving from the Technical to the Cultural: What's a leader to do?, 2008) 

So for leaders to decrease the variability between classrooms, it is essential to focus on what is 

ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳǎΣ ǘƻ ΨƻǇŜƴ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ōƻȄ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴΩΦ  [ŜŀŘŜǊǎ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ŀ ŘŜŜǇ 

understanding of instructional practice and be skilled at developing this in others.  We need to be 

able to describe objectively what is happening in the classroom, then move to the analytical and 

inferential level, with questions such as these: 

a) What academic tasks are students being asked to perform? 

b) If you were successful in accomplishing the task, what would you know how to do? 

c) ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΚ 

d) What do students have to know in order to gain access to the task? 

e) What do teachers have to know in order to provide access to the task for the students? 

Schools need to develop a common language for classroom observations and to articulate the 

ŘŜǎƛǊŜŘ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦ bƻǘ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻ ƳŜŀƴǎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ΨǾŜǊȅ ƴƻƛǎȅ 

ŀŘǾƛŎŜΩ ƛŜ ŎƻƴŦǳǎƛƴƎΦ 

This is affirming of the direction taken by Te Kotahitanga schools, where teachers have had extensive 

professional development around the observation tool used and its rationale. In the case of 

Waitakere College we have  developed our own complementary Effective Teacher Profile which now 

forms the basis for our professional development and performance review systems.  In addition all 

subject Departments are currently reviewing all junior units to ensure that they meet school-wide 

expectations in terms of literacy, thinking skills and differentiation.  One further development arising 

ŦǊƻƳ 9ƭƳƻǊŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŜƴƎŜƴŘŜǊ ƘƛƎƘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ 

tasks themselves as part of our professional learning and accountability systems. 

The role of the Principal (and in most cases other senior managers) is to model instructional 

leadership ς ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƻŦ CǳƭƭŀƴΩǎ DǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜǎ ŦƻǊ tǊƛƴŎƛǇŀƭǎΦ άaƻŘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊƛƴƎ 

ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǇŜŘŀƎƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦέ (Fullan, p. 

P53)  Cǳƭƭŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǘƻ ±ƛǾƛŀƴŜ wƻōƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŀǎ άƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅƛƴƎ 

ǿƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƘȅέΦΦΦΦέƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΣ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŜȄŀƳples and theoretical 

ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ  ƳŀƪŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦέ  ά¢ƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ όƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǘǿƛŎŜ ŀǎ 

ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ŀǎ ŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊ ύ ǘƘŀǘ wƻōƛƴǎƻƴ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ΨƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǇǊƻƳƻǘŜǎΣ ōǳǘ 

directly participates with teachers ƛƴ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƻǊ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦΩέ (Robinson, 2007) So 

ǿŜ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ΨǿƛǘƘ ǇǊŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎƛǘȅΩΣ (Fullan, p. P54) 

4. The work of improvement: from technical to cultural 

 

 

 

 

òImprovement, then, is change with direction, sustained over time, that moves entire 

systems,  raising the average level of quality and performance while...decreasing the 

variation among units and engaging people in analysis and understanding of why some actions 

seem to work and others donõt.ó (Elmore R. i., 2008)  
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Elmore distinguishes between the technical and the cultural aspects of school improvement. 

Figure 4 The work of improvement: from technical to cultural 

 

                      Technical                         Cultural  

Schedules  Beliefs about student learning 
Structures Pedagogical content 
Roles Knowledge 
Types of PD Norms for group work 
Protocols, rubrics Discourse about practice 
Assessments Mutual accountability 
Accountability systems Distributed leadership 

 

In the early stages of turning around an organisation it may be necessary to focus first on technical 

matters such as timetables, roles and structures. During this period leaders may find themselves 

getting respect for the wrong things ς maybe because they are seen as taking a strong line on 

discipline or improving systems.  

However it is vitally important for leaders to know where they want to get to with the culture.  Any 

changes to the technical must be carefully designed to support the central purpose of improving 

ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ CǳƭƭŀƴΩǎ ŦƛŦǘƘ ƎǳƛŘŜƭƛƴŜΥ 5ƛǾŜǊǘ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǎǘǊŀŎǘƻǊǎΗ IŜ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘǎ 

άǘŀƪƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ǇǊƻŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊŀŎǘƻǊǎΦΦΦ ¢ŀƪŜ ŀƴ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ 

assign certain tasks to others and make soƳŜ ǘŀǎƪǎ ƭƻǿ ƻǊ ƴƻƴǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΦέ (Fullan, p. P56) 

 

 

Learning 
the work

Using the 
work to 
change 
the 
culture

Letting 
the 
culture 
drive the 
work

òLeaders need to create a common culture of expectations regarding skills and 

knowledge, and hold individuals accountable for their contributions to the collective 

result.ó (Elmore R. i., 2008)  
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Emotional intelligence is also central to successful leadership of change.  We need to remember that 

school improvement usually means asking ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ȅŜǘ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ŘƻΦ  

In the process of changing an institution people may go through the seven stages of grief and loss 

with as much intensity as for the loss of a person. For many teachers, de-privatization of their 

practice and transparency about assessment results would engender such a reaction.  It is often not 

possible to make the changes without making unreasonable demands, but it is essential to ensure 

that the commensurate support is there as well. 

Figure 5 Developmental processes 

 

As the school begins to turn around we have to move more towards the cultural and do things 

differently. This means sharing power and distributing leadership, trusting that the newly developed 

culture is not entirely dependent on the willpower and charisma of a single heroic leader. Elmore 

notes that careful judgement is needed at this point ς if leadership is distributed injudiciously before 

the culture is embedded things can snap right back to the way they were before!  

The work in fact becomes more complicated. If a leader is not able to respond to the changes as the 

organisation develops they may not be the right person for Stage 3. Leaders need to have a trusted 

reference group who can help them grow along with the school. 

Fullan offers capacity-ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΦ άLŦ ȅƻǳ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ 

ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƻǊŀƭ purpose. Show them and enable them to find the way.... 

Enabling the how ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ǘƻ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΦέ  IŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ƴŜǿ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ Σ 

άƴƻǘ ōȅ Řƛǎǘŀƴǘ ŘŜƭŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ōǳǘ ōȅ ŦƻǎǘŜǊƛƴƎ ŎƻŀƭŜǎŎƛƴƎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ 

ŀǊŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƻƴ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΦέ (Fullan, pp. P54-55) 

 

 

 

 

  

Create the 
expectation

Apply the 
pressure

Supply the 
support

òPerhaps the best way to view leadership is as a task of architecting organizational 

systems, teams and cultures ð as establishing the conditions and preconditions for others 

to succeed.ó (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006)  
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Comment 

 This work has led me to think about a number of questions with regard to my own school, including 

how to engender better conversations about the academic tasks, building strong internal 

accountability  and exploring where we sit on the curve from technical to cultural.  

For Deputy and Assistant Principals the question of how power is shared and leadership is 

distributed within our school is particularly pertinent. Are we ourselves afforded opportunities to 

lead and to grow professionally? What role do we play and our senior management colleagues in 

building capacity in others within our schools? 

On the next page I offer some questions which may be helpful for senior management teams to 

explore or to share with staff. 
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Some questions we could ask about our own schools 

Accountability ς do we and all our teachers walk the talk? 

 Iƻǿ ǿŜƭƭ ŀƭƛƎƴŜŘ ŀǊŜ ƻǳǊ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ 

and learning with our stated collective goals?  

 How might we achieve closer alignment?  

 How do we address the issue when teachers are not able or willing to 

ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƎƻŀƭǎΚ 

How private is our teaching practice? 

 Have we made de-privatization of teaching practice a goal? 

 How do teachers in our school respond to being observed and 

observing others?  

 How do teachers in our school know what we mean by good practice? 

Do we have a common language to describe it? 

 What practices do we have to help teachers and senior managers 

observe each other, seek to identify, copy and develop good practice? 

How well do we focus on the academic tasks? 

 What practices do we have to bring about thoughtful conversations 

about the nature and quality of academic tasks and teaching practice? 

Moving from technical to cultural? 

 Where does our school currently sit on the curve from technical to 

cultural? 

 Do our technical/structural/organisational systems support the culture 

we are trying to create? 

 How is leadership (formal and informal) distributed within our school? 

 How do we build capacity in order to grow the next generation of 

leaders within our school? 
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CHAPTER TWO 

The brain and robust learning ςinsights from cognitive and neuroscience 
Major source: Kurt Fischer 

Professor Kurt Fischer is a leader in the new field of Mind, Brain and Education, who has founded an 

international society which brings together cognitive and neuroscientists and educators. He has a 

Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ άŀ ǊŜŎƛǇǊƻŎŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΣ ŀƴŀƭƻƎƻǳǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ōƛƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ƳŜŘƛŎƛƴŜέΦ IŜ ŜƴǾƛǎŀƎŜǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŦƻǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿhich would play a 

ǊƻƭŜ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƘƻǎǇƛǘŀƭǎΣ άǿƘŜǊŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǘƛƻƴŜǊǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ 

ŎŀǊǊȅ ƻǳǘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƛƴ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎΦέ (Fischer & interviewed 

by Hinton, 2008)  

Fischer points out that whereas schools were once considered effective if they had a significant 

impact on 25% of their students, now we are expected to succeed with everybody.   The purpose of 

the Mind, Brain Education movement  (MBE) is to support this purpose. His presentation showed 

clearly how new knowledge from brain science can give us a scientific underpinning for theory and 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ IŀǊǾŀǊŘΩǎ ¦ǎŀōƭŜ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǿŜō-site http://www.uknow.gse.harvard.edu 

is a useful source for future updates in this fast moving area. 

1. Brain scams: Illegitimate claims from neuroscience 

Fischer points out that misleading claims about the brain are often made on a supposedly scientific 

basis. These simplistic biological or genetic attempts to explain how the brain works have had a 

powerful influence on the way we approach teaching and learning. 

Figure 6 Illegitimate claims from neuroscience 

 

The brain 
down-load 

fallacy

ωBrains cannot be directly filled with world knowledge.

ωThe brain down-load misconception leads to...

Teaching as 
transmission

ω...the false conclusion that people teach and learn by transmitting knowledge 
objects to each other .

ωTeaching is seen as pumping knowledge into the student.

Left brain 
right brain 

people 

ωThe claim that we are right brain or left brain people is not correct.

ωWe all use both sides of our brains.  

Boys' brains

girls' brains

ωThe claim that girls and boys have fundamentally different brains is not correct.

ωThe differences within each gender are much larger than those between each 
gender.

http://www.uknow.gse.harvard.edu/
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Fischer also argues that our culture has some pervasive metaphors about the brain which are 

unhelpful for our understanding of how students learn.  These are variations on the theme of 

knowledge as objects that we give to each other.   

 

In teaching, this has led to the transmission model, where we treat students as disembodied brains 

into which we pump knowledge.   

2. A better model ς grasping and feeling with the mind 

A better model is to see intelligence, knowing and feeling as active; we need metaphors of 

grasping and feeling with the mind, actively adapting and structuring experience into 

understanding.  Fischer points out that this is literally correct in terms of brain activity ς whenever 

neurons fire in a region of the brain, they create brain waves of electrical energy,  mainly cortical, 

which can be measured using EEG (electroencephalogram) technology.  There is a direct relationship 

between the amount of brain activity and the learning taking place, which can be seen in EEGs.   

/ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōǊŀƛƴǎ ŀǊŜ ǘȅǇƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƳƻǊŜ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

ƴŜǿ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΣ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ƴŜǿ ƴŜǳǊŀƭ ǇŀǘƘǿŀȅǎΦ !ŘǳƭǘǎΩ ōǊŀƛƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘ ƛƴ 

areas where learning has already taken place, so less brain energy is needed.  Some synapses have 

ōŜŜƴ ǇǊǳƴŜŘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƭƛŦŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŀǊŜŀǎ 

such as learning languages later in life, although it is not insurmountable, because the brain can 

regrow or find new pathways. However, we have all experienced situations as adults when we are 

learning something new, where our brains are once again having to expend more energy. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ WŀƴŜ DƛƭōŜǊǘΩǎ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ²ŀǾŜ ǿƻǊƪ Σ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛft from the 

historical view of knowledge as a noun to the 21st century verb, to know. Most recently she has 

developed this understanding along with Rachel Bolstad in their thought-provoking look at the 

senior secondary school curriculum, Disciplining and Drafting, or 21st century learning: 

 

ωIdeas are objects and they can be exchanged 
between people:  Sally gave the idea to Sam; Sally 
took the idea from Sam; Sally traded ideas with Sam; 
Sally put the idea aside.

Ideas are objects and 
can be exchanged 
between people

ωL ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛŘŜŀΤ  L ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛŘŜŀ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ƳƛƴŘΤ 
What did you have in mind?

The mind is a 
container for objects

ωa blank slate to be written on

ωa bucket or empty vessel to be filled

Other common 
metaphors for the 

mind
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This presents us all with a serious challenge as we rethink the senior secondary school in the light of 

the key competencies and the new curriculum. It goes well beyond the scope of this report, but will 

undoubtedly help to inform ongoing discussions in my own school and others throughout New 

Zealand. 

3. Legitimate educational principles from cognitive and neuroscience 

Fischer outlines the following principles which have major implications for educators. 

Figure 7 Legitimate educational principles from cognitive and neuroscience 

 

Teachers need to understand that knowledge is not simply transmitted: each person builds it 

anew. Our role as teachers is to provide the optimum conditions for each learner to build their 

understanding and to recognise that different students will find different pathways to the learning. 

This calls on all our pedagogical skills to build relationships with students, help them access their 

prior learning to find ways into the new learning, plan appropriate strategies and interactions, assess 

in-the-moment to discover individual learning difficulties and give academic feedback and 

feedforward to help each student get over the blocks and make progress. 

Active 
experience

ωWe build knowledge through active experience.

Plasticity

ωThe brain has remarkableplasticity. 

ωPeople can adapt and learn in many circumstances, with support.

Robust 
learning

ωLevels in cognitive and brain development can be used to assess learning.

ωThe goal is for students to learn robust knowledge , not just for the test, but 
for life.

ωRobust learning is hard and takes time.

òKnowledge Age economies rely not on extracting natural resources for use in 

manufacturing, but on ideas. However, knowledge in this context does not mean 

ôstuffõ that people ôgetõ and store away. It has a new meaning, one that differs in 

major ways from the one that underpins our education system. Knowledge, in the 

Knowledge Age does  things; it makes things happen. As one commentator put it, 

knowledge is no longer thought of as if it were a kind of matter: instead, it is 

seen as being more like energy.ó (Bolstad & Gilbert, 2008)  
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Because knowledge is active, not an object, we need to be clear that robust learning involves 

understanding concepts, not just memorising facts. Where teachers still see learning facts as the 

primary goal, robust learning is unlikely to occur. Getting through the necessary content can obscure 

the pointlessness of doing so at the expense of understanding. In secondary schools we are often 

under pressure to moǾŜ ƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǘƻǇƛŎ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ΨŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳΩ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ 

for external qualifications. But if we do this without ensuring that the concepts have been 

understood, the outcomes are counter-productive, even in terms of the limited goal of exam 

success.  

This supports the direction of the schools which are working to introduce the explicit teaching of  

ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ǘƻ ƳƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ b/9! ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜǊǎΩ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎ ŘƻƴŜ ōȅ /ƘŜǊȅƭ 

Harvey and Jennifer Glenn of Team Solutions. This shows very clearly the literacy and thinking skills 

which are required in most cases even to achieve the standard and the higher order skills which are 

prerequisites for merit and excellence grades. (Harvey & Glenn, NCEA Analysis for Teaching and 

Learning, 2007) 

We need to recognise that robust learning is slow and hard. Teachers may believe that students 

have learned something because we have taught it. Students may have been able to perform at an 

optimum level once or twice when the teacher provided the ideal context and personal support. 

They may even be able to perform well in an initial test.  However, it takes a lot of time and practice 

for learners to fully grasp new concepts and be able to use them in unfamiliar contexts, let alone for 

life.  

We should also be aware that knowledge is not static, even once robust learning has taken place. it 

is natural for people to fall back from a peak of understanding if the knowledge is not used. In that 

sense the brain can be seen as similar to a muscle; it needs training and practice to stay fit. Teachers 

need to be cognisant of this when students are being expected to use previously mastered skills and 

understandings after a long gap. The impact of the long summer break is a case in point! 

These principles are not new to me as an English teacher, nor, I am sure to many others. However, in 

the past, good teachers had to stumble onto them or discover them through more qualitative forms 

ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΦ ²Ƙŀǘ CƛǎŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŀŘŘǎ ƛǎ ŀ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛŦƛŎ ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ 

which have underpinned truly good pedagogy. Further, it presents a very strong challenge to 

teachers and schools still stuck in a culture which focuses primarily on content and testing, or where 

failure is largely attributed to deficits in the students and their families.  

4. The power of plasticity 

Fischer illustrates the remarkable plasticity of brain development and learning through examples of 

what can be achieved by children with who have had serious brain surgery.  He gives evidence of 

two boys who each had half of their brain removed in infancy: 

Nico,  a true left hemisphere person,  is cognitively normal at age 17, performing above 

average in school, with many friends. He learned to draw and also to use the melody of 

speech and plays sport.  

Brooke learned to speak with no left hemisphere and is also coping well at school.  
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.ƻǘƘ ōƻȅǎΩ ōǊŀƛƴǎ ƘŀŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ ŀŘŀǇǘ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘŜŘΦ 

The point he is making is that we cannot prejudge what an individual will achieve. In the cases of 

serious brain injury we cannot be sure that all the skills will be regained, but we can be sure that if 

ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘǊȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘŜƭȅ ǿƻƴΩǘΗ  

 

 

 

 

 

Another group who reveal considerable plasticity are dyslexic individuals. This is another area where 

scientists are making progress.  Learning disabilities are part of the normal distribution of abilities 

within the human race. Dyslexia is not a single specific disorder in the brain; rather there are many 

different genetic loci which bring about learning difficulties. The condition of dyslexia is highly 

heritable.  However, environmental influences can strongly shape the abilities and disabilities of a 

person with dyslexia.  

wƻǎŀƭƛŜ CƛƴƪΩǎ ǎǘǳŘȅ ƻŦ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ŀŘǳƭǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ǎŜǾŜǊŜƭȅ ŘȅǎƭŜȄƛŎ  ǎƘƻǿǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

found their own pathways to reading  (Fink, Promoting Success With An Interest-Based Model Of 

Reading). Fischer cited the case of a boy who was finally switched on to reading when his parents 

took the advice of a wise teacher to let him follow his passions and read the lawnmower manual!  

There is also interesting new research on the visual talents of dyslexic scientists which has revealed 

that some dyslexics have fewer cells in the centre(fovea)  of their retina and more in the periphery. 

This is a disadvantage for reading, but an advantage for some kinds of skills such as scanning wide 

fields and detecting patterns ς hence dyslexia may be a plus for an astrophysicist or an artist. 

Most dyslexics and other students with learning disabilities are relatively normal cognitively. The 

spread of abilities reflects the normal range within the human population.   

The lesson for us as teachers is to have faith that all children can learn, and to remember that 

different students may need support to find their own pathways. For some students with 

disabilities simple drilling and repetition may help them overcome a particular hurdle or learn a 

particular skill. IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŦƻǊ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ 

strengths and work out how to use that strength to support the next phase of learning. 

 

 

 

 

 

òThe message is that in a supportive environment kids learn to do the important things 

with whatever capacities they possess.  

The skills seem to be the same, but kids learn them through different processes.  This 

is robust learning, not just learning for the test.ó (Fischer, Brain Scams, Myths and 

Knowledge about the Brain and Learning, 2008)  

 

ò Teachers who try to find out what children do not know ( and much testing is 

directed to this) are looking for initial points of contact in the wrong places. What 

they need to do is find points of contact in a childõs prior learning, the things that 

children can do, and spend a little time helping children firm up their grasp of what 

they already do know.ó (Clay, 1998) 




