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Introduction

A book about school principals leading literacy is largely the consequence of an
international agenda fuelled by the results obtained on tests such as the Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA). This triennial international survey
aims to evaluate education systems worldwide by testing the skills and knowledge
of 15-year-old students in reading, mathematics, and science. These tests have been
conducted, and country results’ comparisons have been made since 2000. By 2006,
the third set of PISA results was showing that although Australia was among the
high performers, it was slipping and it had a “tail” where a “gap” in achievement
was noticeable, particularly among students from low-SES and Indigenous
communities.

These findings were hotly debated in the Australian press and formed a backdrop
to the federal election campaign of 2007. In that campaign, an important part of the
Australian Labor Party’s platform was a commitment to improving the outcomes of
education for groups of students facing disadvantage. Following success in the
national ballot, the Labor Government introduced a program calling for Pilot
projects aimed at “Closing the Gap” in literacy and numeracy achievement for
children from low-SES and Indigenous communities. Some 40 such projects were
finally approved for implementation by 2009. All had come from state and territory
education authorities, except one—the Principals as Literacy Leaders (PALL) Pilot
Project, an original idea from the Australian Primary Principals Association
(APPA). This was the only project with a focus on the role that principals of
primary schools play in improving literacy. This book describes the PALL Program
and later PALL iterations in various states, and examines and analyses results from
a series of research studies which accompanied its implementation in order to draw
out useful implications and helpful lessons to inject into the international school
leadership literature.

No innovatory program arises of its own accord. Champions or initiators are
essential. Here we acknowledge the important role played by APPA in lobbying
Australian government officials to secure a national project in the face of federal
funding restrictions placed on state and territory treasuries and education
authorities.
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The Role of the Australian Primary Principals Association
(APPA)

APPA is an umbrella organisation with membership available to principals from all
government, Catholic, and independent schools in Australia. Its reach and influence
covers the continent. Its National President in 2008 was Leonie Trimper and it was
she who provided the advocacy and undertook the necessary political lobbying to
gauge Australian government and departmental interest in principals as potential
literacy leaders. Leonie had seen the results of work in Ontario and the importance
placed there on the work of school leaders and she was convinced that members of
her association would benefit if she were able to implement a project fixed on
improving literacy with principals’ needs in mind. The advertisement in 2008 by
the Australian government of an initiative to fund Literacy and Numeracy Pilots in
low-SES and Indigenous communities provided a vehicle to which she felt APPA
should apply. At that time, little did she realise how difficult it would be to secure
support for a national initiative in a federal political system such as Australia’s.
A brief account of what it took to develop, fund and manage a country-wide pilot
project serves to emphasise the level of commitment given to literacy in primary
schools by APPA.

A National Initiative in a Federal System

When the call for applications was sent to state and territory government, Catholic
and independent school authorities, Leonie went immediately to the officers in the
Australian government department responsible for the initiative, the Department of
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR). She soon found that
there was an unalterable agreement on funding signed off by the Committee of
Australian Governments (COAG), a committee of all state and territory Premiers
chaired by the Prime Minister. This agreement meant that the funds allocated to
Australian government initiatives were to be administered through state or territory
treasuries and education authorities. As a consequence, the only way APPA could
bring a project into the national arena was to get agreement from all state and
territory ministers of education to share funds in support of a project across borders.
She was also informed that if a national pilot project application were to be suc-
cessful, then the monies granted would have to be held by one state for the benefit
of partner states agreeing on the pilot project and the funds would have to be
accounted for in the usual way by a host state treasury. She was left in no doubt that
the Australian Government in this Closing the Gap initiative would deal only with
states and territories, not professional associations.

Undeterred, Leonie brought together a group of academics from three of
Australia’s universities to help draft an application. This was done because
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DEEWR stipulated that pilot projects must be based on sound research. Extracts
from the conditions set down for applications show the Government’s intent.

Given the correlation between low SES school communities and low educational outcomes
of students in these communities, Pilots have a particular focus on trialling approaches
that are effective in improving literacy and numeracy outcomes in low SES and Indigenous
school communities.

The literacy and numeracy Pilots are partnerships focused on literacy and/or numeracy
around one of more of the following key reform areas:

• effective and evidence-based teaching of literacy and numeracy;
• strong school leadership and whole school engagement with literacy and/or numeracy;

and
• effective use of student data to drive literacy and numeracy improvement.

The second dot point above gave APPA the justification for its advocacy. Once
the application was in draft form, Leonie went on an information exchange and
lobbying mission with ministers and departmental heads for advice and support.
The outcomes of her discussions resulted in commitments by three states and one
territory to participate in the APPA-led Principals as Literacy Leaders Pilot Project.
However, the official contractual statement accompanying the Pilot’s approval reads
as follows:

The South Australian Department of Education and Children’s Services (DECS) is the
education authority that has entered into an agreement with the Australian Government
to undertake the action research Pilot project entitled Principals as Literacy Leaders.
The Department of Education and Children’s Services will use a partnership model to
undertake the research for this Pilot project.

The partners in the project are:

DECS—Department of Education and Children’s Services

APPA—Australian Primary Principals Association

Edith Cowan University

Australian Catholic University

Griffith University

Queensland, Northern Territory, South Australia, Western Australia—Government School
Education Authorities

Northern Territory, Western Australia, South Australia and Queensland Catholic
Education Authorities

Queensland, South Australia, Western Australia Independent School Authorities

The Department of Education and Children’s Services of South Australia will provide all
of the funding provided by the Australia Government for the Pilot project Principals as
Literacy Leaders to the Australian Primary Principals Association. The Australian Primary
Principals Association will manage all these funds.
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The steering committee and reference groups required by federal, state, and
territory governments as essential organisational structures for the Pilot highlight
the complexity of conducting a project that involves more than one Australian
education jurisdiction. Extracts from the official project authorisation detail the
governance arrangements and memberships mandated.

The administrative responsibility for managing the Pilot is that of the South Australian
Department of Education and Children’s Services.

The Australian Primary Principals Association has the responsibility of negotiating details
of the Pilot with participating schools to ensure they meet the external reporting
requirements and the responsibility to ensure that the implementation of the Pilot is
monitored and evaluated.

Each education partner to the agreement has the responsibility of implementing the Pilot in
selected schools within its jurisdiction.

The Pilot was to be managed through three governance layers with the lead in
the hands of a Pilot Steering Committee as the extract below shows:

A Pilot Steering Committee will be established which will include the following members:

• South Australian Department of Education and Children’s Services
• Australian Primary Principals Association
• Griffith University
• Edith Cowan University
• Australian Catholic University
• Each cluster of schools established by the Pilot
• The Department of Education Employment and Workplace Relations

The Committee will provide guidance and audit the success of the initiative and ensure
strategies are in place to ensure the sustainability of the project.

A National Reference Group was also established. The role of this group was to
manage the Pilot and to respond to advice and feedback on the project’s devel-
opment. It was chaired by a senior officer from the South Australian Department of
Education and Children’s Services (DECS), and its members were the APPA
President and representatives from each of the three partner universities.

In the third governance layer, state and territory reference groups were also
required. These were convened and chaired by the university attached to each state
and territory school cluster with members from APPA, the partner universities, and
government, Catholic, and independent school authorities. Each of these groups
was responsible for overseeing local planning and clearing the way for the
implementation of the Pilot in the schools in their jurisdiction.

When the funds were eventually released into the South Australian Treasury and
thence to DECS, Leonie Trimper’s travail had only just begun. Contracts had to be
prepared between DECS and APPA, then APPA had to prepare subcontracts with
each of the universities. Agreements had to be reached with all participating
jurisdictions for the selection of clusters of fifteen (15) low-SES schools. Only then
could the universities commence development of the Pilot’s professional
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development materials and processes and finalise a suite of accompanying research
tasks. On this last matter, 11 research ethical clearance approvals were sought and
granted by the government, Catholic, and independent school authorities in the
states and territory involved. To sum up, getting a national Pilot Project supported
and started took over a year of hard work: door knocking, discussions, dead ends,
promising paths, multiple proposal drafts, submission anxiety, expectant waiting,
and eventual funding approval. Then, the real work began for APPA and the
universities.

The Legacy

This introduction serves as a testimony to the leadership of APPA, its
then-president, and her support team who are recognised in the Acknowledgements
which precede this chronicle. The promise shown in the Pilot Project study led to
project extensions involving more than a thousand principals in all Australian states
and territories as well as in remote Indigenous communities across Australia over
the period 2010–2016, a valuable legacy from the efforts of many.

The text which follows outlines the reasons drawn from compelling research
findings showing why a concentration on principals as leaders of learning offered
literacy improvement potential. We describe the research basis for the teaching and
learning of reading and how the PALL Program was designed and experienced by
participants. The research carried out in six studies over this time is summarised
together with an examination of significant themes found to be linked to
improvements in leadership, teaching practice, student learning, and reading
achievement. All this is done in a work of 10 chapters.

Chapter 1: Leadership for Learning Research describes research into leadership
for learning which has been drawn on in the initial and ongoing development of the
PALL Program. It commences by reviewing studies undertaken in the first decade
of the present century with a particular interest in a number of influential
meta-analyses. This work is supplemented by confirming research carried out more
recently. The purpose of the chapter is to isolate and describe important connections
between the daily practice of school leaders, teacher practices, and student learning,
which have provided a foundation for the positions taken on leadership and lead-
ership learning which are elaborated in Chap. 2.

In Chap. 2: The PALL Approach, we explain how the PALL Program was
developed using relevant research literature as the source for a series of positions
underpinning its design. Five positions are explained: the centrality of the moral
purpose of leadership; what it takes to learn to read; how reading interventions are
planned; what shared leadership involves; and the importance of support for leaders
learning on-the-job. Following an elaboration of these positions, the design of the
PALL Program is explained. We show how five linked professional learning
modules: (i) Leadership for Learning, (ii) Learning to Read, (iii) Gathering and
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Using Data, (iv) Planning Reading Interventions, and (v) Evaluating Interventions
were coupled with between-module tasks supported by leadership mentors over a
2-year period. A series of criteria drawn from the research literature on leadership
learning is then used to critique the quality of the “time-rich,” context-related
modular design (Dempster, Lovett, & Fluckiger, 2011). The chapter concludes with
a description of the six studies accompanying each of the PALL Program iterations.
These were the original Pilot Project study explained above (undertaken in 2009–10
with the report published in 2012); a South Australian study (undertaken in 2010–
11 with the report submitted in 2012), called the SA study whenever referred to in
this book; the Principals as Literacy Leaders with Indigenous Communities study
(undertaken in 2011–12 with the report published in 2014), in future called the
PALLIC Study; an initial Tasmanian study (undertaken in 2013–14 with the report
submitted in 2014), henceforth called the Tasmanian Study; a Tasmanian case study
(undertaken in 2014 with the report completed in 2015), referred to from here on as
the TAS case study; and a Victorian case study (undertaken in 2014 with the report
completed in 2015), in future referred to as the VIC case study.

Chapter 3: Using Disciplined Dialogue and Evidence to Build a Strong Moral
Purpose deals with the central hub of the Leadership for Learning Blueprint
(LfLB), a framework used as a guide for action during the PALL Project. We
explain the term “disciplined dialogue” to show how professional conversations
stimulated by evidence about student learning in general and reading in particular
can be conducted, always with an eye firmly fixed on the moral purpose of the
educator. That purpose is widely accepted as working continuously to improve the
life chances for students through learning. In this particular case, the moral purpose
was evident in a commitment to improving reading for all children. The driving
questions employed in disciplined dialogue are illustrated through a simulated
discussion of sample evidence gathered from principals and teachers using a
well-tried tool. The chapter also shows that the sources of evidence go well beyond
student reading assessment results, though these are clearly essential. Other nec-
essary sources of evidence are derived from the dimensions of the LfLB explained
earlier in Chap. 1. The benefits which flow from the use of disciplined dialogue
identified during the six PALL research studies are outlined.

In Chap. 4: A Focus on Curriculum and Pedagogy, our discussion focuses on
how teachers responded to what their principals took from their participation in the
five PALL professional learning modules. While the mandated Australian
Curriculum was the basis for teachers working towards students’ attainment of
expected achievement standards, how they strived towards them was diverse.
Discussion will focus on how decisions were made about schools’ reading priorities
and the factors that influenced their choices, such as composition of their student
cohort, evidence and data gathered from a range of assessment processes, princi-
pals’ preferences, teachers’ content knowledge, and teachers’ pedagogical confi-
dence. Examples are given about how reading priorities were enacted by
participating teachers at the classroom level. Tensions that arose for teachers in their
planning, programming, and instruction are considered, and examples of their
reflections are included. The role and impact of the principal in the everyday
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teaching of reading is demonstrated, while the convergences and divergences in a
school, and between schools, are highlighted and reviewed.

Chapter 5: Shared Leadership makes a contribution to understanding concep-
tions of leadership and the way a particular version of it can be progressed in
schools. The research-informed position about leadership in the PALL Program is
based on the notion that leadership work is too much for one person and needs to be
the work of many. Across the PALL Projects, it is not just principals who are the
leaders in schools. Teachers are also leaders when they share their expertise with
one another and provide support for their colleagues. Typically, teachers move into
the leadership space because they have an interest in quality teaching and see their
colleagues as a source of reciprocal learning and support. The strong moral purpose
of wanting to make a difference to students and their learning is the catalyst for
viewing leadership as a collective responsibility involving teachers, parents, and
students. Ultimately, we want students to be leaders of their own learning. Case
study data from the PALL schools highlight the importance of teachers joining the
leadership pool and playing their part in leading learning for school-wide action.
The PALL Program design, with its concurrent reading curriculum and leadership
focus and associated tasks, helps schools create their own learning pathways. Case
studies of the effects of leadership actions on teachers and their teaching highlight
what is possible when leadership work is a shared activity, albeit in very different
school settings.

Chapter 6: Professional Learning for both Leaders and Teachers considers the
importance of ongoing learning for teachers and school leaders both during and after
principals’ involvement in the PALL Program. It discusses the important role of
leadership mentors—literacy achievement advisers, regional leadership consultants
and others—in establishing an ongoing supportive relationship for schools involved
in reading interventions. The chapter identifies ways in which schools themselves
provided literacy support through the development of Professional Learning
Communities, both within the school and in some cases in conjunction with other
schools, by selecting professional learning activities focusing on elements of read-
ing. We also consider how external support and advice can be utilised by schools to
provide an independent review of what the school is doing and to provide feedback
on ways in which student learning can be further enhanced. The importance of
establishing local, regional, and statewide networks where what has been learned in
one school can be shared with others is also a feature of the PALL Program.

In Chap. 7: Establishing Positive Conditions for Learning, we argue that it is
now recognised that developing positive achievement in reading (as with other
curriculum areas) requires more than good teaching: it also requires an environment
that supports and promotes students as learners as they are encouraged to do their
best. This chapter discusses ways in which schools involved in the PALL Program
focused their attention on establishing strong positive conditions for learning within
their schools. The strategies used by individual teachers, groups of teachers, and the
whole school to promote both engagement and proficiency in reading are consid-
ered. The importance of consistent and explicit approaches to teaching reading are
highlighted but with particular attention to the physical, social, and emotional
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conditions which are known to support children as they learn. Resource issues so
intrinsic to enhancing the conditions for learning are also discussed, drawing on the
extensive research data available on this matter from the six PALL studies.

In Chap. 8: Schools Finding Alternative Ways to Engage Families and
Communities in Children’s Learning, we commence by examining an Australian
report by Emerson et al. (2012), Parental engagement in learning and schooling:
Lessons from the research, for the Australian Research Alliance for Children and
Youth (ARACY). This work confirms what is commonly known—the fact that
parental engagement in learning improves academic achievement, well-being, and
productivity. Similarly, findings from a systematic evaluation of successful inter-
ventions for home-school partnerships internationally has found that children’s
learning opportunities are increased significantly when parents are engaged in a
joint commitment to education based on a shared understanding between families
and schools of the purpose of the partnership and their respective roles, and where
parents are positive about the perceived benefits of the partnership for learning. The
findings from the six PALL research studies show that family engagement in
children’s learning continues to be an issue that is unresolved. It is clear that the
nature of the modern family, in many cases with both parents working, sometimes
long hours, and with other families not having enough resources at home to make
ends meet, makes parent engagement a complex issue. If we are unable to attract
more than a small percentage of parents to the school, perhaps we need to think of
other ways of communicating with them and encouraging them to be involved with
their children in speaking, listening, and reading at home. The implication of this is
that both school leaders and teachers need to have targeted professional develop-
ment on strategies that enable a full range of family engagement activities to be
established, some of which might not actually be at the school or involve reading, at
least initially. Following the presentation of some of the positive findings from the
PALL studies as well as the negatives relating to continuing difficulties, this chapter
provides a positive snapshot of Australian schools where principals who have
undertaken PALL have found a sustainable way to reach out to families.

Chapter 9: PALL and Student Learning, the penultimate chapter, commences
with the truism that inside the school gate, teachers have the greatest level of
influence on student achievement, but it acknowledges that principals play a vital
role in supporting them. Data from the six PALL studies are analysed for the light
they throw on the effect the program had on teachers and their professional learning
related to the BIG 6 of reading used in PALL professional learning (oral language,
phonological awareness, letter and sound knowledge, vocabulary, comprehension
and fluency); their contributions to disciplined dialogue; their participation in
designing interventions; their attitudes to shared leadership; and their sense of
satisfaction in their students’ achievement. The second part of the chapter discusses
the impact of this work on students, their engagement in aspects of the BIG 6, their
attitude to reading, and their improvement journeys. Overall, we highlight many
of the ways in which teachers became more able to assess and analyse quantitative
student performance data, complementing this with the assessment of qualitative
evidence of improvement in student work samples.
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In the final chapter, Chap. 10: Looking Back to Look Forward, we summarise
what has been found through the PALL Program research overall. We point to the
confirmation of its five design principles and to a series of issues which we argue
should underpin professional learning for school leaders concerned with literacy
learning and achievement in their schools. On the basis of our findings, we advocate
the bringing together of generic leadership processes with curriculum content
knowledge if leaders are to make significant differences in intractable learning
problems wherever they are encountered. We also affirm the need for much greater
attention to be given by school leaders to the relationship between teachers, chil-
dren, and parents in learning to read. This is particularly so where children live in
difficult economic and sociocultural circumstances. We note that it is encouraging
that the program has been offered in all Australian states, and in both government
and non-government school systems. Finally, the research has shown that the
program has a high level of acceptance in schools, that the frameworks offered
make sense to school leaders and teachers, and that the resources provided are seen
as valuable to practitioners pursuing reading improvement. We end with an overall
summation of the conclusions reached from the research findings and a consider-
ation of future research opportunities.
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Chapter 1
Leadership for Learning Research

Introduction

In this introductory chapter we provide an account of the leadership research lying
behind the design and development of the Principals as Literacy Leaders (PALL)
Project. To provide clarity to a number of terms used during the course of this book,
the PALL Project contains two components, the PALL Program, which is a pro-
fessional learning activity of 5 full-day workshops together with school-based
activity spread over two school years, and the PALL Research, which now com-
prises six separate studies that provide the data we discuss in subsequent chapters.

While the design, development, implementation and effect of the PALL Project
is our focus in this text, we are conscious of the pressures placed on schools by
governments intent on using international comparative performance test results as
an educational policy lever. We have observed the impact of PISA and other
international test results on schooling in the last decade and the extent to which they
have been used as an impetus for reform efforts across the globe. In some countries,
the results in 2000 were considered so troublesome that the term “PISA shock” was
coined and used by politicians and policymakers to demand improvement. In
Australia, it was somewhat different, with quite positive views for the first two
PISA rounds when results were amongst those of high-performing systems.
However, after the third testing period in 2006, downward trending results pro-
voked predictable policy responses from the Australian Government, particularly
when it was noted that there was a “gap” in performance between students in
Indigenous communities and low-SES areas, and mainstream Australian students—
hence the government initiative undertaken in 2008 to fund Pilot Programs in
literacy and numeracy aimed at “Closing the Gap”. Subsequent results in PISA of
2009, 2012 and 2015 continue to reinforce political demands for ongoing profes-
sional attention to improvements in literacy.

As has been mentioned in the introduction to this volume, the conditions for
literacy and numeracy Pilot Program applications were advertised by the Australian
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