
AdB: Good morning and thank you Reverend Wilke for your introduction. As you 
would hopefully all know, we will be talking to you about successful school leadership 
– if this is a surprise you are probably in the wrong venue! More specifically, we will 
relate results gained from my research, from John’s 30 odd years in school and 
organizational leadership and from the broader education research field, drawing on 
examples from the UK, North America and the African continent.  
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The premise for this presentation is what we, and it seems every second presenter at 
the conference, have termed, “Mandela’s approach”. Mr Mandela must have been an 
even more remarkable man than we know him to be considering the twenty or so 
approaches that this conference alone has been able to produce! But in any case, his 
quote: “It is what we make out of what we have, not what we are given, that 
separates one person from another” is telling. It is fundamental to what successful 
leaders do – effective resource utilisation. I apologise if this sounds too business like 
or as if I work in Human Resources. Certainly, buzzwords and corporate language 
belong outside the classroom. But leveraging best practice for the benefit of school 
communities is what good leaders do. There are examples of this we can draw from 
all over the world: the Tanzanian government using Coca Cola’s supply chain to 
deliver vaccines to rural areas as part of Project Last Mile or an Indian corporate 
delivery service, similar to DHL, leveraging the unique historic expertise and delivery 
capabilities of the Dabbawalas, men who for over 150 years have hand delivered 
individual hot food to work places. 
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We will focus specifically on the reasons school fail, the three stages that turn schools 
around, what exceptional leaders do to create a shared sense of direction for their 
school, foster teacher capacity, improve their schools' instructional program, and 
continue traditions of excellence whilst consistently looking forward. This 
presentation is intended to make explicit these strategies that principals use globally 
to foster a successful educational environment in the twenty-first century.  
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JL: Before we watch a short video montage, we would like to make clear that this will 
be an interactive presentation where you will be grouped at random, produce group 
presentations based on prompts, and walk away with action plans for your respective 
educational institutions. As such, please feel free to take photos and videos of our 
presentation and the work you produce with your tablets and/or smartphones. All 
the slides were available beforehand and are available in the IBSC Conference 
Archive. The video montage we will be happy to circulate on request after the 
conference. 
 
 Please take notes as you will be breaking off into discussion groups based on this 
video 
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AdB: The video will include clips of various school leaders and their staff members 
and pupils talking about their approaches and strategies to school management, 
leadership and education. Not all of these will be explicit so I’ve found it important to 
think about the rationale underpinning what these various members of the broader 
educational community are saying, what they think is important and why. 
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B3iTQ9fREzJqYnNCV2hkdElIT3c/view
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AdB: The purpose of this exercise is to spend 10 minutes interrogating our own 
knowledge on institutional leadership as well as incorporate the practices from the 
video. To do this please, as a group, write 10 points on the attributes and/or practices 
of successful school leaders on the A3 sheet in front of you. You can use the whole 
sheet, draw images and diagrams, connectors etc. 
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JL: You will now have 15 minutes to move to each of the other groups with your sticky 
notes and pens, and address their points. You can agree, disagree, provide further 
examples, ask questions, whatever you like. Really, you just need to engage with what 
they have written. There will be a timer up on the screen and we will prompt you to 
move on to the next group after 3 minutes has passed. Remember, you can take 
photos! 
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AdB: Now, return to your original posters. Please take 5 minutes as a group, on a 
clean piece of A3 paper to incorporate the 
comments/questions/criticisms/suggestions into a new list of 10 points. We will 
return to this list later. 
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AdB: So, at this point we have successfully incorporated our own knowledge and 
assumptions, as well as those of the people around us, into a list of attributes and/or 
practices of successful school leaders. There should be many similarities and 
hopefully some differences too. Remember, we want to make something “out of 
what we have”. This leads me onto the main body of our talk today. Before I take you 
through global education leadership research, please remember to take notes as you 
are going to be encouraged to flesh out or add to you our own presentations based 
on what I speak about. 
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An important question to ask when looking at school leadership success is not what 
makes schools succeed but what makes them fail? In the empirical research, there 
are six key points that contribute to school failure: 
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Poverty and diversity create challenges for individual student learning that many 
schools are ill equipped to address – for example they may have a higher proportion 
of refugee children or students who have been excluded from other schools, 
incidents of violence, crime and drugs also tend to be more prevalent in communities 
where poverty and disadvantage are endemic. These powerful interlocking variables 
make the daily business of educating young people demanding and often dangerous 
for teachers. 
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The negative effects of poverty and diversity on student learning are greatly 
magnified in schools with homogenous populations. This refers to the “hypothesis” of 
double jeopardy: if children from low-SES families are in low-SES schools, they are 
doubly disadvantaged by their socioeconomic status and the socioeconomic status of 
their peers. Thus, it is clear that the social composition of students has a big influence 
on student achievement. In England, a study focusing on schools in former coal-field 
areas demonstrated improvement over a five year period when the children of white 
collar workers attended local schools. Essentially, the development of a more 
heterogeneous mix of students in terms of backgrounds, aspiration, attitude, and 
ability increased the chances that schools would significantly improve the 
performance of students who would otherwise be much less likely to succeed. 
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Underperforming schools often lack the capacities needed to sustain initial gains 
made with considerable external assistance. Another example from the UK 
demonstrates this point – the English Department for Education aimed to raise 
performance in eight failing schools by building professional learning communities 
within the schools, between the schools, and across the schools and their wider 
communities. Student behaviour, emotional literacy, and effective pedagogy were the 
focus of the primary attention in the project. Each school was given extra resources, 
extra teachers, and a range of external supports. After the first year, results in all 
schools started to creep up, and by the time the project finished in the third year, all 
schools were well in line with national norms, and the project was celebrated. 
However, within a year, some schools slipped back dramatically, and in less than two 
years all but one school had reverted to previous performance, and two faced 
reconstitution or closure. This phenomenon, termed cyclical decline, is a feature of 
the corporate world too. 
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Identifying schools as “failing” is highly contingent on a surprisingly large number of 
circumstances. The important point here is that the notion of underperformance is 
relative and contestable. It is for many schools a level that is applied, removed, and 
reapplied as policies change and political imperatives alter. Under performance is 
contingent on definition and the criteria on which this definition is applied. Politicians 
may want to set ambitious, tough targets and underline these as expected minimum 
performance, but in so doing, they create many more failing schools.  
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Weak leadership is a major cause of school decline. Evidence about ineffective or 
failing schools, places weak leadership at the top of the list for underperformance. 
Lack of vision, poor communication, inattention to teaching quality, and failure to 
make decisions are cited as some of the characteristics of poor or weak leadership. 
The correlation between poor leadership and ineffective organisational functions is 
strong. This is less an issue of charisma and personality and more an issue of what 
leaders actually do – their core practices and the conditions that they create within 
an organisation that can guarantee its success or seal its fate. 
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Finally, school failure is rarely caused by only one factor; it is more often a perfect 
storm with imperfect solutions. Contextual, compositional, cyclical, contingent and 
conditional factors all work against them. For every failing school, the mix is different. 
Unlike “effective” or “improving” schools, which we’ll come to later in this section of 
our talk and which research shows consistently share the same characteristics, the 
sheer range of complex variables affecting failing schools means that they are very 
different from one another. Improving failing schools requires that they pay attention 
to the causes of failure in the first place, as well as factors that contribute to their 
continuing failure. This leads us to the next section – the three stages of school 
turnaround. 
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The first stage is termed: “Stop the Decline, and Create Conditions for Early 
Improvement” – this requires principals authentically enlisting teachers by reducing 
their sense of being under threat or professional risk. In other words, you need to 
build and ensure organisational trust. Stopping decline also often requires external 
intervention such as testing programs or standards imposed by provincial, state or 
county leadership. One of the most powerful conditions is the deprivitization of 
teachers’ instructional practices, and this usually depends on the development or 
recovery of trusting relationships among teachers and between teachers and 
administrators – in other words, teachers need to leave the isolated culture of 
individual classrooms and share their practices with colleagues and school leaders 
freely and without fear of reproach. 
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The second stage is termed “Ensure survival, and Realize Early Performance 
Improvements”. Increasing teachers’ individual and collective efficacy in improving 
student learning is a key driver in this stage. Thus, professional development for 
teachers at this stage should aim to improve teacher efficacy as actual teacher 
capacity. This professional development should focus on teachers’ mastery 
experiences through quality professional development, receiving verbal persuasion 
from colleagues to try new practices, and through deprivitization of practice 
opportunities to vicariously experience the teaching strategies of colleagues. Efficacy 
leads to persistent instructional problem solving; it fosters an attitude of being able to 
figure out what to do when one’s existing capacities are not up to the job. Building 
internal accountability is a much more powerful lever on organisational performance 
than any externally imposed accountability system.  
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In the third stage “Achieve Satisfactory Performance, and Aspire to Much More”: a 
turnaround leader must foster willingness to be held responsible for what students 
learn, a growing awareness of the long-term nature of the job, a new realization 
about the interdependence of elementary and secondary schools, and awareness of 
the wide array of factors that produce strong student performance in the long run 
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I will now talk about how turnaround leaders create a shared sense of direction in 
their schools: these leaders successfully engage their staff in building a shared vision 
as a key strategy for strengthening staff motivation and commitment. They work with 
their staffs to transform school visions into specific shorter-term goals to guide 
planning and ensure coherence in collaborative and autonomous decisions. 
Turnaround leaders believe that their teaching colleagues and students are capable of 
much more than they have been accomplishing and seize every opportunity to 
increase their expectations significantly. They never stop communicating the schools 
purposes, plans and expectations to all stakeholders. Leadership practices that 
explicitly set the schools direction matter most to teachers, and principals are the 
primary source of these direction-setting-practices. As mentioned, high performance 
expectations and promoting effective communication are the most evident in 
successful schools.  
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Next, we will focus on how turnaround leaders foster capacity development amongst 
their teachers. These leaders provide many forms of psychological support for their 
individual teaching colleagues as they pursue the directions established for the 
school, they use a wide array of formal to informal methods for stimulating the 
development of their colleagues’ professional skills and knowledge, they model 
desirable practices and values as a means of encouraging their colleagues to reflect 
on their own practices and become or remain actively engaged in improving them, 
leaders across the school all aim to develop themselves and their colleagues.  
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So how do turnaround leaders redesign their schools? Many successful school leaders 
nurture the development of norms and values that encourage staffs to work together 
collaboratively on the improvement of their instructional practices, they restructure 
their schools so that teacher collaboration is both possible and likely. Turnaround 
leaders understand the enormous effect that family environments have on students’ 
potential for academic learning and they focus considerable energy on building 
productive educational cultures within families and between families and their 
children’s schools. It is important to note that sources of leadership to redesign the 
organisation are much more distributed in secondary than in primary schools.  
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This final section on turnaround leaders is on how they improve their school’s 
instructional program. These school leaders take special care to recruit and assign to 
turnaround classrooms and schools, teachers and administrators who have the 
capacities and dispositions required to solve the challenges those schools face. 
School leaders constantly monitor evidence about the learning of students and the 
efforts of staff to improve such learning, continuously readjusting their own decisions 
and actions in response to this evidence. School leaders buffer staff from distractions 
to their work with students, and provide significant amounts and multiple types of 
support to teachers for their instructional work, in addition to formal CPD 
opportunities.  
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From this research it is clear that every school is different in terms of the context in 
which it operates, the culture of the school and the challenges it faces. Creating 
lasting change is difficult. Change is not a simple checklist. It is not possible to achieve 
effective and sustainable school change by ticking off one or two factors in school 
operations – such as a visible and active principal or a qualified teacher; the way to fix 
schools is to bring into play a series of strategies that together optimise the chances 
of turning around a school. Money is not enough. It is possible to have all the 
material and human resources required and still fail to become an ‘effective school’, 
let alone an excellent one. What is required is the capacity to turn those resources 
into results – into more and better student learning. Complexity kills capacity. The 
more complex the transformation, the more difficult it is to persuade teachers to 
change. Teachers already face constant demands on their time and mounting 
administrative paperwork that takes time away from teaching. A good school 
concentrates on doing simple things well. One characteristic of a really effective 
school is a sense of “deep change” that shields the school against the inevitable 
fluctuations in the internal or external environment. We know what works – and 
what does not. While we cannot simply copy changes from one school and impose 
them on another, we can isolate the things that work and the ways which leaders in a 
school can draw on these strategies to steer the change process.  
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There are 9 key strategies that successful schools employ across the world, some of 
which were mentioned earlier: 
 
Schools establish and maintain firm routines: This must be part of the school’s culture 
– visible in all that you do. Good noise is heard, timetables are amply prepared, 
expectations of parents and pupils are clear and communicated in advance. Teachers 
teach, parents govern, leaders lead and students learn. Every role has a plan for the 
term that is clearly defined and they fulfil them. Homework with feedback is well-
established. There are firm expectations. 
 
Schools extend the time for learning: Schools that work, start early and finish late, 
use school holidays and weekends, hold extra classes where necessary, send students 
on camps. Extra classes make up for learning lost elsewhere – the logic of 
compensation. The logic of accommodation demands that to make up for the diverse 
and increasing demands on teachers official time, time needs to be found elsewhere. 
Coercion puts pressure on schools to perform, and competition engenders a desire to 
be recognised in the community as a top school.  
 
Teachers teach every day and in every class: no time is lost in a school that works. 
Principals working in these schools are adept at limiting the influences of external 
forces, including union strikes, workshops and training sessions – replacement 
teachers and/or carefully planned student activities help with this. Teachers do not  
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stay away on extended leave, and the school routines and commitment to success 
are pull factors for teachers in such schools. Autonomy in teaching strategies also 
functions to encourage. 
 
Students are confronted with high expectations: Within minutes of entering a school 
that works you are bombarded with high expectations, from 95% not being good 
enough, to the goal being 100%. These messages are clear in the halls, courtyards 
and classrooms, children are absorbing this message every day, every week and every 
month of the school year. It is communicated in waiting areas with trophies or 
plaques, with the names of top school leavers, or the faces of achievers in the school. 
At the beginning of our presentation you would have seen this photograph, [click], 
high expectations are rewarded when the relevant results are achieved. These 
schools pay attention to performance data for subjects and for the school as a whole 
in every grade, and each teacher sets a goal with their subject department for 
improvement, no matter how successful the scores were in the previous year. There 
are high expectations of teachers too.  
 
Students are provided with love and discipline: schools that work instil a firm but 
loving discipline among students. In the course of time, once discipline is internalised, 
these schools tend to be less obvious about the controls they apply. These measures 
seem tough at first, but almost everywhere students express their thoughts on the 
model of discipline as tough love. It is understood that the principal or teacher cares 
for them. Children are able to see that the intensity of teaching and sacrifices made 
by school leadership, rest on a foundation of love and commitment to them. This 
model of care is without bias as all children receive equal attention. The teachers and 
principals know every child, their families and siblings. The school's professional staff 
care about activities inside the classroom and outside, on the sports field and in their 
students’ university applications. This love is the framework within which the 
discipline applied is understood. The sacrifices of teachers, coming early and leaving 
late, translate into a positive response from students when difficulties arise with 
discipline.  
 
Parents are involved in the life of the school: Parents are taken seriously, they are 
treated as partners in what the school tries to accomplish, and they actually show up 
and participate in school events despite the inflexible constraints of their working 
lives. Parents are constantly informed by the school about the mission of the school, 
the results from one year to the next, the needs of the school and more. As the 
school develops and maintains a reputation for academic excellence, the parents too 
are lifted by the positive image of the school. Parents also take an active interest in 
what the children do after school, they know that homework is given and the control 
over children’s time needs to be monitored. Strong principals know how to utilise and 
mobilise positive parental sentiment to ensure the success of individual pupils and  
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the school as a whole.  
 
Principals are visible in their leadership: You are unlikely to see a working school 
principal tied up in their office. They are visible; they walk around and ensure that the 
school is functioning. They interact with children between periods or breaks. They 
display soft discipline and personal interest. They are not absent, and when they are 
forced to leave everyone knows where they are and they return promptly. Competent 
principals need to be visible in the life of the school; they become the referential 
symbol that explains the success of the school despite the fact the distributed 
leadership is the underlying reason for this success.  
 
Principals and some teachers are social entrepreneurs: These principals think 
differently about resources, they raise the resources themselves instead of making 
demands. They scour their immediate environment and determine what companies 
and agencies can help them. They identify and recruit assistance. Through these 
relentless campaigns of sourcing external support they build up the kind of resources 
that education departments cannot provide. Parents themselves become part of this 
even if it means fundraising or chaperoning. These activities also rub off on teachers, 
who encourage private companies to provide funding.  
 
Students are offered a life beyond school: these schools trade in hope; they give 
children a sense of a world larger than the school, daily the students are taught 
subjects but also reminded of what they can become. From applications to post-
secondary education, to bringing in staff from local universities, to helping parents 
assist their children in making the correct subject choices. The schools believe that 
given the right guidance and direction, their students would have the same 
opportunities after school as any other child. They also ask successful alumni to 
address the children, and this inspires children from the same background to believe 
in themselves. Students are taken to careers fairs and university open days, they bring 
in motivational speakers, and they try to ensure that students dream and their 
dreams take them beyond the confines of their circumscribed lives.  
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Each of the schools you saw earlier engages with parents and the community in 
different ways – some use parents and community members as volunteers or make 
the staff available to parents to consult with at all times. Some success factors are 
more obvious and clearly articulated than others, yet many strategies are shown but 
not spoken and may require deeper reflection on viewing. Principals use different 
strategies to build relationships with teachers and support them. Many use staff 
meetings to create a sense of unity; others make decisions via consensus. Pupils’ 
energy and investment in their education contributes significantly to the quality of a 
school as they push themselves and their peers. Pupils don’t look only to teachers for 
motivation; they turn to their classmates or inward to themselves. Successful 
principals nurture pupil potential both academically and as human beings. There 
needs to be an atmosphere that encourages a level of independence for pupils.  
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So, how can we apply these ideas? Well, each one of you needs to consider what the 
vision is both for your school and for the future of your pupils? How does the school 
community respond to this vision and how well is it integrated? Furthermore, many 
of the strategies will result in challenging dialogue with teachers about the strengths 
and weaknesses of your school as you see it. Ask where you succeed and where you 
fail, and consult with all stakeholders on this. Finally, when thinking about 
implementation, think about how as a school team you can move forward and create 
these changes, what roles people can play…in summary what can you, your teachers 
and your pupils do better and how can you, as a school leader, get them there? 
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JL: We will now ask you to return to your groups to spend 10 minutes, on a third A3 
sheet, writing a final list of attributes and practices, incorporating the information you 
heard in the presentation, as well as the expertise and knowledge you have brought 
to today’s session and that of your colleagues. 

35 



Now, with your final lists, please prepare and record a group presentation of your 
lists. All groups will do this concurrently and then email the video to me. I will then 
upload all the videos to be shared with attendees of this presentation.  
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Also, please feel free to come and speak to us afterwards, and take our cards. Finally, 
if you didn’t pre-register your interest in this presentation, please fill in one of the 
attendance sheets at the back so that we can be sure to email you the link to the 
various presentations. 
The notes made, the slides and photographs will all serve as leadership tools/action 
plans empowering audience members to enable a successful, collaborative school 
environment for pupils, teachers and parents. So, what is at the heart of successful 
school leadership? Well, we have covered deprivitization of teaching practice, and 
heard about improving teacher efficacy, firm/high expectations and effective 
communication. Clearly, ensuring that effective teaching is taking place is 
fundamental to what we do as school leaders and how we approach our professional 
lives. Haim Ginnot, the renowned school teacher, child psychologist and 
psychotherapist said it best when he wrote, “I’ve come to a frightening conclusion 
that I am the decisive element in the classroom. It’s my personal approach that 
creates the climate. It’s my daily mood that makes the weather. As a teacher, I 
possess a tremendous power to make a child’s life miserable or joyous. I can be a tool 
of torture or an instrument of inspiration. I can humiliate or heal. In all situations, it is 
my response that decides whether a crisis will be escalated or de-escalated and a 
child humanized or dehumanized. If we treat people as they are, we make them 
worse. If we treat people as they ought to be, we help them become what they are 
capable of becoming” This underlying sense of expecting, demanding responsibility 
and good practice through supportive and autonomy-encouraging leadership is what I  
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see as the best kind of leadership, the Mandela approach. 
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