Investigating the Links to Improved Student Learning 

Introduction

	Educational leadership has strong effects on student learning.  This study examines how leadership has these effects.   Contextual variables also have a strong influence, and leaders must respond appropriately to these variables.   They provide influence over policy and practice.  This study describes how leadership and learning are linked, what successful leadership looks like, and how it improves student learning.
	The framework for the study represents the assumptions that leadership directly affects student learning, and interacts with other stakeholder groups.  The factors directly responsible for student learning are school and classroom conditions, teachers’ instruction and their professional community, and student/family background conditions. Leadership facilitates these and therefore indirectly influences student learning.
	Data were taken from nine states and obtained through surveys, interviews, classroom observations, and student achievement data.

Perspectives on Leadership

	An adequate analysis must identify all relevant sources of educational leadership.  Classroom instruction is the only thing more important than leadership in regards to student achievement.  Leadership functions to provide direction and exercise influence.   Balanced leaders develop and support people and redesign their organizations to improve effectiveness.
	This study examined leadership from three perspectives: collective leadership, shared leadership, and distributed leadership.  Findings related to collective leadership (educators, parents, and students) indicate that this type of leadership has a stronger influence on student learning than any other type of leadership.  High-performing schools have more intense leadership systems, and teacher motivation was higher in these schools.  Parents play a strong roll in successful collective leadership.
	When it comes to shared leadership, important contributing factors to student success are: leadership practices directed at teachers’ instruction, shared leadership and working relationships, strong professional community, and trust.  Findings on distributed leadership indicate that this type of leadership yields high collective leadership ratings, but less active teacher collaboration and less effort from the principles to influence implementation.  When using distributed leadership, principals must still remain highly active in all areas and aim to develop people rather than structure the workplace.  
	Teachers in high-performing schools report high levels of support for professional development.  Principals in these schools can utilize research-based strategies effectively.   Principals and teachers agree on the importance of focusing the school on goals for student achievement, keeping track of professional development needs, and creating opportunities for teachers to collaborate.

The Affective Side of Leadership: Efficacy and Support

	Strong efficacy beliefs lead to more involved principals.  Positive influences of principals’ self-efficacy include data-based decision making, resources from the district, and provision of clear direction to schools.  However, when these are poorly managed or implemented, they do more harm than good.  

District Leadership: Policies and Agendas for Improvement

	Uniform expectations and policy cannot overcome differences among districts.  Therefore, districts were highly variable in their responses to policy expectations.  Principals tend to reframe expectations to meet local priorities and needs.  An overall trend that has been seen is to reduce flexibility and increase standardization.  Teachers appeared to appreciate the clarity of expectations.

District Support for Principal Development

	Results showed little coherent professional development systems for principals.  Leadership expectations were clearly defined in high-performing districts.  

Principal Turnover: Policies and Support

	Rapid principal turnover is seen fairly frequently and has negative effects on school culture and student achievement.   Shared leadership distribution can help counteract this, but only in the context of strong and supportive teacher leadership.

Data-Based Decision Making for Student Learning

	Very little formal evidence has been available to teachers and principals about student performance and school conditions.  Therefore, informed decision making was limited.  In schools where leaders linked data use with specific improvement goals, increased use of student performance data was seen.  When principals exhibit high collective efficacy, data use improves student achievement.  

Does the Context for Leadership Matter?

	Success depends on how well leaders can adapt to circumstances.  As poverty and diversity increase, leadership focused on improving student learning decreases.  Less leadership is seen in urban schools.  Large districts with high-poverty student populations are least likely to have adequate leadership.  Elementary schools have more leadership than middle and high schools.

State Leadership: Relationships with Districts

	States take their role in improving student learning very seriously. However, few have comprehensive approaches to educational reform, and guidance is non-specific.  State departments of education play a role in interpreting policy and can provided the needed support and guidance.  For policy to be effective it must pass though the filter of local districts and schools.  Most principals believed policy had a positive influence on their schools.  State policy was viewed as vehicle for local goals.  

Integrating the Elements of Effective Leadership

	Expectations are effective when paired with accountability measures.  A strong sense of efficacy and support are the second elements for effective leadership.  Engagement and stakeholder influences also impact quality of leadership and student learning.

Conclusion

	Leadership makes a difference.  Results from the study indicate how and why this is.  Leaders are widely believed to be responsible for the success or failure of their respective organizations.  Districts have the power to support educational leadership and contribute to the success of their schools.
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