


2

Over the past five years our view of the princi-
pal’s role has continued to evolve. How, in your 
experience, has the role of the principal changed 
most significantly?

A.  I would suggest that there are three quite 
significant changes.

The first is that principals are now responsible 
for improving achievement and well-being – 
raising the bar – in alignment with provincial 
goals, and I would doubt that there are any 
principals in the province who don’t understand 
this as job one. That’s significant because it’s  
a shift toward seeing themselves as directly  
accountable for making that happen. They are 
not just accountable for creating the conditions 
in which results might happen – accountability 
presumably resting with teachers – but rather 
they are responsible to ensure that results  
do happen.

The second revolves around closing gaps in 
student achievement, and I would say this is a 
more recent shift. As we saw at the Principal 
Congress in February 2009, school leaders 
are thinking about this problem now. They’re 
beginning to take ownership of it in a way that 
they hadn’t before. And this is a very similar 
type of shift. It’s about moving beyond the 
responsibility to provide good opportunities 
for learning and toward responsibility for the 
learning itself, so that all students are benefit-
ing from and taking advantage of learning 
opportunities. This includes those who might 
have fallen through the cracks in the past. I 
think now, undeniably, the majority of principals 
see themselves as every bit as responsible for 
closing gaps in student achievement as they do 
for raising average scores in their schools.

The third shift which is closely related to 
closing gaps in student achievement involves 
turnaround capacities. There are schools in the 
province – schools in the middle, for example –  
that have made some progress, but not to the 
point that they meet provincial standards. 
These schools are being viewed in much the 
same way that turnaround schools were viewed 
five or six years ago. That is to say, there’s some 
pressure to take it to the next level. What’s 
shifted, also, is that where we might have  
focused five years ago exclusively on the kids 
who were at risk of failing, attention is being 
paid now to students who are just doing so-so  
at school. So our definition – our standard –  
of what needs to be turned around has grown. 
As a result, many more principals are assuming 
responsibility for turnaround efforts, in com-
parison with the three hundred or so original 
turnaround schools of five or six years ago. 
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What are the implications of these shifts for 
principals? What do they mean about where 
principals may want to place their focus?

A.  Certainly, they mean that as a principal 
you want to pay much more attention to the 
specific forms of instruction that are happening 
in classrooms, and you want to make fewer  
assumptions about them all being good. You 
want to know in more detail, and more precisely, 
whether or not instructional strategies are 
working. So you’re more willing than you might 
have been before, for example, to sit with your 
teachers as they develop teaching-learning  
critical pathways.

 
Likewise, as you are digging more deeply into 
instruction, you’d probably want to get much 
more efficient, much more quickly about the 
standard operating procedures in your school, 
because you don’t have all the time in the world  
to worry about those things anymore. You can’t 
spend very much time on budgets and buses 
and bricks. There was a day when people 
thought that was the principal’s role. But that’s 
not the case anymore. It still has to be done, 
but you have to do it and get on with it very 
quickly because you need to focus on instruction.

Another implication of these changes – and 
this also relates to instructional leadership – is 
that you would want to begin working more 
closely with families on the whole improve-
ment and student achievement issue. It’s still 
the case, if you look at the evidence, that this is 
difficult and somewhat “foreign” work for both 
principals and teachers. But it’s going to be 
important as we move forward because family 
variables explain such a huge proportion of the 
differences in student achievement.

 
Does this view of the principalship align with 
what you are hearing from principals?

A.  Yes, I would say that there is consensus both 
on the areas of focus we need to attend to, and 
of course, the challenges that go with all of 
this. The challenges are not really surprising. 
There is considerable talk about the challenges, 
for example, in closing gaps in achievement. 
There’s a lot of talk and data about the challenges 
of getting people to collaborate together in a 
meaningful way to improve instruction. Most 
of the conversation right now is focused on the 
work principals need to do with their teachers, 
some of the work they need to do with parents 
and, certainly, the work they need to do with 
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their students. So while the challenges may not 
be particularly surprising, they do remind us 
again and again, of how hard this work is to  
do in schools. 

Perhaps we could look at each of these, begin-
ning with closing gaps in student achievement.

A.  This is certainly challenging, particularly 
because we know less about how to do this than 
we would like to know. Principals don’t have  
a lot of codified advice about what they can  
actually do to close gaps in student achievement. 
The Principal Congress 2009 captured the 
“tacit knowledge” that a group of experienced 
principals brought to the table. And the collective 
response was pretty sophisticated. Individuals 
there weren’t privy to the collective capacity of 
the group. And so one of the main outcomes of 
having brought that data together is being able 
to share it with others, so that leaders in the 
province will be able to look at what the good 
experience of others has taught them about 
closing achievement gaps. That in itself was an 
extremely valuable exercise.

It’s also interesting to notice how thinking  
reflected in the results of the Principal Congress 
2009 is evolving in this area. You know, the 
starting point for gap closing was that we need 
to shift these kids’ orientation toward school. 
I don’t know that schools were ever “blaming” 
kids for the problem, but they were certainly 
suggesting that, if schools are going to be  
effective, students need to get to the point 
where they’re thinking about school as a  
meaningful place to be, and taking ownership 
for their learning.

Of course, you come to realize that some of 
these kids come from homes where there’s no 
reason they would have picked that up. Their 
parents were unsuccessful at school, or didn’t 
stay in school very long, or had bad experiences 
at school, and school doesn’t get a very good rap 
around the dinner table, if it gets any attention 
at all.

So those are the kinds of things we’re going to 
have to work on with parents.

A.  Yes. And when we talk about working with 
parents, we’re not talking about poverty, or 
other factors that are unalterable. We’re talk-
ing about what parents can do in the home to 
improve the chances of their children’s success 
in school – helping them with their homework, 
having concrete expectations for what their 
children are going to do at school, helping  
kids see the relationship between doing well  
at school and having a good life after school. 
Parents have a huge role to play in setting 
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expectations for kids. Those expectations are 
perhaps the biggest factor that explains kids’ 
motivation to learn at school. They have to  
see some longer-term purpose for it, or at  
least many kids do. That is the elephant in  
the parent room right now – looking at the  
variations in student achievement that arise 
from the expectations students develop through 
their parents. We can’t acknowledge that and 
then not do something about it.

I would add that it’s not getting families into 
schools that’s accounting for the achievement 
we’re talking about here. 

It’s what families are doing in the home, often  
with the help of the school. So one of the 
things that’s gradually changing is that people 
are thinking about the relationship schools 
should have with parents. They are, and need 
to be thinking about shifting from how we  
get more parents into the school toward how 
we support parents at home. That’s the shift,  
I think, that needs to happen.

Is there a broad awareness of the importance  
of this type of work with parents?

A.  Collectively there is. But there are many 
individual principals who would still like not to 
have to spend too much of their time on that. 
And this is an interesting challenge we have, I 
think, as a province. The province has adopted 
instructional leadership as its “label” for good 
leadership. And so, if you don’t go any further 
than the label, what you think about is “well, 
my responsibility is to make sure the quality of 
instruction in these classrooms improves. End 
of story.” And that doesn’t take you to parents 
at all.

So part of the issue is to expand people’s  
understanding of what we mean by instructional  
leadership. One way or another, it’s about student 
learning. And we do that in a variety of ways. 
Classroom instruction is one of the ways.

But working with families is another way. You’re 
doing instructional leadership when you work 
with families to improve the quality of instruction 
the kids are getting in the home or when you 
assist families in developing significant expecta-
tions for their child’s work at school.

So it’s important to keep in mind that there  
is more than one route to improving student 
learning.

A.  Yes. In some of my other work I have 
identified the various paths leaders can take  
to arrive at improved student learning. The 
“family path” is certainly one. I speak about  
the “rational path”, the “organizational path”, 
and an “emotional path” as well.

in Visible Learning: A Synthesis of Over 800 Meta-Analyses 
relating to Achievement
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The “emotional path” directly relates to working 
with teachers, which you mentioned earlier.

A.  Yes, the “emotional path” includes such 
things as teacher’s commitment to the job and 
to their students’ learning, a sense of efficacy 
about what they’re able to do, the morale they 
bring to their work. Collectively, these and 
other “internal states” represent the emotional 
climate of the school, and the fundamental 
building blocks for teachers’ professional  
motivations.

This explains a large proportion of what goes 
on in classrooms. It does have an effect on  
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You also mentioned teacher confidence as a 
significant factor.

A.  Yes, confidence or “self-efficacy” on the part 
of teachers is another emotion we know quite a 
bit about. It’s a very important factor explaining 
why some teachers persist, and eventually learn 
new practices, and why others give up at the 
first sign of failure. There’s rich theoretical and 
empirical literature on self-efficacy on the part 
of students, teachers, administrators and people 
outside of education. The basic explanation 
for why it’s such an important emotion is that 

when you feel confident that you’re likely going 
to be able to solve the next problem – one you 
have not faced before – you give yourself the 
opportunity to learn what it takes to solve that 
problem precisely because you don’t give up 
at the first sign of failure. It’s a performance-
based explanation of your own capacity. This is 
in contrast with a talent-based explanation of 
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We’ve talked about connections with teachers, 
parents and students. What about connections 
beyond the school walls? What has your work 
told you about the link between school leader-
ship and system leadership?

A.  The ministry has been exploring this area, 
and it raises many important questions. For  
example, what does it mean to be an instructional 
leader when you’re a director of education? 
What it means, we’re discovering, is helping 
your supervisory officers who visit schools on 
a regular basis to ask the right questions, for 
example. Many of the directors I’ve worked 
with recently have a protocol they’ve devel-
oped with their supervisory officers to ensure 
that the focus of conversations they have with 
principals and teachers when they visit schools 
is about how schools are improving instruction, 
what kinds of support schools need from the 
board to do that better, and what resources or 
professional development teachers need. So 
the conversations with supervisory officers have 
become very closely aligned with the overall 
mission of the district.

So the view here is that directors of education, 
as much as school leaders, are focused on influ-
encing and closing gaps in student achievement?

A.  Yes, in fact they have a unique role to play 
because of their position. Everyone can agree 
that the director’s role is unique, but nobody 
has a very good way of describing what that role 
is, and that’s what we’ve been trying to do. The 
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craft a board agenda, working with their chairs, 
that will keep the focus on the main mission of 
the district. It’s important development work.

It seems we are seeing the earliest stages of  
the system-wide alignment that the Ontario 
Leadership Framework is so focused on.

A.  The unstated assumption I’ve made in this 
conversation – which probably needs stating –  
is that most of these challenges that we’re asking 
schools to take on require quite a bit of support 
from people who are not in schools. It’s obvious 
they need resources. They also need the kind  
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Those are things that exist on the organizational 
path, which I mentioned earlier. So what you’re 
trying to do is make sure that those things that 
are part of the district’s operations support the 
instructional mission. I’ll tell you that it’s hard 
work to figure that out. There haven’t been lots 
of disciplined efforts to try and do that. So that 
is an important piece of work to be done at the 
moment.

I wonder if, in closing, you could give us some 
insights on where we’re headed in this work 
together. What is it that we recognize we don’t 
know, and need to address as we move forward?

A.  The Ontario Leadership Framework is 
premised on the argument that we have quite 
good evidence about the core practices of 
successful leaders in many different contexts – 
schools, districts, corporate contexts – and that 
almost all successful leaders use these practices 
from time to time. But we also know that con-
text matters in the sense of how these practices 
are enacted. For example, the same set of 
practices, like setting goals, can be enacted – 
and need to be enacted – quite differently in a 
turnaround context as compared with a high-
performing context. You do it very differently. 
You do it with a great deal more urgency in a 
turnaround context.

And this takes us to the place in our work 
where we’re starting not to know what we need 
to know. That is, we don’t have a very good 
picture of which specific leadership practices 
work most effectively in which context. Does it 
really make a difference that this is a leader of 
a secondary school rather than an elementary 




