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William Kingdon Clifford (1887)

“It is wrong always, 
everywhere, and for 
anyone, to believe 
anything upon insufficient 
evidence”.

(The Ethics of Belief)
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THE NEED FOR EDUCATIONAL 
LEADERS TO UNDERSTAND 

LEARNING
AND BE CRITICAL CONSUMERS OF 

RESEARCH

Twitter: @sdinhamunimelb
Facebook: People Who Like to Talk About Teaching
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•“I came to the realisation that there was a 
major disconnect between leadership and 
teaching, and between teaching and learning. 
I realised I needed to know more about 
learning, how teaching facilitates this, and 
how teaching can be supported by leaders, 
whose main function shouldn’t be 
management.” (Dinham, 2016)

Leadership, Learning and Teaching

4



Dinham (2008)
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Dinham (2016)
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Four Fundamentals of Student Success
(Dinham, 2008; 2016)

FOCUS ON THE 

STUDENT

(Learner, Person)

LEADERSHIP

QUALITY

TEACHING

PROFESSIONAL 

LEARNING
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1. How do students understand new ideas?

-Students learn new ideas by reference to ideas they already 
know.

-To learn, students must transfer information from working 
memory (where it is consciously processed) to long-term 
memory (where it can be stored and later retrieved). 
Students have limited working memory capacities … 

-Cognitive development does not progress through a fixed 
sequence of age-related stages. … 

Deans for Impact (2015) The Science of Learning 
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2. How do students learn and retain new information?

-Information is often withdrawn from memory just as it went 
in. We usually want students to remember what information 
means and why it is important, so they should think about 
meaning when they encounter to-be-remembered material.

-Practice is essential to learning new facts, but not all practice 
is equivalent.

3. How do students solve problems?

-Each subject area has some set of facts that, if committed to 
long-term memory, aids problem-solving by freeing working 
memory resources and illuminating contexts in which existing 
knowledge and skills can be applied.

-Effective feedback is often essential to acquiring new 
knowledge and skills.

The Science of Learning
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4. How does learning transfer to new situations in or 
outside of the classroom?

-The transfer of knowledge or skills to a novel problem 
requires both knowledge of the problem’s context and a deep 
understanding of the problem’s underlying structure.

-We understand new ideas via examples, but it’s often hard 
to see the unifying underlying concepts in different examples.

5. What motivates students to learn?

-Beliefs about intelligence are important predictors of student 
behavior in school. Self-determined motivation (a 
consequence of values or pure interest) leads to better long-
term outcomes than controlled motivation (a consequence of 
reward/punishment or perceptions of self-worth).

The Science of Learning
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-The ability to monitor their own thinking can help students 
identify what they do and do not know, but people are often 
unable to accurately judge their own learning and 
understanding.

-Students will be more motivated and successful in academic 
environments when they believe that they belong and are 
accepted in those environments.

6. What are common misconceptions about how 
students think and learn?

*Students do not have different ‘learning styles.’

*Humans do not use only 10% of their brains.

The Science of Learning
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*People are not preferentially ‘right-brained’ or ‘left-brained’ 
in the use of their brains.

*Novices and experts cannot think in all the same ways.

*Cognitive development does not progress via a fixed 
progression of age-related stages.

See: http://www.deansforimpact.org/the_science_of_learning.html

https://deansforimpact.org/resources/the-science-of-early-learning/

See also: https://medium.com/swlh/neuromyths-the-10-top-
misconceptions-about-your-brain-51675a4f4c4f

The Science of Learning
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“Learning and leadership 
are indispensible to 
each other.”

John F. Kennedy
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•Assigned Leadership – based on the position
held and thus formal (authority of position) –
gives rise to position power.

•Emergent Leadership – individuals acquire or 
earn emergent leadership through interacting 
with other people in the organisation who 
support and accept that individual’s behaviour 
(personal authority) – gives rise to personal 
power. May not occupy a formal leadership 
position.

Assigned versus Emergent Leadership
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•In common – influence, working with people, 
goal accomplishment.

•Study of leadership - goes back thousands of 
years.

•Study of management - goes back to turn of 
20th Century with industrialisation, large 
organisations.

Leadership versus Management
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•Unprecedented international interest in the question 
of how educational leaders influence a range of 
student outcomes.

•A major reason for the interest in the links between 
leadership and student outcomes is the desire of 
policy makers in many jurisdictions to reduce the 
persistent disparities in educational achievement 
between various social and ethnic groups, and their 
belief that school leaders play a vital role in doing so.

Greater Focus on School Leadership
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A STUDY OF SCHOOL CHANGE AND 
IMPROVEMENT
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Doing the same thing …
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Dinham, S. (2007). Leadership for Exceptional 
Educational Outcomes. 

•See also Dinham, 2016, ch 10.
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•Principals and other leaders facilitate quality 
teaching, student achievement and school 
renewal and improvement through:

Findings From AESOP Study
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• Openness to Change and Opportunity

• Develop Productive External Links

1. External Awareness and 
Engagement
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• Using Discretion, Bending Rules, Procedures

• Bias to Experimentation, Risk Taking

2. A Bias Towards Innovation and 
Action
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• Leaders have positive attitudes which are 
contagious

• Intellectual Capacity

• Moral Leadership

• Assist, Feedback, Listen to Staff

3. Personal Qualities and 
Relationships
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•Treat staff, others professionally

•Expect high standard of professionalism in 
return

•Model professionalism

•Others don’t want to “let down”

•Provide professional, pleasant facilities

3. Personal Qualities and 
Relationships 
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Other Personal Qualities
•High level interpersonal skills
•Generally liked, respected, trusted
•Knows, use names, shows personal interest
•Demonstrates empathy, compassion
•Available at short notice when needed
•Epitomises the “servant leader”, yet 

unmistakably in control
•Work for school , students, staff, education, 

rather than for themselves.

3. Personal Qualities and 
Relationships 
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• “Expect a lot, give a lot” (highly responsive, 
highly demanding – see later)

• Clear, agreed, high standards

• The standard things done well

• Recognition of  student, staff Achievement

• Creates a culture, expectation of success

4. Vision, Expectations, Culture of 
Success
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• Investment in Teacher Learning

• All Teachers can be Leaders

• Responsibility recognition, empowerment, 
staff development

• Trust an aspect of mutual respect

5. Teacher Learning, Responsibility 
and Trust
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• Centrality of Student Welfare

• Support by leaders essential

• Leaders Find Common Purpose

• Pockets of like-minded staff, collaboration

6. Student Support, Common 
Purpose, Collaboration
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• Focus on students as people (personal, 
academic, social)

• Teaching and learning prime focus of school

• Creates an environment where teaching and 
learning can occur

7. Focus on Students, Learning and 
Teaching
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•Leadership Takes Time

•Leaders Build on What is There

•Consistency, Yet Flexibility in Policy

•Evidence based practice

•Stand for Something!

7. Focus on Students, Learning and 
Teaching
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•Two aspects to leadership:
–Highly responsiveto people and events

–Highly demandingof self and others

•Principals and other leaders help create 
conditions, climate, where success can occur.

•Characteristics both product (output) and 
process (input) variables leading to upwards 
cycle of success.

Comment
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Parenting Styles

Work of Diana Baumrind on parenting styles

•Two dimensions underlie parenting style:

Responsiveness– “the extent to which parents intentionally 
foster individuality, self-regulation and assertion by being 
attuned, supportive, and acquiescent to children’s special needs 
and demands”. 

Demandingness– “the claims parents make on children to 
become integrated into the family whole, by their maturity 
demands, supervision, disciplinary efforts and willingness to 
confront the child who disobeys”. (Baumrind, 1991: 62)
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Relative impact of leadership dimensions 
(Robinson et al, 2008)

0.27

0.84

0.42

0.31

0.42
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5. Ensuring an Orderly and Supportive

Environment

4. Promoting and Participating in

Teacher Learning and Development

3. Planning, Coordinating and

Evaluating Teaching and the Curriculum

2. Resourcing Strategically

1. Establishing Goals and Expectations

 Effect Size

1. Establishing goals and expectations

2. Resourcing strategically

3. Planning, coordinating and evaluating 
teaching and the curriculum

4. Promoting and participating in teacher 
learning and development

5. Ensuring an orderly environment

Viviane Robinson, The University of Auckland
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Whenever a change is proposed, those leading 
the change need to consider the size, 
composition and potential influence of three 
groups:

1. The Enthusiasts

2. The Watchers

3. The Blockers

1. Active

2. Passive
35

Groups (Dinham, 2007) 



THE IMPORTANCE OF MINDSETS

Students
Teachers/School

Parents/Community
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Dangerous Assumptions

“This is a working class school in a working class 
area. Don’t expect too much and you won’t be 
disappointed”. 

- Principal to new teacher (2013)
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Fixed versus Growth Mindset
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The importance of mindsets in maths and 
science [see remstep.org.au]. 
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FINAL COMMENTS ON LEADERSHIP
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Leadership is Important

“The more leaders focus their influence, their learning, and their 
relationships with teachers on the core business of teaching 
and learning, the greater their influence on student 
outcomes.” (Robinson, Lloyd & Rowe, 2008).

“Instructional leadership refers to those principals who have 
their major focus on creating a learning climate free of 
disruption, a system of clear teaching objectives, and high 
teacher expectations for teachers and students. … It is school 
leaders who promote challenging goals, and then establish 
safe environments for teachers to critique, question and 
support other teachers to reach these goals together that 
have the most effect on student outcomes.” (Hattie, 2009).
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Leadership is Important

“Ask anyone who has had one or more years working in a school 
whether leadership has made a difference in their work and 
the answer will be an unhesitating ‘Yes’. No matter who the 
respondent is … they all seem to know good (and bad) 
leadership when they experience it.” (Wahlstrom & Louis, 
2008).

“Leadership matters and is changing … School leadership needs 
to be smart; it needs to be evidence-based and shared.”  
(Mulford, 2008)
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Leadership is Important

“I … advance the following three arguments. First, leadership 
matters …Second, leadership is inclusive …Third, leadership 
practices can be taught and learned.” (Reeves, 2008)

“Today, the prime focus for any educational leader must be on 
the academic, personal and social advancement of his or her 
students. Everything done in a school should be geared to 
impact in some way on facilitating student achievement, the 
true core business of teachers and schools. ... The challenge 
for educational leaders is thus to make things happen in their 
school and to penetrate the often closed classroom door. 
While principals are important leaders, they are not the only 
leaders in schools. Other leaders, formal and informal, 
through distributed leadership, also play important roles in 
facilitating student learning.”  (Dinham, 2009).
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Dinham, Elliott, Rennie & Stokes (2018)
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Finally … (Dinham, et al, 2018)

At the end of the day I do this because I want to make a 
difference and I love teaching and learning …  For all 
the negatives I have mentioned, it is a fantastic job, the 
most rewarding job I have ever had, you can change 
people’s lives, impact and change a community. It is a 
thankless job but one you can be proud of and say I did 
this with my staff and made a difference. It takes one 
person to say thank you or acknowledge what you have 
done and it lifts your spirits, the benefits are amazing. 
(Male, government, secondary, provincial, New South 
Wales).
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•Those looking for and advocating quick fixes 
for struggling schools need to consider the 
intense, coordinated effort and teamwork 
under authoritative forms of instructional 
leadership that such improvement entails. 

•However, the evidence is clear that it can be 
done.  As one participant commented in the 
ÆSOP study:
–“in this school we make plans now, not excuses”.

Conclusion
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Master of Instructional Leadership/Professional Certificate (UoM) 

https://study.unimelb.edu.au/find/courses/graduate/master-of-
instructional-leadership/
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Follow Up
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