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HOW SCHOOLS CAN TAKE THE LEAD IN TRANSFORMING LEARNING 

Brian J. Caldwell1 

It is difficult to name any field of endeavour where there is not currently a call for 
transformation. School education is no exception.  

Transformation may be defined as significant, systematic and sustained change that secures 
success for all students in all settings.  

In this one-day workshop we draw on major themes in our recent book The Self-
Transforming School (Caldwell and Spinks 2013). We set our presentations and workshop 
sessions in the context of the Strategic Plan 2013-2015 of the Department of Education, the 
Australian Professional Standard for Principals, and the fact that what we have written about 
has been drawn from successful self-transforming schools in Australia and around the world.  

I should acknowledge at the outset that a goal for schools in the Northern Territory comes as 
close as any we have read to our definition of transformation. Goal 2 in the Strategic Plan 
2013 -- 2015 is ‘Every Student a Successful Learner’. More specifically, ‘We are committed 
to creating opportunities and the environment for successful learning for every student in 
every school’. This is a remarkable commitment given the challenges faced by schools in the 
Northern Territory. 

So much of what we will share is also consistent with the strategic principles and values set 
out in the Strategic Plan 2013-2015. For example: 

Strategic Principles 

The Strategic Plan has been built around five strategic principles. 

1.  Education is a vehicle that will drive social and economic advancement for the Territory  

2.  Resourcing decisions are based on effective, evidence-based practices and ensure high 
expectations are maintained and student outcomes are improved  

3. Service quality and efficiency is enhanced through contemporary, flexible and innovative 
delivery models 

4. Decisions are best made and resources have most impact closest to the point of service 
delivery in schools  

5. Autonomy is balanced by consistent and system-wide effort and accountability 

Our values 

We are adaptive, proactive and innovative as we work together in our schools and 
workplaces to be able to find new approaches to meeting challenges in an ever-changing 
environment 

Definitions and related concepts 

How does the concept of ‘the self-transforming school’ differ from ‘the self-managing school’ 
that has been a theme of my work over the last 25 years, commencing with The Self-
Managing School (Caldwell and Spinks 1988)? 

                                                

1
 Brian J. Caldwell is Managing Director and Principal Consultant at Educational Transformations and 

Professor Emeritus and Honorary Research Fellow at the University of Melbourne where he served 
as Dean of Education from 1998 to 2004. This paper was addressed in a keynote presentation at a 
one-day workshop he led with Jim Spinks for school leaders in the Northern Territory, Darwin, 8 April 
2014. 
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A self-managing school is one to which there has been decentralised a significant amount of 
authority and responsibility to make decisions on the allocation of resources within a 
centrally-determined framework of goals, policies, curriculum, standards and 
accountabilities. Resources are defined broadly to include staff, services and infrastructure, 
each of which will typically entail the allocation of funds to reflect local priorities. A self-
managing school has a high level of, but not complete autonomy, given the centrally-
determined framework.  

Whereas a capacity for self-management is chiefly concerned with process, self-
transformation is intended to shift the focus to outcomes. A self-transforming school 
achieves or is well on its way to achieving significant, systematic and sustained change that 
secures success for all of its students regardless of the setting.  

The self-transforming school includes but goes beyond the concept of the self-improving 
school. David Hargreaves has written a series of ‘think pieces’ for the National College for 
School Leadership in England organised around the idea of a ‘self-improving school system’ 
(SISS). He described how school improvement has ‘come to be defined in terms of the 
processes of intervention in schools that are deemed, by whatever measure, to be 
underperforming’ (Hargreaves 2010: 4). He argued that a SISS, once established: 

reduces the need for extensive, top-down systems of monitoring to check on school 
quality, the imposition of improvement strategies that are relatively insensitive to local 
context, with out-of-school courses not tailored to individual professional needs, and 
external, last-ditch interventions to remedy schools in difficulties, all of which are very 
costly and often only partially successful. (Hargreaves 2010: 23) 

Hargreaves considers a capacity for self-management to be a pre-requisite for self-
improvement. However, limiting the approach to improvement does not address the need for 
transformation when one considers what is occurring in many nations. Improvement occurs 
within current approaches to schooling; transformation seeks success for all in what are 
certain to be dramatically different approaches to schooling in the years ahead. This is why I 
will focus on innovation in this presentation in a way that is consistent with Strategic Plan 2-
13 -- 2015. 

The educational logic of a higher level of autonomy 

Reviewing developments in different countries over the last four decades, it seems that a 
higher level of autonomy (self-management) for schools was introduced for a range of 
reasons. Much of the heat from often contentious debates about its efficacy has dissipated 
as most governments and system authorities settled on the enhancement of learning as its 
primary purpose. The logic of the argument was relatively straightforward: each school 
contains a unique mix of student needs, interests, aptitudes, aspirations and passions, and 
those who work at the school level are best placed to determine the particular mix of all of 
the resources available to the school to achieve optimal outcomes.  

Early efforts placed an inappropriate emphasis on management, with particular attention 
being given to planning and resource allocation. However, with heightened expectations for 
schools, especially in terms of success for all students in all settings, the focus continues to 
shift to leadership and the building of professional capacity to achieve an alignment of all 
kinds of resources, including curriculum and pedagogy, with the mix of learning requirements 
at the school level. Table 1 provides a summary of evidence on nine assertions often made 
about the self-managing school. 
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Table 1: An evidence-based assessment of nine assertions about the self-managing school  

Assertion Summary of evidence 

1. Self-management is an attempt to 
privatise public schools 

Self-managing schools have remained in the 
public system. Contributions from the not-for-
profit, philanthropic and corporate sectors have 
not changed the relationship between 
government and public schools.  

 
 

2. Self-management is a fad  
There has been a consistent trend to self-
management over more than four decades. 

  
3. Self-management is about 

capacity to hire and fire 
‘Hire’ and ‘fire’ imply an authority to employ or 
dismiss that is not evident in public schools 
except for short-term appointments. The loose 
use of these terms has often given rise to 
heated debate when the correct terms for the 
processes are ‘select’ and ‘transfer’ since the 
contract of employment remains with a central 
authority.  

  
4. Self-management harms efforts 

to achieve equity 
Evidence from OECD studies suggests the 
opposite, providing there is a balance of 
autonomy, accountability and choice. The 
trend to self-management has been invariably 
accompanied by efforts to develop a student 
needs-based approach to the allocation of 
funds to schools and these normally contain an 
equity component. The issue is the overall 
quantum of resources available to schools 
regardless of the degree of centralisation and 
decentralisation.  

  
5. Self-management is associated 

with efforts to reduce public 
expenditure on government 
schools 
 

Self-management has been introduced in good 
times and bad as far as the resourcing of 
schools are concerned. 
  

 
6. Self-management should not be 

implemented because it fails to 
address the needs of failing 
schools, small schools or schools 
in remote settings 

 
A one-size-suits-all approach is not supported 
by the evidence on successful policy and 
practice and there are no advocates for such 
an approach. There are circumstances where 
a more centralised approach is necessary, 
including for schools described in the 
statement. 
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7. Self-management has no impact 
on learning 

While evidence was mixed at best in the first 
decades of self-management, this was 
because there was no purposeful link to 
learning and there was an absence of data on 
student achievement that would enable a 
judgement to be made. The weight of evidence 
since the turn of the century supports the case 
for a positive impact providing decision-making 
at the local level is focused on learning and 
teaching and the support of learning and 
teaching and staff have the capacities to 
design and implement a student-centred 
approach. 

  
8. Self-management is a distraction 

for principals and others who 
should focus instead on 
educational leadership 

This statement captures a legitimate concern 
and there is evidence in some settings that this 
has been the case. Management support has 
not always been available to principals of 
public schools when authority, responsibility 
and accountability have been decentralised.  

  
9. Self-management reflects a lack 

of commitment to the needs of 
the system 

Networking professional knowledge and 
resources is arguably more evident now than 
ever, as is the connection between autonomy 
and accountability. 
 

The most recent international evidence for a balance of autonomy and accountability comes 
from analysis of results for 2012 in the Program for International Student Assessment 
(PISA). These tests involved a sample of 15-year-olds from 65 countries. The focus was on 
mathematics.  The findings in respect to autonomy in curriculum and assessment could not 
be clearer: ‘Schools with more autonomy over curricula and assessments tend to perform 
better than schools with less autonomy when they are part of school systems with more 
accountability arrangements and / or greater teacher-principal collaboration in school 
management’ (OECD 2013: 24).  

Another finding in PISA 2012 was that ‘between 2003 and 2012 there was a clear trend 
towards schools using student assessments to compare the school’s performance with 
district or national performance and with that of other schools’ (OECD 2013: 24).  

Some important distinctions 

Returning to themes in The Self-Transforming School, It is helpful to make connections 
between innovation, change and reform. Innovation and reform are intersecting sub-sets in 
the broader domain of change, as illustrated in Figure 1. Expressed simply, not all reform is 
innovation; not all innovation is reform; reform and innovation are examples of change. 
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Figure 1: Relationship between change, reform and innovation (Caldwell and Spinks 2013: 
103) 

It is also helpful to distinguish between leadership and management, and this is 
accomplished in Table 2 based on the work of John Kotter, Professor Emeritus in 
Leadership at Harvard Business School (Kotter 1990). 

Table 2: Relationship between leadership and management (based on Kotter 1990) 

Leadership Management 

Establishing direction Planning and budgeting 

Aligning people Organising and staffing 

Motivating and inspiring Controlling and problem-solving 

Achieving change Producing a degree of stability 

Note how the different elements of management ‘line up’ with different elements of 
leadership. For example, the management counterpart of ‘establishing direction’ (leadership) 
is ‘planning and budgeting’. Note also that the intention of leadership is ‘achieving change’. 
One might add ‘with moral purpose’, which in the case of leadership for transformation calls 
for significant, systematic and sustained change that secures success for all students in all 
settings. 

It is also helpful to clarify the meaning of ‘governance’, which is often difficult to distinguish in 
everyday use from ‘government’, and to describe how leadership and management 
contribute. Governance includes, but goes beyond a description of how policies are 
determined and decisions are made. For a school, for example, governance also involves a 
relationship between those who make decisions for and on behalf of the school, as set out in 
a legal framework, and the network of individuals, organisations and institutions that have 
the capacity to support or be supported by the school as it seeks to fulfil its mission. School 
governance therefore has a strategic focus, because this mission is the provision of 
education to secure success for all of the school’s students, taking account of their needs, 

CHANGE 

REFORM INNOVATION 
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interests, aptitudes and aspirations, and this also involves making a contribution to the public 
good. Strong educational leadership and effective management are prerequisites for 
successful governance. 

A framework for leadership in the self-transforming state school 

Where then are the opportunities for leadership in the self-transforming school? Figure 2 
provides a framework. It is complex at first sight, especially in printed form, illustrated better 
in a series of PowerPoint slides (as is done in the presentation that accompanies this paper).  

The opportunities for innovation are indicated by  I  in Figure 2, indicating that innovation can 

occur in curriculum, personnel, budget, community engagement, learning and teaching, and 
outcomes. However, this innovation does not arise spontaneously; its practice depends on 
how the school is led and managed, and approaches in these are determined to a large 
extent by approaches to governance. What can or cannot be done at the school level is 
constrained to the extent that the school has the necessary authority to act and this is an 
example of where the system framework is important.  

The authorities and accountabilities that shape what can be done at the school level are 
shown at the left of Figure 2, but other aspects of the system framework apply, and these 
include the application of a national/state curriculum (described in more detail below), the 
various enterprise agreements, and policies and procedures concerning the human 
resource, including approaches to the selection of staff and performance management. 
System support is crucial, hence the inclusion at the bottom of Figure 2 of funding, 
infrastructure and professional support to build the capacities of schools in learning and 
teaching. 

Leadership for the self-transforming school is organised according to the following themes in 
the pages that follow: 

1. Leadership in innovation 
2. Leadership in curriculum 
3. Leadership in learning 
4. Leadership in professional and system learning 

Leadership in innovation 

In general, there has been enough experience to question the expectation that a ‘whole-of-
system’ outcome can be achieved through a ‘centre-energised approach’, where this is 
based on early evidence of successful innovation in one or a few settings that can be scaled 
up and become the focus of a ‘whole-of-system’ strategy. Scaling up innovation in this 
manner is in many respects ‘the holy grail’ of improvement and transformation in a system of 
public education. 

Successful innovations often arise in unexpected fashion when the right culture allows them 
to do so. Not all innovations need to be scaled up or can be scaled up. The efforts of a 
discrete unit within an education department may have little impact or be unnecessary 
because some innovations are ‘disruptive’ (Christensen, Johnson and Horn 2007. An 
example of a centre-energised approach driven by a discrete unit was the decision in some 
systems to test through research the efficacy of the tablet computer with a sample of 
students in a sample of schools. Most schools took the matter into their own hands as 
parents and students provided the tablets, or schools purchased or leased them, as teachers 
quickly saw their merit. A ‘tipping point’ (Gladwell 2011) was reached very quickly. Events 
moved quickly in self-managing schools that had the authority to take action, and aspects of 
learning and teaching were quickly transformed. Apart from these considerations, selecting 
which innovations are to be scaled up can, on occasion, come close to ‘picking winners’ that 
do not work out in the long run, in which case needless expense and loss of trust are 
incurred.  
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The innovator’s DNA 

Dyer, Gregersen and Christensen (2011) built on the concept of ‘disruptive change’ to 
describe ‘the innovator’s DNA’. Their work was an outcome of research over eight years in 
which leaders of the most innovative companies were interviewed to determine their 
personal attributes. The questions were penetrating to the extent that these attributes are 
quite fundamental in a personal sense, hence the idea of ‘the innovator’s DNA’. The 
companies were private profit-making enterprises but the authors made clear that the 
findings are more broadly applicable. There is no reason to believe that they are not 
pertinent to innovation in schools, with the authors identifying the following as the core skills: 
(1) associational thinking – innovative thinkers connect fields, problems, or ideas that others 
find unrelated; (2) questioning – innovators are consummate questioners who show a 
passion for inquiry; (3) observing – innovators are intense observers who gain insights into 
and ideas for new ways of doing things; (4) networking – innovators spend a lot of time and 
energy finding and testing ideas through a diverse network of individuals with different 
backgrounds and perspectives; and (5) experimenting – innovators are constantly trying out 
new experiences and piloting new ideas.  

Disciplined innovation or the discipline of innovation? 

Peter Drucker, one of the most influential writers on leadership and innovation in the last one 
hundred years, laid the foundation for the response to this question in an article in the 
Harvard Business Review entitled ‘The Discipline of Innovation’ (Drucker 2002 based on 
Drucker 1985).  

The following excerpts from the Drucker article shed further light on the nature of innovation 
in all fields, for he included public services as well as business in his analysis: 

 ‘[Innovation is] the effort to create purposeful, focused change in an enterprise’s 
economic or social potential’. (p. 6) 

 ‘There are, of course, innovations that spring from a flash of genius. Most 
innovations, however, especially the successful ones, result from a conscious, 
purposeful search for innovation opportunities which are found only in a few 
situations’. (p. 6) 

 Innovation opportunities arise from or are presented by unexpected occurrences, 
incongruities, process needs, industry and market changes, demographic changes, 
changes in perception, and new knowledge. 

Drucker proposed the following ‘principles of innovation’: 

 Purposeful, systematic innovation begins with the analysis of the sources of new 
opportunities. 

 Because innovation is both conceptual and perceptual, would-be innovators must 
also go out and look, ask, and listen. 

 To be effective, an innovation has to be simple and has to be focused. It should do 
only one thing; otherwise it confuses people. 

 Effective innovations start small. They are not grandiose 

 Above all, innovation is work rather than genius. It requires knowledge. It often 
requires ingenuity. And it requires focus. (Drucker 2002: 9-10)  

Drucker shed further light on his view of innovation in Management Challenges for the 21st 
Century which was published in his ninetieth year (Drucker 1999):  

 ‘. . . an enterprise has to have a policy of systematic innovation’ (p. 84) 

 ‘Innovation is not “flash of genius”. It is hard work.’ (p. 85) 

 ‘But every organisation – not just businesses – needs one core competence: 
innovation. And every organisation needs a way to record and appraise its innovative 
performance.’ (p. 119) 

 Continuous innovation has to be built into the knowledge worker’s job. (p. 146) 
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The implications of these statements could not be clearer. Innovation is not something done 
occasionally or in good times or when one or a small number of staff have a propensity for it. 
It must be built in to the daily operations of an enterprise; it must be a discipline as much as 
other disciplines that underpin good leadership and good management. 

The descriptions above suggest a ‘top-down’ approach to innovation. However, it should 
also be ‘bottom-up’ and that is why system learning, shown at the right of Figure 2 is 
important. The system should ‘learn’ from what schools accomplish including, and 
especially, the outcomes of innovation. These should be shared through the networking of 
knowledge, and this is the intention in New South Wales. The areas of potential impact on 
the various elements of the system framework are shown in the ‘feedback’ arrows at the top 
and bottom of Figure 2, which should in turn have an impact on what occurs in schools. 

Leadership in curriculum 

Australia has a national curriculum. Its development is one of a range of strategies to help lift 
the performance of students. Developed by the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and 
Reporting Authority (ACARA) it was adopted with the support of all state and federal 
ministers for education. It is currently under review. Closer examination of delivery reveals 
that the national curriculum, as such, is not necessarily manifested in the learning 
experience of students in classrooms around the nation. Figure 3 illustrates the ‘delivery 
chain’, so to speak, with the national curriculum incorporated in state curricula, with 
adaptations to suit priorities in particular states, with further adaptation at the school level. 

Inevitably, teachers tailor experiences to the needs of their students. Key questions are 
posed in Figure 3: Does the school have or exercise authority to adapt the curriculum? Do 
teachers have the capacity to adapt the local version of the curriculum to the needs of their 
students? Do the school and its staff have the capacity to tailor the curriculum in 
personalised learning? Achieving success for all students in all settings assumes an 
affirmative response to each of these questions, and the nature of these responses 
determines the nature and scope of innovation in schools. 

Affirmative responses call for action in three ‘policy domains’, as illustrated in Figure 3. 
Policy Domain 1 calls for states to adapt the national curriculum to suit their circumstances. 
Policy Domain 2 requires states to provide schools with significant autonomy to tailor the 
curriculum to meet the mix of student needs and local priorities / specialisations. Policy 
Domain 3 requires teachers to have the capacities to personalise learning. 

An example of curriculum decision-making and links to outcomes is furnished by research 
we have undertaken at Educational Transformations in relation to the arts (music, dance, 
drama, singing, visual arts). We undertook a study in 2011 of the impact of the arts in upper 
primary in disadvantaged settings in Western Sydney. We were able to secure two matched 
sets of schools, identical in every respect except that one set of schools delivered programs 
in the arts offered by the non-profit organisation The Song Room and the other did not. 
There were important differences in outcomes; for example, there was a significant reduction 
in absenteeism on days when the program was offered, students gained as much as one 
year on literacy in NAPLAN, and measures of student well-being were higher in schools that 
participated. The findings are reported in Transforming Education through the Arts (Caldwell 
and Vaughan 2012). 

Even more powerful in its implications for schools in the Northern Territory were the findings 
in our evaluation of another Song Room program entitled Creative Arts Indigenous Parental 
Engagement (CAIPE) offered in selected schools in urban, regional and remote settings in 
Queensland where there were significant numbers of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students. A summary of findings may be found on The Song Room website at 
www.songroom.org.au.  The study focused on students in Grades 3 – 5 and on three 
elements that endeavoured to secure the engagement of parents and other members of the 
community in support of school-based arts initiatives. As with the other study reported  

http://www.songroom.org.au/
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above, there was significant improvement in attendance on days when the program was 
offered and improved outcomes for students in literacy. Parents responded positively to the 
program and their engagement. 

The findings are of particular interest as far as policy is concerned. Programs have been 
initiated to get more Indigenous students to school through the employment of truancy 
officers. There has been an improvement in attendance of about the same order as the 
introduction of programs in the arts. A combination of ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors may be 
especially powerful. 

Leadership in learning 

Milton Chen is former executive director of The George Lucas Education Foundation and 
one-time director of research at Sesame Workshop, working on Sesame Street. He is well-
placed to frame the possibilities for the transformation of learning. Writing in Education 
Nation: Six Leading Edges of Innovation in our Schools (Chen 2010) he described six 
‘leading edges’ that are giving shape to the transformation of learning. 

At first sight Chen is concerned with innovation which, in the distinction provided at the start 
of the paper, is more concerned with ‘discrete elements’ whereas transformation is more 
holistic. However, the ‘six leading edges’ he described give a sense of coherence to the 
many domains in which change may occur. The following is a synopsis. 

The Thinking Edge: ‘the most basic prerequisite to creating an Education Nation is changing 
our thinking about the enterprise itself – the learning process, the role of students, teachers 
and parents, and what is possible given the opportunities afforded by technology’ (p. 11). An 
illustration of ‘the thinking edge’ is to turn ‘either/or’ debates into ‘both-and’ syntheses. Chen 
lists ten; for example, rather than teacher-centred instruction or student-centred learning he 
offers a synthesis: ‘teachers are vital in a student-centred classroom, but they play a 
different role when technology is the platform for content and collaboration’ (p. 23).  

The Curriculum Edge: ‘the curriculum edge represents the growing trend of transforming and 
reorganising the most fundamental educational activities; what students are taught and how 
their learning is assessed. This edge recognises that today’s curriculum has not kept up with 
the rapid pace of change in every discipline. The very definition of what a course is, how it is 
organised, and what it covers needs to be reconceived for advances in twenty-first century 
knowledge’ (p. 35).  

The Technology Edge: ‘until every student has his or her own computer, the benefits of 
using them on a regular, ongoing basis are undercut’ (p. 87). While he documented the 
extraordinary growth in the number of school students taking online courses, he is careful to 
acknowledge that attending a ‘bricks-and-mortar’ school will continue to be important. He 
has reservations about the position taken by writers such as Christensen, Johnson and Horn 
(2008) in Disrupting Class that online learning is a competitive force ‘that finally will 
challenge the dominance of bricks-and-mortar schools relying on teachers in physical 
classrooms’ (p. 111). 

The Time/Place Edge: which ‘represents the destruction of the old view of education 
happening within the four walls of the classroom’ (p. 139). Noteworthy are the illustrations 
provided by Chen of the benefits for those who do not or cannot attend school and who have 
benefited from learning after school and in summer programs. He referred to one study ‘in 
which law enforcement officials chose the expansion of afterschool programs over hiring 
more police by a 4-to-1 margin to reduce youth-related crime’ (p. 149).  

The Co-Teaching Edge: Chen acknowledged that teachers are the most important resource 
in securing the success of students but described partnerships with others who can support 
the effort, including parents, professionals in other fields and students.  

The Youth Edge: today’s students ‘are marching through our schools, carrying a 
transformational change in their pockets in the form of powerful handheld devices. Yet this 
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generation, 95 percent of the stakeholders in education and the ones who stand the most to 
lose from a poor education, are often left out of the conversation about how to change it’ (p. 
213). Chen provided the following description of the twenty-first century learner: 

In the traditional classroom, a student’s main job is to sit, listen, take good notes, do 
the homework, memorise facts, figures, and formulae, and repeat this information 
back in quizzes and tests. The twenty-first century student uses technology to 
actively seek out reliable and high-quality information, analyse these sources, and 
utilise them in producing a product of his or her knowledge. In the traditional 
classroom, the teacher works hard and the students rest. In classrooms emulating 
the modern workplace, the students should be the ones working the hardest. (Chen 
2010: 237) 

Figure 4 illustrates the continuum of possibilities for each of the leading edges. How far a 
school or classroom or learning experience has moved along the continuum for each of the 
leading edges may be mapped, as illustrated in the three lines that connect each continuum. 
The dotted line at the left illustrates the traditional classroom in the traditional school. There 
is only one way knowledge is transmitted (either / or), the curriculum is traditional and largely 
discipline based, few students and probably few teachers are empowered with current 
technology, formal learning occurs in the classroom and is delivered by the teacher alone, 
and students are largely passive recipients in the process, with teachers doing all the work.  

 

Figure 4: A framework for mapping leadership in learning (Caldwell and Spinks 2013: 122) 
(based on classifications described by Chen 2010) 

The centre solid line which moves backwards and forwards across the various continua, 
illustrates a school that has moved some way to developing a ‘both / and’ way of managing 
knowledge, but does so in a fairly traditional classroom but about half the students have 
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access to up-to-date technology. Most but not all of the formal learning occurs at the school 
site. The teacher is not the sole source of knowledge; those who work in other settings are 
brought in as experts on some occasions, either face-to-face or online. Students are gaining 
their voice; they are not passive but teachers still do much of the work. This classroom has 
made a modest start to the transformation of learning. The double line at the right represents 
a school where learning has been transformed.  

These illustrations do not convey the depth of knowledge and skill required to move from left 
to right across Figure 4. We know far more than ever before about how young people learn 
and the efficacy of different approaches to learning and teaching and the support of learning 
and teaching. Building the capacity of the profession on these matters is critically important. 

It is neither possible nor desirable for a school system to command and then control the rate 
of movement of schools along these continua. It can provide a lot of support, ranging from 
building the capacity of teachers to investing in the necessary infrastructure. It may conduct 
trials and pilots but these should give way to school decisions about the speed of change. 
The school should be self-transforming and therefore innovating in the domain of learning.  

The framework may be helpful in describing current and preferred / projected approaches in 
the Northern Territory, given the demography and dispersion of schools, especially those in 
remote or very remote settings where technology and time / place factors come into play. 
There are likely to be noteworthy features in respect to co-teaching in schools where all or 
most students are Indigenous. 

Leadership in professional and system learning 

Figure 5 illustrates possibilities for schools joining other schools in a chain in which there are 
common interests, that is, there is knowledge to be shared, issues of common concern to be 
addressed, and there is the possibility that resources can be shared. Chains may be formal 
or informal, temporary or permanent. They may be created at the local or state 
(jurisdictional) levels or beyond, national or international.  

Some jurisdictions organise schools into networks based on geographic location and, while 
there may be good networking of knowledge among participating schools, they are often 
essentially administrative units. These typically consist of several secondary schools and the 
primary schools from which their students are mainly drawn. There are common interests, 
for example, the wellbeing of students and teachers may be enhanced in transition 
arrangements from primary to secondary. These are good reasons for an administrative unit, 
but there may be little genuine networking. Some jurisdictions select a person to lead the 
network, often styled as as ‘network leaders’. Role conflict may be experienced if these 
people have responsibility for the performance management of principals.  

Schools in a local network may have more in common with some schools in another network 
in the same jurisdiction, and a chain of schools may be formed. This is illustrated in Figure 5 
in the chains linking some schools in a local network and schools in another network in the 
same state or jurisdiction. Small or remote schools may come together in such an 
arrangement, meeting from time to time, face-to-face or online, and sharing resources. 
These chains may be created by the system itself; others may be at the initiative of schools.  

The chain may be extended to schools in other networks across a nation. The chain may 
operate in different modes, including face-to-face or online, involving many schools, or less 
formal but nonetheless powerful activities that link a pair of schools in different countries.  

In many instances schools will take charge by ‘unchaining’ themselves from control by a 
jurisdiction, for example, withdrawing from local networks that are essentially administrative 
units, although they may continue their involvement if compelled or if they wish to maintain 
cordial professional relationships with colleagues in the same geographic area.  A feature of 
the self-transforming school is that participation in a chain is more likely than not a voluntary 
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association, with the school joining or withdrawing from a network to the extent that 
participation adds value to its operations. 

It is likely that the best schools in the future will be characterised by a variety of constantly 
forming and re-forming formal and informal arrangements to share knowledge, including 
knowledge about innovations, address issues of common concern, and share resources. 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 5: Networking leadership in system learning (Caldwell and Spinks 2013: 181) 
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There are special challenges for schools in the Northern Territory when it comes to 
networking and the acquisition and sharing of knowledge. I am impressed that Charles 
Darwin University (CDU) is offering the only award program in Australia targeted exclusively 
at those interested in the principalship in remote aboriginal schools: the Building Principal 
Leadership in Remote Aboriginal Schools Program. The program consists of ten units 
offered through the Centre for School Leadership and Development (CSLLD) which is a joint 
effort of the Department and CDU.  

Noteworthy is the fact that the program is framed by the Australian Professional Standard for 
Principals (AITSL 2011) and that most is delivered online. Two days of the 120 hours for 
each unit is delivered face to face but videoconferencing can be arranged. As described on 
its website (http://remote.cslld.edu.au): 

The Building Principal Leadership in Remote Aboriginal Schools Program is aimed at 
developing the leadership and management capacities of remote school principals. 
The Program focuses on the knowledge, skills and policy toolkits that enable school 
improvement in remote Aboriginal schools. This Program equips principals with the 
knowledge and abilities to navigate the social and technical complexities of school 
education and to overcome challenges in leading organisational growth in remote 
schools.  

The three units offered in 2013 were Leading School Growth through Organisational 
Management, Leading Pathways into Indigenous Capacity Building. Offered, and Leading 
High Learning Outcomes in English and Mathematics for Indigenous Students. 

A futures perspective 

Caldwell and Loader (2010) adopted the metaphor of ‘seeing’ in describing a futures-focused 
school. A futures focused school ‘sees ahead’, but it also ‘sees behind’, honouring and 
extending its accomplishments in the past. It ‘sees above’ in the sense of understanding the 
policy context. It ‘sees below’, demonstrating a deep understanding of the needs, interests, 
motivations and aspirations of students and staff. It ‘sees beside’ by networking professional 
knowledge to take account of best practice in other schools in similar settings. It ‘sees 
beyond’ by seeking out best practice in other nations and in fields other than education. It is 
consistent and persistent; it ‘sees it through’. The metaphor of ‘sensing’ is also helpful given 
that ‘seeing’ refers to what is already in place or is projected. A futures-focused school is 
alert to signals in its internal and external environment that may influence what may occur in 
the future and that may subsequently be ‘seen’. These signals may be strong or weak and a 
high level of sensitivity is required to distinguish among them (Caldwell and Loader 2010: 
20).  

The challenge for schools is to do well in what they are currently expected to do at the same 
time that they keep an eye on promising innovations and future possibilities, basically a ‘split 
screen’ approach. Each must be done well if a self-managing school is to be also a self-
transforming school. A cause for concern is that so much time and energy is taken up with 
what are proving to be dysfunctional aspects of current demands, especially those 
concerned with the frequently excessive and unrelenting focus on testing, and the seemingly 
endless and often unnecessary demands for accountability. 

Strategic navigation 

Strategic planning and operational planning continue to be important, but they need to be 
managed differently. Old-style strategic planning with voluminous documents covering 
almost every aspect of school operations, invariably based on unmanageable often data-free 
SWOT analyses, should pass into history, as should similar efforts in school improvement 
planning. This kind of work can only be fruitful if there is a degree of stability and 
predictability in matters that may involve large commitments of funds over time. Examples 
include strategic planning for new facilities. The complexity and pace of change demand a 
different approach for most aspects of strategic decision-making 

http://remote.cslld.edu.au/
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One way of doing this is through a process Richard Hames called ‘strategic navigation’ 
(Hames 2007) an approach adapted to the school sector by Caldwell and Loader (2010: 48-
49) from which this summary is drawn. Instead of generating a plan with dated and static 
intelligence, strategic navigation responds to real-time, current intelligence. Instead of 
leaders following directions and meeting deadlines, they are free to respond to the situation 
as they read it. Instead of an emphasis on the plan, the emphasis is upon the navigation. 
The result is a more dynamic approach to strategy that is more inclusive of staff in both the 
assessment of the issues and in the development of responses. Strategic navigation is more 
suited to the current turbulent times where continuous corrections are necessary. 

Strategic navigation calls into question the idea of strategy as a linear process which 
assumes that if strategy is implemented then the desired result will follow. Strategic 
navigation takes its strength from an ecological perspective. Strategy in this view is not the 
implementation of bureaucratic directions but the freeing of individuals to act in accordance 
with how they read the situation in the context of the strategic direction of the school or 
school system. At the same time there is an emphasis on balancing the symbiotic 
relationships that exist within the organisation, discouraging individualism. 

Strategic navigation challenges the idea that purpose and direction are determined solely by 
a few, the leadership team at the top. This is achieved by the sharing and gathering of ideas 
within the community. Before the social networking capabilities of Web 2.0 and the 
knowledge storing of web-based technologies, collective intelligence was more difficult and 
expensive. Today, listening to the community and harnessing its collective intelligence is 
much easier; it is a critical component of strategic navigation. 

Strategic navigation is a systems approach to planning and operating. The organisation will 
live or die as a complete system, not as a collection of independent parts. The system is 
gathered together into a complex whole, members working with one another and the 
external environment. The members work towards a common overall objective with an 
overriding moral purpose and a shared identity (moral centre). Values clarification is 
important. Good communication is critical. 

Strategy is no longer a once-a-year task. For the school and school system leaders and their 
colleagues it is the very core of their daily work, and the essential lens through which they 
evaluate and prioritise that work. As a result, what schools and school systems need is a 
community of leaders who understand the social and political trends, who share a desire to 
deliver an agreed possible future and who are therefore able to be responsive and 
innovative within a strategic framework. The goal of strategic navigation is to engage the 
whole community in a continuous ongoing process that will address complexity, manage 
uncertainty and embed a disciplined approach to innovation.  

Global Schools Innovation Network 

Examples of significant innovations are contained in The Self-Transforming School (Caldwell 
and Spinks 2013, Chapter 9: The Transformation of Learning), including the flipped 
classroom and blended learning, with summaries of cost-benefit analyses in each instance. 
However, reports in books are time-specific and it is better for schools to network their 
knowledge in ‘real time’. An example of a disciplined approach to innovation through online 
networking is the service provided by the Global Schools Innovation Network (GSIN) which 
was established in 2011 for the primary purpose of offering a fortnightly online service to 
subscribers to report innovations in school education, drawing from a network of sources 
around the world. The service calls for a commitment to ‘disciplined access’, consistent with 
what Drucker called ‘a conscious, purposeful search for innovation opportunities’ (Drucker 
2002: 6). 

The service is offered under the title of NOVA. I was involved in its establishment so have an 
interest. I am a trustee along with David Loader, Principal Fellow, Graduate School of 
Education at the University of Melbourne and former Principal of Wesley College and MLC in 
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Melbourne; and Steve Holden, Communications Manager, Australian Council for Educational 
Research (ACER). We were subsequently joined as trustees by Tony Mackay, Executive 
Director at the Centre for Strategic Education. 

The service began in early 2012 and has now been conducted for 24 months with 40 issues 
to date, each contained in an archive available to subscribers. Holden serves as Editor, 
accessing world-wide sources on innovation in schools. It is a disciplined approach to 
innovation because of the way in which he must devote himself to the task but also in the 
way subscribers, all of whom are in schools, must set aside time each fortnight to access the 
service. Recent reports in NOVA include the impact of digital technology on learning, game-
based learning, interactive whiteboards, making mathematics more practical, and effective 
strategies in literacy and numeracy. Case studies of innovation in schools are included. 

Australian Professional Standard for Principals 

Exhibit 1 contains excerpts from the Australian Professional Standard for Principals 
(Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership 2011) as these relate to innovation. 
These are self-explanatory and it is sufficient to note that leadership for improvement, 
innovation and change (I prefer that these three be accommodated in the concept of 
‘transformation’) is a core requirement for the principal and what is described and illustrated 
in this paper address how the role may be taken up. This is consistent with Drucker as cited 
earlier: ‘every organisation . . . needs one core competence: innovation’ (Drucker 1999: 
119). 

A key issue is the extent to which it is possible for principals in remote and very remote 
schools to take up this role, given that most are also teaching. The findings in national and 
international research on teaching principals are consistent on a number of matters including 
the so-called dual load, early career appointments for many, the challenges of working in 
rural or remote settings and so on. On the other hand, there is evidence that it is as much a 
dual opportunity as it is a dual load because of the way the teaching principal is embedded 
in the processes of learning and can directly influence the direction of the school to a greater 
extent than in much larger schools in more challenging urban settings. As noted from the 
outset, self-management or higher levels of school autonomy is most effective when 
decision-making is focused on matters related to learning and teaching. The challenge for 
‘the system’ is to ensure that principals in these settings have networked support for the 
management functions. 

Conclusion 

As noted at the outset, meeting the expectations of the public and profession for securing 
success for all students in all settings will require more than incremental change or working 
harder to implement current approaches. Innovation is an imperative.  It is possible to map 
the way forward, as framed by the descriptions and illustrations in this paper and the 
inspiring work of school leaders in a host of schools around the country.  

A reassuring description of what is likely and what is preferred is contained in the following 
vision offered by Houle and Cobb (2011):.  

A transformed school will not look like that brick building set apart from the society it 
is intended to serve. A transformed school will be an integrated part of the 
community and its students will be active participants and contributors to the 
community. In short, a transformed school will look more like life. (Houle and Cobb 
2011: 72) 

It’s a paradox, isn’t it, that we are transforming to make schools more like life! 
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Exhibit 1: Excerpts from the Australian Professional Standard for Principals (Australian 

Institute for Teaching and School Leadership 2011) 

 

  

Role of the principal 

Principals are able to embrace uncertain, complex and challenging contexts and work with 
others to seek creative and innovative solutions that support quality outcomes for all. 

Standard 

The Standard is based on three leadership requirements: 

 vision and value 

 knowledge and understanding 

 personal qualities and social and interpersonal skills. 

These requirements are enacted through the following five key professional practices 

 leading teaching and learning 

 developing self and others 

 leading improvement, innovation and change 

 leading the management of the school 

 engaging and working with the community. 

Leading improvement, innovation and change 

Principals work with others to produce and implement clear, evidence-based improvement 
plans and policies for the development of the school and its facilities. They recognise that a 
crucial part of the role is to lead and manage innovation and change to ensure the vision 
and strategic plan is put into action across the school and that its goals and intentions are 
realised. 

Professional practices 

 Work with the school community to promote and sustain school improvement 
informed by school effectiveness research. Lead and facilitate through teams the 
necessary innovation and change to reflect changing demands on and expectations 
of the school and use project management to foster both efficiency and 
effectiveness in achievement of goals. Take a strategic role in the development and 
implementation of new and emerging technologies to enhance and extend teaching 
and learning experiences. 

 Develop quality assurance and review strategies to demonstrate the need for and 
effectiveness of innovation and change to secure improvement. Ensure the vision 
for the school is shared, clearly understood and acted upon effectively by all. 

 Motivate and work with others to foster creativity, innovation and the use of 
appropriate new technologies to achieve excellence. Demonstrate personal 
commitment to continuous improvement using problem solving, creative thinking 
and strategic planning. Use appropriate leadership styles sensitive to the stage, 
growth and development of the school. 
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