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arE you oN board tHE ‘cHaNgE traiN’? 
PriNciPal PErcEPtioNs oF iNvEstiNg iN 
EducatioNal succEss 
DIAnne SmARDOn AnD JennIfeR cHARTeRIS unIveRSITy Of neW engLAnD, ARmIDALe, nSW, AuSTRALIA

ARe yOu cHAnge-InvIgORATeD, change-weary or just 
pedalling to keep up with recent Ministry of Education (MoE) 
moves? However you are travelling, it must be apparent that 
Aotearoa/New Zealand school administration is undergoing 
significant change through the current schooling reform process 
termed Investing in Educational Success (IES). But what is it all 
about? 

Two years ago, in January 2014, the NZ government launched 
IES. Under the umbrella of IES, the MoE framed a school 
administration structure and funding model that aims to provide 
targeted tools and resources to build teaching capability and 
improve learning through the establishment of three initiatives: 
Communities of Schools (CoS), a Teacher-led Innovation 
Fund and a Principal Recruitment Allowance. (The third arm 
of this strategy is described by Professor Ivan Snook (2014) as 
performance pay for senior leaders.) 

As ‘the engine room’ of IES (MoE, 2014), CoS is framed 
in social justice terms as an approach to target the most 
disadvantaged young people in NZ. 

Communities of Schools are groups of kura/schools that 
come together, along with their communities, to raise 
achievement for all tamariki and young people by sharing 
expertise in teaching and learning (ako), and supporting 
each other. (MoE, 2015, p.3)

The MoE acknowledge that in many regions there are highly 
successful clusters. 

Your kura/school may already be part of a network or 
cluster. These professional groups do great work and it 
is likely that such a grouping will translate well into a 
Community of Schools. This will depend on how well it 
already reflects the educational pathway from primary 
through to secondary level. (MoE, 2015, p.6)

Although it is not acknowledged in this CoS literature, there 
is a significant difference between the nature of networks and 
clusters. Networks are needs-based collaborations that are 
generated on a voluntary basis through interactions of like-
minded people who have a shared aspiration. On the other 
hand, clusters tend to be a geographical connection by location. 
This does not preclude the development of shared goals, yet 
the collaborative focus is not the driver for their constitution. 
The CoS initiative fits the latter notion and, with their funding 
contingencies, there is a mandated aspect to them. 

In a 2014 cabinet paper, the Minister of Education, Hon 
Hekia Parata, provided a rationale for the initiative through 
highlighting that ‘capability is inconsistent’ in school leaders and 

teachers throughout NZ and IES would universalise practice. It 
marks a significant swing from the local, contextualised curricula 
of the Tomorrow’s Schools ethos toward a ‘tight-loose-tight[er] 
system of school governance’ (Fiske & Ladd, 2001, p.540). 

Evidence demonstrates that investing in the profession 
to raise the quality of teaching and leadership provides 
the best opportunity to deliver the improved educational 
outcomes we seek. There is sufficient capacity in the system 
and we have some of the best teachers and leaders in the 
world. Capability is inconsistent however, and there are 
barriers to ensuring best practice is universal practice. 
(Cabinet Paper: IES design and implementation, 2014, p.3)

Curious to know how primary and secondary principals in 
Aotearoa interpret the IES initiative, we conducted 31 interviews. 
The school leaders articulated a range of perspectives, alluding to 
the rich potential of cross-school collaborations, the desirability 
of a progressive career trajectory but also concern that the 
proposed changes may be detrimental to school communities. 
Representative comments from principals (pseudonyms 
provided) are included here. The range of issues identified by 
the principals include: fiscal motives; accountability and control; 
loss of responsiveness and lack of local knowledge; hierarchical 
considerations; and uncertainty in the face of change.

Fiscal motives
The policy is viewed as an economic strategy for reducing 
Education expenditure. 

I think that they just brought something over and plonked 
it on top of us and that’s been a result of wanting to save 
money. (Trina)

Concern is expressed that money may not be available to schools 
that are not fast to access incentivised funding when it is offered. 
Kate alludes to the coerciveness of needing to apply for PLD 
funding as a CoS or risk missing out. She alludes to the potential 
for the initiative to change the nature of an existing cross-school 
collaboration.

And the government has made it so that if you don’t [join], 
you don’t get professional development (PD) funding and 
PD is fundamental to our survival. If you don’t join you’re 
just going to get starved. We have to believe in ourselves 
enough, in our relationships to believe that we can actually 
survive the structure and make it work for us. We have 
to. (Kate)

However, Noah, a principal from a disadvantaged area of 
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Aotearoa, notes that the potential for pooling of funds is a 
positive way to collaboratively access MoE funding. 

[It] is about pooling your resources as a grid of schools 
and buying professional development or [having] buying 
power for an innovation that you want to do in your little 
school district. (Noah)

Accountability and control
Principals described an increased pressure for centralised power 
over school administration and management. They suggest that 
this intensified control may be filtered through the executive 
principal to provide an additional layer of administration to 
the existing system. 

The model is like Sydney schools where you have much 
less autonomy in the school and you have a district 
supervisor. [The minister] talks about career pathways and 
creating these super principals who will have oversight of a 
number of schools. And that’s sort of adding another layer 
of management that’s really unnecessary. She’s calling it 
a career structure, but then she is laying another layer of 
control over the schools. (Dana)

They want somebody to be accountable –somebody to 
beat over the head. They want somebody to say ‘here’s your 
target, you’re going to improve.’ They need a direct line of 
authority. (Kate)

The potential for intensified accountability through increased 
scrutiny of student achievement data was noted. Through this 
monitoring, it is perceived that schools that are not thriving will 
need to be brought into line with the rest. Some leaders suggest 
that this targeting of underperforming schools, and by extension 
practitioners, through the CoS project is an unwarranted, 
draconian measure imposed on all schools.

They are forcing it on us. They have titles like ‘lead 
principal’ and ‘change principal’. I think that the Ministry is 
trying to get more control because they’re all independent 
schools. By encasing us in a community, it might be easier 
to manage the random [schools] that are out there . . . If 
you’re a s*** school and you are fighting your data or hiding 
your data, you’re going to be ‘got’ in the CoS. (Magnus)

I know that some schools are not functioning very well. 
Now if they aren’t, then the Ministry needs to be able to deal 
with it. However, when schools are functioning extremely 
well, they shouldn’t have to put on the control. (Dana)

The principals we spoke with aligned the intensification of the 
audit culture with league tables where data is gathered and 

published. A link is also drawn between a model of governance 
of a cross-school Board of Trustees and moves to implement 
performance pay.

I think it’s just totally achievement driven not learning 
driven and we are going to get hyped up about results, 
which actually is league data . . . I think that’s how we’ll be 
judged and I think it’s quite an ideological focus from this 
government and this particular Minister and I don’t think 
it’s a good idea. (Trina)

The agenda may become five schools to be run by one 
principal with one board of trustees taking over all of those 
schools . . . I have an issue with teachers being paid on the 
results. (Nigel)

Loss of cultural responsiveness and lack of local 
knowledge 
A general governing body responsible for a number of schools 
was considered an issue for the social and cultural uniqueness of a 
school community. Dana expressed concern that responsiveness 
to each school’s context and community would be lost in the 
push for universalism. 

When you’ve got somebody who doesn’t fit in the 
community, making decisions for the school, they’re not 
necessarily going to have the knowledge of those norms 
that make or break a place, you know, those cultural 
understandings and beliefs. (Dana)

Suzanne points out that less affluent schools may not have a 
presence amongst their more wealthy counterparts and therefore 
may be underrepresented in the CoS.

I think they’re going to have us all under an umbrella and 
I don’t necessarily think that it will be in the best interest 
of everybody  .  .  .  In affluent schools, the parents are 
much more engaged and they have those skills that you 
would hope to have on your board, you know, lawyers, 
accountants, people who are senior business people. I think 
that a school like mine could easily get lost and therefore 
the kind of interests or the direction we’re working towards 
will get consumed by those other schools. (Suzanne) 

Aligning collaboration with a business model is an issue for 
Trina, a secondary principal. She sees that both resourcing and 
the logistics of coordinating with a large group of schools may 
be a distraction from the ‘core business’ of leadership in her 
own school.

Well, I love the idea first of all that schools collaborate, 
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but I just don’t think it’s being resourced properly and 
in a way that’s going to allow [collaboration] to happen. 
It’s a communal collaborative process with the business 
model put on top of it. I think the reality of actually getting 
together with several other schools to come up with some 
common goals would actually distract me from my core 
business, which is leading the school that I am in. (Trina)

Hierarchical considerations
There is concern over the hierarchical nature of the CoS structure 
where there is a well remunerated executive principal who has 
authority over other principals. Kate considers a hierarchical 
model would jeopardise the existing collaboration.

It has the capacity to kill the sort of collaboration where 
everyone has a responsibility for the initiative and people 
all have different roles. [However], when you look at that 
executive principal, you’re saying: ‘Well, you’re getting 25 
grand, you do it. You’re getting the money!’ . . .  I don’t think 
we need that in our cluster –somebody having 25 grand 
and the authority to come around, you know, beating their 
chest and saying I need this. (Kate)

uncertainty in the face of change
Uncertainty in the face of profound and far-reaching change is an 
issue that concerns school leaders. Jackie uses a maze metaphor 
for the introduction of IES.

It just seems like [the Ministry] are wanting to do something 
but we just don’t quite know what it is that they’re wanting 
to do. It kind of makes you feel like they know the way out 
of the maze but we are stuck in the middle of it . . . And we 
are meant to be leading and innovating and collaborating 
but nobody is to get a newer map to get out. (Jackie)

Eliza also comments that, although she likes the collaborative 
focus on shared goals for student learning, there is a lack of clarity 
about the wider agenda for the educational changes taking place. 

I have got no issue with principals working as a cluster 
collectively to plan professional learning and development, 
focusing on our shared achievement challenge. [However], 
the level of transparency and the level of clarity around 
the [CoS] vision is not there. The issue is that we’ve got 
this snippet of it but we haven’t got the big picture of what 
the Ministry intends around the CoS. So we don’t actually 
have a concrete understanding of what we’re signing up 
for. We see the benefit of working for our kids and working 
collegially with a learning focus. But, what we don’t know 
is how much bigger this is going to get. (Eliza)

Our initial research findings suggest that NZ principals are 
critical interpreters of policy and are cautious of the implications 
for accountability and control mechanisms associated with IES. 
It is apparent that we are witnessing a swing away from the 
decentralization marked by Tomorrow’s Schools yet this also 
differs from the centralised accountability of the Departments 
of Education of the 1980s. The IES move can be seen as the 
intensification of an audit culture through the additional layer 
of administration. There is clearly a need for greater clarity in 
sharing the big picture vision for schooling change and a need 
for further consultation with school leaders and communities. 

As illustrated by the comments of Eliza and others above, 
NZ educators are interested in undertaking influential and 
positive collaborations. Over the last few decades, we have 
seen generative and generous collaborations throughout NZ 
with initiatives like Extending High Standards Across Schools 
(EHSAS), Resource Teachers: Learning and Behaviour (RTLBs), 
and Digital Opportunities. Recognising the significance of the 
proposed change, it is appropriate for a principal to have the last 
word in this article. Kate highlights the pressure for leaders to 
‘get on board’ with recent changes to schooling administration, 
the weight of influence inherent in powerful professional 
collaborations and the perils of ‘stepping off ’ or being ‘left 
behind’. 

I liken it to a freight train. You get on that and all those 
carriages are bearing down. All those schools are a carriage 
each. And the momentum for change toward a goal is 
huge. You dare not step off the train because you will be 
run over. You will be off it and it’ll carry on and you will 
be left behind. So, there is a lot of pressure, peer pressure 
or professional pressure, to keep on the change train and 
working together to mould change together and make it 
work. (Kate)

AcKnOWLeDgemenT
The authors wish to thank the principals across New Zealand who 
generously contributed to this research.
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I’ve been THInKIng about this topic for quite a while now 
because this statement raises many questions we might take a 
few minutes now to consider together.

What sort of difference or how much difference do you want 
to make and to whom?

How far does your moral 
purpose in education extend – 
to your classroom, your school, 
to students in the school down 
the road, to the New Zealand 
education system? 

Can you articulate your 
moral purpose in education 
and how it guides your mahi 
in schools?

Actually, when did you last 
have a coaching conversation 
with another senior leader 
about your moral purpose and 
were asked questions like this? 
When did you last talk about 
your own moral purpose to 
your colleagues? When do you 
talk to teachers about their 
moral purpose?

Teachers and leaders the 
world over tell me, usually 
after my keynote addresses 
on this topic (e.g. see ACEL 
2015), that the ‘moral purpose 
conversation’ is not a common 
one in their school staffrooms. 
So many teachers and senior 
leaders have told me that their 
principal has never talked to 
them about moral purpose or 
discussed their own moral purpose with them.

What is moral purpose and why is it such an important part of 
the leadership of transformative change in schools? Degenhardt 
and Duignan, (2010, p.17) stated that the answer to the dilemmas 
we face in our educational leadership ‘ . . . is ultimately a matter 
of values, and what is understood to be the moral purpose of 
education.’ We defined moral purpose in the following way 
(Robertson & Earl, 2014): 

Moral purpose engenders the shared values of equity and 
social justice through the values of culturally responsive 
leadership and pedagogy, honouring the Treaty of Waitangi 
and the dual cultural heritage of New Zealand, and stepping 

up to actively address the 
under-achievement  of 
particular groups who have 
not been well-served by the 
New Zealand education 
system.

The new Coaching Leadership 
edition (Robertson, 2016) 
relates a case study of how the 
National Aspiring Principals’ 
Programme (NAPP) has 
been working to develop 
leaders, through coaching 
conversations, who do talk 
about their moral purpose 
for equity and social justice. 
Furthermore, they understand 
the importance of a strong 
moral purpose in leading 
transformative change in their 
schools and communities. 
One of our very experienced 
kaiarahi coaches attests: ‘I have 
a lingering feeling of regret that 
I didn’t have an understanding 
of the importance of coaching 
as a principal. Today I would be 
far truer to the model of being 
a leader who understands 
coaching conversations. I 
would go to work every day 

with the intention of having conversations with people about 
learning’ (Nick Major, Aspiring Principal Coach, 2015.)

We were interested in how leaders learn moral purpose for 
equity. So we conducted a research study (Earl & Robertson, 
2013, Robertson & Earl, 2013) that looked at thousands of 
reflective journal entries and survey comments to try and 
understand how the aspiring principals were learning about 
moral purpose. We found there were four main areas that were 

you waNt tEacHiNg  
‘to MakE a diFFErENcE’  
– rigHt? 
DR JAn RObeRTSOn AcADemIc DIRecTOR, nATIOnAL ASPIRIng PRIncIPALS’ PROgRAmme
SenIOR ReSeARcHeR, InSTITuTe Of PROfeSSIOnAL LeARnIng, unIveRSITy Of WAIKATO

NZCER Press 2016  ISBN 978-1-927231-97-5  RRP: $49.95
Available from: The New Zealand Council for Educational Research (NZCER)
PO Box 3237, Wellington 6140, New Zealand
Email: sales@nzcer.org.nz
Fax: +64 4 384 7933
www.nzcer.org.nz/coachingleadership

This book is for anyone interested in developing 
leadership—their own and others. It is for school leaders 
wanting to reflect on their own leadership, those working 
in professional development, and teachers thinking about 
how they can more effectively facilitate learning. It aims 
to get educators working with each other as coaches 
and mentors, creating deep learning relationships within 
professional practice. 
Jan Robertson is a world leader in the field of leadership 
coaching and this book draws on more than two 
decades of research and practice. She is passionate about 
developing leaders who see themselves as leaders and 
leaders of learning.
This second edition contains:

• new case studies
• new thought leadership
• new research
• new coaching tools. 

Since the first edition was published in 2005, the isolation 
felt by education leaders has not diminished. Leaders 
need access to collegial collaboration and shared problem 
solving if they are to tackle the important educational 
issues and grow as reflective leaders of learning. This 
book provides the evidence, principles and skills needed 
to develop leadership skills for individuals and across 
institutions. 

Jan Robertson is an international leadership consultant, a 
senior researcher for the Institute of Professional Learning at 
the University of Waikato, an Adjunct Professor at Griffiths 
University and the academic director of the New Zealand 
Aspiring Principals’ programme. She draws her professional 
inspiration and energy from the sustainable lifestyle of her 
Waiheke community.

Coaching leadership
Building educational leadership capacity  
through partnership—SECOND EDITION

Jan Robertson

“In this edition of Coaching 
Leadership, Jan Robertson has 
gone deeper and added details and 
examples that make the book even 
better. It is accessible, informative 
and provides a model not only 
for thinking about coaching but a 
process for actually becoming a good 
coach and mentor in a reciprocal 
relationship. A must read for school 
leaders—formal and informal.”
Dr. Lorna Earl, Toronto.
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important to this leadership learning:
■■ An awareness of the equity issues in education in New 

Zealand today
■■ The examination of their own moral purpose and what their 

values and beliefs are about leadership for equity and social 
justice.

■■ The ability to have their views challenged or affirmed through 
critical reflection on practice and deep learning conversations. 

■■ The evidence and experience of building leadership capacity 
with others and acting on this moral purpose both within and 
beyond their own schools.

But what we found was paramount to this development was a 
strong, trusting coaching learning relationship to enable the type 
of conversations about leadership practice that approach areas 
of vulnerability, honesty and questioning of current practice. 
The Coaching Leadership case study also offers the research-based 
coaching SMART tool that NAPP coaches have used to initiate 
and deepen these conversations.

The coaching paradigm underlines every aspect of the akonga 
learning in NAPP to develop leaders who have coaching skills, 
have experienced deep coaching relationships, and understand 
the potential of coaching relationships to change professional 
practice. Each akonga has an experienced leader coach – very 
experienced, credible past principals who know how to develop 
new generations of principals for New Zealand schools who will 
be more than they have been able to be themselves. This takes 
a special way of working through reciprocal learning coaching 
relationships. These past-principals describe the experience of 
learning leadership through coaching partnerships like this: 

‘How I wish I had known about and used a coaching approach in 
my years of principalship. What a difference it might have made!’ 
Nick Major, Aspiring Principal Coach, 2015.

‘When I left principalship I took up golf and bridge and got 
a coach for both those activities, yet I never had a coach for 
the most important job I have ever done in my life . . . be 
a school principal.’ Graham Young, Aspiring Principals’ 
Coach, 2015.

Each akonga also has a peer coach from NAPP who works 
through the year supporting and challenging their inquiry into 
their leadership for transformative change. One then-aspiring 
principal- now principal – NAPP described it like this: ‘Having a 
buddy throughout my leadership inquiry provided an authentic 
and purposeful learning relationship. The questions . . . were as 
challenging as those provided by my Kaiarahi. This also provided 
me the with many opportunities to devise and ask my own 
challenging, open ended and reflective questions. Throughout 
this process I saw myself change my own perception of what 
an effective leader is. Personally, it was acknowledging that I 
don’t have the answers and I don’t need to be the one that does.’ 
(February 2015).

The regional professional learning groups spend time on 
group coaching around issues of practice throughout the 
year. The online learning communities provide ongoing, 
flexible online coaching opportunities on all aspects of the 
multi-faceted role of the principal as the akonga engage in 
deep dialogue about current and future leadership practice in 
New Zealand schools. Another aspiring principal described 
the power of the connected community in working towards 
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moral purpose for equity in this way: 

‘What a journey so far – It’s been like hopping into a river in 
a canoe in the calm and then finding there are unanticipated 
white waters and rapids and falls  .  .  .  thankfully finding 
others in canoes paddling as hard as I was, and crashing 
against the occasional rock wall, has helped and connections 
with some amazing other aspiring leaders of learning has 
been supportive and affirming.’ 

Aspiring Principal, 2013

Why should we be talking a lot more about moral purpose 
for equity in schools? Educational leadership is all about the 
challenges and dilemmas of natural justice and fairness. Meira 
Levinson from Harvard University stated ‘A lot of everyday 
quandaries educators and policymakers face are dilemmas of 
educational justice, but we don’t support or even acknowledge 
their struggle to address these challenges and make ethical 
decisions,’ (Anderson, 2015). The injustices in education should 
be the drivers of our leadership practice. The injustices of 
difference in the quality of teaching within and between schools; 
the differences in resourcing between schools in New Zealand 
(Yes it is an injustice if you are in a well-resourced school and the 
school down the road is struggling for resources); the amount of 
time we give particular subject areas; the amount of knowledge 
in our curriculum of Te Ao Māori; the depth of partnership with 
iwi and community; the poverty in our communities; how well 
teachers’ pedagogies are in keeping with the needs of 21st century 
learning; the difference in quality of educational leadership 
between schools; the difference in academic performance 
between schools. And yes – it is an injustice if your actions 
adversely affect the wellbeing and education of students in other 
schools around you.

I could keep listing the injustices in our education system – but 
more importantly, is that leaders and teachers in our staffrooms 
in schools around Aotearoa New Zealand are uncovering, 
surfacing, acknowledging and talking about the injustices in 
their own regions and how they might work together with other 
schools to ameliorate them. 

This leads us back to my first questions, and it calls us to 
account on what and how much difference we are really wanting 
to make as educators in New Zealand. Can we move from being 
part of the current problem to develop a new mindset and 
mobilise our courage to address and lead transformative change 
and become part of a solution?

Sir Peter Williams QC – an active and fearless campaigner for 
human rights and social justice in New Zealand – poignantly 
stated in his final year of life ‘The river of injustice has flowed 
since the beginning of time and will continue to flow forever. 
Your job will be to reduce its number of victims.’ (Chisholm, 
2014). 

We have to ask ourselves, is our current educational leadership 
practice in New Zealand education creating more victims or 
reducing the number of victims? 

I believe this question is the greatest challenge for educational 
leadership in New Zealand. As Beatriz Pont from the OECD 
said in September last year at the leadership seminar in Zug, 
Switzerland, although many countries have the policies of social 
justice – they need further investment in developing leaders with 
the right skills and disposition for a moral purpose for equity and 
quality with the agency to lead transformative change for fairness.

The Education Council commissioned five Think-pieces 

(Education Council, 2015) on the future of educational 
leadership in New Zealand and have developed a discussion 
paper for future direction for the leadership of communities of 
learning. The new Centre for Leadership Excellence established 
by the Education Council will be working to support and 
develop those principals who have stepped up into the system 
leadership roles of the Communities of Learning. Mason Durie, 
in his Think-piece, called for collective leadership focused on a 
loyalty to students:

E hara taku toa I te toa takatahi

Engari I te toa takatini

My success should not be mine alone: it was not individual success 
but the success of a collective.

Will these leaders in Communities of Learning be able to lead 
beyond their own school gates to create the new knowledge 
and capacity building with other leaders that will be needed to 
address their regional challenges? If they have the disposition 
to learn the way with their colleagues and lead together with a 
strong moral purpose for equity and justice their educational 
leadership will make the difference needed in New Zealand 
education today. What would education look like if systems were 
designed to be truly just?
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