Leadership of Learning

The challenge for every school leader is to create the conditions that maximise each child’s development. Increasingly in Scotland this is being delivered through a Curriculum for Excellence.  To do this effectively it is essential to get to grips with the leadership of learning.  However the problem for senior managers in some schools is that they are not associated with the leadership of learning but rather the management of the processes and structures around Learning and Teaching such as obtaining supply staff and timetabling.  

What is it that school leaders can do that impacts positively on Learning and Teaching? Firstly, they can create an environment that facilitates excellent practice, they can support and encourage teachers to develop their skills and knowledge in Learning and Teaching and, finally, introduce a step-by-step approach that will lead to system wide change. This is change not just at the level of one or two teachers but right across the school. 

Breaking the Privacy of Practice

Richard Elmore, an American education reformer, argues that:

“Privacy of practice produces isolation; isolation is the enemy of improvement”. 

I am seeing senior managers and other school leaders throughout Scotland breaking down this privacy of practice in a myriad of ways: 

· management and department meetings with Learning and Teaching as a standing item; 

· staff leading discussions on practice; 

· high quality training around Learning and Teaching; 

· groups of teachers trialling new approaches; 

· lesson observation.

Lesson Observation

Lesson observation is crucial.  School leaders who build up the trust of colleagues and go into classes, can and do make a substantial difference to the learning of children.  In an interview with one primary teacher she talked of the “empowering” experience of her head giving her specific feedback and how it led to substantial changes in her practice.  

This is leadership that makes a difference! And around the country I come across schools ‘thinking out of the box’ in terms of how they conduct lesson observations: 

· the Friockheim Primary HMI Report, February 2008, describes the head and depute regularly delivering demonstration lessons for staff to show how the already excellent quality of learning and teaching could be further improved.  

· Charleston Academy has over 50 staff involved in the trio observation programme where inter-departmental groups of 3 colleagues observe one another in rotation, two colleagues observing while the third teaches.  Crucially time is set aside at the end of the process to discuss the learning from the observations.

· members of the influential Learning and Teaching committee in Brechin High School, meet weekly to focus on Learning and Teaching and this has included sessions where a colleague from a particular subject will demonstrate an approach to the group. 

 Common to all of these practices is the rich professional discussion that follows.  

Teachers Teaching Teachers

The above examples also fit with American researcher Judith Little’s analysis, that schools are successful when the following four things happen:

· teachers talk about teaching;

· teachers observe each other teach;

· teachers plan, organise, monitor and evaluate their teaching together;

· teachers teach each other.

In schools where this happens there is a real momentum to discover what it means to move from good to outstanding in terms of Learning and Teaching.  In these schools Timothy Brighouse argues that ‘analysis - and ever-widening understanding of questioning technique; story telling; accelerated learning; new and best uses of the learning technologies; group work; marking practices; study skills - will all be part of the school's repertoire.’ 

However in some schools there are teachers who are isolated from this process, teaching the same way from year to year.   They can become resistant to change, perceiving observation as a threat and complaining that feedback is negative, vague, inadequate and non-specific.  As one colleague remarked, “To be told to  ‘Keep doing what you are doing’ does not help me.”

A Model for Lesson Observation

Yet good feedback can be a liberating process, developing a colleague’s potential and creating the conditions for high quality pupil learning.  As part of the Learning Rounds programme we are developing and supporting different ways of conducting observations and follow-up conversations. Look at the following examples:  

Example 1

“The lesson was good overall.  I think you handled the children well but I thought your questions were rather narrow and largely biased towards the boys.”

Although this comment gives a bit of praise and a bit of criticism it can be improved by the use of  descriptive language as follows:

Example 2

“In the opening phase of the lesson you asked the class 11 questions about the characteristics of living things.  Nine of the questions were closed questions and ten of the questions were answered by boys.  What are your thoughts around that?”

In the second example, the observer offers objective feedback without judgment and then asks for the colleague’s thoughts.  This is not a top down approach but rather one that takes place between two individuals involved in a joint learning enquiry.  It is descriptive feedback that stimulates reflective thought and is part of a formative process designed to help the teacher develop deeper understanding. This approach is deeply empowering as teachers develop confidence in their own ability to improve their practice.
For effective discussion the old feedback sandwich of Praise/Criticism/Praise should be replaced by Asking, Describing and Asking
 again as follows:

1. Ask the colleague to assess his or her own performance first.

What went well and what could have gone better?

What were his/her goals?

We do this because it:

·   begins a conversation;

·   assesses colleague’s level of insight; 

·   is useful for feedback.

2.  Describe what you observed:

· give descriptive data to the colleague;

· react to the colleague’s observation;

· give feedback on their self-assessment;

· use phrases like “I observed….” to create a description of what you saw and lay the platform for a discussion about Learning and Teaching.

3.  Ask about understanding and strategies for improvement.

What could you do differently?

· give your own suggestions if appropriate, but remember your challenge is to help the colleague to sustain change without your support;

· perhaps even replay parts of the lesson - “show me how you did that”;

· have ‘next steps’ and commit to monitoring improvement together.

In the post observation discussion the context and the level of the colleague’s expertise will determine the approach adopted by the observer.  However the key for improvement is to lay the foundation for a joint learning enquiry with much more emphasis on a non-evaluative approach. 

If isolation is the enemy of improvement then school leaders need to ensure they are in constant contact with all colleagues over issues around Learning and Teaching.  Effective classroom observation and the dialogue that follows is an essential part of the leadership of learning and can contribute substantially to teachers’ professional development and the unlocking of every child’s potential.
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� Examples 1 and 2 with amendments from Page 66 Hook, McPhail and Vass


� Adapted from Konopasek, Encandela and Pica. 








