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Abstract

There is an extensive literature on the degree to which leadership behaviours impact on student learning outcomes.  While the research to date provides a diverse range of perspectives, there is a high degree of consensus on the fact that leaders do make a difference. 

The study reported in this paper sets out to extend current understandings of the dynamics of principal influence by exploring the behaviours of school principals which were seen as contributing to successful provision for students with disabilities in four case study secondary schools.  

The analysis of the different behaviours of the four principals gave rise to the concept of leadership engagement as a way of understanding how principals employ influence in pursuit of desired outcomes. Five different approaches are outlined, drawing heavily on interview data from respondents, and the implications of these approaches for educational leaders are discussed. It is argued that the notion of leadership engagement may be able to be applied in other educational contexts.

Introduction
The importance attached to the role of principals in schools has given rise to an extensive literature which devotes itself to identifying the degree to which their leadership impacts on student learning outcomes. There are qualitative studies, typically presented as school case studies that document the role of active and committed principals in transforming schools from low-achieving learning communities into centres of excellence where student outcomes are significantly improved (Robinson, 2007). These studies suggest that specific principal behaviours are directly linked to the transformation of schools, leading to an improvement in student outcomes. Quantitative research studies, though, are less conclusive in describing a direct causal relationship between specific principal behaviours and improved student outcomes (Hallinger & Heck, 1996).

Meta-analyses, including those by Hallinger & Heck (1996), Waters, Marzano & McNulty (2003), Leithwood & Riehl (2003) and Robinson (2007) incorporate both qualitative and quantitative research studies. These have reported a range of links between principal behaviours and student outcomes. Most studies, though, address principal behaviours by linking them with the establishment and development of a range of specific school conditions that impact on student outcomes (e.g. Heck, Marcoulides & Lang, 1991; Hallinger & Heck, 1996; Marzano Waters & McNulty, 2005). These studies indicate that other people and processes in the school community, not just the principal, exert an influence on student outcomes (Hallinger & Heck, 1996).  These same researchers conclude that:
The fact that leadership effects on school achievement appear to be indirect is neither cause for alarm or dismay… (That) principal effects are mediated by other in-school variable does nothing whatsoever to diminish the 
principal’s importance. Understanding the routes by which principals can improve school outcomes through working with others is itself a worthy goal for research (p.39)

The purpose of the study reported in this paper was to extend current understandings of the dynamics of principal influence by identifying the behaviours of school principals and the school conditions that can be identified as successful in providing for students with disabilities in four case study secondary schools.  Provision for students is understood to mean the ways in which principals act in their own right and through interaction with other people and school conditions to maximise learning outcomes for students.  One aspect of this dynamic of provision to emerge in the study was labelled leadership engagement.

Engagement is not a new construct in itself. There are references in the research to student engagement (Shernoff, Csikszentmihalyi, Schneider & Shernoff, 2003; Kuh, 2004; Tadich, Deed, Campbell & Prain, 2007; Barnes & Bramley, 2008); teacher engagement  (Giangreco, Broer & Edelman, 2001; Zhang, Wehmeyer & Chen, 2005; Bryson & Hand, 2007); and parent engagement (Epstein, 2001). An extensive review of the literature found no use of the term in connection with principals. There are suggestions of some dimensions and characteristics of principal engagement in studies describing clusters of behaviours reflecting a leadership preference or style (Varaki, 2003). Related research studies on how school leadership impacts on outcomes for students cite the principal’s behaviours promoting a pedagogical agenda (Heck and Marcoulides, 1993), an organisational agenda (Gordon, 2005), or ways in which a school community shares a common vision (Heck, Marcoulides & Lang, 1993). Specific references to the impact of a principal’s leadership engagement on student outcomes, though, are not evident in the research literature.
Leadership engagement is defined in this study as the leader’s participation and involvement in occupying the attention and harnessing the efforts of the school community in providing for students with disabilities. The present study focuses on principals. It reports on four successful types of leadership engagement by principals: engagement with pedagogy, with vision, with people and with organisation.  In addition there was a leadership behaviour labelled disengaged delegation.

Methodology

The primary purpose of this study was to identify the behaviours of principals in case study schools that were successfully providing for students with disabilities.  These secondary schools, located in the western suburbs of Sydney, Australia, were selected by asking experts inside the system to which the schools belonged to identify those schools which made the best provision for this group of students.  The schools were named Lakeside, Riverland, Sunshine and Viewpoint in order to preserve confidentiality.  The focus of the research was to describe the behaviours of principals in those schools which were seen as contributing to their success.

Within each case study school, the principal, all teachers and a sample of parents and students were invited to respond to a questionnaire tailored to their perspectives and capacities which incorporated both open-ended and forced-choice questions regarding a range of topics related to their school’s provision for students with disabilities.
After the completion of the questionnaire stage of the data collection, teachers, students and parents were chosen for interviews based on the following sampling criteria:

For staff in each school - the principal, a selection of coordinators, all special education teachers, two other teachers selected at random by place on the staff list and any other teacher who wished to be interviewed.

For parents – between ten and thirty parents selected at random in each school, determined by the enrolment size of the case study schools

For students - between ten and thirty parents selected at random in each school, determined by the enrolment size of the case study schools 
Each interview schedule reflected particular themes and issues identified in the questionnaire responses in each school. Initially data were analysed with respect only to principal behaviours and the school conditions which were created.  However, in the course of this analysis – and in particular of the interview data - it became apparent that principals in each of these schools (already identified as successful in making provision for students with disabilities) were approaching the issue differently, in ways that were subsequently labelled leadership engagement.

The following sections describe the different approaches to engagement adopted by the principals in each school.

Case study 1: Lakeside High

The principal at Lakeside High was engaged with provision for students with disabilities in a wide range of ways.  However, among these, two forms of engagement stood out in particular: a clear focus on improving teaching and learning (pedagogical engagement) and a commitment to putting in place the structures that would support this (organisational engagement).

The principal’s pedagogical engagement is illustrated in the following excerpts from interviews.

One teacher commented on the way in which pedagogy formed the basis of a working relationship:

(Principal’s name) is determined that we take responsibility for our teaching. He works with us in planning our work in class, and especially how we can modify the curriculum for the kids we teach who have special needs. …he is keen that we take up best practices as teachers in our subject areas.

Another teacher commented on the principal’s preferred view of his leadership role in the school as being a “teacher of teachers”:

He really see himself as an educator first and a principal second. It’s really humbling, I think, when your boss relates to you as a professional, though it puts some pressure on you to develop as a teacher.

Parents, too, noted the key place of pedagogy as a point of engagement:

We like him (the principal) because he is a believer in schools making a difference in kids’ lives. He keeps pushing the teachers here to become better teachers and parents notice this.

The principal’s engagement with the school’s organisational agenda was demonstrated by his execution of leadership behaviours that helped establish and develop a range of cross-school structures for delivering these teaching practices and approaches for students with disabilities.

The principal captured this sense himself in his response to the questionnaire:

One of my roles is to structure the school so that we can be efficient in supporting students on the Special Education program. I need to be innovative in designing these structures and processes for my staff and the students as well as making sure that the staffs are OK with any changes I make.

Teachers too noted the significant role of enabling organisational structures.  This next excerpt illustrates this:

He’s a great organiser. He’s set up our school as a model for others in the way we support kids with special needs. The LST (Learning Support Team) is an example…no-one is ever lost here in knowing how to look after student needs.
Parents noted the principal’s use of effective organisational approaches for the support of their children.  One put it this way:

The Individual Plan meetings were set up to help us know what’s going on. Mr… (the principal) tells us that he’s always trying to make things easy for us to get involved in the school. He thinks these meetings are there for us so we should take advantage of them.
A second parent wrote this:

The principal organises the school well. He has put in place many ways we can speak up or ask questions about our son.

The principal’s pedagogical engagement with the school community was reflected in his leadership behaviours in first collaborating with staff, parents and students and gaining a whole school commitment to developing the school as a learning community. He was reported as working with staff on a day-to-day basis in supporting them adopt effective classroom and specialised teaching practices as a catalyst for enhancing student outcomes. Respondents cited a range of leadership behaviours executed by the principal to establish and promote this commitment, including supporting targeted staff professional development and planning, co-coordinating and evaluating teaching and the curriculum and becoming personally involved in Individual Plan meetings.

The principal’s organisational engagement was demonstrated by collaborating with staff and parents to help establish formal and less formal school structures and processes on behalf of students with disabilities. Some of these leadership behaviours included the setting up of Learning Support Teams, individual planning processes (IPs) and student case conferences. Through his leadership behaviours, therefore, the principal engaged members of his school community in establishing, developing and sustaining the range of school conditions that were identified in this study as successfully providing for students with disabilities.
Case study 2: Viewpoint High

Like the principal of Lakeside, the Viewpoint principal engaged in a complex range of activities in support of students with disabilities. Respondents reported particularly on her engagement with people and with vision within the school community. Respondents reported on the principal’s preference to engage in a relational way with the school community around promoting a vision for inclusive practices. She was described as engaging with people by behaving in ways that helped establish and promote positive and productive personal and professional relationships with teachers, parents and students in promoting the school’s successful provision for students with disabilities. The principal relied on these professional relationships to help translate her school vision for inclusive practices into an effective means by which the whole school provided for these students.

As evidence of engagement with people, members of the Viewpoint High school community consistently reported their principal’s people-centred approach to leadership at the school. Many teachers noted her willingness to consult and discuss with staff and parents about issues related to the school’s provision for students with disabilities. One put it this way:

(She) loves to chat about how we are helping kids on the Special Ed. program. She seems to be just angling for a chat but you know that this is her way of getting to know what you are doing first-hand as well as their (the student’s) progress. She’s not a memo-type boss but a real person you can talk to.
Another said this:

(She) is a real people person. Everyone will tell you that. She wanders around but she has a purpose to the conversations she has with us. It always gets back to the student…and those students with special needs are her passion and she seems to always get around to how we can value-add as a school for them in her talks with us…
The principal reflected on the importance she placed on staff in her questionnaire:

Staff are the heart of this school. They are the reason we are the school we are. It is one of my jobs to work with them, as one of them. Kids on the Special Ed. program? Teachers are the key to how we support them, of course…

During the interview, the principal stated:

I love being with my teachers and admin. staff ... and the teacher’s aides as well. I think they enjoy coming to school every day. I certainly do. I think sometimes you need to be more focused on people as a principal than anything else… again, they are the change agents for the kids who come here.

The principal’s engagement around a school vision was demonstrated by the ways in which she worked to help staff and parents understand and share her commitment to develop inclusive practices on behalf of students with disabilities.

One teacher commented on the alignment between vision and practice in the questionnaire:

(She) has a vision for us as a school meeting student needs however severe they are. She then shows us all how to operate as if we can all meet these needs.
During the interviews another teacher highlighted the passion that fuelled the vision:

All students are equal at this school…we are all caught up eventually in (her) passion for equality and a vision for including all students and supporting them…

The alignment between vision and practice was seen as mutually reinforcing. One parent described it this way:

She says justice and fairness for all students drives her because it’s consistent with how Jesus treated people. And you know what? It sounds trivial, but to me the most powerful way she shows that she practices what she preaches is she seems to know the names of every student at this school.
The principal’s engagement with the school community involved both developing a vision for Viewpoint High as an inclusive place for all students and then giving this expression through building positive, productive and authentic relationships with staff, parents, students and the local community. Through these relationships, the principal engaged members of her school community in establishing, developing and sustaining the school conditions that successfully provided for students with disabilities and defined the inclusive nature of the school.

Case study 3: Sunshine High

The principal at Sunshine High, established her leadership role at the school by developing a primary point of engagement with the learning needs of students through the organisational elements of the school. The principal was reported by teachers as engaging with this by establishing and promoting effective school structures and processes that successfully provided for students with disabilities.

One teacher described the principal’s attention to structures around access to information in the following terms during the interview:

She is very keen on developing the school as a place where everyone knows where to find information and know what everyone does…if you need advice or support for a student about how to teach him or her a skill or you’re having a problem in class with someone, there are lots of ways to get help or advice…

Another teacher spoke more generally about the principal’s capacity for organisation and the establishment of a policy framework to support provision for students:

Our principal is a great organiser and has a flair for setting up easy-to-follow ways of doing work around the school. If you have a student in class who has a learning difficulty, there are school policies and procedures that you follow to get assistance.

Other teachers spoke of her development of organisational strategies as a means of establishing inclusive practices at the school, explicitly setting aside a more pedagogical focus:

She’s not one for professional development in the curriculum much or fancy programs for the kids but believes that if she can get some structures up or processes that help teachers organise their work with each other that the staff has all the wherewithal they need here in the staffroom to help most kids. She looks after teachers with their programs for the classroom and also provides committees, working groups and IP meetings so we can share our programs and ideas with each other.
and

Since she’s been here, we have much better ways of supporting the kids on the Special Ed. program. IPs, the intranet and case managers are smart ways of organising the school so that we harness staff skills and ideas. She is very particular that we have our programs well prepared and checks up with our coordinators now and then to see how everything’s going but she would rather us meet and plan together than have her looking over our shoulders.

Some parents commented on how the principal clearly communicated through newsletters and teacher-parent meetings about the types of school processes available for them if they wanted to contact staff or contribute to the school’s support for their child with a disability:

The good thing about this school is that you know what you can do if you have a problem. The principal is up-front about the freedom parents have to discuss concerns and she has put in place since she arrived ways to do this. (Parent interview)

What emerged from the data for Sunshine High was that the principal’s behaviours helped establish and develop a range of school conditions for students with disabilities within the context and framework of her engagement with the school community around organisation. The principal was committed to establishing and developing a range of school structures and processes to facilitate inclusive practices and effective teaching practices on behalf of students with disabilities. Her setting of goals and expectations for the school and her planning, co-ordinating and evaluating teaching and the curriculum were identified as leadership behaviours that helped promote and develop an organisational framework for the school’s successful provision for students with disabilities.

Case study 4: Riverland High

Riverland High was distinctly different from the other three case study schools in that the principal had very limited direct engagement with provision for students with disabilities.  This form of “non-engagement” has been labelled disengaged delegation.

Like the other three schools, Riverland was seen to be one of the exemplars of provision for students with disabilities within the system.  However, the principal had not been in her role very long at the time of the study and had inherited a successful, pre-existing set of roles, structures and procedures with which she chose not to interfere.

Staff described her as not being involved in the special education agenda.  A high proportion of teacher respondents commented that the leadership behaviours of previous principals were a significant factor in the school’s successful provision for students with disabilities. The school conditions established and sustained by these principals were also identified by these respondents as being largely responsible for the school conditions that continued to successfully provide for students with disabilities at the school. These previous principals were reported as adopting a distributed leadership approach by trusting key staff members to lead the school in Special Education matters. The current principal also stated that she trusted the abilities of these key school staff members to lead essential school functions on behalf of students with disabilities.

Our Special Needs Committee is the best place for decisions to be made about girls receiving extra support. These people know the Special Education area better than me and they give us the direction we need to be a leader in this area.
What emerged from the data at this school was that the principal trusted members of the Special Needs Committee to effectively support students with disabilities and allowed them to provide leadership and coordination of the school’s approach to these functions. At issue, though, is whether other members of the school community perceived this principal trust as informed delegation and empowerment or neglect of students with disabilities. Opinions were divided. A further concern which was expressed was the longer term sustainability of such an approach in providing for students with disabilities.
The different forms of engagement

The four case studies revealed four forms of engagement: pedagogical, organisational, with people, with vision; and a pattern of behaviour labelled disengaged delegation.

Pedagogical engagement was characterised as the principal gaining the attention, participation and efforts of the school community in establishing, developing and promoting good classroom teaching and learning practices and identifying their importance for students with disabilities. A principal who chooses to engage in this way works closely and directly with colleagues with a strong focus on students and classroom practice. The principal is seen as a “teacher of teachers” – a credible practitioner who can provide support and direction on a day to day basis through professional dialogue, structured evaluation and review and formal professional development. 

Although not described in terms of engagement, MacNeill, Cavanagh and Silcox (2003, p.2) identify processes by which principals effect pedagogic improvement in schools as:

…enabling the learning and intellectual growth of students in contrast to instruction that treats students as the object of curriculum implementation. ... The role of pedagogical leaders circumscribes informed teacher practice and reflection, empowering teachers to exercise professional responsibility and discretion, and demonstrate credible knowledge of learning and teaching processes.


Behaviours in the study that reflected pedagogical engagement included the principal regularly working with staff in developing effective classroom and specialised teaching practices, encouraging all staff to participate in professional development activities, co-ordinating curriculum development and modification focused on meeting a range of student learning needs and becoming personally involved in individual student planning processes.

Organisational engagement was characterised as the principal gaining the attention, participation and efforts of the school community in establishing, developing and promoting effective school structures and processes and identifying their importance for students with disabilities. Organisationally engaged principals instil a sense of security in the community, arising out of confidence in the capacity of the school’s processes to address the needs of students and staff.  

Newmann and Wehlage (1995, p.47) write about organisational capacity, the domain in which the organisationally engaged leader operates:

…effective schools ... have the organisational capacity to work productively as a group for high quality learning for all students. Schools that operate as strong professional communities contribute to student achievement and to equitable distribution of achievement…structural conditions can be helpful in building school wide professional community.
Principal behaviours in the study that reflected organisational engagement were collaborating with staff and parents to help establish formal and less formal school structures and processes on behalf of students with disabilities. Some of these leadership behaviours included the establishment of Learning Support Teams, individual planning processes (IPs), provision of specialist resource staff and student case conferences.

Engagement with people was characterised as the principal gaining the attention, participation and efforts of the school community in establishing, developing and promoting productive and positive professional relationships between staff members, parents and students and identifying their importance for students with disabilities.  This form of engagement has elements of both style and process, with respondents remarking on the ease with which they can relate to principals who engage in this way, as well as their availability, authenticity and knowledge of individual students.  A genuine regard for staff is also a feature.

Duignan (2006, p.135) speaks of the ethic of presence, which is similar to this type of engagement, as:

…being fully present in the moment to and for others; building relationships based on authentic connections. Expressing oneself with feelings and emotion; and knowing and accepting self… Without presence it is difficult to see how effective relationships can occur; and without effective relationships educational leaders have little influence. 

Principal behaviours in the study that reflected engagement with people were relating in an authentic way with staff, parents and students and promoting such authentic relationships among staff, parents, students and members of the local community. These relationships were typically based on trust and integrity.

Engagement with vision was characterised as the principal gaining the attention, participation and efforts of the school community in establishing, developing and promoting inclusive practices as a school vision and identifying their importance for students with disabilities. In some ways, this type of principal engagement can be characterised as engagement at the highest level, as it involves the principal gaining the attention and participation of staff around ideals. At the same time, engagement with vision is seen as being reflected in practice.  

This form of engagement has parallels with the leadership concepts of moral purpose and coherence making proposed by Fullan (2001). He describes moral purpose, and the role leaders play in its creation, in this way:

To achieve moral purpose is to forge interaction – and even mutual purpose – across groups….moral purpose is worthwhile on just about every meaningful criterions; it may not becomes activated on its own accord, but it is there in nascent form to be cultivated and activated. Although moral purpose is natural, it will flourish only if leaders cultivate it. (2001. p.4)

Principal behaviours in the study that reflected engagement with vision were the articulation of a vision for the inclusion of all students as members of the school community, discussing with staff the issues associated with implementing inclusive teaching and learning practices and then suggesting whole-school strategies about how they could work together to convert the vision into a reality for all students.

Disengaged delegation was the exception in this set of case studies.  It is characterised by an absence of direct principal engagement in providing for students with disabilities. In this case, the principal chose instead to adopt very high levels of delegation of leadership roles for this school agenda to other members of the school community. Principal behaviours that reflected this type of engagement were the delegation of responsibility for practices, processes and policy development for students with disabilities to a specially selected group of staff members without any direct personal or professional engagement or active involvement in these leadership roles.

At this school, principal behaviour was not identified by teachers, parents or students as a factor in creating successful provision.  Despite this, the same range of school conditions as those identified in other schools in the study were found at Riverland, with similarly successful outcomes. 
The principal’s disengaged delegation gave members of the school’s Special Needs Committee the space to take on leadership roles in providing for these students. A high proportion of teachers reported that these leadership roles initially arose out of distributed leadership behaviours by previous principals in establishing the range of school conditions at the school, including the leadership role exercised by the Special Needs Committee. The leadership functions of this committee were reported as critical in helping create the school conditions identified as significant factors in successfully providing for students with disabilities.

The implication for the study from the Riverland High findings is that a school can successfully provide for students with disabilities when the principal plays no direct role. In such cases, schools need to develop a more distributed leadership approach for helping create and sustain the range of school conditions identified as significant factors in providing for these students.

There is a significant degree of alignment between the forms of engagement identified in this paper as being successful for students with disabilities, and the leadership behaviours identified by Robinson (2007) in her Best Evidence Synthesis study as being successful for all students. Planning, coordinating and evaluating teaching and the curriculum aligns with organisational and pedagogical engagement; establishing clear goals and expectations with vision engagement; promoting and participating in teacher learning and development with pedagogical engagement; strategically resourcing the school with organisational engagement; and ensuring an orderly and supportive environment with both organisational engagement and engagement with people.

Conclusion

This study has shown that leadership engagement is a concept which can be helpful in understanding how principals employ influence in pursuit of desired outcomes – in this case provision for students with disabilities. Leadership engagement has been defined in this study as the extent and mode of a leader’s participation and involvement in occupying the attention and harnessing the efforts of the school community in providing for students with disabilities.  It can be expressed in different ways. Specifically, in the four case study schools in this study, there were five different approaches to engagement – with vision, with pedagogy, with people, with organisation, and through disengaged delegation - all of which were identified by expert observers as contributing to successful provision for students.

The identification of these approaches to engagement is consistent with research on types of leadership behaviour indentified in the research literature as positively impacting on provision for all students, regardless of disability. This alignment points to the potential of the construct of leadership engagement to be applied in aspects of educational leadership other than provision for students with disabilities.

The use of the notion of engagement is common in research on teachers, students and parents. It has not previously been used, as far as the present authors have been able to determine, as an attribute of leadership behaviour.  This study is a first step in addressing this gap. Future work could test the proposition advanced here that it is a concept with wider applicability than students with disabilities. It could explore leadership engagement in the behaviours of school leaders other than the principal, and might well take up the issue of whether there might be more than the five forms of engagement identified in this study. 
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