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How to best address the professional learning needs of those aspiring to leader-
ship roles in schools is a crucial issue. Robust evaluation practices are needed to
determine the quality of current provisions and to identify where improvements
can be made. This paper considers the quality of professional learning pro-
grammes using a set of 10 criteria distilled from a synthesis of compelling inter-
national leadership learning research. We show the potential of the 10 criteria for
judging the quality of professional learning programmes by applying them to
examples of programmes drawn from five countries around the world. These
examples provide a launching pad from which questions can be posed about the
potential use and applicability of such criteria in making design decisions about
the quality and value of professional learning programmes in a range of national
and international contexts.

Keywords: professional learning programmes; aspiring school leaders;
programme design and quality; judgement criteria

Introduction

The primary purpose of this paper is to make a contribution to understanding the
elements of high-quality professional learning programmes appropriate for the
preparation of those readying themselves for future leadership roles. The paper is
structured in four parts. First, we argue the need for a set of robust practices to eval-
uate the quality of the current provision of professional learning programmes for
aspiring leaders. Second, we describe our evaluation of one professional learning
programme and our use of a set of 10 criteria drawn from international research that
we considered helpful in making judgements about programme quality. Third, we
present these criteria and, using examples drawn from local and international pro-
grammes, illustrate their potential for judging the quality of professional learning
programmes. Fourth, we consider the potential use and applicability of these criteria
as a research-validated framework for making design decisions and determining the
quality and value of professional learning programmes in a range of contexts. The
paper concludes with some comments on key components of programme design to
enhance the leadership learning of aspirants.
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Leadership preparation

In recent times, school leadership preparation has been recognised internationally as
an important issue (Cowie and Crawford 2007, Bush 2009, McKinsey and Company
2010). It is argued to be a critical aspect of school development (Cowie and
Crawford 2007), a strong influence on the learning of students (McKinsey and Com-
pany 2010) and pivotal in ensuring leadership supply and progression (Fink 2011).

Despite its acknowledged importance, current school leadership preparation is seen
by many as inadequate (Hallinger 2003, Darling-Hammond et al. 2007, Brundrett and
Crawford 2008), leaving aspirant and novice leaders ill-prepared to take up roles in
contemporary schools that are increasing in complexity. In its report on improving
school leadership, the OECD (2008) concluded that we are preparing school leaders
for a role that was designed for the industrial age, a role that has not changed enough
to deal with the complex challenges in the twenty-first century. These complex
challenges include managing change, building organisational capacity, implementing
technological advances, increasing effectiveness and striving to improve the learning
outcomes of students. Consequently, leaders may be required to assume the roles of
education visionary, change agent, pedagogical leader, budget analyst, facility manager
and community organiser in their schools.

It is therefore no surprise that McKinsey and Company in their report, which ana-
lysed eight high-performing school systems internationally, found ‘the improvement
of leadership capacity as a top priority and an area where more has to be done’ (2010,
p. 5). Others rightly argue that the increasing complexity of school contexts and the
growing list of responsibilities placed on school leaders, due in part to increasingly
diverse contexts and the move to site-based management and increased autonomy,
mean that employers have a moral obligation to provide them with appropriate prepa-
ration and development for their roles (Leithwood et al. 2006, Bush 2009).

The reported inadequacy of school leadership preparation suggests there is a
need to evaluate current practices. In such an evaluation, Darling-Hammond et al.
found many programmes in the USA, ‘inadequate to the challenges of managing
schools in a diverse society in which expectations for learning are increasingly
ambitious’ (2007, p. 5).

Evaluation of the Emerging Principals Professional Development Program

We recently conducted an external evaluation of an Australian school leadership
preparation programme: the Emerging Principals Professional Development Program
(Dempster et al. 2012). This programme, run by the Queensland Education Leader-
ship Institute (QELi), sets out to engage aspirant leaders considering the next step
towards school principalship. Whilst research based, the programme is practical,
consisting of a range of activities including online tutorials, workshops, field visits,
experiential and problem-based activities, and an action research project that is
supported by online collegial tutorials and an online learning coach.

In asking us to undertake an external evaluation, the QELi was responding to the
clear criticism accompanying most leadership development programmes; in particu-
lar, the enthusiasm for immediate measures of the quality of a programme as
described in feedback provided by participants, rather than attention to identifying
the impact of such programmes over time or their long-term benefits (Bush 2009).
Consequently, the evaluation examined both the quality of the programme as well as
its impact over time.
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The evaluation process consisted of an online instrument (questionnaire) that
was closely linked to the structure of the programme and its learning components as
they were experienced by participants. The instrument was cold piloted and adminis-
tered six months after completion of the programme, via an online website. It sought
the views of participants, their supervisors (usually their principals), teachers and
others with whom participants had been engaged in a leadership challenge (an action
research project). The views of supervisors and teachers were sought to enable the
triangulation of data so that several perspectives could be brought to bear on the
validity of the findings.

Overall, the leadership programme participants, the teachers with whom they
worked and their principals presented a positive picture of the programme and its
effects in preparing leaders contemplating stepping up to a school’s formal senior
leadership position. This view was expressed some six months after the completion
of the programme, allowing ample time for the erosion of the programme’s effects
to be felt. We suggest that its success may be attributed to the experiential and prob-
lem-based nature of the activities that were central to the programme. Huber (2011)
illustrates the importance of this (see Figure 1) and explains that no matter what
mode of learning is engaged, each must be drawn into a reciprocal relationship with
practice to be effective.

Despite the positive view expressed, our evaluation identified a need for further
opportunity in the programme to: create innovative approaches to improve student
learning outcomes; assist in the development of personal goals for future leadership
development; ensure ongoing mentoring relationships; and facilitate a network of
aspiring colleagues. There was also evidence of a clear need for the programme to
better provide opportunities for participants to acquire the knowledge and skills
associated with evidence-based decision-making.

Figure 1. Approaches to learning in professional development.
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Whilst these findings are useful for the QELi to further refine the content and
delivery of the programme, we went a step further to make some judgements about
its overall design. To do so we drew on earlier work, a synthesis of select research
literature (Dempster et al. 2011), in which we distilled a set of 10 criteria that we
consider useful when making judgements about the overall quality of professional
learning programmes (see Table 1). In applying these criteria we determined that the
programme met at least six of them because it was: time rich, practice centred, pur-
pose designed, peer supported, context centred and effects oriented. In the planning
of future programmes, our view was that further consideration needed to be given to
making explicit the philosophical basis for leadership learning; for example, bring-
ing to the surface informing assumptions about epistemology, ontology and human
nature, as well as research findings related to the connections between leadership
and student learning and, similarly, research findings related to the particular focuses
of the participants’ action research projects.

By applying the set of 10 criteria to the Emerging Principals Professional Devel-
opment Program, we believe we have made a start in providing a research-validated
framework for use in judging the design and quality of professional learning pro-
grammes. In the following section we present each criterion and use programmes
drawn from five countries to illustrate the use of the framework in making judge-
ments about quality more broadly.

Applying the programme design criteria more broadly

In this section we apply the 10 criteria to eight professional learning programmes
sourced from five countries in our attempt to demonstrate their potential for judging

Table 1. A framework of research-derived criteria for judging the quality of leadership
professional learning.

High-quality leadership learning programmes should be:

(1) Philosophically and theoretically attuned to individual and system needs in
leadership and professional learning

(2) Goal oriented, with primacy given to the dual aims of school improvement and
improvement in student learning and achievement

(3) Informed by the weight of research evidence
(4) Time rich, allowing for learning sequences to be spaced and interspersed with

collegial support, in-school applications and reflective encounters
(5) Practice centred, so that knowledge is taken back into the school in ways that

maximise the effects of leadership capability
(6) Purpose designed for specific career stages, with ready transfer of theory and

knowledge into practice
(7) Peer supported within or beyond the school, so that feedback helps to transfer

theory and knowledge into improved practice
(8) Context sensitive, and thus able to build in and make relevant use of school

leaders’ knowledge of their circumstances
(9) Partnership powered, with external support through joint ventures involving

associations, universities and the wider professional world
(10) Committed to evaluating the effects on leaders, as well as on school practices to

which their learning applies

564 B. Fluckiger et al.
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Table 2. Leadership programmes used as illustrative examples.

Name of programme Origin Features

1. Emerging Principals
Professional
Development Program

Queensland, Australia:
Queensland Educational
Leadership Institute (QELi)

� Designed to support high-
performing leaders in middle-
management in schools who
aspire to the position of
principal

� Takes 12 months to complete
� Delivered through a blended

learning approach

2. L5 Leadership South Australia: Principals
Australia Institute (PAI)

� Aimed at current and aspiring
leaders including principals,
executives and middle
management

� Offers online self-paced
modules with flexible timing
for completion

� Is not a requirement or
qualification for new
principals

3. National
Professional
Qualification for
Headship (NPQH)

England: National College
for Teaching and Leadership

� Designed for aspiring
principals

� Takes six to 18 months to
complete

� Prepares participants for the
role of head teacher

� Has gateway assessment for
entry

� Further assessment on
completion of the programme

4. Scottish
Qualification for
Headship (SQH)

Scotland: The General
Teaching Council for
Scotland

� Offered by various university
providers as part of
postgraduate leadership
programmes

� Designed to ensure
competence in all aspects of
the Standard for Headship

� Takes 26 months to complete

5. Flexible Route to
Headship

Scotland: The General
Teaching Council for
Scotland

� Aligned with the Standard for
Headship

� Designed to bring forward
high-quality teachers in
Scotland and develop their
leadership potential

� Predominately practice based
� Responds to a need for

flexibility in head teacher
professional preparation

(Continued)
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the quality of professional learning programmes and informing programme review
and design (see Table 2 for the leadership programmes and countries used as illus-
trative examples). First, however, we acknowledge the limitations of this exercise.
In applying the criteria, we have drawn on information about each programme that
is publicly available through a desktop search only. We have not been privy to
details of each programme beyond that. Therefore, the judgements we have made
are useful for this illustrative exercise only and should not be seen as judgements of
the value of the programmes overall.

We now use each of the 10 criteria in turn in a discussion of the programmes
outlined above.

Criterion 1: attuned to individual and system needs

The literature suggests (Dempster 2001, Hopkins 2008) that programmes for aspir-
ing or emerging leaders need to be philosophically and theoretically attuned to both
system and individual needs in leadership and professional learning. Dempster
(2001) argues the importance of programmes being attuned to system needs to
ensure that new and potential leaders have the knowledge, skills, values and

Table 2. (Continued).

Name of programme Origin Features

6. Principal
Qualification Program
(PQP)

Ontario, Canada: Ontario
Principals’ Council

� Offered by Ontario
universities, teachers’
federations and principals’
associations

� Designed to provide
educators with the knowledge
and skills necessary to
become effective school
administrators

� Successful completion of the
programme represents a
qualification as well as
professional learning

7. National Aspiring
Principals Program

New Zealand: Ministry of
Education

� Designed to prepare aspirants
for principalship in any New
Zealand school

� Culturally responsive
� Uses an inquiry learning

approach to build
understanding of leadership
research

8. First Time Principals New Zealand: Ministry of
Education

� An induction programme for
first-time principals

� Designed to meet the needs
of participating principals
across New Zealand from all
types of schools

� Takes 18 months to complete
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attitudes required to carry out their leadership functions and pursue efficiency and
effectiveness whilst they implement both government priorities and values and
system plans and objectives. At the same time, Dempster argues the importance of
programmes meeting the personal and collective professional needs that arise from
practical, moral and ethical concerns in daily leadership and management of learning
both within specific schools and beyond them. These challenges may include finding
ways to respond to problem situations for which solutions lie outside current ways
of operating. Hopkins (2008) refers to these as adaptive challenges of system
change. Therefore, the philosophical bases for leadership learning – that is, the
informing assumptions about epistemology, ontology and human nature – as well as
research findings related to the connections between leadership and student learning
need to be made explicit. Furthermore, we believe there needs to be a balance
between what systems deem appropriate and what individuals may deem necessary
as they take responsibility to deepen their leadership knowledge and to enhance their
practice.

It would appear from our desktop examination that programmes from Scotland,
Ontario and New Zealand were, to some extent, attuned to both individual and sys-
tem needs. For example, the Scottish Qualification for Headship (SQH) emphasised
system needs in the standards and qualifications required by those wishing to
become head teachers, and considered individual needs in its acknowledgement of
prior learning and the participants’ workplace contexts throughout its courses. Other
programmes seemed to place a stronger emphasis on the needs of the system than
the individual. In our opinion, these programmes did not provide sufficient informa-
tion on the opportunities for individuals to take agency in decision-making related
to what might be necessary to deepen their leadership knowledge and practice.
Philosophically, this tends to privilege the system over the individual. We suggest
that the philosophical underpinnings that inform the design of all the illustrated pro-
grammes, as well as assumptions about knowledge and what is considered important
about how it is acquired, need to be better explained.

Criterion 2: goal oriented

We gleaned from the literature (Robinson et al. 2009, Day et al. 2010, Bishop 2011,
Hallinger 2011) that professional learning programmes need to be goal oriented,
with primacy given to the dual aims of school improvement and improvement in
student learning and achievement. Robinson et al. (2009, p. 171) explain that it is a
combination of practical insight (what works) and underpinning (why it works) that
changes professional practice in ways that make a difference for students.
Programmes should therefore ensure that leaders acquire a repertoire of strategies to
pursue the goals that include in-depth knowledge of teaching and learning as well as
knowledge across the range of dimensions identified as making a difference.
Robinson et al. (2009) identified these dimensions as: establishing goals and expec-
tations; resourcing strategically; planning, coordinating and evaluating teaching and
the curriculum; promoting and participating in teacher learning and development;
ensuring an orderly and supportive environment; creating educationally powerful
connections; engaging in constructive problem talk; and selecting, developing and
using smart tools.

The programmes from New Zealand, Ontario and England that we examined,
along with the SQH, were goal oriented, with school improvement as well as
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improvement in student learning as strong foci. For example, the processes for
school improvement are clearly outlined in the Principal Qualification Program
(PQP) offered in Ontario, and this also makes clear that the principal is specifically
accountable for the goals set out in the school improvement plan. Student learning
is also a focus in the programme and it claims to assist leaders to align, develop and
monitor programmes, structures, processes, resource and staff to support student
achievement and demonstrate accountability for the achievement of all students and
promote student success and lifelong learning in partnership with staff, parents and
community. The extent to which the Scottish Flexible Route to Headship programme
and the L5 Leadership programme offered by the Principals’ Australia Institute
(PAI) in South Australia gave an emphasis to school improvement and student
learning and achievement, however, was unable to be determined from available
documents.

Criterion 3: research informed

There is consensus in the literature (Waters et al. 2003, Darling-Hammond et al.
2007) that professional learning programmes should be informed by the weight of
research evidence on substantive school and pedagogical matters. The thinking is
that school leaders are less likely to disregard knowledge and theory that are
research informed and are more likely to apply these in practice, thus transferring
knowledge into action (Huber 2011). Currently, research evidence suggests that the
role of pedagogical leadership, along with the associated relational aspects attributed
to distributed and transformative leadership, is central to improving student
outcomes (Robinson et al. 2009, Hallinger 2011) and should therefore be central to
professional learning programmes for leaders.

The programmes from England, Scotland, Ontario and New Zealand that we
examined provided strong evidence against this research criterion. For example, pro-
grammes in New Zealand appeared to base professional learning on a comprehen-
sive synthesis of best practice research summarised in ‘School leadership and
student outcomes: identifying what works and why’ (Robinson 2007).

Being informed by research evidence was less evident in the information about
programmes from Australia that we reviewed. However, reference is made to the
use of research evidence in the first module of the L5 Leadership programme (PAI,
Australia).

Criterion 4: time rich

The literature (Huber 2011) suggests that professional learning programmes for
aspiring leaders need to be time rich, providing ample time for learning sequences
to be spaced and interspersed with collegial support, in-school applications and
reflective encounters. We agree that this is important, but suggest also that capable
educators should be encouraged to take their first steps towards leadership early on
in their career, whether in formal or informal roles. If learning to lead learning is
seen as a natural and essential part of all capacity-building and professional learning
for educators, then collegial support, in-school applications and reflective encoun-
ters, essential for the transfer of knowledge to practice, must become features of the
school’s professional learning community. An appreciation of the time-rich criterion
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thus need not be constrained by a programme, but viewed in terms of broader
opportunity and experience.

That said, the length of time provided in programmes to prepare aspiring leaders
for principalship appears to vary from six to 26 months in the programmes
reviewed. In England, Scotland, New Zealand and Canada there is designated time
for professional growth with demonstrated provision of opportunities for onsite
learning and reflection, along with support from mentors. For example, the National
Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) is six to 18 months long. Its pro-
gramme features in-school placements combining a whole-school strategic leader-
ship task, as well as an opportunity to work with experienced head teachers in a
different context, and providing opportunity for collegial support. Another pro-
gramme, the SQH, takes 26 months to complete. Whilst specific requirements for
collegial support are not evident in this programme, the length of the programme,
the work required in schools and the study of another organisation imply a need to
interact with other colleagues. In-school application and reflection appear to be
required throughout this programme.

The L5 Leadership programme (PAI, South Australia) provides self-paced mod-
ules that allow leaders to be flexible in their learning development. Opportunities for
collegial support are provided through workshops, online mentoring and an online
professional knowledge network.

There is no designated optimal length of time to ensure that programmes are
time rich. Instead, we consider programmes that provide opportunities for sequences
of learning, support from colleagues, the application of learning in familiar contexts
and personal reflection as time rich.

Criterion 5: practice centred

We found in the literature a strong focus on the importance of leaders taking knowl-
edge gained in professional learning programmes back into their schools in ways
that maximise the effects of leadership capability (OECD 2008, Bush 2009, Huber
2011). This means that effective leadership development strategies should be
employed in programmes to ensure the transfer of knowledge to practice. Huber
(2011) sees this done by selecting from a range of generic strategies for ongoing
professional learning. These strategies are categorised as cognitive-theoretical ways
of learning (courses, lectures and self-study), collegial (cooperative group work) and
communicative process-oriented procedures (projects) and reflexive methods (feed-
back and self-assessment as well as supervision).

There was evidence in the information on programmes from England, Scotland
and Ontario that they were practice-centred and focused on maximising the effects
of leadership capability. For example, the NPQH (England) involves specific work
in the leader’s home school (or identified school). Leaders engage in day-to-day
leadership development and take on a strategically challenging project with support
from the head teacher. In the programme, leaders are expected to integrate learning
into their leadership practice and to negotiate and engage in specific school improve-
ment priorities.

A practice-centred approach that was focused on maximising the effects of lead-
ership capability was less explicit in the New Zealand programme information we
reviewed and in the L5 Learning programme (PAI, South Australia). For example,
in the First Time Principals programme, residential courses are combined with
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online interaction, modules of content and mentoring to provide a framework within
which principals can focus on their practice and apply their leadership capabilities.
However, how this might be done was not made explicit.

Criterion 6: purpose designed

The literature is clear that professional learning programmes need to be purpose
designed for the participants and their specific career stages (Darling-Hammond
et al. 2007, OECD 2008, McKinsey and Company 2010). Leadership professional
learning is seen as much more than preparation for the initial stage of a school lea-
der’s career, although there appears to be a tendency for systems to focus on the pro-
vision of professional development in the early leadership years. It is seen as
lifelong learning that embraces the training principals receive before they assume
their leadership positions, as well as the continuing professional development they
engage in throughout their career. Typically, however, the provision of professional
learning opportunities for more experienced leaders becomes sporadic. In their
report, ‘Capturing the leadership premium: how the world’s top school systems are
building leadership capacity for the future’, McKinsey and Company (2010) recom-
mend giving the best people experience in leadership before they are ready, because,
they suggest, this tests and challenges them. They see this as a better strategy than,
‘expecting [talents] to emerge or [be acquired] by sending them through training
programs just before they assume leadership responsibility’ (2010, p. 10).

All of the programmes examined, apart from the L5 Leadership programme
(PAI, South Australia) – which declared it was for all leaders – were purpose
designed for early leadership preparation and provided opportunity for the ready
transfer of theory and knowledge into practice. These opportunities involved prob-
lem-solving activities related to participants’ own contexts and school-based action
research projects. Several of the programmes – for example, the SQH and the
NPQH, as suggested by their names – are purpose designed to develop teachers to
meet an established standard for headship.

Criterion 7: peer supported

The literature suggests (Swaffield 2004, MacBeath 2006, Robertson 2008) that lead-
ers need to reach out and support colleagues in leadership roles as feedback from
colleagues, within or beyond the school, is seen as helping to transfer theory and
knowledge into improved practice. The support is not seen as providing answers but
rather as using a repertoire of tools to help those being mentored to reach new
understandings. MacBeath (2006) explains there are three main forms of external
support for school leaders: mentoring, coaching and critical friendship that extend
from intervention to facilitation. However, peer support may also take the form of
online facilitation, peer learning networks and group forums.

Almost all of the programmes that we examined demonstrated ways to facilitate
peer support. In the PQP (Ontario), opportunities for participants to gain peer sup-
port are evident in the requirement that a component of the programme be delivered
face to face, thus facilitating interaction and feedback from peers. Within the Leader-
ship Practicum component of the programme, participants select a mentor and work
with the leadership team of a school, providing further opportunities for support and
feedback within the school context.
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Other programmes have made good use of available technology. For example,
the L5 Leadership programme (PAI, South Australia) has provided online platforms
for peer support. However, feedback strategies specifically designed to assist in
knowledge and theory transfer are not evident in the information reviewed.

Criterion 8: context sensitive

Incorporating real-life school-based problem-solving activities within the context of
individual participants’ schools is seen in the literature (Hallinger 2011, Huber 2011)
as a good way for professional learning programmes to build in and make relevant
use of school leaders’ knowledge of their circumstances. It is also seen as a way of
ensuring that knowledge and theory connect with practice and action (Huber 2011).
Aspiring leaders want their professional learning centred in practice so that it is rele-
vant and meaningful. This applies whether learning involves simulating the kind of
challenges an aspiring leader may face in the future, or real on-the-job challenges
that existing leaders encounter. The challenge is to provide professional learning
experiences that link theoretical learning with the reality known by participants.

We found that the NPQH (England), SQH (Scotland) and PQP (Ontario) pro-
vided good examples of how programmes can be context sensitive and able to build
in and make relevant use of school leaders’ knowledge. For example, the SQH
involves an in-depth analysis of a school prior to leaders undertaking the develop-
ment of a School Improvement Plan. This requires sensitivity to the school context
and relies on school leaders’ knowledge of their circumstances. Similarly, the home
school project that is part of the NPQH project suggests participants will have
opportunities to adapt their strategies to their contexts. However, the extent to which
participants are able to do this is not clear.

The PQP explicitly states that it recognises participants’ contexts and claims to
explore topics and issues of particular relevance to the context in which the partici-
pants work or may work. It claims that instructors within this programme use the
principles of adult learning, utilise prior learning, capitalise on participants’
experiences and respond to individual needs.

Criterion 9: partnership powered

The literature suggests that professional learning programmes are enriched by the
support and engagement of external agencies (Brundrett and Crawford 2008). The
logic of the argument presented is that when professional learning providers form
partnerships with associations, universities and the broader professional world in the
development and delivery of programmes, participants are seen to gain from the
partnership’s collective knowledge and experience. Brundrett and Crawford (2008)
report that some countries have chosen to locate leadership training in universities,
specially created institutions or in conjunction and collaboration with private organi-
sations to good effect. However, whilst an international trend to draw on concep-
tions of leadership from business and industry may be viewed by some as a sensible
way of ensuring that programmes are informed by best practice, others may see it as
‘a dangerous dalliance with market-driven ideologies that may diminish the social
dimension of education’ (2008, p. 3).

The notion of partnerships and external support from organisations inside and
outside education appears to be a strong feature of several of the programmes
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reviewed. These included the NPQH (England), the SQH (Scotland) and the PQP
(Ontario). Partnerships are offered in the NPQH through coaching and support in
the participants’ home school and placement school. Successful completion of the
SQH is credited towards Certificate and Diploma-level university qualifications, sug-
gesting that a partnership has been established. A comparison between the partici-
pant’s school and another organisation in relation to an aspect of leadership and
management suggests that further partnerships may also have been established. The
PQP (Ontario) is offered by a range of universities as well as professional organisa-
tions that appear to have contributed to its development as well as its delivery. Par-
ticipants thus have the opportunity to access the skills and knowledge shared by
academics and course leaders as well as to undertake a leadership practicum in the
wider professional world. The engagement of partners in the development and deliv-
ery of programmes from other countries appears to be less evident. For example, the
First Time Principals (New Zealand) was developed by the University of Auckland.
Partners were not evident in the documents accessed.

Criterion 10: effects oriented

According to the literature (Cowie and Crawford 2007, Southworth 2009), the pro-
viders of professional learning need to commit to the evaluation of the effects of
their programmes on leaders and the associated school practices to which the learn-
ing applies. We believe that, as does Bush (2009), both immediate and long-term
measures are needed to determine the lasting effects of programmes. We believe a
stronger commitment to research into and evaluation of leadership development pro-
grammes and opportunities is necessary. This should include investigations of the
ways and the extent to which leaders apply what they have learned in their schools
and its effects on teachers, on teaching and learning and, ultimately, on student
outcomes.

Scottish programmes appeared to have the strongest focus on evaluating effects
both on leaders as well as on school practices. The Flexible Route to Headship has
coaches and a field assessor who all undertake the formative and summative
assessment of participants. The information that we reviewed describes the ongoing
evaluation of the programme and its effects on the school leaders involved. In the
SQH, participants are assessed in each of the five courses within the programme.
These are embedded in the school context and require critical reflection on
workplace results and personal learning.

In the NPQH (England), the gateway to headship entry (assessment prior to
entry) and final assessment are undertaken as part of the programme. Further evalua-
tion of the programme is not evident in the documents available. The PQP (Ontario)
also includes assessment of participants in the programme. However, the impact of
their learning beyond the programme is not evident in available documents. In other
programmes, how effects are evaluated is not clear. For example, in the documents
accessed on the First Time Principals (New Zealand), how its three modules are
assessed and how the programme is evaluated are not made explicit. The L5 Leader-
ship programme (South Australia) appears to rely on self-reflection and self-
assessment. Here also, further evaluation of the effects of the programme on leaders
was not evident from documents available.
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In the following section we consider the potential use and general applicability
of these 10 criteria in determining the quality and value of professional learning pro-
grammes and in making design decisions.

Potential use and applicability

The purpose of this paper has been to apply the 10 criteria distilled from literature
on leadership learning to a range of programmes in the hope of illustrating their
potential use. It was not our intent to provide an overall judgement or rating of each
programme, as we did not have sufficient information to do so. What we hoped to
do was to illustrate the usefulness of the criteria as a research-validated framework
to guide the systematic evaluation of professional learning programmes and to
inform their design.

We believe the exercise has confirmed that the 10 criteria, representing what is
considered important in the research literature, were useful in identifying and reflect-
ing on the strengths and weaknesses of the leadership development programmes we
selected to review. It is clear that aspects of at least seven of the criteria were at least
partially addressed in many of the programmes we examined and could be described
as strengths in some. These strengths were: goal oriented, research informed, time
rich, practice centred, purpose designed, peer supported and context sensitive. Crite-
ria that may need closer attention during the redesign of the programmes we have
examined are: those related to a programme’s philosophy (i.e. the programme’s
informing assumptions about knowledge and human nature); goals related to school
improvement and student achievement; leadership and learning research; and time
allocation and use.

In our subjective view, further consideration also needs to be given to two of the
10 criteria when designing and delivering programmes. The first of these relates to
the formation of partnerships and the way that these can contribute to a much
broader and richer learning experience for participants than that possible without this
outreach. Whilst building and working with partners can be a challenge, the possi-
bilities for widening horizons that arise, when organisations including businesses,
teaching and leadership councils, and communities are involved in the planning and
delivery of programmes, are boundless.

The second criterion we suggest needs closer attention in programme design and
delivery is a commitment to evaluating programme effects. We argue that the ways
effects are to be evaluated should be established during the design of the programme
and should be closely linked to its structure and learning components. In our opin-
ion, the focus should be on the long-term impact of the programme on the partici-
pants themselves and their work, the teachers with whom they work and their
principals. Evaluation therefore needs to be undertaken some time after participants
have completed a programme to ensure that programme effects are accurately
revealed when and where they occur.

The task we set ourselves has confirmed our belief that the set of 10 criteria
drawn from the leadership development research literature constitutes a useful
framework no matter the international source of the leadership programme. Taking
these criteria directly into programme design, however, is no easy task. They must
be conscientiously addressed. Programme planners need a strong theoretical frame-
work, research-based findings and practical experience to translate the criteria into
effective programme delivery.
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Conclusion

We have used examples from a range of national and international programmes to
illustrate the potential use and applicability of 10 criteria to help make design
decisions about high-quality professional school leadership learning programmes.
Judgements made against these criteria can help ensure that evaluation is a struc-
tured, reflective process capable of exposing opportunities for further programme
improvement. These 10 criteria may not form the foundation for a ‘perfect 10’, but
we believe they offer a start to those developing a set of robust practices to assist
them to evaluate the quality of current leadership learning provision, a need
persuasively argued by Hallinger (2003) and Bush (2009).
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