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A catalyst for 
change or a 
retreat to the 
safety of the 
past?

Today’s Presentation
Rethinking sustainable school leadership

• Rethinking the Purpose of Schooling

• Rethinking the Curriculum: Improving 

Accessibility and Creating Space

• Rethinking Assessment: Measure What 

Matters

• Rethinking Learners: Self-determination, 

Autonomy, Agency, and Voice

• Rethinking the Basics: Digital literacy

• Rethinking Teaching and Teachers: Creating 

Options for Students 
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We have children starting 

school this year who will be 

probably still be wanting to work 

in………..



The Challenge:

How are you leading your 

school’s response to our 

rapidly changing landscape?





We live in a  turbulent and unpredictable world 
that is constantly changing.

Including……..

Climate change Reglobalisation COVID 19 Trade wars 

Rise of the far-left Trade wars  Cost of living – equity gap

Anti-immigration Fake news  Challenges to democracy

Generative AI  Social media and digital safety Mental health and wellbeing

Changing nature of employment  Capacity to create your own job

Have v have-nots Access to professional health services 

Disengagement Owning your own home Increasing juvenile and adult 

       crime
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Individual and societal factors 
affecting disengagement
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• Personal attributes such as boredom, identity, school 
connectedness, academic motivation, sense of 
belonging and low self esteem

• Socio-economic status including financial resources, 
parent occupation and neighbourhood

• Family factors including family dysfunction, mental 
illness and disability

• Race, ethnicity, religion and gender



• National Testing

• ATAR

• Lack of system accountability

• School reputation perceptions

• Inappropriate and dangerous 
behaviour of student(s)

• Parent expectations

• Staff expectations

• Lack of alternatives or options

• Leadership career trajectory concerns

• “The school down the road would suit 
you much better…..”

The covert factors that 
facilitate detachment
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Student and Teacher 
Retention
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In 2023 86.4% of students from year seven to 10 
regularly attended school, down from 91.2% in 
2015. By year 12 the retention rate for full-time 
students was just 79% – the lowest in the past 10 
years of data being reported.

5 Feb 2024

Victoria’s teacher crisis: 1200 jobs still unfilled
More than 380 government schools are still 
searching for staff in what’s been described 
as a “deeply concerning start to the school 
year”.



LEADERSHIP

Transformational

Transactional 

Stewardship

Servant Leadership

Principal centred 

leadershipGoal orientated

Enlightened 

leadership

Autocratic

Democratic
Participative

Delegated

DistributedBureaucratic

Instructional

Charismatic

Laissez-faire
Relational

Task 

orientated

Consultative



What do these people all have in common?
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Who do you think is the highest 

paid employee at your school?

So, what is the work that only 

the school leader should do?
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It’s my view (from experience) that 

Departments of Education do compliance, 

resourcing and systemic policy but they 

do not do bespoke innovation!





Observations 
about school 
leadership

• high performing schools have been led by a high performing leader who 

collaboratively empowers a diverse leadership team

• those identified high performing school leaders go about their work 

differently from their equally hard-working colleagues in other schools

• when asked what additional leadership support would be most useful, almost 

everyone says they need more time   

    



There is always too much to 

do. Your job as a leader is to 

stop your organisation 

focusing on practices that 

don’t make a difference.



The Sisyphus Trap



“The principal of the future has to be much more attuned to 
the big picture, and much more sophisticated at conceptual 
thinking, and transforming the organisation through people 

and teams.”

“The principal of the future 

has to be much more attuned 

to the big picture, and much 

more sophisticated at 

conceptual thinking, and 

transforming the organisation 

through people and teams.”
  Michael Fullan



U N E S C O  F U T U R E S  O F  E D U C A T I O N :  

S C H O O L S  
FOUR GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR DIALOGUE 

AND ACTION:

• Schools should be protected as spaces where 

students encounter challenges and 

possibilities not available to them elsewhere. 

• Building collective capacity should guide the 

redesign of schools. 

• Digital technologies should aim to support – 

and not replace – schools. 

• Schools should model the futures we aspire to 

by ensuring human rights and becoming 

exemplars of sustainability and carbon 

neutrality. 
UNESCO, 2021



The Art of School Leadership

Internationally effective school 

leadership is increasingly seen 

as key to large scale education 

reform and to improved 

educational outcomes. (OECD)

…Great leaders make others 

believe that it was their idea all 

along!





Empower those closest to the 

service delivery to make the 

most important decisions.
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What is the work that high achieving 

school leaders should prioritise? 

Creating a proactive and high performing culture that 
embraces diversity, inclusion and equity. 

Empowering others to solve problems of practice by 
ensuring that everyone is committed to the game plan and 
‘the way we do things around here’. 

Don’t singularly create the school’s strategy, structures, 
policies and practices but they do quality assure every 
moving part of the organisation so that they can devote 
resources to priorities and pressure points. 

High performing leaders don’t strive to be the best at 
everything. They certainly don’t need to be the best 
teacher or present the professional development to staff 
on every issue and topic.    
  

Spend time ‘on the 

balcony’ observing and 

building a deep 

understanding of the 

culture in place and to 

make sure that systems 

are in place and that 

they work (Heifetz and 

Linsky).



• They also don’t delegate or distribute jobs or 
tasks, they support team members to take on 
leadership roles by working together, coaching, 
providing feedback and by acknowledging. 

• High performing leaders are accountable and 
responsible for the quality of practice within the 
organisation, but they trust others to do their best 
and support staff to explore, innovate and do 
things differently

• They understand that formative accountability is 
much better than summative judgements and that 
regular constructive feedback is a gift that keeps 
on giving. 

• Act as the gate-keeper to ensure staff are not 
distracted by expectations that don’t make a 
difference.

• Build leadership capability and density in all 
others.

As the highest paid 

employee in the 

school, they ensure 

that they provide 

value for money by 

not taking the lead 

on all issues and in 

all circumstances. 



So, what is 
the work that 

only the 
school leader 

should do?

• Understand and appreciate what others do and how well they do 

it. 

• Liberally provide acknowledgement and praise to those who 

deserve it.

• Utilise resources to support others to make their jobs more 

doable.

• Eradicate duplication and repetition.

• Develop high performing staff which can only be done in two 

ways. Either get rid of them (which is impossible), or preferably, 

proactively performance manage them to become the best they 

can be.

• Engage the whole village by building community connectiveness 

and the willingness to share (but lead) the direction setting.

• Measuring and monitoring team effectiveness.

• Sustainable leadership through succession planning.



What is the 

work that 

high 

performing 

school 

leaders 

should not 

do?

• They do not do the work of others but 
know what others do.

• As the highest paid employee in the 
school, they ensure that they provide 
value for money by not taking the lead 
on all issues and in all circumstances. 

• They do not ‘instruct’, ‘delegate’ or 
‘distribute’, they empower.

• They do not bury themselves in the 
office doing “leadership work” while 
others are engaged in collaborative 
learning experiences.

• They set the culture by not being the 
first car in the carpark and the last to 
leave.

• They do not fail the pronoun test. Team 
before self.



Conductors do not 

know 

how the oboe does its 

work, but they know 

what 

the oboe should 

contribute
—Peter Drucker



Post COVID-19 education reform 
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• Rethinking Outcomes: The Purpose of 
Schooling

• Rethinking the Curriculum: Improving 
Accessibility and Creating Space

• Rethinking Assessment: Measure What Matters

• Rethinking Learners: Self-determination, 
Autonomy, Agency, and Voice

• Rethinking the Basics: Digital literacy

• Rethinking Teaching and Teachers: Creating 
Options for Students

https ://findanexpert.unimelb.edu.au/sc holarly wo
rk/1501054-the-changes-we-need--education-
post-covid-19 

https://findanexpert.unimelb.edu.au/scholarlywork/1501054-the-changes-we-need--education-post-covid-19
https://findanexpert.unimelb.edu.au/scholarlywork/1501054-the-changes-we-need--education-post-covid-19
https://findanexpert.unimelb.edu.au/scholarlywork/1501054-the-changes-we-need--education-post-covid-19


1. Rethinking the Purpose of Schooling
We need to prepare students for a world without certainty

• Education is more than preparing for work or an economic lever

• For Example: “We need to prepare resilient students to be lifelong learners, proactive citizens and problem 
solvers who have life options and good health”. 

• Skills and knowledge will continue to become less important and capabilities more important

Intercultural understanding and capability  Innovation

Creativity     Personal capabilities

Curiosity     Critical thinking

Entrepreneurship    Collaboration

Communication    Growth mindset

Resilience     Cultural literacy

For humans to thrive in the age of smart machines it is essential they do not  compete       
with smart machines. Instead, we need to focus on what it means to be more human.



The 

crowded 

curriculum
The Aust Curriculum

• Eight discipline-based learning areas

• Three cross- curriculum priorities

• Seven general capabilities



2. Rethinking the Curriculum

• Curriculum must be more flexible to 

ensure we can engage all students

• Owned and co-created by the learner 

(agency)

• Engaging and relevant content

• Needs to develop all passions, interests 

and competencies

• Not in competition with technology. A 

focus on human qualities.



3. Rethinking Data and Assessment

• Students are more than just a number at the end of their 
schooling. We can do better.

• What gets measured gets done and then becomes a 
priority

• High stakes testing is narrow and does not tell the whole 
story

     NAPLAN, ATAR, PISA etc

• It is why students don’t follow their passions..Eg 
languages, maths, sciences

• Learner profiles that also measure competencies and 
skills



Source: NAPLAN 2017  (Qld 

DET)



2015 



“What gets measured gets 
done.” What are the most 
important outcomes in your 
school?



4. Rethinking Learners

• Learners need to be architects of their own learning 

• It was a problem in the pandemic that many students 

were unable to work independently of teacher 

instruction and scaffolding

• Humans crave agency and self-determination

• Students need to be involved in decisions of what to 

learn, how to learn it and where and when they can learn

• Start by allowing some negotiation of parts of the 

curriculum.



5. Rethinking Digital Literacy and the World 
we live in

• Digital literacy is more than being able to use a device

• Today’s youth spend more time in the digital world than they do in school

• Most young people enter that world on their own or with their friends

•  The digital world is

• Multi-dimensional

• Psychological

• Social

• Emotional

• Cultural spiritual

• Economical

• Technological

• Behavioral

• And of course, cognitive 

•  Parents and schools need a different view of this world and not ignore it.



6. Rethinking Teaching and Teachers

• Teaching is too hard under the current model of teaching 
and learning

• Teachers have traditionally been the primary source of 
knowledge for students as instructors.

• Teachers should be artisans and focus most of their time on 
the act of teaching and facilitating

• Instead of talking about how hard it is to be a teacher, we 
should do something about it.

• Teachers need to co-create learning experiences and more 
options

• We predominantly have  a ‘one size fits all’ mainstream 
school approach across the nation



What would a school-based ‘game plan’ 

look like?

• It identifies what success looks like.

• All staff have participated in the creation 

and believe in it. 

• It deals with what we need to do in every 

situation….even when we don’t know what 

to do.

• Everyone is accountable for the  

consistency of practice.

• Non-negotiable standards for all 

individuals. Nobody is bigger than the 

team.



Capability building through quality 

performance management

• Peers working together and building 

capability through reflection and feedback

• Innovating to collaboratively solve 

problems of practice 

• Removing duplication to work more 

efficiently across the team

• Leadership development and team building

• Improving performance through targeted 

research  professional development



So what’s my point?
We need to believe 
that this is a unique 
once-in-a-lifetime 
chance to make 

radical changes to 
student learning that 

are driven at the front-
line by those who 

know best.



Thank you

Faculty of Education

Professor Jim Watterston, Dean
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