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SECTION ONE: INTRODUCTION

Leadership is an important factor in student outcomes. 
It is especially important in shaping a school’s climate, 
classroom conditions and teachers’ mind-sets—all 
of which impact student outcomes indirectly and to 
varying degrees.* Our research note, Anchoring the 
Abstract, reviews the international and local evidence for 
this, and considers the case study of a South Auckland 
school, Highfields Primary. But how can we effectively 
harness school leadership as a lever to improve student 
outcomes system-wide?

Both National and Labour have announced election 
year policies to boost school leadership. National has 
proposed a “Principal Recruitment Allowance” (PRA) and 
the “Community of Schools Leadership Role” (COSLR) as 
part of its “Investing in Educational Success” (IES) policy.1 
The PRA will fund Boards of Trustees in high-need schools 
to attract a high-quality principal. The Community of 
Schools Leader (COS Leader), a current school principal, 
will spend two days outside her own school to provide 
support to and mentor other leaders in the Community 
of Schools. Otherwise, aspects of Labour’s “Backing 
Quality Education” policy have a focus on improving 

school leadership: Labour proposes a “college of 
leadership” and a “school advisory service” that will 
“have the power to second excellent teachers and school 
leaders for a period of up to 3 years to act as mentors 
and trainers.”2 Spreading expertise and providing career 
pathways are underlying principles in both National’s 
and Labour’s school leadership policies, though certain 
details, like funding structure, differentiate the parties.3 
We make National’s policy our focus because it has, 
overall, a greater emphasis on school leadership and 
is more developed and more timely than Labour’s. 
Our recommendations, in any case, do explore what is 
potentially beneficial for system improvement in both 
parties’ policies, and at points advise ways to take the 
best from both worlds. 

We first consider evidence for collaboration in general, 
and then outline the relationship between what’s known 
as “system leadership” (or “lateral learning”) and student 
outcomes. We then relate the evidence to the policy, 
focussing on the role of COS Leader. This position has 
potential to promote system improvement and better 
student outcomes. Certain issues remain, however, 
especially in the implementation process. Several of 
these can be negotiated, and in this vein we make nine 
recommendations grouped into three areas:

RECOMMENDATIONS
CULTURE CHANGE:
1. Stress partnership and common ground
2. Lessen demands on individual schools
3. Manage workload and build capacity

FINANCIAL RESOURCING:
4. Resource each Community of Schools to improve teaching and learning
5. Consider education bonds

THE APPLICATION PROCESS:
6. Carefully review each applicant’s school arrangements: its leadership structure and relationships
7. Carefully evaluate all schools in each Community of Schools, especially inter-school leadership dynamics 

and relationships  
8. Ensure successful applicants report back to the Ministry of Education on their successes and difficulties
9. Where possible, use the Principal Recruitment Allowance in a “preventative” rather than “curative” capacity

* Unless otherwise stated, we understand student outcomes broadly. That is, not only achievement outcomes but also engagement outcomes and others including, as two 
of our interviewees sought, citizenship. The IES Working Group settled on the following (circular) definition for student achievement: “Valued outcomes as set out in The 
New Zealand Curriculum and/or Te Marautanga o Aotearoa including student achievement.” The “basket of evidence” supplied in part two of the Working Group report is 
a solid starting point for assessing schools’ progress: Ministry of Education, “Investing in Educational Success. Part Two: Advice and Members’ Independent Background 
Papers” (Wellington: June 2014), 77-80. Accessed 10 June 2014 at http://www.minedu.govt.nz/~/media/MinEdu/Files/TheMinistry/EducationInitiatives/IES/WGPart2.pdf.
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SECTION TWO: IS COLLABORATION 
BENEFICIAL? THE EVIDENCE

Many commentators accept the general idea of 
collaboration, but some disagree on what form of 
collaboration best serves student outcomes.4 Here, 
especially, question marks linger about evidence.5 Is 
there any evidence that resourcing leadership to oversee 
school collaboration actually helps to improve student 
outcomes? As cited in our research note, Anchoring the 
Abstract, several academics, government officials and 
practitioners believe it does—that system leadership, 
where leaders resource other leaders, contributes to 
better student outcomes (writ large).6

In our research note, Anchoring the Abstract, we 
reviewed testimonies about the benefits of inter-
school collaboration (or what interviewees termed 
“partnership”) at Highfields. One school leader had the 
following to say, for example:

That is the only way to grow at whatever level you are [at]: 
whether you are at a team level, class level, learning from 
your student teacher, learning from your colleague, [or] 
learning from somebody who’s doing something outside 
school.  That’s how you learn from each other, and that’s 
how you grow. 7

In Singapore, Finland and England, there is qualitative 
evidence and some quantitative evidence that resourcing 
leaders to oversee inter-school collaboration has a 
positive impact on student outcomes. True, the evidence 
is largely anecdotal, though the idea of system leadership 
is a relatively recent one. 

But before we get to these studies, it’s important to 
address one potential issue in using overseas evidence.8 
There are considerable differences between our 
school system and those of Singapore, Finland and 
England. These contextual differences should not be 
underestimated. An argument about the significance 
of these differences holds that because one system 
has a set of local characteristics that another system 
does not, what works in the first system won’t work in 
the second.9 This argument turns on the nature of the 
local characteristics that differ between the two school 
systems. If what works in the first system probably 
only works because of the presence of the local 
characteristics, then the argument looks good. If, on the 
other hand, what works in the first school system does 

not essentially depend on its local characteristics, the 
argument is flawed. In fact, a counter-argument holds 
that the importance of local characteristics is overstated, 
and instead common principles are more important 
because they are largely sufficient for success—however 
this is defined.10 Following this, while local characteristics 
are important, we shouldn’t overstate them, because 
many principles are general and not contextual snobs.  
But how do we know this? And what are these principles?11 

Meta-analyses combine a wide number of contextually 
discrete studies as a way to find what obtains generally. 
For instance, one of the “big ideas” in John Hattie’s 
Visible Learning synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses 
is that “schools cannot help if they work in isolation.” 
Hattie urges “effective educator collaboration” in areas 
that we know improve student outcomes.12 We know 
school leadership is one of these, and we know principles 
that undergird successful educational leadership.13 Our 
research note, Anchoring the Abstract, discusses these. 
Kenneth Leithwood’s and Vivane Robinson’s studies, for 
instance, show the impact of setting directions, leaders 
providing support, and leaders learning and ensuring 
that their teachers are learning and improving practice, 
among other things. Relationally- and competence-
based trust is significant too. Thus, given appropriate 
contextual sensitivity, it seems reasonable to assume that 
system leadership, similar to that practiced overseas, 
can help facilitate best practice in New Zealand.

System leadership in Singapore, 
Finland and England

The Singaporean government has put leadership at the 
centre of its school reform efforts.14 From 1997 it devolved 
certain managerial duties to schools and gathered 
schools into clusters—12-14 primary and secondary 
schools geographically grouped together and overseen 
by a superintendent.15 The cluster superintendent acts 
as a supervisor, mentor and developer—identifying 
potential leaders and training them.16 Superintendents 
have track records of success as principals, though their 
appointment has a set term after which they return to the 
principalship.17 The aims of this reform include greater 
leadership capacity, innovation and improved system 
performance through cooperation and sharing.18

In Finland, so-called “district principals” spend two-
thirds of their time in their own school and the balance 
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working with schools throughout the district. Teachers 
too network across schools. This is seen as a way to 
rationalise resources, integrate services, heighten 
transparency, improve problem-solving and promote 
cooperation while developing leadership capacity.19

There is anecdotal evidence of positive impacts from 
system leadership in Singapore and Finland. For instance, 
one Singaporean official referred to principals’ lateral 
learning as “one of the most powerful elements of our 
system,” while the former Education Minister remarked: 

Principals and teachers in the clusters have reported that 
they have been enriched by the high level of collaboration 
among schools and benefited from shared experiences. This 
has improved the ability of the schools to meet the needs of 
their pupils.20

According to one academic, moreover, mentor-protége 
relationships play a beneficial role.21 In Finland, a team 
of researchers found that, while work remained and 
it was too soon to evaluate effect, district leadership 
had contributed to a climate of cooperation and 
interdependence.22 Across several (other) countries 
surveyed for the Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD), researchers found that 
“system leadership can lead to better and more 
consistent pupil orientation and support.” 23

The evidence is stronger for the impacts of system 
leadership in England. The Government began to fund 
National Leaders of Education (NLEs) in 2006.24 An 
NLE “moors…[her] outstanding school alongside one 
that[‘s] marooned or sinking, and import[s] systems, 
skills and expert practitioners to get it moving in the right 
direction.”25 The government also funds Local Leaders of 
Education (LLE)—leaders with a successful track record 
who mentor and support other schools in their vicinity.26  
These leaders additionally promote professional learning 
within and outside their own schools.27

There is both qualitative and quantitative data that 
indicates the benefits of NLEs for student outcomes 
and the improved educational performance of students 
from low socio-economic backgrounds. Ofsted reports 
identify the NLE programme as a “significant factor” in 
turning around struggling schools, and they pinpoint 
particularly the benefits to leadership development—
which is understood as the path to quality and 
sustainable leadership.28 Otherwise, a 2010 study of 
primary school test results from 2007 to 2009 showed 

that in NLE-supported schools “the average percentage 
of pupils gaining level 4 in English and maths at Key 
Stage 2 [rose] by 10 percentage points, while schools 
nationally flat-lined.”29 At the secondary level, results 
over the same period were also positive for students at 
NLE-supported schools—students passed their GCSEs 
at twice the national rate. Of course, not all schools 
improved or sustained improvement, though there 
remained a general picture of improvement.30

A further study investigated 105 secondary and 87 
primary National Support Schools (NSSs)—the NLEs’ 
host schools—between 2008 and 2010. In addition 
to several case studies, the researchers employed 
quantitative methods in analysing the impact of system 
leadership in closing the gap between students eligible 
for free school meals (FSM) and their non-eligible peers.31 
(The researchers used the criterion of eligibility for free 
school meals as a proxy for low socio-economic status). 
They asked: Does system leadership close the gap? 
They found that NSSs had smaller gaps in achievement 
than the national average. At the primary level, the 
achievement of FSM-eligible students was 20 points 
higher than national average, while the gap with their 
non-eligible peers was 9 percentage points compared 
to 21 percent nationally. The FSM-eligible students were 
improving at four times the national rate over 2008-
2010 and outperformed their counterparts at non-NSS 
schools.32 At the secondary level, FSM-eligible students 
increased their performance by 8 percentage points over 
2008 to 2010, while their achievement was 15 percent 
higher than the national average. The gap between FSM-
eligible and non-eligible students was 21 percent at NSSs 
compared to 28 percent nationally. 

The researchers also looked at how effective NLEs had 
been in schools they had supported. These totalled 
130 secondary schools and 164 primary schools. The 
researchers found the achievement of both FSM and 
non-FSM students better than the national average. In 
the primary schools, they found that the improvement 
of FSM-eligible students was the fastest of all—at 8 
percent it was four times the national average. By 2010, 
from an initial lag, these students were performing better 
than FSM-eligible students nationally.33 However, we 
shouldn’t confuse correlation for causation; the writers 
conclude in this way: “Over this three-year period then, it 
does indeed appear that school-to-school support (and 
just as importantly the schools doing the supporting) 
can help to close the gap.”34
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Another study focussed on school federations—
two or more schools with one governing body—
and collaborations—schools that cooperate but 
have independent governing bodies. The data set 
spanned 2004 to 2010 and showed that federations 
and collaborative schools began to outperform other 
(individual) schools after roughly two to four years.35 
This research also indicates that students’ outcomes 

are better among federations than collaborations, while 
federations with a performance focus did better than 
those that without it. A performance federation, by way 
of explanation, is comprised of two or more schools with 
a variety of achievement backgrounds but a deliberate 
focus on achievement.36 
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SECTION THREE: POLICY ANALYSIS

The overseas evidence provides some support that 
inter-school collaboration—schools providing support, 
mentoring and expertise to others—can and does make 
a difference. In New Zealand, our case study furnishes 
qualitative evidence that there’s much to be gained from 
inter-school partnerships (see p.11 in our research note, 
Anchoring the Abstract).

Broadly, the idea behind Investing in Educational Success 
tracks what has worked overseas—sharing expertise and 
experience. This is something that can be implemented 
here, and in fact already is to a certain extent in the form 
of clusters (like our case study cluster).37 The Ministry 
of Education describes the intended “Communities of 
Schools” in this way:

Communities of Schools would form to encourage 
cooperation between [sic] school governance, leadership 
and teachers to improve their practice and deliver shared 
achievement objectives, which would be collectively set. 
Communities of Schools would self-identify and would 
largely be geographically defined, including a variety of 
school types (primary through to secondary).38

Differences between Communities of Schools and existing 
clusters include the “shared achievement objectives,” 
and Government recognition of and remuneration for 
leading teacher and principal roles. In our case study, we 
observed that the Highfields cluster has lead teachers 
who are considered “experts” and are available for 
role-modelling, for example, while one of the principals 
is the recognised co-ordinator. The COSLR codifies 
and expands the latter role. Successful applicants will 
undertake the following duties:

1. Offer leadership in building productive cooperation 
within Communities of Schools

2. Build relationships with early childhood education 
and tertiary [providers] to strengthen the 
transition of students, and to better support 
student achievement

3. Facilitate the agreement of shared achievement 
objectives

4. Support the professional growth of leaders and 
teachers

5. Offer leadership [through] the use of professional 
expertise across schools to meet shared 
achievement objectives in cooperation with other 
principals in the community.39

This is clearly a much more involved role than that of most 
cluster co-ordinators, a role that would surely demand 
something like the two days a week the Government 
foresees.

In all, the evidence suggests that the fundamental idea 
has potential—the idea of spreading expertise and 
experience across schools to enhance teaching and 
learning. But certain implementation issues remain and 
should be addressed.40

Our recommendations follow in three areas: culture 
change, financial resources, and the application process.

A. Culture change

One problem the Government faces is our self-managing 
system, a system where schools are competing for 
students and the funds that come with them.41 This 
system enshrines competition, not collaboration, among 
schools. One commentator has noted this paradox: 
the Government, long interested in competition—
institutionalised in the “Tomorrow’s Schools” reforms—
is now promoting collaboration.42 But moving from 
competition to collaboration, or partnership, will require 
a huge effort from all stakeholders. 

All need to form intentions and dispositions that favour 
collaboration. This amounts to culture change, including 
shifts in norms and thinking patterns, among other 
things.43 Financial resources may help here, but they are 
only part of the solution and we shall review them further 
below. There are other ways to change schooling culture. 
Change ultimately has to come from partnerships among 
the schools themselves, and from the communities 
and families in which they are embedded. Top-down 
measures will have limited effectiveness; one paper 
notes: “The more bureaucratic the response, the less 
likely it will be to work.”44 

Yet there remains a role for Government. And the Ministry 
of Education has taken a step in the right direction with 
its broad consultation process among the professional 
unions, Māori and Pasifika groups and Ministry officials.45 
People tend to respond better in person than in print. 
Another positive step is the Government’s transparency 
so far, a fact lauded by the secondary teachers’ union and 
secondary principals’ union, and illustrated by the recent 
publication of working party documents and timelines. 
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However, fracture lines remain and work remains to 
be done, by and for all.46 To change the culture from 
competition to partnership, we recommend: 

Recommendation 1: Stress partnership and 
common ground

An obvious way to facilitate cooperation is by repeatedly 
stressing publicly stakeholders’ common goal—that 
all children learn and progress, no matter his or her 
background; when this happens the achievement 
gap closes. Some commentators label this the “moral 
purpose” of education.47 Teaching and learning is, after 
all, the core business of schools, and this emphasis 
should undergird all aspects of education—from teacher 
training to the classroom, to the staffroom, to the home 
and community, to the Community of Schools. There can 
be, and should be, unity about the value of education. 

It’s a question of partnership, which should be stressed 
in word and action. At a lower level, schools and their 
communities need to share a compelling vision. They 
need to have a sense of “us” and not “me” and “them.” This 
will take time, though advocacy, even public advocacy, 
should encourage individual and collective responsibility 
for and engagement in the shared vision. It should 
encourage families, communities, boards of trustees to 
engage and join together to take responsibility for their 
roles in children’s learning while acknowledging others’.48 
In this context, the COS Leader acts as a facilitator, and 
there is active membership and contributions from 
each partner. This is the case in the Highfields cluster—
boards, parents, staff, leadership and cluster members 
partner together as equals: they know, understand and 
are committed to high-quality teaching and student 
learning, to seeing their children succeed.49

Recommendation 2: Lessen demands on 
individual schools

Another way to encourage cooperation is to lessen the 
initial demands on individual schools while maintaining 
the integrity of the reform. As it stands, the Government 
intends to institute “shared achievement goals…
alongside their own school goals.”50 This may well be 
too much to accept for some schools.51 These schools 
may want to safeguard their autonomy, seeing the 
benefits of cooperation outweighed by perceived outside 
interference. Others may consider these centralised 
“achievement goals” unsuited to their own context or 
communities. 

The Working Group report notes that individual schools 
will work towards goals discussed and agreed with the 
COS Leader in addition to their existing goals.52 Instead, 
the Working Group should consider a partnership 
whereby individual schools work towards goals discussed 
and agreed with the COS Leader and based on their 
existing goals. This process should track what has been 
shown elsewhere to increase school leaders’ “collective 
efficacy”—the belief that they can achieve what they set 
out to achieve, including the following points:

• Clear and commonly-understood goals

• Goals that focus on the quality of teaching and 
learning

• Wide-ranging, timely and useful professional 
development

• Regional assistance for schools in interpreting and 
using data for decision-making.53

Schools would not be subject to centralised achievement 
goals unless their existing goals do not recognise the 
needs of the priority learners identified by the policy—
Māori and Pasifika students, students of low socio-
economic status, and those with special needs.54 
Further, if goals are of a like nature across schools, school 
representatives could gather, share data and moderate 
it. This will facilitate consistency across the Community 
of Schools and represent a form, perhaps a less invasive 
one, of centralised achievement goals.55 The Highfields 
cluster, for instance, already moderates its National 
Standards data. 

Recommendation 3: Manage workload and 
build capacity

The Ministry of Education and COS Leaders should 
manage workload within the COS Leader’s own school 
while building leadership capacity for the system. 
Important here is the notion of a people-centered and 
student-centered approach to capacity-building, one 
dedicated to partnership.56  

A single school makes tremendous demands on a 
principal, let alone a Community of Schools. In fact, 
several studies note the volume of principals’ work, 
especially their administrative duties. One paper 
holds that Kiwi principals spend almost twice as long 
on administration than some of their international 
counterparts, while a recent survey found 71 percent of 
secondary school principals would like more time for 
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educational leadership, and 61 percent would like to 
reduce the time spent on administration. Principals are 
regularly over-worked and stressed.57

Capacity-building is often associated with system 
leadership, though this aspect of the Government’s 
reform has received scant attention. The Ministry should 
devote more time and resource into the capacity-building 
aspects of IES, both within and outside schools. It should 
consider:

i. Building capacity within the COS Leader’s school 
through in-service training—the COS Leader’s 
school becomes a development hub: The two 
days that are foreseen for the COS Leader’s 
activity outside her school will require back-filling. 
An aspiring leader, or leadership team, could fill 
this space. Much research discusses in-service 
training as an effective method for leadership 
development.58 Of course, saddling an aspiring 
principal with additional duties may then require 
back-filling of his/her role. This may involve moving 
others up to fill the vacuum and/or spreading the 
responsibilities across a team (and this may [and 
probably will] require additional salary units). 
Either way, economic implications aside, this will 
offer further leadership opportunities to those 
desirous of them. We should remember that 
transforming schools and building capacity will, 
in any case, demand time, resources and sweat.59 
It is merely a question of how best to negotiate 
such difficulties. Whether a school is an 
appropriate COS Leader “host” should be factored 
into the appointment process for the COSLR (see 
p.10 below).

ii. Combining in-service experience with out-of-
service learning about school leadership.60 This will 
enable school leaders to reflect on their practice 
in a way that facilitates school improvement.61 
In the course of a year, for instance, The Centre 
for Educational Leadership at the University of 
Auckland offers six modules on “student-centered 
leadership”—that is, leadership focused on 
improving students’ learning and outcomes.62 
Elsewhere, the University of Waikato offers an 
“Aspiring Principals” course, and Victoria University 
a degree in secondary school leadership. Non-
tertiary providers, too, are innovating in leadership 
capacity building. Leadership Lab is one example. 

Leadership Lab run a leadership “incubator” and is 
currently working alongside the Ministry of Social 
Development and the University of Canterbury to 
build individual and network capacity. 63 

The combination of in- and out-of-service training 
promises a powerful force for leadership development 
and ultimately system improvement: it will connect 
study to experience, theory to practice, method to 
purpose and content to process, and perhaps above all 
it will offer support by connecting people to people.64  
This is already happening in places in New Zealand, but 
Investing in Educational Success offers an opportunity 
to broaden this work. Research suggests that some 
types of in-service leadership training combined with 
formal training needs to be carefully planned and set 
out in advance; such combinations cannot be ad hoc.65 
In this vein, the National College of School Leadership 
in England offers a nation-wide focus for leadership 
development and succession-planning.66 It resources 
schools, and oversees and co-ordinates development on 
a large scale.

While we have nothing so centralised, this may represent 
a goal for the future. Labour’s proposed College of 
Leadership may capture this idea, though details are 
lacking.67 In any case, a centralised body committed to 
leadership development and leadership sustainability is 
something that should be worked out in dialogue with 
best evidence and all stakeholders. At this introductory 
juncture, the Ministry of Education might consider 
resourcing programmes like that at the University of 
Auckland to work with prospective and appointed COS 
Leader schools to exploit fully the potential of synergetic 
in-service and out-of-service leadership development.68  
This would represent a customised leadership 
development programme for each Community of 
Schools, and country-wide would supplement both the 
National Aspiring Principals’ Programme, the First-Time 
Principals’ Programme and He Kākano. It would facilitate 
succession planning and sustainability.69 
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B. Financial resources

The above measures may not be sufficient for schools 
to collaborate. We want, after all, system-wide 
improvement and not just that of a few select schools. 
One way this can be achieved is through a well-designed 
incentive structure. Currently, the Government proposes 
to devote a considerable amount of money to remunerate 
each COS Leader. We believe the Government should 
remunerate each successful applicant for the added 
responsibility she assumes, but some financial resource 
should be spread across the Community of Schools in 
a way that targets teaching and learning.70 This should 
increase the likelihood of collaboration while affirming a 
focus on children’s learning. It may incur an additional 
cost, which could be covered through partnership with 
local communities and the private sector. The following 
three recommendations are not mutually exclusive:

Recommendation 4: Resource each 
Community of Schools to improve teaching 
and learning

In this scenario, a sum of Government money goes 
into a pot over which each COS Leader has oversight. 
Regulations would ensure it is directed at providing 
a resource for improving teaching and learning. The 
Highfields cluster provides an example of how this 
might happen: all schools partake in an Information and 
Communications Technology (ICT) initiative designed 
to aid children’s literacy and numeracy skills, which is 
funded by grants and parents’ contributions.71 Such 
a scheme would further supplement and focus the 
Government’s “Future-Focussed Learning” initiative.72  
Labour has noted that only the Government can fund a 
country-wide programme like this, though reform may 
not require the Government to foot the entire bill (see 
recommendation 5).73

Recommendation 5: Consider education bonds

Recommendation 4 may require additional funding. 
Therefore, the Ministry of Education could introduce a 
funding model based on the Ministry of Health’s social 
impact bonds.74 This way the Government and schools 
invite further resource and/or expertise, as well as 
external funding, to improve student learning. The 
following are two ways to do it:

i. The Ministry of Education and the Community of 
Schools enter into a contract to deliver specific 
educational outcomes (See Figure 1). Investors 
(parents or other interested parties) put into the 
Community of Schools pot. The pooled money is 
then invested into a resource that may facilitate 
the achievement of the agreed-upon outcomes. 
This resource may be ICT: parents in the Highfields 
cluster, for instance, make a deposit and invest 
$3.50 a week over three years for tablets, which 
the children keep.75

ii. The Community of Schools contracts with the 
Ministry and a third party to deliver specific 
educational outcomes (See Figure 2). Third parties 
may include literacy and numeracy consultants, 
or Activity Centres. External leadership coaches 
are another option to work with principals 
(including the COS Leader).76 The third party 
delivers educational expertise to bolster the 
Community of School’s (and each school’s) 
teaching programme.77 Investors, such as parents, 
can buy bonds from the Community of Schools.

In both cases, if agreed-upon targets are achieved—
following an independent assessment—a success 
payment is paid to the Community of Schools (to be 
shared around) and the third party (if applicable). There 
is no penalty if the target is not achieved, but nor is 
there any payment. Investors get a return if the desired 
outcomes are achieved; this would be paid out of the 
Ministry’s success payment. 

Under both scenarios, the opportunity for parents to 
get a return on their investment—other than the tablet 
and their children’s educational success—could be a 
powerful impetus for learning.

Under scenario ii., the third parties could serve as focal 
points for collaboration across a Community of Schools, 
supplementing the work of COS Leader, so-called 
Community of Schools Teachers (across community) 
and Community of Schools Teachers (within school). 
This would add to the pool of expertise while saving time 
spent by practitioners outside their schools.

There could be reservations about education bonds. 
Of course moving from the idea to implementing policy 
would require significant effort. This process would 
need the development of mechanisms to ensure people 
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can’t game the system. There could also be political 
scepticism about financial interests mixed up with 
education, a social good. But these sorts of models 
aren’t about reducing funding and thus disadvantaging 
schools; instead, they are about increasing funding from 
the community in a voluntary way—they would enable 
communities to invest in their children.78 And because 
they are small scale, they are perhaps more likely to 
attract interest.  Another objection may be about equity. 
Education bonds would pose few equity problems if 
each Community of Schools represented a cross-section 
of Decile 1-10 schools.79 They would actually furnish a 
further avenue for investment in low-decile schools.80 

In sum, education bonds could invite partnership through 
investment in students’ futures.

C. The application process
Lastly, the Government needs to overcome a host of 
possible systemic issues. These include the following 
three, all of which are linked:

i. A COS Leader could potentially spend too much 
time outside her own school and will therefore 
disadvantage it—both its staff and its students.81  

ii. As a result of (i), and the additional demands of 
overseeing other schools (when just one is often 
difficult enough), the COSLR may not attract the 
“best” candidates, and this will disadvantage not 
only the successful applicant’s own school but all 
schools in the Community of Schools.82 

iii. Without the best candidates applying, it’s more 
probable the successful applicant will be unable 
to create the sort of “trusting” coalition required 
for success.  

Source: based on the Ministry of Health’s social bonds (Accessed 4 April 2014 at http://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/preventative-health-wellness/social-bonds-new-zealand-pilot)

Figure 1: Education bonds, scenario i
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If the Government were to offer the sort of financial 
resources we’ve outlined above, these problems would 
lose some of their weight—third parties could assist the 
COS Leader in mentoring, and therefore minimise the 
demands on her time and also provide more chance of 
attracting the best applicants. A greater emphasis on 
partnership and moderated demands could also weaken 
the above issues.

A rigorous appointment process could further mitigate 
concerns and add to the strength of the policy. Two 
principles should govern the process. The process should, 
firstly, take account of the value of organisational trust. 
As we have seen in our research note, Anchoring the 
Abstract, trust is an indispensable ingredient in a positive 
school culture.83 Secondly, the process should also not be 
rushed. As one of our interviewee principals expressed: 
“The technical solutions are the easy part. The people 
solutions, the peoples’ investment, is the part you can’t 

hurry.”84 While it’s relatively easy to regulate “solutions,” 
the strong relationships that characterise partnership 
take time to develop.

The first two of our final four recommendations are 
iterations of the stated “functions” of the COS Leader 
and also appear in the appointment conditions of the 
PRA.85 They should be given due consideration in the 
appointment process of each COS Leader. Our last 
recommendation invites a potentially broader pool of 
applicants for the PRA and the prospect of broader 
school improvement.

Recommendation 6: Carefully review 
each applicant’s school arrangements: its 
leadership structure and relationships

The appointment process should include a searching 
evaluation not only of applicant’s relevant expertise 

Source: based on the Ministry of Health’s social bonds (Accessed 4 April 2014 at http://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/preventative-health-wellness/social-bonds-new-zealand-pilot)

Figure 2: Education bonds, scenario ii
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and experience but also of her school’s personnel and 
leadership structure. Of course, an ideal applicant would 
have outstanding expertise and a proven track record of 
successful school leadership. Yet a robust appointment 
process should also review the school’s personnel and 
leadership structure in order to ascertain whether the 
applicant’s school can maintain smooth functioning while 
its principal is out of the office for two days per week. 
Therefore, the appointment process must inquire after 
a given school’s capacity to handle the absence of its 
principal, and also the principal’s capacity to handle the 
added responsibility. While the absence of the principal 
offers an opportunity to build capacity, there must 
first exist sufficient competence and a minimal level of 
leadership capacity to backfill the principal’s position and 
maintain the smooth functioning of the school. Assessors 
should ask whether the person or the group backfilling 
the principal’s role for two days a week will be able to 
build/maintain and sustain both relationally-based and 
competence-based trust. There are other principles of 
effective leadership, including cultural responsiveness, 
that should enter the discussion—we discuss these in 
our research note, Anchoring the Abstract—as well as 
how to assess them.86 

Recommendation 7: Carefully evaluate all 
schools in each Community of Schools, 
especially the inter-school leadership 
dynamics and relationships

The appointment process should include a searching 
and unhurried evaluation of all schools in the Community 
of Schools. It should inquire especially after the nature of 
relationships between the applicant and principals in the 
Community of Schools, and within each of the schools 
and their communities. Given the importance of trust in 
partnerships, an applicant without mana will undermine 
the project. An effective and sustainable Community of 
Schools will possess a desire for and commitment to a 
learning focus and quality inter-personal relationships. 
This is a form of partnership that could work—where 
there is consensus and a collective working towards 
goals alongside a form of hybrid leadership—where 
a nominal (or sometimes explicit, depending on the 
context) hierarchy co-exists with so-called “distributed 
leadership.”87 Trust undergirds this, and it is especially 
important in certain contexts. For instance, if the COS 
Leader operates in a low decile, culturally homogenous 
small school, it may take greater effort to forge a trusting 
consensus with other, larger, less homogenous and 

higher decile schools.88 Here, especially, the appointment 
process must take account of different cultural stories.

Recommendation 3 above, on leadership development 
hubs, offers one way to forge trust.89 Development hubs 
could represent a core network for leaders to broker 
their partnership.

Recommendation 8: Ensure successful 
applicants report back to the Ministry of 
Education on their successes and difficulties

This recommendation tracks a criterion for the post of 
National Leader of Education in England. It promises a 
cycle of refinement and improvement over time.90

Recommendation 9: Where possible, use 
the Principal Recruitment Allowance in a 
“preventative” rather than “curative” capacity

The Ministry should consider expanding the pool of 
applicants for the PRA by extending the definition 
of “significantly underachieving” schools to include 
those that have an existing principal.91 In this case, the 
PRA would fund leadership expertise and capacity in a 
supporting role. This may be neither practicable nor 
desirable in many schools, but it does offer to some the 
appeal of minimal disruption to existing relationships 
(where these are positive), and the prospect of a 
“preventative” approach over and above that of a 
“curative” or reactionary approach, which is what the 
Ministry and Working Group seem to favour.92 After 
all, the standing principal may not be the cause of the 
school’s “significant underachievement,” while it may be 
much more difficult to right the ship in schools with a 
principal vacancy. A minimum three-year term should be 
sufficient for shared expertise and improved capacity. If 
the Working Group does decide on this measure, it should 
ensure that reporting lines and spheres of authority are 
clear before the appointment.

In sum, we hold that the leadership provisions of Investing 
in Educational Success have potential to promote system 
improvement and better student outcomes. While 
implementation issues can pose significant difficulties, 
we believe the Ministry of Education could address 
some of these by paying attention to culture change 
initiatives, financial resourcing and considerations in 
the appointment process. In all these, partnership should 
be a guiding principle.
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