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1. Research team members’ names and affiliations. 

David Gurr, The University of Melbourne 
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2. Which project area does your research study address? 

       Leadership for social justice 

 

 X   Leadership in high-need schools 

 

 

3. Briefly describe the study setting, participants, data collection instruments, and dates of the 

investigation. 

 

We have completed three cases of underperforming schools and are currently completing a fourth case 

study. Two of the schools are in educationally advantaged contexts and two are in an educationally 

disadvantaged contexts. All four schools have been created from the remnants of other schools. One 

school resulted from the amalgamation of three failing schools, another from the resurrection of a 

closed school in an inner-city community, and two come from the re-birth of schools that were heading 

for closure as the communities had lost trust with the schools. All schools have been underperforming, 

but all were on improvement journeys when we conducted the research. Two schools were in 

advantaged communities and the research was conducted by Fiona Longmuir for her PhD (awarded in 

2017; Longmuir, 2017). Two schools were in disadvantaged contexts and the research was, and is 

being, conducted by Kieran McCrohan for his PhD.  

 

Table 1: Melbourne underperforming schools as part of the ISLDN.  

 

School Type Enrolment 

at the time 

of study 

Staff (full-

time 

equivalent) 

ICSEA Language 

Background 

other than 

English (%) 

Indigenous 

students (%) 

Per student 

expenditure 

A Government 

secondary 

629 44 teaching 

25 non-

teaching 

1079 

(2015) 

27 

0 

$12,640 

(2015) 



(highest 

20% of all 

schools) 

B Government 

secondary 

537 39 teaching 

25 non-

teaching 

1089 

(2015) 

(highest 

20% of all 

schools) 

22 

1 

$12,512 

(2015) 

C Government 

secondary 

1112 132 

teaching 

48 non-

teaching 

886 

(2016) 

(lowest 

16% of all 

schools) 

74 

2 

$17,320 

(2016) 

D Government 

secondary 

236 33 teaching 

11 non-

teaching 

969 

(2017) 

(second 

quartile of 

all 

schools) 

14 

3 

$18,435 

(2017) 

 

 

The research involved multiple perspective observational case studies. In each school, the principal, 

senior and middle level leaders, teachers, parents, students and school council members were 

interviewed individually or in groups. As well, relevant documents were collected and key events in 

the life of the school were observed. The focus of the research was on: 

1. What are the characteristics and practices of principals leading underperforming schools and 

what influences these? 

2. Who else contributes to the leadership of these schools and what are their contributions? 

3. How does the context influence the performance of these schools? 

 

 

4. List key findings of the study. 

 

Findings from schools A, B and C have been summarised in Gurr, Drysdale, Longmuir & McCrohan 

(2018; 2018 in press) and full findings from schools A and B reported in Longmuir (2017). Earlier research 

on School C is reported in Gurr, Drysdale, Clarke & Wildy (2014) and Huerta Villalobos (2013). The 

following is from Gurr, Drysdale, Longmuir & McCrohan (2018). 

 

Principals were able to engage with and utilised the multiple contexts to improve their schools. This was 

a feature of the successful school principals in the ISSPP and it seems that the principals in these 

underperforming schools were operating in similar ways. Now, of course, these schools were on an 

improvement pathway, and one of the principals had been a successful principal previously, and so 



perhaps this finding is not surprising. But it does reinforce that idea that whilst context matters, perhaps it 

matters less than is commonly claimed. Indeed, successful principals, and the three principals described 

here, seem to not be constrained by context. 

 

Leithwood and colleagues have for more than a decade described a four element leadership framework 

that includes practices associated with building vision and setting direction, understanding and 

developing people, redesigning the organisation, and managing the teaching and learning program. We 

see these elements in the cases described in this paper, although how the principals exercised leadership 

was somewhat different across their different contexts. For example, principals in schools A and C 

could introduce more rapid and directive change as their contexts were dire. The principal of school B 

was building upon an established school direction and so was slower and perhaps more considered in 

what changes were introduced. However, it wasn’t only that they responded to their contexts, all three 

principals purposefully leveraged certain contextual elements. The principal of school A used a closure 

crisis, and perceptions about the system not catering for individual student need, to support his 

approach. The principal of school B also used the focus on individual student need to continue her 

school’s trajectory. The principal of school C used poor academic history as the stimulus for major 

change. These choices both played to and aligned with the needs and culture of the three communities. 

The high-advantage communities wanted alternative approaches that recognised and supported the 

individual needs of students. The low advantage community wanted their students to have a chance to 

achieve more, and they wanted a local school that they could trust to deliver this. All three principals 

had clear direction, two were focused on developing staff (Robyn and Peter), they were all able to 

redesign their schools, and there was a clear focus on improving teaching and learning. So, contexts do 

matter but not so much in terms of the core leadership practices that lead to success, but rather in the 

way these practices are employed.  

The ideas of best practice and next practice are useful to consider the leadership of the schools. Best 

practice is an approach to addressing improvement needs by identifying, codifying, familiarising and 

adopting strategies that have proven successful in other settings, while next practice are emergent 

innovations that may open up new ways of working. School A demonstrated an almost consuming 

passion for seeking out next practice ideas. Nothing was sacred, and since the principals arrival, new 

ideas were introduced continuously, driven by the overarching desire to meet individual student needs. 

School A has now become a best practice school, with the school’s key approaches being replicated in 

other schoosl. School B had been established as a next practice school focussed on the latest ideas about 

middle-schooling. By the time the principal was appointed, these ideas had become best practice and 

were increasingly being adopted by mainstream schools. The principal, however, was interested in next 

practice and so introduced new ideas, but in a careful and considered manner so that they had a good 

fit with the school’s established direction. For the principal at school C, his approach was to draw on 

best practice to construct a school that would meet the needs of the local community. There were some 

next practice elements, but most of what the principal implemented were drawn from well-known and 

proven ideas.  
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