
Friday 20 May

www.hbconf.com.au

conferences@hbe.com.au

03 8558 2444

03 8558 2400

MELBOURNE

COLIN SLOPER

Transformative Leadership in a PLC: 
Cultivating a collaborative culture

Session 1



A message from Hawker Brownlow Education
We hope that you have found these conference papers and the accompanying sessions useful. Please be aware that the 

contents of these papers are the intellectual property of the speaker and no reproduction for any purpose is authorised. We 

urge you to take care of this booklet. Replacement copies will not be made available either during or after this conference.

Published in Australia by

This handout was created by Hawker Brownlow Education for the proceedings of the Hawker Brownlow 13th Annual Thinking & Learning 

Conference. All rights are reserved by Hawker Brownlow Education. It is a violation of copyright law to duplicate or distribute copies of this 

handout by any means for any purposes without prior permission in writing from Hawker Brownlow Education. Professors and workshop 

presenters must fi rst secure written permission for any duplication rights. For copyright questions, permission requests, or information 

regarding professional development contact:

Hawker Brownlow Education

P.O. Box 580, Moorabbin, Victoria 3189, Australia

Phone: (03) 8558 2444 Fax: (03) 8558 2400

Toll Free Ph: 1800 334 603 Fax: 1800 150 445

Website: www.hbe.com.au

Email: orders@hbe.com.au

© 2016 Hawker Brownlow Education

Printed in Australia

CODE: MELCS0101

0516

COLIN SLOPER SESSION 1FRIDAY 20 MAY 2016

COLIN SLOPER
Colin Sloper is a director of the Centre for Professional Learning Communities 
(CPLC). He has been a teacher, assistant principal and principal in government 
schools for the past 35 years. In the course of his career, he has been involved 
in the establishment of fi ve new state government schools, spending the 
last seven years as principal at Pakenham Springs Primary School in Victoria.
Because of his leadership and collaborative work with the school community, 
Pakenham Springs became the fi rst recognised model of a professional learning 
community (PLC) in Australia.
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CHANGE AGENT
In alignment with Action 2.1, this responsibility refers to the extent that a leader is willing to 

challenge the status quo and upset a school’s equilibrium in order to drive transformation. 

The specifi c behaviours and characteristics associated with this responsibility are as follows:

 n consciously challenging the status quo

 n being willing to lead change initiatives with uncertain outcomes

 n systematically considering new and better ways of doing things

 n consistently attempting to operate at the edge versus the centre of 

the school’s competence (Marzano, Waters & McNulty 2006, p. 45)

24 HB7477 • 9781760017747 • © 2016 Hawker Brownlow Education

According to Marzano, Waters and McNulty (2006), the typical human response is to address

almost all problems as if they require small, incremental steps. However, when problems

are complex – like the pivotal PLC problem of how to guarantee high levels of learning for all 

students – a more radical approach is required. As Fullan (2001) explains, ‘The big problems 

of the day are complex, rife with paradoxes and dilemmas. For these problems, there are 

no once-and-for-all answers’ (p. 73). These problems require change that warrants decisive,

swift action, since ‘schools that go slow and do a little at a time’ may ‘end up doing so little 

that they succeed only in upsetting everything without accruing the benefi ts of change’ (Sizer 

quoted in Fullan 1993, p. 78).

So, which of the 21 responsibilities are appropriate when fi rst-order change is required, and

which are most appropriate for second-order change? All 21 responsibilities defi ne the stand-

ard operating procedures in a school and typify fi rst-order change. Second-order change, how-

ever, is most closely related to seven of the 21 responsibilities. They are as follows:

n Change Agent

n Flexibility

n Ideals/Beliefs

n Intellectual Stimulation

n Knowledge of Curriculum, Instruction and Assessment

n Monitoring/Evaluating

n Optimiser

Let us consider each of these seven responsibilities briefl y in relation to the role of a PLC

leader.

TRANSFORMATIVE COLLABORATION: Five commitments for leading a PLC
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COMMITMENT 2: Find the courage you need to lead

In research involving interviews with 19 principals of Victorian schools, Gurr (2002) found that 

these Australian leaders ‘generally describe themselves … as showing transformational leader-

ship qualities’ (p. 90). According to Bass and Avolio (1996), transformational leadership is

a process in which the leaders take actions to increase their associates’ 

awareness of what is right and important, to raise their associates’ motiva-

tional maturity and to move their associates to go beyond the associates’ 

own self-interests for the good of the group, organisation, or society. (p. 11)

In other words, transformational leaders are agents of change, both for individuals within 

the school and for the school as a whole. In a PLC, transformational leadership inspires 

high levels of commitment and motivation, as transformational leaders are able to develop 

models of collaborative practice that create high levels of collective responsibility. This in turn 

establishes a culture of innovation in which staff members feel secure enough to take risks 

and trial new ideas.

Yet becoming a change agent is not as simple as it sounds. It is inevitable that even the most 

courageous of PLC leaders will experience some degree of discomfort, disagreement or re-

sistance to the process; after all, change often challenges deeply held beliefs, and ‘even the 

most assertive of teachers can be fearful of change’ (Fullan 2008, p. 61). As John Kenneth 

Galbraith (1971) once said, ‘Faced with the choice between changing one’s mind and proving 

that there is no need to do so, almost everyone gets busy on the proof.’ In response, Fullan 

(2001) proposes that change agents don’t ‘live more peacefully, but … they can handle more 

uncertainty – and confl ict – and are better at working through complex issues in ways that 

energize rather than deplete the commitment of the organizational members’ (p. 15).

FLEXIBILITY
This responsibility refers to the extent to which leaders can adapt to the needs of a changing 

situation, are comfortable with dissent and can see things from different perspectives. The 

specifi c behaviours and characteristics associated with this responsibility are as follows:

 n adapting one’s leadership style to the needs of specifi c situations

 n being directive or non-directive as the situation warrants

 n encouraging people to express diverse and opposing opinions

 n being comfortable with making major changes in how things are done 

(Marzano, Waters & McNulty 2006, p. 49)
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TRANSFORMATIVE COLLABORATION: Five commitments for leading a PLC

Flexibility refers to the degree to which leaders adjust their leadership style to account for the 

current reality and to manage confl ict. Like the Change Agent responsibility, this responsibil-

ity is associated with transformational leadership. Transformational leaders use fl exibility to 

help people adapt in order to meet mutual goals. They emphasise communication, positive 

relationships, support and accountability (Muhammad & Hollie 2012).

In creating a shared understanding and common language, PLC leaders re-envisage collegial 

confl ict as critical to growth. They spend time developing a culture in which courageous con-

versations are introduced, practised and then embedded into the school’s culture.

IDEALS/BELIEFS
This responsibility refers to leader’s role in shaping the ideals and beliefs that underpin the 

mission and vision of the school (see Commitment 4). The specifi c behaviours and character-

istics associated with this responsibility are as follows:

 n committing to well-defi ned beliefs about schools, teaching, and learn-

ing

 n sharing beliefs about school, teaching, and learning with the staff

 n aligning behaviours so that they are consistent with beliefs (Marzano, 

Waters & McNulty 2006, p. 51)

In the words of De Pree (1989), ‘practice without belief is a forlorn existence’ (p. 55). If 

human beings are at their best when they operate from a set of strong ideals and beliefs 

(Marzano 2006), then shared values are a key element of effective PLCs, and it is the leader’s 

responsibility to foster and promote these values. The question of ideals and beliefs in a PLC 

goes back to the issue of school culture – discussed in Commitment 1 – as the ideas and 

beliefs that typify a conventional school must be modifi ed in order to create the schoolwide 

culture of collaboration necessary to propel the PLC process.

INTELLECTUAL STIMULATION
This responsibility refers to the extent to which the school leader ensures that all staff mem-

bers are aware of the most current theories and practices regarding effective learning. The 

specifi c behaviours and characteristics associated with this responsibility are as follows:

 n continually exposing staff to contemporary research and theory on 

effective schooling

 n keeping informed about current research and theory on effective 

schooling

26 HB7477 • 9781760017747 • © 2016 Hawker Brownlow Education

r the 

ponsibil-

e fl exibility to

cation, posit

s re-envisa

n which c

the school’s

the ideals

nt 4). T

as follows:

beliefs abo

ut school

urs so tha

Nulty 2006

De Pree (19

are at their 

06), then sh

ty t

ck to the

eliefs that typ

ulture of c

N



 

COLIN SLOPER SESSION 1FRIDAY 20 MAY 2016

© 2016 Hawker Brownlow Education. All rights reserved. MELCS0101

Proceedings of the Hawker Brownlow 13th Annual Thinking and Learning Conference, 20–22 May 20164

No further reproduction is permitted

COMMITMENT 2: Find the courage you need to lead

 n fostering systematic discussion regarding current research and theory 

on effective schooling (Marzano, Waters & McNulty 2006, p. 53)

The responsibility of Intellectual Stimulation requires PLC leaders to ensure that all mem-

bers of staff are familiar with the latest research and theory pertaining to quality teaching, 

as discussions around these topics are an integral part of PLC culture. For Fullan (2001), 

this responsibility involves ‘knowledge building, knowledge sharing, knowledge creation [and] 

knowledge management’ (p. 77). Leaders who prioritise Intellectual Stimulation deliberately 

and regularly weave discussions on contemporary research into their everyday interactions 

with the school community.

Lashway (2001) sees the exposure of staff to new knowledge as a key driver of the change 

process, explaining that ‘deep changes require deep learning, and leaders must build teacher 

learning into the everyday fabric of school life’ (p. 7). Marzano (2015) has argued that dis-

tributed knowledge, collective capacity and shared responsibility are a more powerful catalyst 

for improvement than the abilities of the best teachers working in isolation, while additional 

research indicates that

a school’s social capital – the connections between educators and the ex-

tent to which they exchange and build on each other’s knowledge – is just 

as powerful a predictor of student achievement as raw human capital – the 

skills of individual teachers. (National Center for Literacy Education 2013, 

p. 4)

As this evidence suggests, it is critical for PLC leaders to ensure that even the most contro-

versial new ideas are discussed and shared collaboratively, as it is through this collective 

process that theory can be transformed into practice.

KNOWLEDGE OF CURRICULUM, INSTRUCTION AND ASSESSMENT
This responsibility refers to the extent to which the school leader is a leader of learning. The 

specifi c behaviours and characteristics associated with this responsibility are as follows:

 n possessing extensive knowledge about effective

instructional practices

 n possessing extensive knowledge about effective curricular practices

 n possessing extensive knowledge about effective

assessment practices

 n providing conceptual guidance regarding effective classroom 

practices (Marzano, Waters & McNulty 2006, p. 55)
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TRANSFORMATIVE COLLABORATION: Five commitments for leading a PLC

Knowledge of Curriculum, Instruction and Assessment is a key responsibility in a PLC, since a 

PLC leader’s primary role ‘is the guidance and direction of instructional improvement’ (Elmore 

2000, p. 13). In addition to taking a transformational approach to leadership, successful PLC 

leaders are also instructional leaders: they focus upon the direct impact of teacher practice 

on student outcomes. In the words of Robinson, Hohepa & Lloyd (2009), ‘Instructional lead-

ership establishes an academic mission; provides feedback on teaching and learning; and 

promotes professional development’ (p. 88). In order to fulfi l the goal of improving outcomes 

for every student, instructional leaders are required to both cultivate a comprehensive un-

derstanding of curriculum, instruction and assessment, and to use this knowledge to guide 

classroom practice. As Robinson (2006) maintains, school leaders ‘cannot competently and 

confi dently lead instructional improvement, even with substantial delegation of responsibili-

ties, without in-depth and up-to-date knowledge of at least one curriculum area’ (p. 72).

MONITORING/EVALUATING
This responsibility refers to how the leader uses evidence and data to ensure that the direc-

tion in which the school is headed results in tangible improvements in student learning. The 

specifi c behaviours and characteristics associated with this responsibility are as follows:

 n continually monitoring the effectiveness of the school’s curricular, 

instructional, and assessment practices

 n being continually aware of the impact of the school’s practices on 

student achievement (Marzano, Waters & McNulty 2006, p. 56)

The concept of monitoring and accountability is not new. Too often, however, accountability 

has been imposed on schools from the outside in the form of school inspections and stand-

ardised tests. In fact, the most effective form of accountability occurs when professionals 

engage in self-assessment and then actively take steps to bring about improvement. The 

responsibility of Monitoring/Evaluating stipulates that it is a PLC leader’s role to monitor the 

extent to which school practices have an effect on student achievement. This form of ac-

countability requires strong commitment and a clear vision: ‘The more understood, accepted 

and cohesive the culture of a school, the better able it is to move in concert toward ideals it 

holds and objectives it wishes to pursue’ (Sergiovanni 1995, p. 46).

OPTIMISER
This responsibility refers to the extent to which the school leaders inspire others and act as 

a driving force behind the implementation of challenging innovations. The specifi c behaviours 

and characteristics associated with this responsibility are as follows:
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REFLECTION
PLC leadership is not easy. It takes commitment, Second-order change – the change required

to transform schools in order to improve learning for all students – requires courage and re-

lentless focus. As Fritz (1994) explains, talk without action is

often employed by people who ‘hold the vision’ while ignoring what is going 

on around them. These are the idle dreamers who give real visionaries a bad

name. Not to confuse a creator with a dreamer. Dreamers only dream, but

creators bring their dreams into reality. Only an accurate awareness of reality 

and an accurate awareness of your vision will enable you to form structural

tension as an important part of the creative process. (p. 118)

This is far from easy to do – but the struggle and effort is worth it! The following scenario 

illustrates the signifi cance of courageous, focused school leadership in driving whole-school 

improvement.
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COMMITMENT 2: Find the courage you need to lead

 n inspiring teachers to accomplish things that might be beyond their grasp

 n being the driving force behind major initiatives

 n portraying a positive attitude about the ability of staff to accomplish 

substantial things (Marzano, Waters & McNulty 2006, p. 56)

The transformation that the PLC process sets in motion is impossible to achieve unless a 

signifi cant group of stakeholders within the school believe that useful change is possible. 

Without a compelling vision, a transformational effort can dissolve into a fragmented list 

of confusing projects that take the school in the wrong direction or nowhere at all. In failed 

school improvement, there is often plenty of plans and programs but no vision, leaving teach-

ers confused and alienated. Sometimes leaders do have a sense of direction, but it is com-

municated to staff in a way that is too complicated or obscure to be useful.

Research suggests that optimism is a critical characteristic of an effective school leader. As 

Leithwood and colleagues (2006) note, ‘school leaders improve teaching and learning indirectly 

and most powerfully through their infl uence on staff motivation, commitment and working con-

ditions’ (p. 10). The school leader commonly sets the emotional tone in a school developing 

an environment where ‘new ideas and innovation abound’ (Blase & Kirby 2000, p. 5). While it 

may not be easy to maintain an optimistic vision in the face of staff scepticism or resistance, 

successful PLC leaders have the courage to stick with their vision and take the necessary 

steps to achieve high levels of learning for all students.
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