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A summary of Viviane Robinson’s research into instructional leadership 
Jossey-Bass 2011 

 
Viviane Robinson: “Lead Learner” is the primary characteristic of leaders who can 
strengthen the learning of teachers and improve outcomes for students.  
 
Viviane Robinson and her colleagues conducted a large-scale “best evidence synthesis” (BES) 
of research on the impact of school principals on student outcomes (engagement, achievement, 
well-being). Robinson summarizes their conclusions in a book titled Student-Centered 
Leadership (2011). She found five leadership dimensions that had significant effect sizes 
(shown in parentheses) on student outcomes: 

1. Establishing goals and expectations (0.42) 
2. Resourcing strategically (0.31) 
3. Ensuring quality teaching (0.42) 
4. Leading teacher learning and development (0.84) 
5. Ensuring an orderly and safe environment (0.27) 

 
There are specific dos and don’ts within each category, but the message they carry as a set is 
quite clear. The most significant factor—twice as powerful as any other—is “leading teacher 
learning and development,” which is essentially what is meant by the role of learning leader. 
Within item 4, Robinson found that the principal who makes the biggest impact on learning is 
the one who attends to other matters as well, but, most important, “participates as a learner” 
with teachers in helping to move the school forward. Leading teacher learning means being 
proactively involved with teachers such that principal and teachers alike are learning. Therefore, 
the principal’s new role is to lead teachers in a process of learning to improve teaching 
practices, while learning alongside them about what works and what doesn’t. 
 
Think of it this way: the principal who covers only such areas as establishing a vision, acquiring 
resources for teachers, working to help individual teachers, and other similar activities, does not 
necessarily learn what is specifically needed to stimulate ongoing organisational improvement. 
For the latter to happen, the principal must make both teacher learning and her or his own 
learning a priority. 
 
Within this dimension of teacher learning and development, Robinson found two critical factors: 
the ability of the principal to make progress a collective endeavor, and skills for leading 
professional learning. To extrapolate from Robinson, both of these factors require the principal 
to be present as a learner. Principals who do not take the learner stance for themselves do not 
learn much from day to day, no matter how many years of “experience” they may accumulate, 
as little of that prior experience was really aimed at their own learning. Thus, principals need to 
chart their own learning and be aware of its impact from day one if they are going to get better 
at leading. And they do this best through helping teachers learn and seeing the teachers in their 
school as members of “their class” within the larger school learning community. 
 
Principals who are seen as learners themselves and who visibly struggle as they attempt to 
understand new pedagogies, assessment practices in relation to their own learning, who seek to 
learn from students and teachers about their learning, who, in short, put themselves on the 
learning line, have the greatest potential to influence the learning of others. Naturally, these 
leaders learn more and are better able to assist teachers in their learning. 
 
In Student-Centered Leadership Robinson also identified three key “leadership capabilities” that 
are required in addition to the five leadership dimensions previously mentioned: 
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1. Applying relevant knowledge 
2. Solving complex problems 
3. Building relational trust 

 
These three broad leadership capabilities are required to make the five dimensions of 
leadership work. They also serve as the ongoing agenda for leadership learning. The first 
capability involves applying relevant knowledge to one’s own leadership practice. This is not 
therefore, about being highly qualified or getting high grades in courses about teaching and 
learning but rather about being able to access and use knowledge about effective teaching 
practices, teacher learning, and school organization to make high quality administrative 
decisions. This capability requires leaders to have access to up-to-date, evidence-based 
knowledge of how students learn and of teaching practices that promote high quality learning in 
diverse classroom contexts.  
 
The second capability required for student-centered leadership is skill in solving complex 
problems. Not only must leaders understand the relationship between the learning directions 
they are attempting to set but they must also understand the challenges involved in 
implementing such directions within his or her particular context. Discerning what these 
challenges are and crafting solutions that adequately address them are the processes of 
problem solving.  
 
The third capability involves building the type of trust that is essential for doing the hard work of 
improving teaching and learning. In schools with higher levels of trust, teachers experience a 
stronger sense of professional community and are more willing to innovate and take risks. In 
addition, students in high-trust schools make more academic and social progress than students 
in otherwise similar low-trust schools. Leadership is not about building trust so that the hard 
work of improvement can happen later. It is about tackling the work in ways that build trust 
through learning and making progress together.    
 
Simply stated, student-centered leadership requires being knowledgeable about how to align 
administrative procedures to important learning outcomes, being skilled in using that knowledge 
to solve important school problems, and doing both of these things in ways that build relational 
trust in the school community. 
 

 


