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Abstract  This paper discusses the development of a conceptual framework for scoping, provisioning and 
reporting the complexities of in-service Professional Learning and Development (PLD) in the New Zealand 
secondary school sector with a focus on middle leaders. Government-funded PLD in the New Zealand context is a 
research and evidence-based service provided to schools in response to high-level government policy. These PLD 
contracts aim to address inequalities for young people by enhancing the quality and effectiveness of leadership and 
teaching practices which result in increased student achievement, especially for priority students and those from 
minority backgrounds. The rationale for developing a conceptual framework for understanding government-funded, 
externally provided professional learning and development will be discussed. Recommendations for policy makers 
and researchers on the complex ways research evidence and policy come together in the delivery of in-service PLD 
for leaders and teachers in schools will be highlighted and opportunities for improvement examined. 
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1. Introduction 
Researchers and academic practitioners produce 

literature (published as books, articles or guides) that 
bring together theory and evidence of effective (or ‘best’) 
practice related to educational leadership and teaching. 
However, it can be difficult to successfully implement 
these evidence-based understandings of effective practice 
in dysfunctional schooling contexts where there are often 
multiple and systemic layers of ineffective leadership. 
Alternatively, the challenge of implementing evidence-
based best practice may be in the need to ‘translate’ 
material to align it with policy-level educational priorities, 
or to find a way to get it to ‘fit’ into the complex array of 
systems and practices, and the generally crowded space 
that is twenty-first century schooling.  

PLD provision for schools to support leaders and 
teachers to develop best practiceis a research-informed 
process rather than a research-producing one. PLD 
initiatives are required to be evaluated in terms of process 
outcomes, and especially impact outcomes, as an indicator 
of PLD effectiveness. The provision of tailored PLD 
services, founded upon inquiry-based processes, draws 
upon multiple and diverse research findings brought 
together in unique ways. To help leaders and teachers to 
understand and use research evidence to inform and 
improve practice often means PLD facilitators adapt 

published materials to suit the classroom or school context 
where it is to be used. Facilitators of PLD are in a sense 
research brokers, providing a service that makes use of a 
range of relevant educational research and theory, and 
disseminating it in a form that makes it accessible and 
useable by the teachers and leaders intended to benefit 
from the research findings.  

As externally provisioned government-funded PLD is 
evidence-based, it is clearly important for PLD 
practitioners to be able toshare their experiences with 
researchers. There are seldom opportunities in the New 
Zealand context where PLD providers are able to provide 
feedback to researchers on how well theoretical ideas have 
been able to be put into practice. We argue that structured 
and formalised opportunities for feedback to government 
and the broader education community to share ideas and 
results regarding which interventions had a positive 
impact are critical for on-going development of the 
education sector. Given the multiple, complex, and 
competing demands in the schooling improvement arena, 
and ideas about how research might need to be reshaped 
or reconceptualised in future, this feedback and feed 
forward will ensure the ongoing success of schooling 
intervention models. Furthermore, the provision of PLD 
often occurs in schooling contexts researchers have little 
access to, or knowledge of, or where ethical 
considerations make it difficult to access and collect data 
about what intervention strategies are successful – or not. 
Due to practical, ethical and privacy requirements, the 
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important ‘findings’ from some types of PLD 
interventions often remain unreported beyond confidential 
contractual requirements.  

This paper discusses the development of the framework 
in the context of the Secondary Student Achievement 
contract, a PLD project now in its third year that provides 
opportunities for curriculum level support through 
strengthening the instructional practices of middle leaders 
with a focus on raising student achievement. A coherent 
policy framework for school reform is critical in 
supporting ongoing improvement of the education system 
[3] but the extra impetus requires horizontal and lateral 
ways of working where instructional leadership practices 
are enhanced at all levels of the system. As teacher 
effectiveness is such an important factor in determining 
student achievement and attainment, the extent that 
teacher leadership can act as a catalyst for improving 
practice, changing beliefs and behaviours and positively 
impacting on effectiveness in the classroom [7] is central 
to the intervention. In the secondary school context it is 
the middle leaders that often have the strongest connection 
to the teaching in their department. The structural context 
of high schools means that these middle leaders are a 
relevant focus for professional learning and development 
aimed at identifying predictors of improved student 
academic outcomes. The knowledge and developing 
understanding of critical aspects of middle leadership 
practice that are supported through the Secondary Student 
Achievement PLD intervention can contribute to the 
exisitng research and theory in this area as well as drawing 
from it. 

The discussion begins with a rationale for developing a 
conceptual framework and describes anoverview of 
schooling improvement, the New Zealand secondary 
school sector, the secondary school qualifications system, 
and government priorities for education in New Zealand. 
The following section describes the PLD context in New 
Zealand and the government-funded Secondary Student 
Achievement (SSA) PLD contract. The delivery of this 
contract by the University of Auckland over three years 
has provided the platform for the development ofthe 
conceptual framework - the ‘sandwich model’ –which 
conceptualises the complexities of PLD in the secondary 
school sector. The presentation and explanation of the 
conceptual framework is followed by recommendations 
for policy makers and researchers.  

1.1. Why Develop a Conceptual Framework 
for Considering the Complexities of 
Professional Learning and Development? 

In-service professional learning and development for 
educational leaders and teachers is a recurrent feature of 
schooling improvement or school reform initiatives 
around the world. Whether it is PLD that is facilitated 
face-to-face in workshops and seminar presentations, 
intensive and individualised support provided in schools, 
or PLD for a broader audience using digital technologies 
and the internet, on-going professional learning is an 
integral part of the twenty-first century schooling 
improvement landscape. A coherent policy framework for 
school reform is critical for supporting ongoing 
improvement of the education system [3] but the extra 
impetus requires horizontal and lateral ways of working 

where instructional leadership practices are enhanced at 
all levels of the system. As teacher effectiveness is such 
an important factor in determining student achievement 
and attainment, the extent that teacher leadership can act 
as a catalyst for improving practice, changing beliefs and 
behaviours and increasing effectiveness in the classroom 
is central to the argument [7]. In the secondary school 
context it is the middle leaders who often have the 
strongest connection to the teaching in their department 
and this is where the focus of this PLD work is leveraged. 

The environment within which government-funded 
secondary school PLD is delivered is complex and 
challenging. Like many OECD countries New Zealand 
secondary schools vary greatly between large urban 
settings with students from multiple ethnicities to small 
rural schools in remote locations. The PLD providers need 
to take account of a range of factors including sector-wide 
and individual school needs, government priorities, 
policies and goals, the availability of resources, reporting 
requirements and changes in technology. Developing a 
conceptual framework that explains this complexity can 
assist with effective planning, provisioning and 
implementation of PLD and subsequent reporting of 
outcomes. In addition, such a framework can be shared 
with other PLD providers in the interests of strengthening 
PLD provision across the sector and can be used to inform 
and structure recommendations for policy makers, 
researchers and the secondary sector. 

The proposed framework will assist in bridging the gap 
between middle leadership practice and research in this 
field. The evidence-based nature of this PLD is discussed 
and provides the opportunity for sharing findings with 
researchers. The conceptual framework developed as a 
result of the Secondary Student Achievement PLD can 
add to the evidence base needed to inform future PLD 
provision focussed on middle leaders in secondary schools 
working more effectively to raise student achievement. 

1.2. Schooling Improvement 
The new millennium has seen a noticeable shift toward 

a greater public focus on student outcomes and increased 
accountability of schools, particularly in economically 
developed countries. The need for a competitive edge in 
the global economy, the changing skill requirements of 
technologically-based work places, the demand for 
citizens who can cope with the challenges of 
environmental change and degradation, and population 
diversity, are all strong drivers for increased performance 
of the public school system [11]. League tables that rank 
schools, websites where students can comment on their 
teachers’ performance and publicly available evaluation 
reports carried out by government agencies(such as the 
New Zealand Education Review Office) have all put 
school leaders and teachers under increased pressure to 
ensure that their school is performing at or above 
expectation. Not only do teachers and leaders of schools 
compare their school results to each other and against 
nationally expected targets, but policy makers and 
researchers are comparing country level ‘systems’ and 
their ability to ensure students are performing at 
expectation, particularly in reading, writing and 
mathematics and science. The central challenge is to 
strengthen and maintain public confidence in a state-run 
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education system for all so that people continue to send 
their children to public schools and provide their tax 
money for those schools to improve and develop [11]. 
When the majority of a country’s citizens support their 
local state school, as is the case in New Zealand, there is a 
greater chance of an equitable school system. 

During the last two decades a considerable body of 
evidence has accumulated to show that although the 
ability and socioeconomic background of students are a 
major determinant of achievement, schools can make a 
difference to students’ levels of progress. School 
effectiveness research focuses on the achievement of all 
students and their progress over time. An effective school 
is one that adds value to student outcomes in comparison 
with other schools serving similar intakes [23]. At the 
secondary school level, much of the research to date has 
focussed on the organisation of effective secondary 
schools [10] and to some extent effective teaching within 
those schools. Much of this research highlights the fact 
that major sources of inequity lie within schools as well as 
between them. Decisions made within schools have been 
found to create substantial variability in teachers’ 
conditions of work and students’ opportunities to learn, 
even within the same school [10]. Reference [23] argues 
that effective schools are learning organisations, with 
teachers and leaders continuing to be learners, keeping up 
to date with their subjects and with advances in 
understanding about effective practice. The indirect 
empowerment of teachers by leaders when they create the 
conditions or provide the resources that directly impact on 
positive student outcomes is particularly relevant in the 
context of a secondary school department [22]. Reference 
[10] states that academic organisation in the high school 
system is a critical influence on students’ academic 
outcomes and that effective school personnel understand 
the relationship between social relations, teaching and 
instruction, and academic learning. When department staff 
are instructionally led and focussed on high standards of 
student achievement, learners will reap the rewards. 

1.3. The New Zealand Secondary School 
Context  

New Zealand secondary schools are structured like 
many others in western countries where curriculum 
subjects are taught by a team of teachers organised into 
departments. In New Zealand secondary schools the eight 
essential learning areas in The New Zealand Curriculum 
[14] - Arts, English, Health and Physical Education, 
Learning Languages, Mathematics and Statistics, Social 
Sciences, Science, and Technology - are often used for 
organisational purposes. Secondary schools are generally 
divided into departments related to the curriculum 
learning areas, and the staff within them are usually led by 
a head of department. Other designated leaders have 
accountability for subjects within the learning area such as 
Head of Biology or a year level such as Head of Junior 
English.  

1.4. The New Zealand Curriculum (NZC) 
The New Zealand Curriculum [14] is the national 

curriculum that provides the direction for teaching and 
learning in New Zealand schools. It takes a non-
prescriptive approach and requires schools to develop 

their own school-based curriculum in consideration of the 
needs of students and community. It encompasses a 
broader vision, principles and values for education and all 
learning is expected to contribute to these. This 
curriculum document also includes a framework for 
effective pedagogy to which the New Zealand Registered 
Teacher Criteria [25], the required professional standards 
for teachers, are closely aligned. Key competencies, or 
behaviours for learning, which are required to be 
developed across all year levels and within learning areas 
are described. Central to effective pedagogy is the notion 
of teaching as inquiry [14] which requires all teachers to 
use a continuous inquiry (and evidence) based approach to 
all programme design, planning and teaching decisions, 
and to track and monitor student progress toward, and 
achievement of, learning goals. Learning area (and subject) 
knowledge is framed by big ideas or concepts drawn from 
relevant bodies of disciplinary knowledge. The ‘essence’ 
of the learning areas is captured in a short description of 
the unique contribution each will make to a student’s 
learning, and the ways this learning is expected to develop 
and progress is expanded in the Achievement Objectives 
over eight developmental levels, covering years 1-13. 

1.5. The New Zealand Secondary School 
Qualifications System 

The compulsory national qualifications system for 
state-funded secondary schools in New Zealand is called 
the National Certificate of Educational Achievement or 
NCEA which is managed by the New Zealand 
Qualifications Authority (NZQA). It is a standards-based 
assessment of student learning designed to provide three 
levels of national qualification for students studying 
subjects based on The New Zealand Curriculum taught 
nationally at secondary level. The Ministry of Education is 
the government department responsible for the 
development of achievement standards. The qualification 
is recognised by employers and used for selection by 
universities and polytechnics, both in New Zealand and 
overseas. Studentsaim to complete NCEA Levels 1-3 in 
successive years (including University Entrance at Level 
3), typically in Years 11-13 (15-18 year olds).However, 
individual education plans that meet students’ unique 
learning and qualifications pathways may mean NCEA 
levels are achieved in a diverse range of ways. 

Unlike the norm-referenced and scaled examinations of 
the previous system (that ended just after the start of the 
new millennium), standards-based assessment does not 
focus on comparisons between students but on how well 
they perform in relation to the standard expected at each 
level. This system offers opportunities for students to be 
assessed through a combination of external subject-specific 
national examinations held at the end of the school year, 
and internal assessments administered by their teacher 
throughout the year. NZQA manages national moderation 
and quality assurance systems for internal assessments as 
well as the development and administration of 
examinations. Schools are expected to have local quality 
assurance systems for internal moderation established 
within and between subject department and interschool 
moderation and formal quality assurance processes to 
ensure that the assessment of each standard is fair across 
all students, regardless of the school they attend.  
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1.6. Government Priorities for Education in 
New Zealand  

The New Zealand system can be characterised at 
secondary level as one of high performance and low 
equity [13], with Māori and Pasifika students 
overrepresented in the statistics for students performing 
below expectations. Underpinning the PLD contract 
described in this paper are the current government’s Better 
Public Service goals [15] which describe the goals for a 
high level cross-sector approach to create a public sector 
that can respond more effectively to the needs and 
expectations of New Zealanders. The Government has 
committed the public sector to achieving these targets in 
the next three to five years. The targets cover five themes, 
one of which is ‘boosting skills and employment’. Under 
‘boosting skills and employment’ the Ministry of 
Education as the lead agency has two targets: 

1. 85 percent of 18-year-olds achieving NCEA level 2 
or an equivalent qualification in 2017; 

2. 55 per cent of 25-34 year olds will achieve a 
qualification at level 4 or above in 2017 (noting that 
access to these qualification pathways is largely 
contingent upon success at Levels 2 and 3). 

The justification for target 1 is that NCEA level 2 
“gives people the skills required for further education, to 
progress in working life, achieve better health outcomes 
and a better quality of life generally”. For target 2, the 
justification is that “people with a level 4 and above 
qualification have higher incomes and a better economic 
return than those with lower qualifications” [15]. 

At present, these NCEA level 2 targets are typically 
being met by schools in higher socio-economic regions, 
and many low socio-economic status (SES) schools, 
particularly those with high Māori and Pasifika student 
populations, are still to meet these targets. A level 2 
qualification is insufficient for University Entrance which 
can only be achieved at level 3 (17 and 18 year olds) and 
in accordance with a series of additional criteria. Student 
achievement of the successive levels of NCEA requires 
the design and delivery of high quality teaching and 
learning programmes that continue to meet individual 
student learning and qualification pathways needs across 
all years of schooling.  

2. SSA Professional Learning and 
Development 

2.1. The Professional Learning and 
Development (PLD) Context  

The context that provided the opportunity for the 
development of this conceptual framework was the 
Secondary Student Achievement (SSA) contract funded 
though the New Zealand Ministry of Education. In 
response to current government priorities, the Ministry of 
Education provides a strategic selection of publicly funded 
PLD opportunities for selected schools. The provision of 
the PLD is contracted through a range of universities and 
private providers who specialise in this work. Schools 
with higher levels of student under-achievement, 
especially for priority learners (currently listed as being 
Māori, Pasifika, low socio-economic, Special Education 

Needs (SEN) students, and students from low socio-
economic backgrounds) and as identified by Ministry of 
Education officials, have access to the most funded 
support for PLD.  

Decisions about schools that receive this targeted PLD 
are based on school data that show student academic 
achievement, retention and suspension rates. Schools with 
comparatively poor statistics, particularly where the gap in 
achievement for minority and target students is not 
reducing, are targeted as requiring PLD support. The 
priority placed around achievement targets for Māori and 
Pasifika students is detailed more thoroughly in the policy 
and strategy statements Ka Hikitia - Accelerating Success 
2013–2017 [18] and the Pasifika Education Plan 2013-
2017 [19]. Students with Special Education Needs are 
also a schooling priority [17]. 

Currently in its third year, the SSA contract is delivered 
by two PLD providers in New Zealand. The Northern-
Central North contract is held by the University of 
Auckland (the developer of this paper and conceptual 
framework), and the remainder of the country is covered 
by a consortium of PLD providers and universities. Two 
thirds of the secondary schools in New Zealand are in the 
Northern-Central North region (geographically one 
quarter of the country). Represented among these schools 
are some of the most affluent and poorest regions in the 
country, as well as the most culturally diverse schools and, 
critically, the regions where the largest proportions of 
New Zealand’s indigenous population (New Zealand 
Māori) live. The SSA contract is one of a few PLD 
initiatives specific to secondary schooling and the only 
one with specific learning area and subject support across 
the learning areas for senior secondary level. 

PLD provided by the SSA contract is targeted at 
English-medium state-funded secondary school 
curriculum middle leaders in schools where data shows 
there are large proportions of priority learners at risk of 
not achieving. PLD outcomes to be reported include 
evidence of enhanced and effective middle leader practice 
that contribute to improved academic outcomes for 
students. 

2.2. Middle Leaders in New Zealand 
Secondary Schools  

Middle leaders include teachers with a designated 
leadership role in a curriculum area and teachers with 
responsibilities across learning areas e.g. academic or 
pastoral care deans, careers and guidance counsellors, 
specialist curriculum teachers (who support new teachers), 
and Māori or Pasifika liaison leaders. Most of these roles 
are accompanied by management units which provide 
additional salary and/or non-teaching time to fulfil the 
responsibilities of the role. New Zealand schools are self-
governing and school Boards of Trustees are able to use 
available staff funding flexibly to create and assign 
leadership roles to a range of teachers which meet the 
needs of the school within government guidelines. 
Consequently, the nature of the roles and the titles given 
vary from school to school and large schools tend to have 
a very diverse range of middle leader roles. For the 
purposes of the SSA contract, the term ‘middle leader’ has 
been defined as those teachers with a designated 
leadership role in a curriculum area. Middle leaders in 
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curriculum leadership roles have various titles including 
Head of Department (HOD), Head of Faculty (HOF), 
Head of Learning Area (HOLA) and Teacher in Charge. 

PLD in New Zealand schools has been extensively 
informed by Teacher Professional Learning and 
Development: Best Evidence Synthesis [27]. The main 
findings of this extensive analysis of the teacher 
professional development research identifies evidence 
based teacher and leader practices that promote enhanced 
outcomes for students. The research shows that providing 
sufficient time for extended opportunities for teachers to 
engage with new knowledge that involved theoretical 
understandings, as well as engaging external expertise, has 
increased the effect size for student outcomes [27]. 
Schools that had the most sustained outcomes throughout 
and after a PLD intervention were those where school leaders 
actively led and engaged with the professional learning 
opportunities and were active participants in modelling 
their own professional learning for their staff [27]. 

2.3. What is Effective Middle Leader Practice? 
The evidence suggests that there are clearly identifiable 

characteristics, attitudes, behaviours and beliefs of middle 
leaders in charge of successful departments [4,5,6,9,24]. 
These studies have linked specific dispositions and 
capacities to positive academic outcomes because when 
middle leaders make leadership decisions that have 
“students at the centre” [14] there is an inevitable impact 
on the quality of the teaching in the department. When the 
key leadership practices are missing at whole-school and 
department level or are dysfunctional, students are not so 
well served by their teachers. The specific practices 
employed by middle leaders to create the working 
conditions that motivate teachers in ways that impact 
positively on student outcomes are a critical focus for this 
PLD, and this paper describes which practices are being 
demonstrated in departments and how they link to 
improved student outcomes. 

Research shows that as part of the professional learning 
culture of the school, leaders who provided targets for 
student outcomes and monitoring (whether these were met 
or not) were also successful [21], [27] and [12]. Leaders 
who fostered internal standards, greater accountability, 
promoted situated professional learning and reinforced the 
importance of connecting assessment judgements to 
teachers’ day-to-day teaching engendered strong 
professional learning communities in their schools. 
Through collaboration on common work, teachers in these 
high schools developed new knowledge to improve their 
instruction and were strategic in bringing in expert 
knowledge from outside the school. They reflected on 
their practice, individually and together, and used 
evidence of student learning to design and evaluate 
interventions to address learning differentials amongst 
student groups. Through this process, teachers created 
shared language and standards for their practice, within 
and across subjects [12]. All of the practices described in 
these reviews [12], [22], [27] as effective in terms of 
promoting a school culture of teacher professional 
learning and development are relevant to the middle leader 
and department culture of secondary schools.  

In the secondary school setting, the principal relies on 
the department leaders to provide the instructional advice 

and expertise required for effective leadership at 
department level. Reference [9] asserts that a great deal of 
the educational decision-making is being transferred to the 
department heads and[21] asserts that more research is 
needed on the reasons why school leaders at both senior 
and middle management levels choose to participate or not 
in teacher learning activities. Middle leaders have a role to 
play in modelling and encouraging senior leaders in the 
school to participate alongside themselves and their 
department colleagues in professional learning and 
development. Middle leaders who keep their school leader 
informed and involved in the professional learning 
decisions will empower everyone involved and are likely 
to make initiatives more sustainable. 

The resource Leading from the Middle, developed by 
the NZ Ministry of Education [16]provides schools with a 
framework of understanding about the roles, 
responsibilities and dispositions of a middle leader and 
illustrates the earlier point about ways research is being 
made more accessible to leaders and teachers in schools so 
that they can apply theory to practice.  

2.4. Scoping PLD and Establishing PLD Goals 
Contract deliverables require the PLD provider to scope 

the PLD needs ofmiddle leaders and teachers (within the 
boundaries of the statement of work agreed to with the 
Ministry of Education) in order to provide a unique and 
strategic response to the school. After an initial meeting 
and the development of a memorandum of understanding 
between the school principal, the local ministry office and 
the PLD provider, the appointed coordinating facilitator 
for the school (a PLD facilitator with extensive experience) 
engages the school in discussions to help scope the PLD 
needs of middle leaders and identify in broad terms the 
aims of the PLD action plan. 

To model (and mirror) the inquiry based approach 
expected at all levels of school organisation (from whole 
school self-review, through to classroom level teaching as 
inquiry), further scoping by a coordinating facilitator and 
subject specialist facilitators results in the development of 
a detailed PLD action plan.This approach is based on 
considerable evidence that even in very challenging 
situations leadership teams are able to transform their 
settings through engaging in evidence-informed 
collaborative inquiry [26]. This means a unique approach 
is taken, not a one-size-fits-all, although it is noted that the 
middle leader PLD needs that emerge in these schools 
contain common areas for development. 

Data and evidence used to inform the action plan 
include (but are not limited to): 

1. Student achievement data (essential): 
•  Disaggregated for Māori and Pasifika students, and 

also by gender, and where possible, students with 
special education needs were identified from the data; 

•  NCEA achievement data for levels 1-3, by level and 
by subject/learning area, NCEA level 1 literacy and 
numeracy, and University Entrance;  

•  Literacy and numeracy data for Year 9 and 10 
students - the NZ developed asTTle literacy and 
numeracy assessments are the most popular measures; 

•  The level of expertise for managing achievement and 
other data on the school’s student management 
system (SMS) is also checked.   
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2. Analysis of the school charter, strategic goals and 
annual report (documentation required annually by 
the Ministry of Education and for schools reporting 
to their Board of Trustees).  

3. An overview of school organisation and in particular, 
who the middle leaders are, their job descriptions, 
expectation, professional accountabilities, performance 
appraisal processes - as relevant to the school (noting 
that the organisational structure of small provincial 
or rural secondary schools is very different to large 
urban schools). Inevitably there is within-school 
variation [8] which is evidenced in the department 
data analysis. Further evidence and discussion may 
identify which learning areas have a higher priority, 
which helps the PLD provider and the school to 
make decisions together about how to allocate 
personnel and facilitation time to the school.  

4. Analysis of recent government department reports 
specific to the school, eg the school’s most recent: 

•  Education Review Office report (ERO is the New 
Zealand government office that reviews school 
performance);  

•  NCEA moderation report. 
5. Social and cultural data as available, eg student voice 

(which if not available is included as part of the PLD 
process). 

6. Identification of other school initiatives and existing 
PLD plans that have implications for the PLD 
provided through the SSA contract. 

Further scoping conversations take place between the 
school curriculum middle leaders and the subject specific 
facilitators to identify specific aspects of leadership 
practices, related to the broader PLD goals that each 
middle leader will engage in. After school-wide and 
learning-area specific middle leader PLD needs are 
identified, a year-long PLD action plan is negotiated with 
the school which includes clear expectations of outcomes 
and the data that will be collected and reported at the 
conclusion of the PLD provision. These plans specify the 
learning areas and year levels of students that will be the 
main focus for the PLD and the middle leadership 
practices required to positively impact on identified 
priority students. Progress towards the goals detailed in 
the plan are formally monitored through regular team 
meetings with revisions made to the PLD plan as new 
evidence identifies the need to do so.  

2.5. Implementation of the PLD Plan  
Action plans are developed for all the allocated‘in-

depth’ schools, where there is intensive in-school PLD 
based on needs analysis and inquiry, focused on 
accelerating student achievement and where a team of 
leadership and subject experts facilitating PLD contain a 
combination of:  

1. Generic middle leader practices, eg developing 
practice across the group of middle leaders (eg using 
data to track and monitor student progress and to 
inform programme planning and design decisions, 
developing aspects of NZC relevant pedagogy, 
including culturally responsive pedagogy); and  

2. Subject-specific support for learning area/subject 
middle leaders to enhance their capacity to lead the 
learning of teachers in their department to improve 

aspects of teaching practice and raise student 
achievement.  

Recurrent generic and learning area/subject specific 
PLD activities across schools facilitated by the PLD 
provider include development of: 
•  Systems and practices for identifying students at risk 

of not achieving at the expected level. 
•  Systems and practices for tracking and monitoring 

progress and achievement of students at risk of not 
achieving. 

•  The use of achievement (and social and cultural) data 
to inform learning programme design and planning. 

•  The understanding and application of inquiry based 
approaches, especially teaching as inquiry.  

•  Middle leaders’ capacity to be leaders of learning (of 
teachers in their department), eg through running 
department meetings that focus on professional 
learning, conducting classroom observations and 
giving feedback to teachers about their practice (used 
as part of performance appraisal and documentation 
of teacher competence for registration purposes). 

•  Middle leaders’ capacity to support each other 
professionally across the learning areas of the 
curriculum. 

•  Middle leader knowledge of their learning area in the 
NZC and planning programmes that reflect the NZC 
and meet the demands of NCEA at senior secondary 
level, and junior school programmes that prepare 
students for further learning at senior level. 

•  Developing disciplinary literacy for academic 
learning and NCEA achievement.  

•  Culturally responsive practice, eg using local 
contexts, changes to classroom pedagogy to focus 
more on interactive teaching strategies and discursive 
practice, knowing the learner through a range of data, 
using students’ cultural worlds as a context for 
learning. 

•  The use of action plans to document departmental 
goals and intended achievement outcomes (or 
achievement targets) for students, and build capacity 
on how to use data and evidence to be strategic when 
deciding on PLD actions to achieve these improved 
outcomes for students. 

2.6. Reporting Evidence of PLD Impact  
The Ministry of Education, much like other social 

sector ministries, has in recent years adopted an 
intervention logic [2] approach for reporting ministry-led 
developments for the sector. The development of 
comprehensive rubrics describing developmental 
indicators of school performance (from ineffective to 
highly effective), underpin all PLD contract reporting. The 
implication of this intervention logic approach means that 
each PLD provider must collect evidence of improved 
middle leader practice and samples of achievement data to 
show that goals have been achieved and improved 
outcomes have occurred. 

3. Towards a Conceptual Framework for 
PLD in Secondary Schools 
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It is clear from the foregoing description of the 
Secondary School Achievement PLD and its wider 
context, and the discussion of the research on effective 
schools and middle leaders, that developing a conceptual 
framework that responds to the complexities of PLD in the 
secondary school sector, is no simple task. In order to be 
relevant sector-wide, such a framework needs to take 
account of a diverse range of factors, some of them 
applicable across schools and some of them specific to 
individual schools or learning area departments. 

Drawing on the experience of the SSA contract in 
engaging in PLD with middle leaders in secondary 
schools, a ‘sandwich model’ is proposed as a way to 
conceptualise PLD in schooling improvement initiatives. 
Given the potential for different layers and fillings, this 
model is able to accommodate a variety of factors 
influencing PLD programmes, whilst acknowledging the 
common structure (formed by government policy) within 
which the programmes operate. By changing ‘fillings’, the 
model can be adapted to suit particular PLD programmes. 
The food analogy is deliberate because it is about 
nurturing and feeding for growth and development. The 
choice of the sandwich is intended to be familiar to a 
wider global audience although the model could be 
adapted and more culturally responsive localised versions 
developed. The different layers of the sandwich are 
described below. 

The ‘bread’: The bread represents the layers that 
maintain the integrity of the sandwich; as it forms the 
outer layers, the bread holds it together and gives the 
sandwich its overall shape and structure. These layers 

provide the (non-negotiable) structure for the conceptual 
framework. This structure includes the sector-specific 
educational policies and national strategies that must be 
complied with, the PLD contract deliverables and 
expectations, and the evidence that both informs the PLD 
plan and shows that expected outcomes have been met, 
policies adhered to and strategies responded to.  

The ‘spread’ (the butter, mayonnaise, or other flavours): 
This permeates and enhances the flavour of all the other 
contents. In the case of SSA PLD, the spread is the 
inquiry-based principles for effective PLD mirroring the 
inquiry processes that are required across all school 
systems and practices.  

The ‘meat’: The type of meat in the sandwich is usually 
what defines it and gives it its name. The ‘meat in the 
sandwich’ represents the central and fundamental purpose 
for schooling improvement which is about equitable 
outcomes for all students. 

The ‘fillings’: The fillings may change depending on 
the overall flavour preferences or the specific aspect of the 
schooling improvement context that features in the PLD 
process. These fillings include: 
•  Understanding of research and evidence-based 

effective middle leader practice (which could adapt 
to senior leader or teacher practice); and 

•  Specific aspects of professional learning that the 
middle leader (or senior leader or teacher) needs to 
develop in order to become more effective in their 
practice. 

Table 1. The ‘Sandwich Model’ Illustrating The Conceptual Framework For Describing The Complexities of Professional Learning And 
Development Provision. 
Top bread layer: 
Current policies and strategies related to the secondary schooling sector (which in the New Zealand context include theNZC, Ka Hikitia, Pasifika 
Education Plan, Success for All, Better Public Service goals etc) and the ways these feature in government-funded contracts for PLD provision. 
The spread: 
Professional Learning and Development principles – inquiry and evidence based 

The meat:  
Social justice and equity considerations – equitable outcomes for all students, not only but especially priority learners. 
The other fillings: 
Theoretical and research-based best practice understandings of effective 
middle leadership practice (or senior leader or teacher practice) 

 
Specific PLD tasks, actions and activities (facilitated by PLD providers) 
that support the development of these middle leader practices. 

Bottom bread layer: 
Collection and use of a range of data to:identify the PLD needs of middle leaders (and teachers) and develop a strategic PLD plan of action; use as 
evidence to show how well schooling improvement outcomes have been achieved; identify other trends and issues emerging; and to inform next steps. 

The ‘sandwich model’ conceptual framework 
summarised in the above table shows the range of factors 
that impact the scoping, provisioning and reporting of 
PLD in secondary schools. These factors need to be taken 
into account when carrying out research that seeks to 
inform practice in secondary schools, and when reporting 
on the effectiveness of a PLD programme. Without 
consideration of all of these factors, reporting on PLD 
processes and outcomes will not acknowledge the 
complexites of the PLD work. 

4. Recommendations  
If the rationale for developing a conceptual framework 

for understanding government-funded, externally provided 
professional learning development (PLD) illustrated 
through the ‘sandwich model’ is to make apparent the 
complex ways research evidence and policy come together 

in the delivery of in-service PLD for leaders and teachers 
in schools, what are the recommendations for policy 
makers and researchers? 

4.1. Recommendations for Policy Makers 
Concurrent with the writing of this paper, the New 

Zealand Ministry of Education is conducting a review of 
government funded professional development in New 
Zealand state schools[20].Policy advisors are able to 
investigate and use the evaluation of longer term projects, 
such as Secondary Student Achievement PLD, to inform 
future PLD policy and (re)design. This paper identifies 
some of the complexities of government funded PLD in 
the New Zealand context. The following 
recommendations are offered, based on the experiences of 
the provider of the SSA contract and as summarised from 
the major trends noted in contract reports. These 
considerations highlight the various aspects of the 
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sandwich model as described in Table 1 and offer ideas 
for adding to existing knowledge in the field and adding to 
the existing literature both within New Zealand and 
internationally.  

Key areas for consideration when designing and 
provisioning future secondary sector PLD:  
•  There are too many PLD interventions or projects in 

some schools, particularly in schools where there are 
many priority students, making a complex situation 
even more complex.  

•  Leaders need to be incentivised to take an evidence-
based approach to prioritise the PLD interventions on 
the basis of student academic and social outcomes. 
School decisions about PLD are too often resource-
driven as opposed to being informed by evidence.  

•  When schools move from one PLD initiative to the 
next there is not always the opportunity (or 
established practice) to consolidate, embed, learn 
from, or build on previous PLD. 

•  Senior leader capacity for school self-review, 
coupled with the development of a culture of school-
wide inquiry to identify PLD needs, and a strategic 
response to these, remains a challenge in many 
schools.  

•  An observed lack of coherence between the school 
charter, annual (and strategic) plan, and related PLD 
plan, understanding of how learning-area specific 
PLD relates to these documents, as well as the way 
government policy and strategy should be 
incorporated in this planning, shows the gaps in some 
leaders’ and teachers’ understanding of the 
complexities of schooling improvement.  

•  The principles of KaHikitia [18] and the Pasifika 
Education Plan [19] are yet to be fully realised or 
embraced by school leaders and teachers, especially 
in relation to locating student success in identity, 
language and culture.  

•  The schooling improvement purposes of tracking and 
monitoring achievement of Māori, Pasifika and 
Special Education Needs students remains a 
challenge in order to locate the practice in realising 
learner potential instead of using data to support 
deficit theories [1]. Resistance from leaders and 
teachers is often encountered when the PLD process 
challenges them to have high expectations of all 
learners. School leaders and teachers need to 
understand and see examples of ‘best practice’ in 
this area, in order to accelerate improvement. 

•  All PLD interventions require robust research and 
evaluation integrated into the design that serves to 
inform the intervention and make adjustments to the 
programme and processes accordingly. The 
intervention needs to ‘model’ the robust evidence 
and inquiry methods required by school personnel. 

4.2. Recommendations for Secondary Sector 
and Researchers 

When PLD is government-funded and provided in 
response to government priorities and through policy and 
strategy, the outcomes need to meet the expected and 
required contract reporting conventions, and clearly report 
the shifts and changes at a student, teacher, leadership and 
whole school level. Without robust evaluation and 

reporting requirements, the outcomes are difficult to report 
in ways that are useful for the broader education sector. 
The causal link between the intervention in the school and 
student outcomes is particularly problematic in schools 
engaging in multiple interventions simultaneously. There 
are however opportunities to measure patterns and 
relationships between PLD intervention strategies and 
teacher and leader changes in practice. These practices 
need to be clearly described, identifable and observable by 
an external facilitator or researcher. Multiple measures are 
required to measure the shifts in leader and teacher 
professional behaviour and practice which can then be 
compared to student engagement and academic outcomes. 
Teacher learning must be connected to identified learner 
needs but often someone disconnected from the school 
makes decisions about what and how teachers are to learn 
[26] so evaluation of the outcomes is critical to inform the 
next steps in the PLD inquiry cycle.  

Professional learning and development initiatives such 
as SSA have the potential to produce large quantitative 
data sets that can be established to identify broad patterns 
and relationships between intervention processes and 
outcomes for leaders, teachers and students. Qualitative 
case study research is also required to capture and value 
the localised outcomes from PLD providers, improved 
leader/teacher practice and individual student achievement 
that shows schools meeting achievement targets. Evidence 
informed practice that produces local school, department 
and classroom based evidence to keep informing the 
inquiry process is increasingly useful. Leaders and 
teachers who are engaged in the collaborative analysis of 
learner needs are motivated about new learning because 
there is a direct connection to their immediate context and 
impacting the equity outcomes for their learners. 
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Notes 
1. A full explanation of the National Certificate of 

Educational Achievement system can be found on 
the NCEA section of the New Zealand Qualifications 
Authority (NZQA) websitewww.nzqa.govt.nz. 
NZQA provide all schools with confidential roll-
based data detailing NCEA achievement for students 
attending the school. Only broad overviews of these 
data are publicly available. 

2. Literacy and numeracy assessment information is 
explained on the e-asTTle website http://e-
asttle.tki.org.nz/. 

3. New Zealand secondary schools have a choice of 
which student management system database (SMS) 
to purchase and use to manage their school data. The 
locally developed KAMAR system is proving to be 
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the most popular for managing all of the data schools 
are expected to be able to access and use. 
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