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CHAPTER  I 

 

Introduction 

 

 
The context of education 

In many countries, national and local politicians, educational policy-makers and 

practitioners are involved in reform efforts at improving the educational system 

in support for better student outcomes. These reform efforts often include a 

variety of accountability strategies, such as a national assessment of curriculum 

and student achievement by school inspection, increasing competition among 

schools, site-based management, and setting professional standards. It is 

assumed that holding schools accountable for attaining high standards will 

trigger schools to improve their quality (Blok, Sleegers, & Karsten, 2008). 

In response to the call of policy-makers and researchers for more 

responsive forms of accountability, the concept of ‘earned autonomy’ has 

recently developed in England and the Netherlands. Earned autonomy involves 

freedom to maneuver beyond prescribed accountability programs for schools 

that have demonstrated that they are performing well according to inspection 

evidence and test results. In the Netherlands, the concept of earned autonomy 

has been developed as part of the implementation of the Dutch Educational 

Supervision Act in 2003. Within the renewed inspection framework, the 

intensity and frequency of school inspection is adapted to the student outcomes 

and the quality of the school self-evaluation (Ehren & Visscher, 2008). To be 

eligible for fewer and less thorough inspection visits, student outcomes should 

meet the national standards and self-evaluation results should be valid and 

reliable and provide information about indicators included in the inspection 

framework. 

As research on educational effectiveness has indicated that classroom 

variables are key conditions for enhancing student outcomes (Scheerens, 2008), 

many indicators included in the inspection framework refer to learning and 

teaching strategies schools should use (Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 2009). 

Research in the effective school tradition has identified components of effective 

instructional strategies that affect student outcomes, like structured and direct 

forms of teaching, including components such as stating clear goals, time on 

task, opportunity to learn, high expectation, supportive classroom climate, 
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frequent monitoring and feedback and goal-oriented assessment (Creemers, 

1994; Fraser, Walberg, Welch, & Hattie, 1987; Walberg, 1986; Wang, Haertel, & 

Walberg, 1993). While these components of effective instruction are, amongst 

other indicators, used by the inspection as a set of indicators for assessing (or 

evaluating) the quality of schools, recently researchers and practitioners have 

started to pay more attention to constructivist views on learning and its 

meaning for teaching. Constructivist approaches to teaching stress the need for 

creating learning environments that stimulate self-regulated and active 

learning, acknowledge differences between students and are connected to 

authentic and real-life contexts (de Kock, Sleegers, & Voeten, 2004; Shuell, 

1996). As elementary schools have been confronted with a decrease in students’ 

motivation (Gottfried, Flemming, & Gottfried, 2001; Stoel, Peetsma, & 

Roeleveld, 2003), they have searched for more contemporary forms of 

education to enhance the motivation of their students to learn. A dominant 

explanation for a decrease in motivation for school is the lack of “person-

environment” fit, that is, poor integration of students’ personal world into the 

school environment (Eccles & Midgley, 1989). Recent research suggests that if 

learning environments stimulate self-regulated and active learning, 

acknowledge differences between students and are attuned to students’ personal 

world, they can have positive effects on students’ motivation and performance 

(e.g., Johnson & Johnson, 1999; Krol, 2005; Oostdam, Peetsma, & Blok, 2007; 

Scheerens, 2008; Slavin, 1995; van der Linden, Erkens, Schmidt, & Renshaw, 

2000). 

Given the pressure to enhance students’ motivation and to deal with a 

variety of accountability strategies, schools are challenged to improve the 

quality of teachers’ classroom practices. Research in educational organizations, 

however, indicates that changing teachers’ practices is extremely difficult to 

accomplish (Fullan, 1991). Building school-wide capacity for improvement is 

considered an important prerequisite for addressing the continuous stream of 

changes, and improving teachers’ classroom practices (Sleegers & Leithwood,  

2010). Although it is expected that building school-wide capacity for 

improvement will improve classroom practices and, in turn, enhance students’ 

motivation to learn, there is little systematic evidence to support this claim. This 

research project aims to make a contribution to the existing knowledge base on 

school improvement and educational change by examining the role of school 

improvement capacity for teachers’ classroom practices and student motivation. 
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School-wide capacity for improvement: conditions and process 

In the current research project, school-wide capacity for improvement refers to 

a set of conditions at school-level and teacher-level that enables teachers’ 

professional learning and support teaching and learning (Heck & Hallinger, 

2009; Mulford& Silins, 2003; Sleegers, Bolhuis & Geijsel, 2005; Stoll, Bolam, 

McMahon, Wallace, & Thomas, 2006). A framework for research on large-scale 

reforms (Leithwood, Jantzi, & Mascall, 2002) is used to guide our inquiry. The 

framework suggests that variations in the success of large-scale reform can be 

explained in terms of their influence on educator’s motivations and capacities, 

as well as their work settings which facilitate the types of changes in school and 

especially classroom practices needed for significant gains in whatever student 

outcomes are aspired to by reformers.   

It is widely acknowledged that improving schools is a long-term process 

and changes in classroom practices are extremely difficult to accomplish 

(Fullan, 1991). In spite of the awareness that improvement, by definition, entails 

change in state of schools over time, whether schools can build school-wide 

capacity for improvement over a period of time has not been studied 

systematically. Below, we will briefly elaborate on the core variables used to 

model school-wide capacity and the need for longitudinal studies to examine the 

process of school improvement. 

  

Conditions fostering school improvement 

In their efforts to understand the complexity of educational change, researchers 

have reconceptualized teacher change by using perspectives in which teacher 

learning in the context of the school is considered a key component to improve 

the quality of instruction and school improvement (Clarke & Hollingsworth, 

2002; Jarvis, 1987; Kwakman, 2003; Marsick & Watkins, 1990; Putnam & 

Borko, 2000; Sleegers et al., 2005; Smylie & Hart, 1999). Inspired by adult 

learning theories and situated cognitive perspectives on learning, the focus of 

teacher learning in this study is on teachers’ engagement in a variety of 

professional learning activities within schools and on becoming a participant in 

a community of learners (Sfard, 1988; ten Dam & Blom, 2006). By being 

engaged in a variety of professional learning activities within the school, 

teachers stimulate both their own professional development and the 

development of the school and thus make a significant contribution to 

improving teaching and learning. Research has shown that active learning 

(observing, discussion, planning, feedback, reflection) and enhancing 

knowledge (study group, conference, etc.) affect classroom instruction (Garet, 
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Porter, Desimone, Birman & Yoon, 2001; Geijsel, Sleegers, van den Berg, & 

Kelchtermans, 2001; Runhaar, 2008; Supovitz, 2002). 

In motivational comprehensive theories, in particular those of Bandura 

(1997) and Ford (1992), motivational processes are viewed as qualities of a 

person oriented toward the future and aimed at helping the person evaluate the 

need for change or action. These processes are a function of one’s personal 

goals, beliefs about one’s capacities, beliefs about one’s context or situation, and 

the emotional arousal processes. Research has shown that motivational factors 

such as self-efficacy, teacher autonomy and perceived control, and teachers’ 

sense making, can affect teachers’ learning and improve their teaching (Coburn, 

2001, 2003; Rosenholtz, 1991; Runhaar, 2008; Spillane, Reiser & Reimer, 

2002; van Veen, Sleegers, & van den Ven, 2005). 

In order to understand how schools can cope with contextual changes and 

demands, researchers started to examine the impact of professional 

communities on teacher learning and sustained improvement (Hord, 1997; 

Mitchell & Sackney, 2000; Sleegers et al., 2005; Stoll et al., 2006; Toole & 

Louis, 2002). Although scholars use a variety of terms to describe how teachers’ 

learning is linked with whole school capacity for improvement, they generally 

conceptualize professional community as including dimensions such as a focus 

on student learning, shared values and vision, teacher collaboration, reflective 

professional inquiry, and collective and individual learning (Louis & Marks, 

1998; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006; Mitchell & Sackney, 2000; Sackney, Walker, 

Mitchell & Duncan, 2005; Stoll et al., 2006; Toole & Louis, 2002). Studies into 

schools as professional communities have shown that organizational factors 

such as teacher interaction and cooperation, participative decision-making, and 

a climate of trust, can foster teachers’ professional learning in schools (Bryk, 

Camburn, & Louis, 1999; Kwakman, 2003; Leithwood, Jantzi, & Steinbach, 

1999; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 1998; van Woerkom, Nijhof, & Nieuwenhuis, 

2002). 

It is widely assumed that successfully implementing educational changes 

has much to do with the nature and quality of school leadership (Leithwood & 

Jantzi, 2006; Leithwood & Sleegers, 2006), especially as it is inspired by the 

concept of transformational leadership. Transformational leadership, as 

developed by Burns (1978), fundamentally aims to foster capacity development 

and higher levels of personal commitment to organizational goals on the part of 

the followers (Bass, 1985; Bass & Avolio, 1978). Increased capacities and 

commitments are assumed to result in extra effort and greater productivity 

(Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006). Empirical evidence demonstrates that there are, 
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indeed, significant effects of school leadership on school conditions and 

students’ learning. Transformational leaders can make modest direct 

contributions to staff capacities and performance (e.g., Leithwood, Harris, & 

Hopkins, 2008; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006; Mascall & Leithwood, 2008), and 

have a positive effect on teacher motivation and extra effort (Geijsel et al., 2003; 

Leithwood et al., 1999; Leithwood & Sun, 2009; Nguni, Sleegers, & Denessen, 

2006; Ross & Gray, 2006).  

Following this framework and research on leadership practices, teacher 

motivation and learning, we used dimensions of transformational leadership, 

school organizational conditions, teacher motivational factors, and engagement 

in professional learning activities to measure school-wide capacity for 

improvement. It is assumed that teachers will have better classroom practices 

and, consequently, students are more motivated to learn, if schools have more 

school improvement capacity. 

 

School improvement as a process 

Scholars have framed the study of school improvement as processes associated 

with change on the assumption that improving schools is a form of 

organizational change (e.g., Fullan, 2007; Hall & Hord, 2006; Rogers, 2003; 

Sleegers, Geijsel & van den, Berg, 2002). While policy-makers, scholars, and 

practitioners acknowledge the importance of building school-wide capacity for 

continuous improvement, empirical evidence on the suggested claim is still very 

thin (Hallinger & Heck, 2011). Most of the literature on school improvement 

relies on studies that do not explicitly describe change and improvement in 

schools. The bulk of quantitative research on school improvement uses a cross-

sectional design, which only provides one-point-in-time “snapshots” based on 

pictures of schools at a single point in time. They are ill-equipped to describe 

how changes in motivation, capacities and work settings influence teachers’ 

classroom practices over a period of time, and thus can make only limited 

contributions to understanding core issues underlying the process associated 

with school improvement (Hallinger & Heck, 2011; Heck & Hallinger, 2009). 

Furthermore, case studies have been useful at describing strategies and 

challenges in trying to ‘turn around’ schools and generated descriptions of what 

occurs during efforts to improve schools in other specific contexts (e.g., Harris, 

2006; Jackson, 2000; Stoll & Fink, 1996). Nonetheless, findings of case studies 

cannot be easily generalized, and a research and development strategy 

predicated on building a knowledge base from case studies alone will be of 

limited validity and utility.  
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Recently, scholars have started to examine the process of building school-

wide capacity for continuous improvement by conducting longitudinal studies 

(e.g., Day et al., 2010; Hallinger & Heck, 2011; Heck & Hallinger, 2009; Smylie 

& Wenzel, 2003). In order to increase our knowledge of the process of building 

school-wide capacity, more longitudinal research is needed. This research 

project extends the current literature base by examining the development of 

leadership practices, school organizational conditions, teacher motivational 

factors and teacher learning and the effects on classroom practices under 

different conditions over a period of time. This research project thereby offers a 

unique insight in the extent to which schools can build school-wide capacity for 

improvement.  

 

The current research project 

The overall aim of the research project was to gain more insight into the impact 

of school-wide capacity for improvement on teachers’ classroom practices and 

students’ motivation to learn. Four studies were conducted to examine 

relationships between specific aspects of classroom practices and students’ 

motivation to learn, and a model of leadership practices, school organizational 

conditions, teacher motivational factors and teacher learning was used to 

explain changes in the quality of teachers’ classroom practices as derived from 

longitudinal data. All studies were part of a longitudinal survey on school 

improvement in elementary education. Participants were teachers from 32 

elementary schools (students at the age of 4 to 12 years), situated in the country 

as well as in and around two cities (> 150.000 citizens) in the Netherlands. 

Every year from 2003 until 2008 all of the teachers in these schools filled out a 

questionnaire on leadership practices, school organizational conditions, teacher 

motivational factors, engagement in professional learning activities, and 

teachers’ classroom practices. In addition to these teachers, students in year 4 to 

6 completed a questionnaire on student motivation.  

In this research project the following research questions were addressed: 

- What is the relative importance of teachers’ classroom practices and efficacy 

beliefs for variation in student motivation to learn? 

- What is the relative impact of leadership practices, school organizational 

conditions, teacher motivational factors and teacher learning on teachers’ 

classroom practices? 

- Does school-wide capacity for improvement develop over time? 

- To what extent can school-wide capacity for improvement explain variation 

in teachers’ classroom practices?  
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In the first study reported in this dissertation (Chapter 2), we examine the 

relative influence of different aspects of teaching (i.e., process-oriented 

teaching, relatedness to student’s world, cooperative learning and 

differentiation) and teachers’ sense of self-efficacy on students’ motivation to 

learn (i.e., well-being, academic self-efficacy, intrinsic motivation, performance-

avoidance goals, mastery goals and school investment), using cross-sectional 

data. The findings indicate the significance of different classroom practices for 

student outcomes in terms of motivation to learn. Most significant classroom 

practices were selected for further investigation in the fourth study using a 

longitudinal perspective.   

As the results of the first study suggest that teacher’s  instruction can have 

a positive impact on students’ motivation to learn, the second study (Chapter 3) 

investigates the impact of dimensions of transformational leadership practices 

(i.e., vision building, individual consideration, and intellectual stimulation), 

school organizational conditions (i.e., teacher collaboration, participative 

decision-making, and trust), teacher motivational factors (i.e., teachers’ sense of 

self-efficacy, internalization of school goals, tolerance of uncertainty, and well-

being), and engagement in professional learning activities (i.e., keeping up to 

date, and experimenting and reflection), on teacher’s  instruction (i.e., process-

oriented instruction, relatedness to students’ world, cooperative learning, and 

differentiation). The results of this cross-sectional study will increase our 

understanding of the relative importance of teachers’ motivations and capacities 

as well as their work setting in explaining variation in instructional strategies 

teachers use in their classroom. 

In third study (Chapter 4) the development of leadership practices, school 

organizational conditions, teacher motivational factors and teacher learning 

over a period of five years (2003 till 2008) is examined. The findings of this 

longitudinal study make a significant contribution to a better understanding of 

the process of building school-wide capacity. Based on the findings of the first 

and second study, we selected relevant aspects of teacher’s instruction in the 

classroom and conditions measuring school improvement capacity to conduct 

the fourth study (Chapter 4). This study examines changes in classroom 

instruction and tries to explain these changes from the conditions at school-

level and teacher-level referring to school-wide capacity for improvement. By 

examining the relationships among organizational variables and teacher 

variables over a period of time, this study aims to deepen our insights in the 

dynamic nature of school improvement. 
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In the last chapter (Chapter 6) we present and discuss the most important 

findings of this dissertation. Furthermore, we reflect on some limitations of the 

current research project and mention some recommendations for future 

research, followed by some implications for educational leaders. 




