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This paper aims to analyze the implementation status of instructional 
leadership of a HK primary school that benefits in mid-ranking and mainly 
uses instructional leadership to develop their curriculums. Instructional 
leadership is the result of introducing leadership concepts into the 
teaching field, and it reflects the changing trend of school management 
to a certain extent. At present, the research on instructional leadership is 
limited to the principal's leadership, which limits the overall function of 
instructional leadership. By investigating the actuality of school and the 
implementation of school policies and programs, the paper deeply analyzes 
the existed problems in a Hong Kong school and offers optimization 
suggestions: strengthen the school distributive leadership construction, 
promote the professional development of teachers and curriculums, 
establish a diversified evaluation system, develop an organizational culture 
of democratic cooperation and improve the curriculum leadership of 
principals.
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1.	Introduction

Instructional Leadership, as a formal academic 
concept, originated from the effective school movement 
in the United States at the end of the 20th century. In this 
movement, through empirical research, many researchers 
confirmed that a student's academic achievement is not 
only influenced by the family socioeconomic status, but 
also by the relationship between school organizations, 
principals and teachers [1]. Strong principal instructional 
leadership was considered to be the primary characteristic 
of an effective school at that time. It emphasized the 
personal qualities of the top leader and focused too 
much on the heroism of the principal. From the 21st 
century, researchers started to pay attention to other staff, 
such as middle managers, course supervisors, teachers. 

This paper first clarifies the development history and 
intension of instructional leadership, and then it sorts 
out the connection and difference between instructional 
leadership, distributive leadership and curriculum 
leadership. Lastly, the paper takes a Hong Kong primary 
school at the intermediate level as an example, analyzing 
the current situation and existing problems of instructional 
leadership mode in schools, and puts forward some 
suggestions to promote the development of teaching and 
management in schools.

2.	Literature	Review

Intension	and	Development

At the beginning of 1980, the rise of the Effective 
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Teaching Movement represented by Ronald Edmonds 
made instructional  leadership highly valued by 
researchers [2]. At that time, many researchers described 
and analyzed the characteristics of effective schools and 
found that instructional leadership was an important factor 
affecting school effectiveness. Therefore, instructional 
leadership began to receive more extensive attention 
at both the theoretical and practical levels [3]. At that 
time, the teaching leader was portrayed as someone who 
could not only set goals, oversee processes, supervise 
teaching, but also create the teaching environment, 
solve problems, coordinate relationships, and combine 
expertise and personal charisma who can transform a 
school [4]. Ronald Edmonds, by summarizing the practical 
experience of school, reinforced the statement that 
"principals pay attention to teaching and learning" and 
ushered in a new era of academic research and practice 
of principal instructional leadership. However, excessive 
role expectations have not produced a large number of 
heroic leaders, and only a few outstanding principals who 
were passionate about education and competence could be 
expected to develop into powerful leaders [5]. To deal with 
this problem, in 1982, Stephen Bossert of the Far West 
Laboratory in San Francisco published a seminal literature 
review in which Stephen synthesized the findings of 
the literature to propose a framework for principals' 
instructional management behavior. The principal's 
personal characteristics affect the teaching management 
behavior, and the principal's management behavior affects 
the school atmosphere and the teaching and learning 
organization, and then affects the students' learning. The 
conceptual framework developed by Stephen provides 
a valuable perspective for subsequent scholars to use 
conceptualized instructional leadership in practice [6].

In the mid-1980s, on the basis of absorbing the 
research results of relevant disciplines, some scholars 
clearly defined the intension of instructional leadership 
and put forward a new explanatory framework [7]. 
Among many definitions, the model proposed by 
American scholars Philip Hallinger and Joseph Murphy 
has the greatest influence and the highest citation rate. 
They define instructional leadership as the principal's 
leadership and management of the school's teaching work 
and promote the teaching of teachers and the learning 
behavior of students. The three core dimensions: "defining 
school mission", "managing curriculum and teaching" 
and "creating a positive school climate" were identified 
and finally, ten instructional leadership functions were 
further subdivided [8]. The management and research of 
principal’s instructional leadership move from sampling 
to concrete.

Since the beginning of the 21st century, education 
quality has become a strategic theme of basic education 
reform and development in various countries, and the 
learning and development of students has received 
extensive attention from educators and researchers. 
An "emerging force" is flourishing, that is, the study of 
instructional leadership that advocates learning as the 
center is constantly emerging. At this time, research on 
instructional leadership pays great attention to teaching 
and learning, and research on instructional leadership 
has become a global phenomenon with the appearance of 
learning center leadership [9].

It can be concluded that the evolution of the intension 
of instructional leadership has roughly experienced the 
development process from the main body leadership 
activity to the learning-centered leadership. After 
summarizing various viewpoints, we define instructional 
leadership as the leader's influence on stakeholders such as 
teachers and students to effectively coordinate curriculum 
and teaching, so as to realize the school's teaching 
mission and vision and promote students' learning and 
development ability [10]. It is embodied in three aspects: 
First, instructional leadership is a kind of ability to grasp 
the mission of an organization that mobilizes people to 
fight around this mission. Second, instructional leadership 
refers to the leadership of a leader in the field of teaching, 
and it is not limited to various teaching management 
behaviors, abilities and performance, but also involves 
relevant situational factors such as organizational culture, 
cadre-group relationship, teacher motivation and so on. 
Third, instructional leadership not only leads the teaching 
of teachers, but also the learning of students. However, the 
current research on instructional leadership has not deeply 
explored how teachers lead students to learn, so that the 
effect of instructional leadership cannot be sustained for 
a long time, and the problems of "teaching and learning" 
in instructional leadership research need to be solved. 
Moreover, instructional leadership has developed from 
the traditional instructional leadership of principals to the 
current distributive leadership, but after all, it is led by a 
few people, so there are still problems in the scope and 
depth of its influence on teaching activities.

3.	Related	Concepts

3.1	Curriculum	Leadership

Curriculum leadership and instructional leadership 
are two concepts with similar meanings [11]. Instructional 
leadership is inseparable from curriculum planning, 
design and guidance, and curriculum leadership is 
inseparable from monitoring, evaluation and improvement 
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of teaching. Instructional leaders often influence the 
results of curriculum and teaching by directly changing 
the relevant conditions, while curriculum leaders achieve 
the goal directly achieved by improving the ability of 
members in the organization. "Curriculum leadership" 
was put forward by famous curriculum experts such as 
Rambert, Grasthorne and Brubeck in the United States. 
It uses the theories, methods, strategies and behaviors of 
leadership to complete the tasks within the scope of the 
curriculum, to understand the curriculum, implement the 
curriculum, evaluate the curriculum better, and in order 
to achieve the fundamental goal of curriculum: improve 
the quality of the curriculum, promote the professional 
growth of teachers, develop the academic achievement 
of students and rebuild the school organization and 
culture. Sergiovanni defined CL: it provides members of 
the school with necessary support and resources like the 
basis of professional knowledge to enrich the course and 
teaching quality, promotes the communication between the 
teacher, urges schools to develop a culture of cooperation 
and continuous improvement, finally, achieves the target 
of excellence in education [12].

Instructional leadership is a top-down leadership 
paradigm, which emphasizes the cooperation and control 
of teaching; curriculum leadership only emphasizes 
cooperation in teaching, the idea of sharing and the 
multiple sources of leadership. Instructional leaders not 
only emphasize the cooperation with the leader in the 
teaching process and the guidance of teaching activities, 
but also emphasize the management control of the leader 
[13]. While, in the teaching process, curriculum leadership 
only emphasizes cooperation with the leader, empowers 
the leader, participates in leadership, and shares power. 
Curriculum leadership attaches great importance to 
the multiple aspects of leadership, mainly because of 
the diversity of leading subjects. Education managers, 
principals and teachers at all levels can become the subject 
of curriculum leadership.

3.2	Distributive	Leadership

Distributive leadership was originally put forward by 
the Australian social psychologist Gibb. He believed that 
leadership is a quality of a group and a function shared 
by a group [14]. In the 1990s, distributive leadership was 
introduced into the research field of western educational 
leadership. Researchers further improved the concept and 
reached a consensus: leadership not only exists in some 
specific roles, but in the relationship between various 
roles in reality [15]. That is, leadership is not a personal 
act of the principal, but a distributed practice, which is 
widely distributed in the work situation of the leader. The 

function of distributive leadership exists in many leader 
interactions. The concept of instructional leadership was 
accepted and applied to other models like Distributed 
Leadership, Shared Leadership and Transformational 
Leadership. 

Based on the view of distributive leadership, 
instructional leadership is a team task, which is jointly 
constructed by the principal, the assistant principal, the 
subject director, the head teacher and the course teacher. 
The focus of distributive leadership is to enable all 
professionals in the school, no matter whether they are 
informal management positions can participate in the 
practice of professional leadership. Distributive leadership 
pays special attention to the leading construction of 
senior teachers, academic leaders and teaching backbone. 
Compared with traditional leadership, distributive 
leadership attaches great importance to teamwork 
and advocates the construction of a good relationship 
between members of the organization. At the same 
time, it emphasizes the cooperation between informal 
organizations and active organizations. Through their 
collaboration and communication, the professional ability 
and cohesion of the entire educational organization are 
improved, and a new type of professional leadership 
culture is established [16]. Distributed leadership can solve 
the problems of insufficient personal teaching knowledge 
and insufficient leadership energy of principals.

4.	School	Background

The school was founded on September 1, 1989. Mr. 
A, chairman of Hong Kong B group, donated a large 
sum of money to equip and complete the school, so 
it was approved to take A as the school name. With 
"Knowledgeable, Diligence, Loyalty and Honesty" as 
the school motto, the school focuses on moral education, 
and emphasizes the balanced development of intellectual 
education, sports, group education and aesthetic education. 
The lessons are mainly given in Cantonese apart from 
English enhancement classes, in which all subjects are 
taught in English except Chinese. The school has 24 
classrooms, and each grade has 4 classrooms, and the total 
number of teaching staff is 57, and it is a "medium-sized" 
campus in HK, covering an area of about 4,000 square 
meters. The numbers of teaching staff and the classrooms 
are increasing rapidly since 2013, but the ranking of the 
school is always after 200, in the mid-ranking of HK.

4.1	Survey	of	the	School

School A is an aided school. In Hong Kong, aided 
schools are a non-profit-making advocacy group that 
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receives government funding to provide free education. 
The education fee is largely funded by the government, 
but its management is the responsibility of the school 
council. There are 423 such primary schools in Hong 
Kong, accounting for about 81 percent of the total. The 
management of the school is delegated to the Council by 
the sponsoring body. Its curriculum and enrollment are 
basically the same as that of a government primary school. 
Students are comprised of local students, cross-boundary 
students and NCS. The school sets English classes, 
English enhancement classes and Chinese classes. For the 
English class, all subjects are taught in English except the 
Chinese course. There are two subject panels for Chinese, 
English & Mathematics.

After the semi-structured interviews and investigations, 
school A provides quality education by establishing 
a school executive committee above the school 
administration. The members include a principal, parent 
representatives, teacher representatives, teacher managers 
and senior teachers. The committee directly reports 
to the Board of Directors in order to ensure effective 
decision making, management and efficient support. The 
committee is formed by the following teams: the teaching 
and learning team, the school-culture and student support 
team and the development team. Each team will propose a 
designed and revised policy (see Figure 1).

4.2	Current	Implementation	of	Instructional	
Leadership

This aided elementary school uses typical instructional 
leaders. The school management committee has set up 
a three-year main focus for the Teaching & Learning 
group to optimize Teaching & Learning strategies and 
strengthen students' autonomous learning skills and 
abilities. And teaching and learning group sets the strategy 
plans according to the Major Concerns which is set by 
the School Administrative Committee: 1. Designing some 
activities to enhance student self-directed learning skills; 
2. Creating workshops to introduce the ways to simulate 
student reading skills; 3. Developing some strategies to 
intensify student in doing the e-assignments; 4. Promoting 
STEAM in each subject; Also, the mathematics panels 
have designed different activities to fulfill the strategy 
plans which are set by T&L group. The committee is also 
responsible for the management of courses and teaching. 
They produce teacher manuals to correct students’ work, 
design assessments, and recommend time allocation for 
each lesson. All the worksheets, assessment papers, lesson 
plans and student works will be saved in school cloud 
servers. Each subject group holds regular meetings, and 
each meeting is attended by the principal and assigns 
tasks. A teacher in the school said that they had the 
meeting about 1 or 2 days during the peak season, and 

Figure	1. Administrative combination:
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they often needed to analyze the content of the meeting 
and get many missions from each meeting. Regarding 
the supervision of teaching arrangements, members of 
the organizing committee will conduct random checks on 
each class and conduct class observations to promote the 
development and ranking of teachers. They also evaluate 
teachers by monitoring students’ work and analyzing 
and recording students’ evaluation performance. This 
can enhance the scheme to improve the assessment 
performance. Teachers in school A are also required to do 
a lot of work to promote the teaching atmosphere, such 
as teachers designing activities that simulate students' 
autonomous learning. Teachers use Geogebra and 
NearPod Apps to write math programs, and use different 
levels of worksheets to increase learning diversity in the 
class, and teachers have common planning time every 
week. School A provides workshops to enhance teachers’ 
teaching skills. In addition, students can get different 
support schemes from the universities of HK and EDB.

5.	Analysis	of	the	School

5.1	The	Reason	Why	School	Mainly	Uses	the	
Instructional	Leadership

Curriculum leadership of principals is a key factor 
influencing curriculum reform and practice. As a ranked 
school, a person with rich experience and prestige to lead 
the school out of the bottleneck is of great significance 
to the school. Most of the staff in the school only have a 
master degree, and there are not many veteran teachers 
who can be competent for important positions. Therefore, 
Ms. C, who has many years of experience as a principal, 
was elected as the leader of the school.

5.2	The	Weakness	of	the	Instructional	Leadership	
of	This	School

As the administrative structure setting, the school 
should have a good schema of distributive leadership. 
However, the school pays too much attention to 
instructional leadership, and teachers cannot have much 
decision-making power. In fact, the principal's decision 
may not be completely suitable for front-line teaching, 
and it will often deviate from ideals and reality.

One teacher in this school said that they often need to 
work very late because of too much impractical mission 
from the principal. That’s the corrupt practice of highly 
instructional leadership.

After the investigations, researcher found that there 
are many other problems exposed in the assessment and 
supervising aspect. The supervising system is imperfect, 
principals and committee only have time to observe several 

classes, assessment of learning and teaching is the direct way 
for teachers to get feedback and improve themselves. They 
do not involve subject differences. They only use the same 
set of class assessment forms to evaluate various subjects 
such as mathematics and English. This makes teachers only 
adopt similar teaching designs and rarely carry out creative 
teaching, which can not only improve children's learning 
interest, but also fully consider the children's learning 
psychological characteristics. These weaknesses make it 
impossible for all subjects to develop rapidly.

6.	Improvement	Path	of	Instructional	Leadership

Strengthen the construction of distributive leadership 
while the school should give more rights and space for 
teachers. We believe that the role of teachers as leaders 
should be strengthened in the teacher role series, that is, 
teachers are leaders [17]. The point of "teacher is a leader" 
is put forward because the characteristics of the teacher's 
leadership are in line with the teaching practice of its 
role, and the teaching activities are highly similar to the 
leadership activities. Taking teachers as the leading role 
can improve teachers' teaching leadership ability and 
promote the transformation of teachers' concepts. It has 
important value and significance in teaching practice.

In addition, diversified classroom assessments can help 
teachers better understand the highlights and deficiencies 
of the classroom. Classroom learning is the main way 
for students to achieve their learning goals. Teachers 
are advised to use a variety of assessment methods and 
interacted with students. Teachers should pay attention to 
individual differences of students and mobilize students' 
enthusiasm, initiative and interest in learning. The 
purpose of the assessment is to promote learning. With 
the diversification of the education system reform and the 
need for diversifying talents in the development era, the 
teaching model has become more and more important. At 
the same time, a well-functioning classroom evaluation 
system is increasingly closely related to the achievements 
of teachers and students. Effective teachers, classrooms, 
and student assessment systems can truly assess the goals 
of teaching and learning.

Lastly, develop an organizational culture of democratic 
cooperation. Leaders should have democratic concepts and 
styles of work, and principals’ role should change from 
commanding to cooperating with teachers. It is necessary 
for leaders to create an atmosphere of collaboration and 
sharing in schools. Principals should let teachers and 
students participate in instructional leadership work 
through collective activities and empowerment, stimulate 
teachers' team consciousness, and realize the common 
growth of both individuals and organizations. Besides, 
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exploring university-government-school cooperation is 
also a valuable way to benefit teaching leadership.

In  add i t ion ,  f ind  sc ien t i f i c  and  appropr ia te 
implementation approaches to improve the curriculum 
leadership of principals. As the principal, he should 
make the school's school-running philosophy a code 
of conduct acceptable to every member of the school, 
listen to teachers' voices on curriculum construction, 
do more communication and share more, and grasp the 
direction of curriculum reform. As the principal, he 
should accurately construct the structure of all kinds of 
courses, attach importance to the teaching values in the 
course of implementation, be good at summarizing all 
useful and effective methods, and promote the curriculum 
construction to support the characteristic development 
of the school strongly. As the principal, he should pay 
attention to cultivating excellent teachers, be good at 
discovering leading figures in the teaching team, create 
favorable conditions, build a teacher growth platform, 
and improve the professional level of teachers, to ensure 
the quality of curriculum construction. The curriculum 
and the teaching are inseparable and consistent. All the 
policies and the strategies should keep their integrality 
and relevance. Becoming an excellent school to obtain 
student success, it is very necessary for school leaders 
to have outstanding experience, knowledge and skills in 
curriculum setting and teaching leadership.
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