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Abstract 

Background: To maintain relevance, institutes for vocational and professional edu-
cation (VPE) need to be responsive to changes in society and industry. This requires 
leaders and educators in VPE to keep developing themselves and their practices. In 
institutes for VPE many decisions regarding program curriculum and teaching practices 
are made at the department level. Yet, the preparation of department chairs in post-
secondary contexts rarely focuses on improving teaching and learning. A substantive 
knowledge base regarding leadership of teaching and learning in VPE is lacking. A 
model of leadership for learning in VPE is proposed as comprising three elements: (1) 
developing a shared vision and goals; (2) promoting instructor learning; and (3) leading 
the educational program. The study explores ways in which seven chairs and associ-
ate chairs from western Canadian VPE institutes conceive of and enact leadership for 
learning in their departments. The paper thus aims to contribute to the building of a 
knowledge base on leadership for learning in VPE.

Methods: A multiple case study approach was used to explore chairs’ conceptualiza-
tion and enactment of their leadership for learning. Data collected included interviews 
with five chairs and two associate chairs from five departments across three institutes 
for VPE in western Canada. Observational data from department meetings and inter-
views with instructors were used to provide contextual information and corroborate 
our findings. In cross-case analysis, chairs’ and associate chairs’ conceptualizations and 
strategies were themed and categorized according to the three elements of leadership 
for learning as identified in the literature.

Results: Findings show great variability amongst study participants in beliefs regard-
ing the importance of a shared vision and goals, and only one chair had taken steps 
towards developing a shared vision. All participants expressed that they value quality 
teaching and learning and have taken promising steps to promote instructor learning, 
yet in different ways. Leading the educational program was considered a common and 
expected part of the role of department chair. Participants’ beliefs regarding the enact-
ment of leadership for learning varied greatly and seemed idiosyncratic.

Conclusions: The proposed model of leadership for learning seems to hold promise 
for conceptualizing leadership for learning in the context of VPE. However, further 
studies will need to elucidate how each element of leadership for learning might best 
be enacted to optimize student learning in VPE departments. Such studies will need to 
consider the organizational and cultural context of the VPE department. Institutes for 
VPE may invest in leadership development programmes that allow chairs to develop 
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leadership for learning practices. Institutes might also focus on enacting leadership for 
learning at the faculty and institute level.

Keywords: Vocational education and training, Professional education, Leadership 
for learning, Instructor learning, Professional development, Instructional leadership, 
Educational leadership

Background
Ongoing changes in society and industry require teachers and schools to be responsive 
and thus continuously (re)develop themselves and their practices (Darling-Hammond 
2006; Nicholls 2001). Responsiveness to ongoing change is particularly relevant for voca-
tional and professional education (VPE) (cf. Darwin 2007; Sirk et al. 2016). In this paper 
VPE refers to education that prepares students to become qualified for a particular pro-
fession, regardless of educational level (e.g. tradesperson, health care technologist, or 
human resource manager) (Anderson 2008). Typically, the purpose of VPE is understood 
as both improving the social and economic well-being of individuals as well as serving 
society by ensuring an educated workforce (Adams and Gamage 2008). To keep fulfilling 
this dual purpose, leaders and educators in VPE need to keep developing themselves and 
their practices to meet the needs of their learners and society (Sirk et al. 2016). The pre-
sent paper focuses on the leadership of department chairs in this process.

Research in elementary and secondary education has shown that leadership may 
positively impact teaching and learning (Robinson et  al. 2008; Hallinger 2011). Some 
studies suggest that this might also be the case in post-secondary education (Ramsden 
et al. 2007). The present paper uses the term ‘leadership for learning’ to refer to those 
approaches that “leaders employ to achieve important school outcomes, with a particu-
lar focus on student learning” (Hallinger 2011, p. 126). Note that this term includes ele-
ments of leadership of teaching and curriculum, as both support student learning. While 
quality teaching is considered an important prerequisite for student learning (Prosser 
2013; Scheerens and Bosker, 1997), leadership contributes to this by inspiring and ena-
bling the conditions that allow for optimal student learning (Hallinger 2011). Yet, the 
leadership preparation of department chairs in post-secondary contexts rarely focuses 
on improving teaching and learning and is “widely limited to legal matters, organiza-
tional procedures and doing the budget” (Knight and Trowler 2000, p. 81). Not only 
is there a lack of preparation for department chairs as educational leaders, there also 
seems to be little substantive knowledge base regarding leadership for learning in VPE 
(Burke 2014). In fact, much of the literature on leadership in post-secondary contexts 
draws heavily on business literature, which focuses on overall roles and responsibili-
ties and rarely gives serious consideration to issues of teaching and learning (Basham 
and Campbell 2010; Crossman and Cameron 2014; Smith 2002). In the context of VPE 
specifically, Adams and Gamage (2008) identified the need for leaders to focus on the 
educational dimension of their work and suggested that the shift to managerial respon-
sibilities is having an effect on leaders’ abilities to ensure quality educational program-
ming. A recent review of research into leadership in vocational education in Australia, 
the UK, and the USA highlights important issues that leaders in vocational education 
face (Crossman and Cameron 2014). Yet, the review does not mention studies that focus 
on how leadership affects teaching and learning.
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One important way in which educational leaders may impact quality teaching is by 
fostering teacher professional learning (cf. Hoekstra and Crocker 2015a, b; Robinson 
et al. 2008; Hallinger 2011). Studies into workplace learning suggest that leadership prac-
tices by direct supervisors may make a difference in fostering employee learning (Ell-
ström and Ellström 2014). In institutes for VPE in Europe, teachers’ perception of 
leadership practices have indeed been related to teachers’ engagement in professional 
development in VPE (Oude Groote Beverborg et al. 2015b; Runhaar et al. 2010). While 
instructors’ perception of leadership matters, these studies do not provide insights into 
how and why such leadership practices are enacted in their departments. Moreover, 
much research on leadership for teaching and learning has been quantitative and has 
been conducted in the context of K-12 education (cf. Geijsel et al. 2009; Leithwood and 
Jantzi 2006; Robinson et  al. 2008). The present study therefore includes a qualitative 
exploration of leadership for learning, describing the ways seven department chairs1 and 
associate chairs in VPE conceptualize and enact their role as leaders of teaching and 
learning within the context of their department. This description illustrates the complex 
dynamics of teaching and leading in VPE departments, elucidating aspects of leadership 
that require further research, and generating suggestions for support for leadership 
development of chairs.

This paper begins with a description of VPE in western Canada and continues with an 
overview of leadership elements that in the literature have been identified as supportive 
of teaching and learning. This is followed by a description of the methods and findings of 
our interview study. The paper ends with implications for research and practice.

Vocational and professional education in Canada
Vocational and professional education (VPE) encompasses both trades education (e.g. 
carpenter, electrician, pipefitter) as well as degree studies that prepare for a specific job, 
such as nursing or social work (Anderson 2008). As such, VPE includes but is not limited 
to what in Europe is commonly referred to as vocational education and training (VET) 
and technical and vocational education and training (TVET) (Tripney and Hombrados 
2013).

In western Canada, VPE is offered at non-research intensive post-secondary institutes, 
including polytechnics, community colleges, and teaching universities. As a comparison 
to a number of other countries readers of ERVET may be familiar with, VPE is offered at 
vocational schools and universities for applied sciences including:

  • technical and further education institutes in Australia (Adams and Gamage 2008)
  • further education institutes (Drodge 2002) and statutory universities (Smith 2002) in 

Great Britain
  • community colleges in the USA (Crossman and Cameron 2014)
  • middelbaar beroepsonderwijs (MBO) and hoger beroepsonderwijs (HBO) institutes 

in the Netherlands
  • Berufsschulen and Fachhochschulen in German speaking countries

1 In various VPE contexts, department chairs may also be referred to as department chairs, department heads, or head 
teachers. Although there may be subtle differences in role, in this paper, we consider these terms as interchangeable.
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VPE institutes need to be responsive to changes in society and industry. In western 
Canada these changes include increasingly diverse student populations and frequently 
changing industry standards (Darwin 2007; Harris et  al. 2001). Economic changes 
such as dropping oil prices require economic diversification and new programs for 
students, such as programs in renewable energy technologies. There are also changes 
in educational approaches such as a move to more authentic forms of student assess-
ment (cf. Stiehl and Lewchuk 2008). For departments in VPE, these changes mean that 
both instruction and curriculum need to support students in mastering tasks compat-
ible with current industry practices. This currency is achieved in two important ways. 
First, those who teach in western Canadian VPE programs—that is, instructors—are 
themselves professionals in the programs they teach; carpentry is taught by carpenters, 
social work by social workers and so on. Second, curriculum is developed through active 
involvement from industry and professional associations. In fact, many VPE programs 
are accredited by national or provincial professional associations, while the curriculum 
for the trades is created by the provincial government in close collaboration with trades 
organizations. Figure  1 shows the various stakeholders connected with a department. 
Stakeholder influence and authority over the content and delivery of educational pro-
grams differ across departments.

Additionally, Fig.  1 shows how each department is embedded in its organizational 
context as part of a faculty as well as part of an institute for VPE. Faculties and institutes 
also have educational quality assurance processes to which departments are required to 
adhere. While department chairs are expected to lead teaching and learning within this 
multifaceted environment, the leadership preparation programs in VPE typically include 
generic leadership skills and do not focus on issues of leadership for learning. The pre-
sent study focuses on the ways seven department chairs and associate chairs in VPE con-
ceptualize and enact their role as leaders of teaching and learning within this complex 
departmental context. The next section describes on elements of leadership that, in the 
literature, have been associated with teaching and learning.

Leadership for learning
Forty years of research into leadership for learning in K-12 settings (primary and second-
ary education), have resulted in a sound knowledge base in this field of study (Hallinger 
2011), yielding evidence that principal practices impact student outcomes indirectly. 
Some evidence suggests that university department heads may similarly impact teaching 
and learning in post-secondary education. Martin and colleagues (2003) found a rela-
tionship between how university department heads and subject coordinators themselves 
conceptualize and report to enact their role as leader of teaching, and how their follow-
ers perceived that leadership. Ramsden and colleagues (2007) subsequently established 
that university teachers’ experiences of academic leadership (leadership of teaching) 
relates to their approach to teaching. These findings indicate that, similar to K-12 school 
principals, department heads may indirectly impact teaching and learning in post-sec-
ondary education.

Since a knowledge base of leadership for learning in the context of VPE is largely 
lacking (Burke 2014), we turn to insights derived from studies in K-12 and the gen-
eral post-secondary education literature to frame our study. Where available we also 
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describe studies conducted in the VPE context. As discussed in the introduction, we use 
the term “leadership for learning” to refer to those approaches that “leaders employ to 
achieve important school outcomes, with a particular focus on student learning” (Hal-
linger 2011, p. 126). In his synthesis of 40 years of research on leadership for learning 
in K-12 settings, Hallinger (2011, p 126) describes that leadership for learning “has 
come to subsume features of instructional leadership, transformational leadership, and 
shared leadership”. Hallinger (2011) highlights three main paths through which leader-
ship is linked to student learning: (1) vision and goals; (2) people capacity; and (3) aca-
demic structures and processes. These three elements correspond with the three main 
venues of transformational leadership identified by Leithwood and Jantzi (2006): (1) 
setting direction; (2) redesigning the organization; and (3) developing people. In Rob-
inson and colleagues’ (2008) meta-analysis of leadership studies in the K-12 context, it 
was concluded that three dimensions of leadership might hold promise for leadership 
for educational improvement. They are (with their average effect size): (1) establishing 
goals and expectations (ES = 0.42); (2) planning, coordinating, and evaluating teaching 
and the curriculum (ES = 0.42); and (3) promoting and participating in teacher learning 
and development (ES = 0.84). Tasks associated with organizing the school environment, 
that is—strategic resourcing (ES = 0.31) and ensuring an orderly and supportive envi-
ronment (ES = 0.27)—have a smaller effect on student outcomes. Because departmental 
leaders in VPE likely have less influence over the organization of the VPE institute than 
principals in K-12, and because these organizational elements have a smaller effect on 
student outcomes, the present paper focuses on three elements of leadership for learn-
ing with the bigger effect sizes: vision and goals, promoting instructor learning, and 
leading curriculum and instruction. In the following sections we will further elaborate 
on each of these three elements. A fourth section positions the department chair in the 
context of VPE organizations.

Fig. 1 Depiction of how VPE departments are situated within their context
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Vision and goals

Theories on transformational leadership highlight the motivational power of a shared 
vision. Such a vision “inspires people to contribute, even sacrifice, their effort towards 
the achievement of a collective goal” (Hallinger 2011, p. 129). Communicating a strong 
vision and clear goals is theorized to stimulate motivational processes, both by inspiring 
a desire in teachers to move towards a common goal (i.e. goal-orientation) and by instill-
ing a belief that they are, in fact, capable of accomplishing these goals (i.e. self-efficacy) 
(Leithwood and Jantzi 2006, p. 206; see also Oude Groote Beverborg et al. 2015a, b, c; 
Runhaar et  al. 2010). Both goal-orientation and self-efficacy are important conditions 
for teacher learning (Oude Groote Beverborg et  al. 2015c). In their study of technical 
vocational education and training (TVET) teachers in the Netherlands, Oude Groote 
Beverborg et al. (2015c) found little support for the notion that transformational leader-
ship is directly connected to teacher self-efficacy. In another study Oude Groote Bever-
borg and colleagues (2015b, p. 12) found that “leadership practices, perceived goal and 
task interdependence and self-efficacy…jointly explain a significant amount of the vari-
ation of TVET teachers in professional learning activities.” Our study explores whether 
department chairs consider vision building and goal setting as part of their role, and if 
so, how they enact this role.

Promoting instructor learning

Leadership for learning has the greatest effect on student outcomes through the sup-
port of teacher learning and professional development (PD) (Robinson et al. 2008). This 
leadership role encompasses far more than merely enrolling teachers in PD sessions. A 
recent study by Hoekstra et al. (2017) points out that a large part of instructor learning in 
VPE is focused on developing pedagogical content knowledge (PCK). PCK refers to the 
knowledge teachers require to adequately teach certain content. For instance PCK might 
include knowledge of the issues students face when they put a circuit box together, ana-
lyse a blood slide safely, efficiently, and accurately, or when they design a front yard in a 
cold climate. Because the content generally taught in VPE is relatively specialized, there 
are no formal PD opportunities for instructors to learn. Developing PCK, therefore, 
necessarily happens on-the-job. Empirical studies into teachers’ continuous PD have 
increasingly identified teachers’ workplaces as important sites for learning (cf. Bound 
2011; Kwakman 2003; Kyndt et al. 2016; Sleegers et al. 2005). Workplace learning activi-
ties that have been related to teachers’ PD and school improvement include: keeping up 
to date, experimentation with teaching strategies, self-reflection, asking for feedback, 
and information sharing (Hoekstra et  al. 2009, 2017; Geijsel et  al. 2009; Oude Groote 
Beverborg et  al. 2015b; Runhaar et  al. 2010). Leadership for learning would therefore 
include efforts to promote instructor workplace learning activities.

Leaders may promote instructor learning through transformational leadership practices. 
Oude Groote Beverborg et al. (2015c, p. 25) described transformational leadership as:

(1) identifying and articulating a vision which refers to the development of goals and 
priorities; (2) individual consideration, which includes attending to the feelings and 
needs of individual teachers; and (3) intellectual stimulation, which entails suffi-
cient support of teacher professional development and the challenging of teachers to 
readdress their knowledge and daily practice.
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Oude Groote Beverborg et al. (2015a, p. 187) found that “transformational leadership 
practices play a significant role in facilitating teamwork, and sustaining teachers’ lev-
els of learning in schools.” Runhaar and colleagues (2010) found that transformational 
leadership was positively related to teachers’ reflection and feedback asking activities. 
Additionally, studies into leadership for learning in higher education have suggested that 
university teaching can be improved by encouraging collaboration and collegiality (e.g. 
Zakrajsek 2014), influencing the discourses of collegial networks (Roxa et al. 2011), and 
the provision of an “enabling environment” and “supportive workgroup” (Van Schalkwyk 
et al. 2015, p. 8).

Few studies have looked into how VPE instructors develop teaching expertise and 
maintain currency in their work. For instance, Bound (2011) described how VPE instruc-
tors’ professional learning is determined both by individual efforts and shaped by pre-
existing institutional practices and cultures. Hoekstra and Crocker (2015a, b) studied 
the professional learning practices of VPE instructors in western Canada in the context 
of a new performance management process. They concluded that, in order to develop 
and maintain teaching excellence, institutes need to augment courses and workshops for 
instructors with concrete, long-term support for on-the-job learning. The performance 
management process allowed chairs to individualize their support for instructor learn-
ing and assist instructors in planning their future professional learning activities. Run-
haar and Sanders (2013) looked at the implementation of an integrated human resource 
management policy in Dutch institutes for VET. This policy was often implemented with 
the aim to promote professional development and excellence amongst employees. How-
ever, one of the factors considered to impede implementation of the policy was the fact 
that many teachers found the performance management review not useful to their prac-
tice. Our study explores whether department chairs consider the promotion of instruc-
tor learning part of their role, and if so, how they enact this role. The use of performance 
management conversations is considered part of this role.

Leading the educational program

A third element of leadership related to student outcomes is leading curriculum and 
instruction (Robinson et al. 2008). Robinson and colleagues (2008) identified four ways 
in which leaders exert influence over the quality and direction of further development of 
curriculum and instruction: (1) by active involvement in collegial discussion of instruc-
tional matters; (2) by coordinating the curriculum; (3) by evaluating teaching through 
classroom observation; and (4) by monitoring student progress and using test results for 
program improvement. Two of these strategies–involvement in discussion of instruc-
tional matters, and classroom observation–strongly overlap with leadership to promote 
instructor learning (see previous section) which is why we do not include them in our 
category of leading the educational program. The other two–coordinating the curricu-
lum and monitoring student progress—will be discussed here.

Leading the curriculum in VPE might involve different tasks and practices than in K-12 
education, because no provincial or state curriculum is available. In VPE many educa-
tional programs create their own curriculum, often in collaboration with industry (e.g. 
Stiehl and Lewchuk 2008). Brown et al. (2002) surveyed leaders in 2-year colleges in the 
United States about their perceptions of the most needed skills for community college 
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leaders. Among the top ten ranked skills for leaders was curriculum development. There 
is little research available outlining the role department chairs play in leading the cur-
riculum development and review process (Jennings-Sweeney 2012). Jennings-Sweeney 
(2012) interviewed 13 Community College department chairs in the USA and found that 
chairs of accredited programs have more clarity and guidelines regarding their leader-
ship of curriculum review development, while chairs of disciplinary programs act more 
as managers of the curriculum. More recently, Albashiry et  al. (2015a, b, c) studied 
leadership of curriculum development in TVET institutes in Yemen, where, similar to 
institutes in western Canada, curriculum is created and updated in close collaboration 
with industry. Albashiry and colleagues (2015c) refer to ‘curriculum leadership’ as a cen-
tral activity of Heads of Departments (HoDs) in Community Colleges, portraying cur-
riculum leadership as a collective activity led by HoDs. They further argue a need for 
“the consideration of the curriculum-development competency domain in the profes-
sional preparation and practice of college HoDs” (p. 411). Briggs and colleagues (2003) 
established four criteria for continuous academic planning in undergraduate education, 
which also stress the importance of collaboration: (1) continuous and frequent curricu-
lar planning processes; (2) awareness of and responsiveness to internal and external fac-
tors; (3) participation and teamwork; and (4) evaluation and assessment for program 
improvement.

This last criterion of continuous academic planning refers to leading the educational 
program by monitoring its effectiveness. Robinson and colleagues (2008) found that 
high-performing schools used students’ test-results for the purpose of school improve-
ment. Similarly, in VPE, department chairs may assure program quality by evaluating 
program success and implementing improvement where needed. Available data that 
could be used to monitor program success include: graduate satisfaction surveys, stu-
dent graduation rates, student performance on provincial or national exams, student 
employment rates, and employer satisfaction with graduate performance. The use of 
program data and assessment to facilitate collaborative decision making and planning 
about the educational program is a core leadership practice in effective educational 
institutes (Newton et al. 2010). Our study explores whether department chairs consider 
leading the educational program part of their role, and if so, how they enact this role.

Departmental leadership in context

While 40 years of research have resulted in some fairly consistent findings on what con-
stitutes leadership for learning, Hallinger (2011) warns against the idea that there is 
one magic set of practices that would guarantee school improvement. Referring to his 
own studies into leadership for learning, Hallinger writes: “that leadership can be an 
important catalyst and supporting factor for school improvement, but that the school-
levels conditions … always exercises an even stronger influence on leadership” (2011, 
p. 133). Leaders thus have to work within their context. In their study on transforma-
tional leadership in TVET institutes, Oude Groote Beverborg and colleagues (2015b) 
hypothesize that, in contrast to studies conducted in K-12 contexts, the complexity of 
the organizational environment of the TVET institution might decrease the effect of 
transformational leadership due to multiple levels of organization, units, and subunits in 
post-secondary contexts. In this respect, department chairs might be functioning more 
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as middle managers and intermediaries (cf. Briggs 2005). Additionally, much of instruc-
tor professional learning happens on-the-job, and such learning is embedded in existing 
workplace practices (Hoekstra and Crocker 2015a, b; Hoekstra et al. 2017). Hoekstra and 
Crocker (2015a, b) therefore stressed the need for department chairs to remove barriers 
and create opportunities in the workplace to support instructor learning.

Van Schalkwyk et  al. (2015) show how in universities the leadership of teaching is 
embedded in the wider university culture where efforts to improve teaching might not 
be valued, and reward systems might not be supportive of instructors’ development as 
teaching professionals. For the present paper, this means that departmental leadership 
needs to be understood within the wider context of the educational institution, with its 
opportunities and barriers for instructor learning, as well as its culture for learning and 
student success.

Research question

The main research question is: Do department chairs in VPE consider vision building 
and goal setting, promoting instructor learning, and leading the educational program as 
part of their role, and if so, how do they enact this role in the context of VPE?

Methods
This study is an exploratory multiple case study (Yin 1993) of five chairs and two asso-
ciate chairs in five departments of three institutes for VPE in western Canada. A case 
study approach was adopted as a means to explore how department chairs conceptualize 
and enact their role as leaders of learning. In cross-case analysis the case specific themes 
identified in the data were compared and contrasted (Miles and Huberman 1994).

Recruitment

A research ethics proposal was drafted and approved to ensure compliance with Cana-
da’s Tri-Council Policy Framework for Research Involving Human Subjects. To protect 
the identity of the research participants, institutes, chairs, and instructors have been 
given pseudonyms and the participants’ departments are described in broad terms. 
Three institutes were approached for this study. Prairie College is a large institute for 
technical education, offering trades and diploma programs and a few bachelor degrees. 
Mountain College is a teaching university with diploma and bachelor degree programs. 
River College is a community college with employment and upgrading programs as 
well as certificate and 2-year diploma programs. Upon receiving further research eth-
ics approval from the three institutes, department chairs and deans were contacted to 
invite their department for inclusion in the study. They were informed that criteria for 
inclusion in the study were: having at least 10 instructors, and the program’s primary 
function is preparing students for a specific trade or profession. Liberal arts and gen-
eral science departments were thus excluded, while departments such as welding and 
human resource management were eligible. Five departments–three from Prairie Col-
lege and one each from Mountain College and River College–accepted the invitation 
and contacted the researchers to volunteer their department for further recruitment in 
the study.



Page 10 of 24Hoekstra and Newton  Empirical Res Voc Ed Train  (2017) 9:12 

Data collection

The research team then invited instructors, chairs and associate chairs within each of 
these five departments to participate in the study and these participants were requested 
to fill out an informed consent form. For the purpose of the present paper, we inter-
viewed all five department chairs and two associate chairs from a total of five depart-
ments regarding their understanding of their role as leaders for learning in their 
departments, and the strategies they use to enact this role. The semi-structured inter-
view guide was inspired by the interview guide used by Van Schalkwyk et  al. (2015), 
however we amended it to serve our purpose. Our interview guide included questions 
such as:

  • What would you say are your primary responsibilities as (associate) chair of this pro-
gram?

  • Do you consider it your role to build a vision for teaching and learning amongst 
instructors in your department? If so, what are some things you’ve done in this 
regard?

  • Do you consider it your role to support instructor learning in your department? If so, 
what are some things you’ve done in this regard?

  • What data do you use to establish whether the department is successful?
  • Whose responsibility is it to create the programming and curriculum in your pro-

gram?

While the chair and associate chair interviews form the main data source, we used 
additional data collected for other parts of our study to further understand the context 
in which the chairs work, and to triangulate the interview data. These additional data 
include notes made during observation of a number of staff meetings in each of the five 
departments, and interviews with four to eight instructors in each department about 
their professional learning, and the factors that support or hinder their professional 
development.

Data analysis

Interviews with department chairs and associate chairs were audio-recorded and tran-
scribed verbatim. To analyse department chairs’ role conception, we identified state-
ments prefaced with the following phrases: ‘It is my responsibility …’, ‘I have to …’, ‘I see it 
as my job …’, ‘I am required to…’ We then themed these statements, where possible, using 
concepts from the literature as sensitizing concepts (Bowen 2006): vision and goals, pro-
moting instructor learning, and leading the educational program. An additional theme 
regarding role-conception emerged inductively from the data: role conception regard-
ing operational and management requirements. We similarly themed chairs’ enactment 
of their role, using sensitizing concepts such as: promoting on-the-job instructor learn-
ing, and using performance assessment to promote instructor learning. Again, addi-
tional themes emerged from the data, including fostering instructors’ connections with 
the field, and leveraging institutional support for instructor learning. Our final list of 
themes, ordered by element of leadership for learning is as follows. Emergent themes 
have been identified with (e):
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a. Vision and goals
1. Role-conception regarding vision and goals

b. Promoting instructor learning
2. Role conception and beliefs regarding quality teaching and instructor learning
3. Promote formal learning of instructors
4. Promote instructor connections with the field (e)
5. Promote on-the-job learning
6. Leverage institutional support for instructor learning (e)
7. Promote instructor learning through performance assessment cycle

c. Leading the educational program
8. Role conception regarding the curriculum
9. Leading (enacting) quality curriculum
10. Role conception regarding student learning (e)
11. Fostering quality learning for students (e)

Three other themes that were not related to the three themes of leadership for learn-
ing, but that provided useful background information include: (12) role conception and 
enactment of administrative tasks, (13) organizational barriers to instructor learning, as 
well as a theme regarding the (14) leadership preparation participants received. To fur-
ther investigate these themes in the interviews, we created a summary matrix (Miles and 
Huberman 1994, p. 93–95) creating one column per participant, and one row for each 
theme. In each cell we then summarized the participants’ beliefs or strategies, with refer-
ence to the original transcript excerpts. In the findings section we describe the results of 
this analysis.

Description of sites and participants

Table 1 provides an overview of the participants and some characteristics of the depart-
ments in which they work. All programs are post-secondary programs. Before entering 
the trades program, students must have completed a minimum of grade 10 (taken by 
16  year olds), which means they have completed a minimum of 4 years of secondary 
education. Students entering the diploma programs are 17 or 18 years old and have com-
pleted high-school, which in western Canada is 6 years of secondary education. Please 
note that college and participant names are pseudonyms, and program names are not 
provided, to ensure the anonymity of the participants.

Each chair in this study had been associate chair before becoming chair. Corey had just 
become chair at the start of the study, but had been associate chair of the department for 
2 years before becoming chair.

The curriculum in the trade program is regulated by the provincial government’s 
ministry responsible for trades. Students are officially registered as apprentices with 
the provincial trades department, which also provides the full curriculum to institutes, 
including the learning modules for the trade. At the end of their training, apprentices 
complete the provincial trade exam to become certified by the provincial government. 
Apprentices attend trades education at Prairie College for a 2 or 3-month period per 
year, spending the rest of the year working as apprentices in the trade. The curriculum in 
the other four programs is the responsibility of the departments themselves. Each of the 
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four departments work closely with the professional association their diploma/degree is 
affiliated with to ensure the curriculum adequately prepares students for the profession.

Findings
In this section we describe the outcomes of our interview analysis, organized by element 
of leadership for learning: (1) vision and goals; (2) promoting instructor learning; and (3) 
leading the educational program.

Vision and goals

Our first interview question focused on whether chairs and associate chairs consider it 
their role to build a vision for teaching and learning within their department.

We asked Blake: “Now that you’re chair, do you consider it your role to build a vision 
for teaching and learning in your department?” S/he responded:

Yes. Absolutely. I think, and part of that vision is the vision of excellence, I guess and 
that, I think is really the real challenge. You know, you always have the percentage 
of instructors that are really excited about what they’re doing, and really engaged, 
and then you have a group that, you know, they go in, they do their job, but that’s it. 
And to engage them in—in being more proactive to engage the students and get the 
students involved, that’s the challenge, I think.

When asked about their vision for teaching and learning, both Parker and Lane 
expressed that they do not see it as their responsibility to build such a vision, rather to 
have their department follow the vision of teaching excellence as set forth in the Fac-
ulty of Health Sciences and the institute. Parker, for instance, responded: “so Prairie Col-
lege kind of says, ‘here’s what we think is … good teaching and learning,’ and then it’s 
my job to help staff reach that goal.” Lane explained that their Faculty of Health Sci-
ences has their own official documentation of standards for teaching quality. After a long 

Table 1 Overview of Sites and participants

College Sector Program Number 
of instructors

Leadership 
team

Participants’ 
pseudonyms, 
role, and length 
of time in role

Prairie College Trade Apprenticeship >40 1 chair
4 associate 

chairs

Blake (chair, 
6 months)

Drew (associate 
chair, 2 years)

Prairie College Health technol-
ogy

2 year diploma 25–40 1 chair
3 associate 

chairs

Parker (chair, 
3 years)

Lane (associate 
chair, 2 years)

Prairie College Business 2 year diploma
3 and 4 year 

degree

25–40 1 chair
3 associate 

chairs

Connor (chair, 
2 years)

River College Health service 2 year diploma >40 1 chair
4 associate 

chairs

Corey (chair, 
3 weeks)

Mountain  
College

Human service 2 year diploma
4 year degree

<15 1 chair Sam (chair, 
7 years)
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explanation, we asked: “It sounds like the faculty [of health] has a vision for what good 
teaching looks like, and that you’re trying to get your instructors to become familiar with 
that, and to comply with it?” and Lane responded: “That’s what I’m trying to do. Isn’t that 
my job?”

When asked about his/her vision for good teaching, Connor described “engaged 
teaching” and “empowerment for students”. S/he highlighted that good teaching should 
be focused on “moving students ahead” and “using [students’] time well.” When asked: 
“Is it your role to communicate your vision to instructors and to staff?” Connor replied: 
“That’s probably a little bit unclear.” S/he expanded on this by saying: “I think one of the 
things that I need to do is to certainly help to ensure that they [the instructors] have 
some kind of a vision for what they want to do, or at least work with them on that.”

We asked Sam whether s/he considers it the chair’s role to build a vision amongst 
instructors for teaching and learning. Sam replied: “I do think it’s my role to support 
the development of a vision or program learning outcomes and all of that, but I don’t 
think it’s my role any more than anybody else’s to actually create them or make them.” 
Sam then explained that, along with colleagues, they formulated a shared vision for the 
department a few years back.

In sum, when asked about working towards a vision of quality teaching and learning, 
most participants agreed that this was part of their role. However, only one chair enacted 
a practice that might be construed as a transformational leadership action related to 
goals and vision. All participants, however, agreed that promoting instructor learning 
was an important part of their role. As the following sections show, each chair and asso-
ciate chair seemed to enact this role in different ways.

Promoting instructor learning

When asked about their primary responsibility, each of the chairs and associate chairs 
listed a great number of administrative tasks. This concurs with findings from a recent 
survey study amongst department chairs (Gmelch et al. 2016) and earlier studies such as 
Knight and Trowler (2000). Yet, each chair and associate chair we interviewed indicated 
that they value quality teaching and have taken steps towards encouraging instructor 
professional learning. The chairs expressed a variety of beliefs about instructor learn-
ing, including Blake: “It’s a growth process … you constantly have the opportunity to 
improve yourself”. Connor, however, working in the business department described his/
her beliefs differently:

I don’t know if it’s that easy to try to make people who are, you know, trained in 
other disciplines, to make them instructors. … I’m kind of a little more of the belief 
that teachers are born, not made. … I think people that end up in that role here are 
a lot of people that actually are pretty good at teaching.

Chairs in the two health sciences departments indicated that instructors in their 
departments display a great willingness to learn. Parker: “The people I work with are 
really passionate about student learning and want to be the best they can be.” Corey: “I 
just get this overall sense that people [at River College] are enthusiastic about all kinds of 
learning.”
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As each of our participants found instructor learning important, each reportedly 
employed a wide variety of strategies to encourage and support instructor professional 
learning. In this way, the participants appear stronger in enhancing people capacity, 
than on building a shared vision (Hallinger 2011). The enactment of leadership is dem-
onstrated through a variety of strategies employed. These strategies can be organized 
in four themes: (1) fostering participation in formal professional development oppor-
tunities; (2) fostering instructor connections with the field/clinic/industry; (3) fostering 
informal instructor learning; and (4) encouraging instructor self-directed learning and 
learning from feedback through performance review cycles.

Fostering instructor participation in formal professional development opportunities

Each of the three colleges in our study provides individual funding for instructors to 
attend conferences and courses. In addition, the three colleges each have a dedicated 
department offering courses and/or workshops on a variety of teaching topics. In the 
two health sciences departments and the business department, participating in a num-
ber of hours of formal PD is a requirement to stay registered as a professional in that 
field and employed in the department. Thus, chairs support instructors by approving 
time and funding for PD attendance. Sam, who chaired a department with a relatively 
small number of instructors, supported instructors’ formal PD when they devised their 
workload plans at the beginning of the academic year. Sam supported them, for instance, 
by writing letters of support when instructors applied to attend conferences.

While enabling conference attendance is an administrative task chairs are required 
to perform, the chairs in our study enacted their leadership for learning by organizing 
customized sessions, inviting speakers to staff meetings and by organizing substitute 
teachers, and requesting instructors to share what they have learned. Specifically, three 
departments have worked together with their teaching department, or other training 
providers, to provide sessions customized to their department on issues such as lesson 
planning, the institutional learning management system, and difficult conversations with 
students. Corey, in River College, also regularly invited speakers to the monthly man-
datory staff meetings to provide relevant information and training. Blake and Drew in 
the trades department reported that instructors do not have many opportunities to par-
ticipate in PD because of the many hours they are required to teach. In their depart-
ment there is only 1 week in the year when instructors are at work, but do not need 
to teach. In their case, facilitating instructor PD involved approving funds to attend PD 
and organizing substitute instructors for classes missed. The instructors in their depart-
ment who attended external PD sessions were required to write a report and circulate it 
amongst their colleagues.

Fostering instructor connections with the field

In addition to fostering participation in formal PD, the chairs in our study also worked 
towards keeping instructors connected to their trade/profession. Lane and Parker, for 
instance, approved industry leaves that allowed instructors to take a leave of absence 
from their instructor role to go back to work in the field for a limited time. Other chairs 
allowed instructors to work in the profession on a part time or casual basis (Corey, 
health sciences; and Connor, business). Because of their heavy teaching load, Blake and 
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Drew indicated that industry connections mostly happen through attending industry 
events, such as conferences, or in specific training sessions put on by manufacturers of 
new technologies that have become part of the curriculum. In the social services depart-
ment, there is an expectation that instructors engage in service, both within the insti-
tute as well as in their profession. Sam explained that this means that instructors are 
expected to “be involved with the professional association, … be on educational com-
mittees for people in the field …” Since accommodating instructors’ connections with 
the field is at the discretion of the chair, the chairs in our study enacted leadership of 
learning by valuing, encouraging, and accommodating instructor employment or service 
in the field.

Fostering informal instructor learning

Common in each department was the provision of a shared digital space, where instruc-
tors could upload their teaching materials for their colleagues to use and adapt. The 
large trades department seemed to have the most extensive culture of informal learn-
ing, where instructors welcomed each other into their classes, and new instructors were 
encouraged to observe other instructors’ classes prior to teaching the same content on 
their own. Many instructors also worked together on developing an extensive online 
bank of student assignments. In addition, instructors in this trades department typically 
provided each other with teaching materials and walked each other through it. Instruc-
tors taught certain classes in pairs, contributing to mutual learning. In addition, Blake 
recently started requiring that new instructors be paired up with a mentor, and observe 
specified classes taught by their colleagues.

The business department, on the other hand, had a more individualized culture. Apart 
from the first year courses, instructors who taught the same course worked in small 
groups to align pacing of content, quizzes and exams. From the instructor interviews 
we learned that, at times, the course coordinator prescribed rather than collaborated, 
inhibiting others from bringing forward ideas and engaging in discussion. Upon request, 
Connor indicated that s/he has made space in the schedule for instructors to observe 
colleagues who are already teaching the course they intend to teach in the future. At 
the start of his/her appointment as chair, Connor recognized that instructors in his/her 
department were not able to meet all together at any point in the work week, due to the 
fact that there were always some instructors scheduled to teach at any given time of the 
working day. S/he therefore worked with the Faculty of Business to create one hour in 
the teaching schedule per week where instructors are not teaching, so that there was 
time for instructors to attend a meeting or customized workshop.

Other chairs employed alternative strategies: Corey encouraged the creation of learn-
ing communities of instructors who are working on similar courses or similar delivery 
formats. Sam seems to have implemented the least innovations regarding fostering 
informal instructor learning, possibly because s/he did not see a clear need. The instruc-
tors in the small department that Sam chaired are accustomed to collaborating on a wide 
variety of department activities. At the end of each academic year, this group of instruc-
tors comes together for two full days of program planning in which they evaluate initia-
tives of the past year and devise a plan for changes to be made in the new academic year.
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Regarding fostering informal learning amongst instructors, our findings show that 
three chairs in our study enacted leadership for learning by expanding existing opportu-
nities for instructors to learn from each other.

Fostering instructor learning through the performance management cycle

At the time of study, each of the three institutes had a process in place for instructors and 
their chair to meet to discuss goals for the year, and at the end of the year to assess their 
progress towards these goals. At Mountain College a peer evaluation process was part 
of the performance management cycle, whereas at Prairie College there was an effort 
to encourage instructors to collect feedback from multiple sources on multiple aspects 
of their job, including teaching, corporate citizenship, and curriculum development. As 
such, the performance management cycle was to be used by chairs to individualize their 
support for instructor professional learning. While the chairs we interviewed aimed to 
follow this process, two chairs took initiative to increase the learning potential of the 
performance management cycle by incorporating classroom observation into the pro-
cess. Blake asked each associate chair to conduct classroom observations with all their 
newer instructors, and use a feedback template to fill in during the observation. Lane 
also started conducting supervisory classroom observations with the instructors report-
ing to him/her.

In sum, promoting instructor learning was generally accepted as part of the role of 
department chair. Chairs enacted this role in different ways and to different degrees. The 
chairs in our study went beyond their administrative duty to approve funding for PD, 
and enacted their leadership for learning by organizing substitute teachers, customized 
sessions, and guest speakers. They also valued, encouraged, and accommodated instruc-
tor employment or service in the field (trade/profession) and four of the five chairs 
expanded existing opportunities for instructors to learn from each other. Finally two 
chairs enacted leadership for learning by incorporating classroom observation into the 
performance management cycle.

Considering that the participating chairs had limited support in developing their lead-
ership practice, these findings are promising as leadership practices by direct supervi-
sors can make a difference in fostering employee learning (Ellström and Ellström 2014). 
Additionally, while VPE instructors’ perceptions of leadership practices have been 
related to instructor engagement in ongoing PD (Oude Groote Beverborg et al. 2015b; 
Runhaar et  al. 2010), our findings illustrate how, why, and under what circumstances 
department chairs enacted “promoting instructor learning” as an element of leadership 
for learning.

Leading the educational program

The departments varied in the extent to which they had control and autonomy over their 
curricula. Apart from Blake and Drew, whose curriculum was provided by the govern-
ment, each of the chairs and associate chairs considered it an important part of their 
role to lead quality curriculum, but to different degrees and levels. Each department was 
also in close contact with one or more professional associations that provided regula-
tions such as graduate competency overviews and accreditation requirements. In addi-
tion, each institute had curriculum development policies and other quality assurance 
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requirements. Connor’s department had gone through a process of program curricu-
lum mapping as part of Prairie College’s efforts to create more consistency and quality 
across its programming. The first day of the program mapping exercise involved a day 
with industry representatives, who provided input into the expectations they have for 
the knowledge and skills of program graduates. The result of the mapping process was 
a graduate profile, a list of program learning outcomes, as well as a collection of course 
descriptions, which included descriptions of course learning outcomes and assessments. 
These activities are aligned with the curriculum leadership tasks of ‘promoting collabo-
ration’ with teachers and representatives from industry and ‘establishing purpose’ (Alba-
shiry et al. 2015c). The health department at Prairie College had gone through a similar 
mapping process, but in addition, Lane and Parker had invested time to review course 
documents and materials in more detail. Lane stated:

I audit teachers’ courses; I review [Learning Management System] sites using a 
checklist; I review curriculum to ensure that they meet the program outcomes, 
so, and then they have the appropriate course outcomes, and then their concepts, 
skills and issues match the course outcomes, followed by the learning objectives. … I 
review formative and summative assessments to ensure that they’re high level think-
ing, and that they’re testing to what they say they’re testing to.

Sam, on the other hand, indicated that he/she leads curriculum mostly through collab-
oration, leaving the responsibility over individual courses with the instructor. We asked 
Sam whose responsibility it is to create the curriculum in his/her program. Sam replied:

I’d say it’s shared. [In a two day retreat after the spring semester] we all discuss what 
needs to change or what needs to stay the same or what we’re lacking in. … Now, the 
primary writing responsibility [of the master course syllabus] typically goes to the 
instructor that will teach the course.

Chairs also used student performance indicators as feedback on the quality of the pro-
gram. Three departments in the study feed into professions that provide provincial or 
national exams. The professional associations share the exam results in such detail that 
departments can identify clusters of content that students either excel in or are weak 
in. The chairs confirmed that they feed this information back to instructors to further 
improve teaching and curriculum. Other sources of information that chairs provided to 
the instructors are student performance during practicums and clinical placements, and 
graduate employment rates. However, the chairs valued and used this information to dif-
fering degrees. For instance, in meetings of the health technology program, the health 
service program, and the human service program we observed instructors sharing infor-
mation about student performance on professional association tests and in field place-
ments and active discussion amongst instructors of what the data meant for teaching 
and curriculum in the program.

In sum, leading curriculum development and renewal was a common and expected 
part of the role of department chairs of programs who were responsible for their own 
curriculum. The findings of this study suggest that the criteria Briggs and colleagues 
(2003) developed for academic programming in undergraduate education (continu-
ous curriculum development and renewal processes, awareness and responsiveness, 
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participation and teamwork, evaluation for program and curriculum improvement) can 
also be applied to educational programs in VPE, yet might need adaptation to describe 
the way industry partners might be engaged in the program planning and renewal 
process.

Discussion
The methods used in this study have common limitations associated with qualitative 
studies, such as small sample size and the fact the study was conducted within one single 
geographic region. Yet, some important observations can be made that might inform 
future research and practice. To summarize, our findings showed that:

1. Most participants agreed that working towards a vision of quality teaching and learn-
ing was part of their role, yet only one department chair had collaboratively devel-
oped a vision statement with the instructors of his/her department.

2. All chairs promoted instructor learning, yet in different ways and to different 
degrees.

a. In addition to approving funding for PD, chairs in our study organized custom-
ized sessions, invited speakers, and arranged for substitute instructors so that 
main instructors can attend formal PD.

b. Chairs fostered connections with the profession/trade by encouraging and 
accommodating industry leaves and service to the profession.

c. In three departments, chairs expanded opportunities for instructors to collabo-
rate and learn from each other either by creating space in the teaching schedule 
for meetings, by encouraging learning communities, or by promoting mentoring 
of new instructors.

d. Two chairs enhanced the existing performance management cycle by incorpo-
rating classroom observation into the process.

3. Leading the educational program is a common and expected part of the role of 
department chair. The chairs in this study demonstrated concrete leadership actions 
in the area of curriculum leadership and approached this work collaboratively with 
industry partners and instructors. Chairs gathered and used information from both 
internal and external sources to assess the quality of the educational program(s) 
offered by their department.

Implications for theory and research

Our findings illustrate that in addition to aspects of transformational leadership, 
research on leadership for learning in VPE would also need to: (1) focus on what it is that 
VPE programs aim to achieve; (2) incorporate leadership of the educational program; 
and (3) consider the organizational and trade/professional context of the educational 
program. Below we discuss each of these elements in more detail.

Do not only focus on how to lead, but also on what to achieve

Most striking in this study was the apparent lack of importance placed on developing 
a shared vision within the department. In the absence of a shared vision and goals, the 
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chairs’ leadership practices appear ad hoc. For instance, chairs who organized custom-
ized sessions for instructors did so in response to student and instructor concerns. Goals 
for student learning remained implicit. Hallinger (2011) points out that “Goals also 
impact performance by limiting staff attention to a more narrow range of desired ends 
and scope of activities… They help to clarify what we will do and what we will not do” 
(2011, p. 129–130). While the quantitative studies by Oude Groote Beverborg and col-
leagues (2015a, b, c), and Runhaar and colleagues (2010), both found a relation between 
perceptions of transformational leadership and teacher learning in VPE, neither study 
indicates whether this learning is, in fact, aimed at a common vision or goal, as the 
studies did not focus on the content of teacher learning. The transformational leader-
ship model thus may be limited in its application to leadership for learning in VPE, as it 
does not guide leaders in focusing their vision and goals on student learning outcomes. 
Studies on leadership for learning in VPE should thus not only answer the question 
whether there is a shared vision and goals and whether this promotes instructor learn-
ing (cf. Oude Groote Beverborg et al. 2015a, b, c; Runhaar et al. 2010), but studies should 
also focus on what the vision and goals are, and whether the content of the profes-
sional learning outcomes of instructors are aligned with those goals. Hallinger’s (2011) 
model of leadership for learning is a values-based leadership model. Hallinger explains 
that this includes both instrumental and terminal values. Instrumental values describe 
“How we do what we do” (2011, p. 128), such as integrity, support, and respect. Terminal 
values refer to “What we want from our schools and students” (2011, p. 128), such as, 
for instance, academic achievement and equity in learning. Incorporating values-based 
leadership into a model of leadership for learning in VPE seems better suited to the VPE 
context than transformational leadership alone.

Incorporate a focus on leadership of the educational program

Our findings illustrate how department chairs enact leadership for learning by leading 
curriculum development and program assessment activities. This important leadership 
role has received very little attention in the literature on leadership in VPE (Albashiry 
et al. 2015c; Jennings-Sweeney 2012). As curriculum development in K-12 education is 
not usually the responsibility of individual schools, curriculum development is also not 
often highlighted in models of leadership for learning in K-12 education. Researchers of 
VPE may instead turn to the higher education literature for conceptualizations of leader-
ship of the educational program. For instance, the criteria for academic programming 
for undergraduate education developed by Briggs and colleagues (2003) could be used as 
a starting point to highlight the responsibilities involved in leading an educational pro-
gram in VPE. Our findings suggest that to be applicable to VPE, these criteria should be 
adapted to incorporate the participation of industry partners in the development and 
review of the VPE program.

Consider the context

Bound (2011) argued that the study of teacher professional learning needs to be highly 
contextualized. Similarly, our study shows an influence of: (1) organizational values and 
beliefs; (2) organizational barriers; and (3) the wider cultural context of the VPE depart-
ment on leadership for learning by department chairs.
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First, our study into departmental leadership in VPE revealed an influence of organi-
zational values and beliefs regarding departmental leadership on the role conception of 
department chairs. For instance, our findings revealed ambiguity amongst department 
chairs regarding their own role as a leader of quality teaching. This ambiguity seems to 
stem from a tension between values of academic freedom and collegiality on the one 
hand and the desire for leadership of teaching on the other hand. This tension came for-
ward specifically in the two departments offering degree programs. Chairs and instruc-
tors across departments do not seem to agree whether the chair should be considered as 
supervisor of teachers (as in the K-12 sector, characterized by formal supervisee obser-
vation and evaluation) or as first amongst equals (as in the university context, charac-
terized by faculty autonomy and limited direct supervision by department chairs). The 
study of leadership for learning by department chairs thus needs to take into account the 
ways in which the chair position is organizationally and culturally situated.

Second, the context of leadership for learning is relevant, in that organizational bar-
riers may impede department chairs’ efforts to lead teaching and student learning. For 
instance, our study showed how in several cases, the lack of flexibility in instructor 
schedules did not allow for collaborative professional learning or programmed profes-
sional development. One chair was able to arrange, within the faculty, for all instructors 
in his/her department to have one common hour where none of the instructors were 
scheduled to teach. Evidently, such scheduling issues need addressing at the faculty or 
institutional level, and chairs can be important advocates. Another barrier to instructor 
learning evident in the research was high teaching load.

Third, the wider cultural context of the VPE department is relevant in consider-
ing departmental leadership for learning. Our findings showed that some chairs’ and 
instructors’ departments were more actively involved in helping create curriculum qual-
ity guidelines and/or accreditation requirements and were therefore able to influence 
their context. These leadership activities, or absence thereof, seem to be related to beliefs 
regarding the purpose of education provided in the program. Is the program: (1) pre-
paring students for participation in industry; (2) partner to shaping industry practices; 
or (3) leader of industry best practices? These beliefs are in turn related to questions 
regarding the responsibility of VPE in society: either to reproduce existing practices or 
be a leader of innovative change, and environmental and social responsibility (Anderson 
2008).

In sum, leadership for learning by department chairs in VPE needs to be considered 
within the structure and culture of the educational institute it is part of, as well as in the 
wider cultural and political positioning of VPE in industry and society.

Implications for practice

Implications for practice point to a need for leadership preparation programmes for 
department chairs, as well as an institutional approach to leadership for learning.

Need for leadership development programmes

Our findings illustrate a range of activities chairs undertake to enact leadership for 
learning. Yet, lack of time, role ambiguity, and limiting beliefs may hamper the poten-
tial positive influence of departmental leadership on instructor learning and teaching. 
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To address these issues, institutes for VPE may invest in PD programmes for department 
chairs, highlighting and clarifying role expectations, while allowing for diversity of prac-
tices, as required by external program stakeholders.

These PD programmes would need to stress the importance of vision building, as well 
as support chairs in developing a vision of teaching and learning within their depart-
ments. Leadership development programmes might also be designed with leadership of 
apprenticeship experiences as part of the overall curriculum.

In addition to formal PD, chairs may also be supported in their development of leader-
ship for learning, by allowing prospective chairs to observe and participate in the work 
of chairs. Similarly, it might be fruitful to encourage opportunities for chairs to share 
experiences and ideas about the way in which they have enacted leadership for learning 
in their intuitional and policy contexts. This would have the effect of providing chairs 
and prospective chairs with a larger repertoire of leadership for learning practices.

Need for institutional leadership for learning

The Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching (2008) has recognized the 
need for an institutional approach to strengthening education in Community Colleges, 
and has highlighted the importance of leadership at the institute level for teacher profes-
sional learning. Three departments in our study are part of the same institute, yet the 
department chairs show great variability in role conception and leadership practices. 
Standards and goals for quality teaching and student learning are either not consistent 
or not made explicit. Thus, in addition to clarifying role expectations and providing PD 
programming for department chairs, institutes may also enact leadership for learning at 
the institutional level. For instance, institutes could develop a shared vision and goals for 
student learning at the institutional level, along with a set of terminal values for instruc-
tor and student learning that may guide vision building and goal setting for student 
learning in faculties and departments.

Additionally, leaders at the faculty and institutional level could further support chairs 
in identifying and removing organizational and cultural barriers to instructor learning, 
for instance by allowing room for meetings in instructors’ teaching schedules and by 
promoting flexibility amongst instructors to facilitate substitute teaching. Processes to 
evaluate and reward the development of teaching practices by instructors might allow 
institutes to demonstrate the value of teaching and learning for the institute. Finally, an 
institutional approach to the sharing of leadership practices might prove successful in 
instilling high standards of leadership for learning across departments.

Conclusions
The participants in this study were clearly active in leading their academic units within 
complex institutional contexts. Most of our participants had considerable leadership 
responsibilities in the area of curriculum development and renewal in particular. Even 
though our participants have all thought carefully about their roles in teaching and 
learning, there appears to be an underdeveloped sense of what leadership of teaching 
and learning means in their institutes. As well, the systems and practices for supporting 
instructor professional learning (even within the same institutes) seem idiosyncratic. The 
work of these educational leaders is central to the quality of teaching and programming 
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in VPE. A more systematic and considered approach to leadership for learning is needed 
to ensure high quality teaching and learning in VPE.
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