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Praise for Primary Heads





Bill Laar has spent a lifetime enchanting primary heads and teachers – not to mention their pupils. He weaves magic and here you will find out why and emerge from reading this energised and with renewed determination for the years ahead.


Sir Tim Brighouse, Visiting Professor, Institute of Education


This is a timely, well-written account of the challenges and joys of being a primary head teacher during a very challenging time in English education. He has given a voice to a diverse range of heads, who all have a clear belief and a passion about their role.


Bill Laar has always made sure his knowledge is up-to-date and relevant and throughout this book his love of children and those who teach them is evident.


Pat Morrissey, former head teacher, St George’s Catholic Primary School, Harrow


Bill Laar sets out the framework for leadership of primary schools as we see them today and charts the way the role has changed over time. He then tells the story of a series of heads as they describe their passions, philosophies and working practices. He draws out what matters in headship with incisive analysis. The book has that lovely balance between the theoretical, the practical and the persona – just like a good primary school.


Mick Waters, Professor of Education, Wolverhampton University


There are many books on school leadership, but few which speak through the voice of the primary school leaders themselves. In rectifying that gap in the literature, this book provides a most welcome service, deserving a prominent place in every head teacher’s study. The highly experienced Bill Laar reproduces the interviews he has had with head teachers of many schools which are recognised for their successes and high quality. The schools represent a wide range in terms of location, intake and religious status, and the questions and their answers address the many problems which head teachers have to face. As the book points out, there is now a dearth of teachers responding to the need for school leadership. This book confronts the reasons why that might be, but also shows how potential but doubting recruits might see how they too might become good ‘Primary Heads’.


Professor Richard Pring, University of Oxford


Bill Laar brings his characteristic insights and passions to this highly readable collection of leadership stories. His own significant experiences as head teacher, inspector and leading local authorities underpin his sharp, carefully crafted analysis of what great primary school leaders do for the communities they serve. Each head he has interviewed has a distinctive journey to share, both personally and professionally. There will be few primary heads in the country who will not want to turn and turn again to the wisdom and inspiration in these pages.


Roy Blatchford, Director, National Education Trust


In this veritable Pandora’s Box of methods and experiences, one gains insight into modern headship of a calibre never before seen. For intending headship candidates, or indeed anyone contemplating middle management, this is a fountain of knowledge and practical common sense. It must take pride of place in any establishment worthy of its name. Investment in people to provide the wherewithal for a superb educational experience for all children is a paramount requisite. Human resources are the most costly element of any school budget. This highly illuminating book is a beacon of success.


Cliff Jones, head teacher. Ofsted inspector, School Improvement Partner, Secretary of South West Primary Heads group


Primary Heads reveals the secrets of eleven exceptional heads, who together encompass a great breadth of experience and a wide range of primary school contexts. Bill Laar has always been a gifted story-teller: here he writes engagingly about different approaches to headship. All of the vignettes demonstrate the importance of a clear vision and the courage to pursue it in the face of resistance. The heads provide honest descriptions of the difficulties they have confronted and how they overcame them. There are no easy answers here, but this book is an amazing resource for anyone who would like to learn more about what distinguishes outstanding leadership of primary schools.


Dr Linet Arthur, Senior Lecturer: Educational Leadership and Management, Oxford Brookes University


Bill Laar’s book, Primary Heads, shines a bright light on the real life stories of eleven heads who have had transformational success as primary school leaders. Their stories are mapped against accepted qualities of leadership, revealing how successful heads significantly surpass these qualities. Laar tracks the teachers’ journeys, tracing their beliefs back to childhood, revealing ways in which beliefs and early experiences are manifested in practice, and exploring how their practice has changed and transformed others. The stories are inspiring and complex, revealing the struggles and costs as well as the rewards of realising their visions. Examples of extraordinary practice are shared: we see teachers at their very best, functioning at the peak of their skill in spite of constraints, challenges and blocks. The book is an inspiration to any teacher questioning the value of their work, any enquirer wondering what ‘success’ might look like in a primary school, and how it can be achieved; it is a mantra against the defeatist. Primary heads such as these answer our search for role models: they assure us that, whatever the onslaughts from the outside world, our education is in safe hands and that it is its best leaders and practitioners we should be listening to. This book, from an author with decades of insider experience, gives us the opportunity to do so.


Jane Spiro, Reader in Education and TESOL, National Teaching Fellow, Oxford Brookes School of Education


In 524 words in his Introduction, augmented by his Overview chapter, Bill Laar describes the essence of what works in education. His long and impressive experience has taught him about the realities of learning beyond the narrow current confines of selective attainment. He reminds us that education is about life and living and at a time of imminent and radical changes in education it is essential we focus on the truths of the processes.


The focus on headship very properly explains and acknowledges the considerable research evidence showing that leadership is central to quality. Individual teachers can display leadership. Many will be good teachers. The effective school is one that recognises such strengths alongside the capacity to improve and the central binding element that shapes real success is leadership. Bill deals with key elements – continuous professional development, succession planning, monitoring and evaluation – very clearly.


Mervyn Benford, former teacher, head teacher, Local Authority adviser/inspector, Ofsted Registered Inspector and quality consultant


This is a great read for many teachers who feel they would like to take on a school but feel they are not courageous or good enough – it will inspire many who can find similarities in the character of one or more of these Heads to understand that they can do it too. (One size doesn’t fit all!)


Every story is engrossing and shows the many difficult issues Heads have to face – but do so by thinking and planning in creative and lateral thinking ways. They communicate their vision and plans in a way that involves everyone. I enjoyed each and every account because although heads are surrounded by people, it can be a very lonely job for those who are afraid to share problems. A problem shared is a problem solved and this will be an invaluable read for aspiring head teachers.


Dame Anna Hassan, education consultant and Chair of OCAT Oak Community Academy Trust
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This book is dedicated to Jackie and Alex Laar, and the many outstanding  head teachers and teachers with whom I have been privileged to work.
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INTRODUCTION





This book examines the concepts of effective primary leadership and headship. It seeks to establish how far the concepts are exemplified in the practice of eleven successful head teachers, and the extent to which their work, and the performance of their schools, reflect currently accepted views of educational excellence, and the qualities deemed essential to exceptional leadership.


Each chapter, devoted to a head teacher, provides evidence of notable qualities of leadership. These leadership qualities are articulated in their professional narratives in/by:




[image: alt] the shaping of inspiring vision;


[image: alt] the professional development of individuals;


[image: alt] the establishment of effective teams, committed to a common, aspirational purpose;


[image: alt] the efficient management of systems and organisations, an unrelenting insistence on refining the quality of teaching and learning;


[image: alt] an emphasis on distributed leadership; and


[image: alt] the forging of productive links with parents, carers and the wider community in the interest of children’s education.





The schools described in chapters 2–12 differ from each other in various aspects, sometimes significantly so. The differences relate to:




[image: alt] Status e.g. state or faith school


[image: alt] Location and socio-economic make-up of the catchment area


[image: alt] Size, ethnic diversity and mobility of pupil population


[image: alt] The professional experience of the head teacher and senior staff and the experience and capacity of all staff


[image: alt] The nature and quality of the building and the immediate school environment


[image: alt] Access to funding resources beyond the legislated minimum


[image: alt] The nature of the governing body and the support it affords


[image: alt] The context of the contributory school community, its perception of the school and its historic relationship with it





I have written about head teachers whose schools are widely acknowledged to be outstanding in terms of the transforming educational experience they provide. Such judgements are based on rigorous criteria and national standardised tests in which pupils consistently attain high standards.


Apart from these benchmarks there are other significant quality indicators that characterise the schools and their head teachers.




[image: alt] These schools are commissioned by local authorities, national institutions and bodies such as the NCSL and the DfE as training grounds for other schools and their staff.


[image: alt] Their teaching staff are regularly promoted to leadership and senior positions in other schools.


[image: alt] The schools develop rich and creative environments that contribute significantly to pupils’ learning and to the enlarging of their cultural experience and understanding.


[image: alt] They use advanced and innovative educational technology to enhance the pupils’ learning across the whole curriculum.


[image: alt] Without exception, they provide an education based on strong, moral, ethical and spiritual principles. These are reflected in the unfailing care and support for children and the commitment to serving the rights and needs of every individual.


[image: alt] Their reputation for excellence often extends beyond their immediate community, in some cases attaining a national status.





Finally, I took account of the criteria for effective headship/leadership based on academic research and literature devoted to the subject (see Bibliography), and how the head teachers matched up to them. These head teachers do the following:




[image: alt] Build vision and set direction


[image: alt] Redesign and restructure an organisation as required


[image: alt] Manage teaching and learning programmes


[image: alt] Respond effectively to the contexts in which they find themselves


[image: alt] Effectively distribute school leadership


[image: alt] Improve teaching and learning through their influence on staff


[image: alt] Motivate staff, maintain morale, exploit capacity, and provide high quality working conditions


[image: alt] Have high expectations of learning, achievement and attainment for all pupils and staff





Each head teacher inspires outstanding practice through highly effective leadership. Each works in his or her particular way; the schools are distinctly different in their characteristics. What they have in common is high quality leadership and demonstrable achievement.


There are three important and illuminating elements:




[image: alt] Their home life and early formative (largely primary) years. These clearly influence their professional philosophy and practice. Consequently, they believe that schools need to make enduring partnerships with parents in a shared commitment to their children’s education.


[image: alt] Their vision for the school in terms of its potential to instil in children a positive concept of themselves and a belief in their ability to flourish in the world.


[image: alt] Their professional experience and their progression to senior management and headship. Such experience underpins their understanding of the essence of good leadership.





The book is organised in the following way:




Chapter 1 – A brief review of contemporary theories and precepts about headship and leadership.


Chapters 2–12 – Each chapter gives a detailed account of the work and leadership of an individual head teacher, the life of their school, and the qualities and attributes that make them outstanding.


Chapter 13 – An overview of the work and practice of a group of head teachers, the leadership and management of their schools, and the education provided within them. There is reference throughout to the beliefs and intentions that inspire their work.


Conclusion – A brief reminder of what effective headship/leadership means, according to the accounts of the work and achievements of the individual head teachers, and articulated in the beliefs that inspire them. There are strengths and qualities that lie outside the canon of attributes generally regarded as prerequisites of effective leadership. These influence many of the head teachers, and contribute to any discussion of school management.


Finally, how context affects the ultimate fate of schools and the success or otherwise of those who lead them.





There is disquiet, at present, about what is seen as a growing and serious crisis due to a national failure to recruit head teachers.


The claim is that teachers – eligible in terms of experience, seniority and performance – are reluctant to make themselves available for these positions, for the following reasons:




[image: alt] It is claimed that achieving an acceptable work/life balance as a head is virtually impossible


[image: alt] The pay differential for the headship of a small school – which would be the appointment most likely to be secured by a first-time head – is not enough to tempt or compensate for the huge increase in responsibility


[image: alt] Head teachers have suffered ill health as a result of the amount of stress they are under, due to inspection/accountability


[image: alt] Head teachers are trapped between the requirement to follow statutory policy and the expectation to be creative and innovative





My hope for this book is that head teachers, and teachers eligible for headship but intimidated by the challenges associated with it, will find it offers inspiring and encouraging insights into the unique professional, personal, and even spiritual rewards that the position and experience can bring.



















CHAPTER ONE


TALKING HEADS


EXCEPTIONAL LEADERSHIP IN THE PRIMARY SCHOOL





Since the Education Reform Act, schools have come a long way in response to an unremitting stream of government legislation and demand. In the process they have made large advances in institutional management, curriculum development, teaching and learning, self regulation and accountability, staff development and the creative use of enhanced finance and resources.


As a result, primary schools today are, in significant respects, unrecognisable from their counterparts of a couple of decades ago. They are more suited to purpose in terms of organisation; more self-critical, rigorous and clear-sighted in relation to aims, intentions, planning and outcomes; more informed and coherent about teaching and learning; more effective and dynamic in practice; and managed with clarity and assurance inherent in forms of leadership radically different from former styles and models.


The nature and quality of leadership is now generally accepted as the critical factor affecting the quality and effectiveness of schools. In a 2003 report, ‘Leadership and Management’, Ofsted cited evidence from inspections and HMI surveys that asserted the importance of ‘strong leadership and management’ in:




[image: alt] Addressing low achievement


[image: alt] Providing for a broad, balanced and appropriate curriculum


[image: alt] Ensuring high quality teaching


[image: alt] Improving monitoring and evaluation strategies in relation to performance in teaching and learning





An insight into the changing views of headship/leadership over the last three decades is provided by a comparison of the first Ofsted Framework (1992), which sets out the detailed schedule for the newly inaugurated inspection process, with the most recent frameworks.


The first handbook is explicit in its expectations for primary education, thereby effectively ending divisive ideology and practice post-Plowden. It deals relatively briefly with the issue of leadership under the category of Management and Administration.


The ‘well-managed school’ – clear in its objectives and focused on pupils’ needs and the promotion of effective learning – is driven by ‘positive leadership’ on the part of an ‘accessible and approachable head and senior staff’. The roles and responsibilities of staff, ‘aware of their part in the running of the school, are clearly defined and there is appropriate delegation.’


So, at first sight, there seems to be no great difference here from current expectations of leadership. But despite a sense of the importance of collegiality and corporate engagement, the unmistakable suggestion seems to be that the essential business of the school will be delivered and have its nature determined by, at most, a handful of senior staff.


There is a single reference to positive leadership but no attempt to explore in detail what that means. While the head teacher and senior staff are ‘accessible and approachable’, there is a hint at operational structures that create a divide; a divide in which a majority of staff, however secure and professionally supported they may feel, are largely dependent on a minority for direction, purpose, action and initiative. In the phrase, ‘approachable and accessible’, there is a sense of detachment, of senior leaders standing separate from the teachers they ‘manage’.


Subsequently, successive inspection schedules have focused more on the influence of leadership on the success of schools as institutions of learning, and on the quality of education they provide. They have become more explicit about the nature of that leadership, with a particular emphasis on being inclusive, engaging all staff in the process at levels appropriate to their professional development and areas of responsibility. Leaders and managers are charged with being proactive, with ‘communicating an ambitious vision for the school, with driving improvement and securing support from others’.


Inspections now evaluate the effectiveness of leaders and managers, at all levels, in conveying their vision for the school’s continuing improvement, driving and securing that improvement, inspiring the school community, promoting improved teaching as judged within the context of the school, and enabling pupils to overcome specific barriers to learning.


Inspections now assess the impact of all leaders in relation to:




[image: alt] The extent to which they secure sustained school improvement through the development of high quality teaching and capacity for leadership.


[image: alt] Their evaluation of school strengths and weaknesses as a means to the promotion of general improvement.


[image: alt] Their provision of a broad and balanced curriculum, meeting the needs of all pupils.


[image: alt] Their implementation of systems for the safety and welfare of pupils, and for their spiritual, moral, and social development and behaviour.


[image: alt] Their effectiveness in securing parents’ engagement in supporting their children’s achievement.





It is clear that in the period since the inspection system was first established by Ofsted, there has been a sea change in its perception of what is meant by the effective direction of schools. Effective management and organisation are still held to be prerequisites of a good and successful school. But there is now a growing emphasis on the concept of leadership, even an inclination to treat it as the more vital element in the crucial amalgam with management.


It is self-evident that head teachers are inseparable from the schools they lead. Therefore, before we consider headship and leadership in detail, we need to reflect on the nature of effective and outstanding primary schools, and the factors and constituents that make them so.


OUTSTANDING PRIMARY SCHOOLS


Ofsted frameworks identify key features for inspection in determining the quality of schools. They are:




[image: alt] Achievement of pupils


[image: alt] Quality of teaching


[image: alt] Quality of leadership and management


[image: alt] Behaviour and safety of pupils


[image: alt] Pupils’ spiritual, moral, social and cultural development





There is a growing consensus that some, if not all, of the following features will be common in such schools:




[image: alt] A guiding vision, shared by all staff, generating aims, intentions and goals that are translated into policies and courses of action for curriculum, teaching and learning, assessment and evaluation of performance, staff development, and community partnership, all designed to bring about high achievement and improvement.


[image: alt] A curriculum that provides the richest, most extensive and relevant education possible for all its pupils, and a quality of teaching and learning that offers a genuine experience of scholarship and high academic achievement and attainment.


[image: alt] A commitment to collegiality, to staff working and maturing professionally together for positive change, development and improvement in the whole institution.


[image: alt] Informed and ordered application of proven monitoring and evaluation strategies that enable secure judgements to be made about the school’s effectiveness in providing for all pupils’ success, attainment and improvement.


[image: alt] Professional networking and collaboration – a readiness to share and learn from the experience, practice and innovation of others, through creating productive links with schools and educational institutions and agencies, including higher education.


[image: alt] Inclusivity – a commitment to the provision of equal opportunity for all pupils, whatever their background, heritage, achievement, faith or ethnicity.


[image: alt] Helping pupils to become ‘internationally minded in a global and inter-connected world’.


[image: alt] A commitment to the professional development, and the personal welfare, well-being and self-esteem of all staff.





THE LEADERSHIP OF PRIMARY SCHOOLS


Clearly headship/leadership of an institution as complex and sophisticated as the model set out above can be no commonplace or nominal role.


It has become an article of faith for educational academics, theorists and practitioners, that effective leadership is crucial to the life of every school. Its nature and quality ultimately determine, more than any other single factor, the kind of school it will be, and its success in the pupils’ education.


These perceptions of the centrality of headship, not merely to the effectiveness of schools, but to the realisation of large-scale educational reform, are reflected in important steps taken by successive governments.




[image: alt] The establishment of the Teacher Training Agency which, in consultation with teachers, head teachers, professional and subject associations, teacher trainers in schools, local education authorities, and higher education institutions, created The National Standards for Headteachers. These were subsequently revised by the National College. The Standards were articulated in the National Professional Qualification for Headship as ‘a first map of the basic landscape of headship’. The publication, The National Standards for Headteachers, should no longer be considered to reflect DfE policy or guidance.


[image: alt] Perhaps the most influential step, the establishment (in 2002) of the National College for School Leadership (NCSL),1 with a remit to ensure that current and future school leaders develop the skills, capability and capacity to lead and transform what exists into ‘a world-class education system’.


[image: alt] The publication in 2004 by the then DfES of revised National Standards for Headteachers that ‘recognise the key role that head teachers play in engaging in the development and delivery of government policy and in raising and maintaining levels of attainment in schools in order to meet the needs of every child.’





The critical importance of headship therefore seems to have been established beyond argument. But the question that inevitably follows is: what exactly is good, effective headship? We are not short of commentary or advice on the matter. In recent times, few areas of education have attracted so much attention, or indeed generated so much public interest, even excitement. In some cases head teachers have gained a kind of celebrity status, officially honoured for their achievements as leaders, being identified as National Head Teacher Leaders. These teachers are ‘parachuted in’ to rescue failing schools, occasionally assuming the direction and management of federations of two or three institutions. So much is written about headship/leadership that the body of literature could be described as a ‘swamp’.


The official bodies referred to above have put forward the following as among the characteristics/prerequisites inseparable from effective headship:




[image: alt] Effective management of the organisation


[image: alt] The leadership of teaching and learning


[image: alt] The building of ‘capacity’ through the development of the school as a learning community


[image: alt] The securing and establishment of accountability





The insights and judgements drawn from academic research and theory about headship/leadership – that ‘swamp of leadership literature’ – can be said to be broadly compatible with the views of the official bodies referred to above; they have almost certainly influenced such bodies in significant respects.


They suggest that almost all successful leaders draw on the same repertoire of basic leadership practices:




[image: alt] Building vision and setting directions


[image: alt] Understanding and developing people


[image: alt] Redesigning the organisation


[image: alt] Managing the teaching and learning programmes, and providing professional leadership through involvement in the curriculum, visiting classrooms and being generally involved in classroom activity





A recurring emphasis is placed on the theory of distributed leadership, marking a transformational move away from a long-established view of leadership identified with and invested in a single figure.


This concept of distributed or shared leadership has become a predominant belief among educationists, consistently advocated and accepted without reservation.


DISTRIBUTED LEADERSHIP


The whole staff share, to varying degrees – dependent on particular roles, competences, experience, skills and dispositions – responsibility for the learning achieved by both pupils and staff. Distributed leadership becomes the function of individuals, groups or teams who not only lead on the implementation of education policy, but are a source of guidance, advice, counsel, instruction, coaching and practical support for colleagues.


However peer-based and democratic it may seem, distributed leadership probably has a hierarchical configuration. There will be leadership from a senior perspective, comprising the head teacher and senior staff, who will assume main responsibility for such instructional leadership by virtue of their particular experience, knowledge and skill, as distinct from any formal role.


There are a number of styles of distributed leadership, influenced by the particular contexts and circumstances in which head teachers operate. Two predominant forms are transactional and transformational, which have many commonalities but differ significantly in respect of their core rationale. Transactional leadership aims to manage a school well and achieve efficiency, while transformational leadership, as its name implies, seeks to add a dimension that will move the school forward educationally, in line with major social developments.


TRANSACTIONAL LEADERSHIP


This is essentially about the effective management of a school. It is characterised by:




[image: alt] The creation of a supportive and well-organised environment in which teaching and learning can be successfully carried out


[image: alt] The assured provision of essential and appropriate teaching and learning resources


[image: alt] The appointment and retention of high quality staff and provision for their professional development and pastoral care


[image: alt] The maintenance of effective relationships with governors, parents, external agencies, the local authority and the DfE





Heads and senior leaders adopting this transactional style of leadership play a less active part in providing learning instruction. Their predominant concern is to establish the systems and conditions, and the maintenance of the school and its routines, to ensure the effective delivery of teaching and learning.


Consequently, this form of leadership has become equated with management: keeping the school running efficiently. This is in contrast to transformational or learning-centred leadership, which aims to move the school forward educationally. In reality, the distinction is probably not that significant. Transformational leadership, and the learning-centred and instructional emphasis that characterises it, are largely dependent on the contexts and circumstances created by transactional leadership. No educational ideals would flourish in institutions deficient in order, organisation or management. Therefore, it is more useful to see transactional leadership as a critical component of the transformational style.


TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP


This is based on the belief that leadership is about moving an institution forward to be the best it can be, in terms of fully serving the interests of pupils. It is inspired by a conviction that schools can be transformed only through the actions of individuals who are themselves being advanced in their professional competence, awareness, and the readiness and capacity to work with others in the corporate interest. It is a belief that success lies in shared, not isolated, endeavour. It seeks to create a commonwealth, where the views and offerings of others are encouraged and taken into account. It welcomes intellectual and professional debate, constructive criticism and evaluation; it creates a climate of reflection, celebrates individual and collective achievement, and treats setbacks as momentum for fresh endeavour.


LEADERSHIP – VISION AND CONTEXT


VISION


All educationists hold that an essential attribute of effective leadership is the capacity to create, articulate and engage others in a guiding vision.


Vision might be described as a profoundly considered, wisely informed and inspirational view of the purpose and mission of a school in relation to the education of its children. The head teacher of a school must define and articulate that vision and inspire staff to uphold it.


It seems highly likely there will be more similarities than differences between the guiding visions of diverse schools, especially in relation to educational issues. After all, in almost all circumstances the vision of primary schools will be shaped, to a considerable extent, by: the broad principles that underpinned Every Child Matters2 agenda; the aims and goals of the inclusive school; the national commitment to provide all pupils with the richest possible curriculum; and teaching that will foster high attainment, and promote self-esteem, confidence and a capacity for life-long learning.


CONTEXT


The context in which a school exists will significantly influence the head’s vision for the school, and, in the long run, affect their ability to respond positively and bring about its successful implementation.


In terms of context it has to be admitted that some schools are significantly harder to work in than others because of their particular circumstances. These might include:




[image: alt] A record of underachievement regarded as irretrievable by the school community


[image: alt] An overly challenging community, or one apparently indifferent to education and reluctant to engage in partnership with the school


[image: alt] Difficulty in appointing and retaining able, well-qualified staff


[image: alt] Disproportionate cohorts of families living below the poverty line


[image: alt] Historically poor resourcing, exacerbated by the lack of community support


[image: alt] Racial or political tensions within the community that impinge on school life





Formal evaluation of schools in such circumstances, despite the application of systems claimed to be capable of identifying the real value added to pupil attainment, may not always take full or proper account of the adversity and challenge faced by teachers in that context, and the extent and nature of the demands on leadership.


However, one thing is certain: whatever the circumstances and context of a school, it will not prosper without an assured and guiding vision.


A MORAL AND ETHICAL CODE


For a school to be worthwhile, it must be imbued with an unequivocal and positive moral sense. This would ensure that moral and ethical values are made explicit throughout the whole curriculum, and in spiritual, moral, social and cultural programmes and activities. Through their behaviour, adults would model high moral standards and demonstrate supportive working relationships with each other. There would also be illuminating reference to community, national and international matters, from issues of conservation and preservation to concerns regarding the promotion of human rights. The school’s moral code and values should be exemplified through the children’s whole educational experience.


HEADSHIP IN PRACTICE


The educational reforms of the past three decades have called for a radically different type of leadership: visionary and innovative, intellectually rigorous and enquiring, analytical and evaluative, competent in the management of the complex business of institutions, creative in the professional development of personnel, outward-looking and active in the making of professional networks.


MANAGEMENT AND ADMINISTRATION


The management of a primary school today is far more complicated than in the past. It calls for the esoteric skills that one might associate with the control of a medium-sized or larger business, including managing large budgets and bidding successfully for specific grants; organising staff provision – significantly enlarged in recent times – and related industrial and professional obligations; using costly resources effectively; and mastering complex legislation.


THE MANAGEMENT OF PUPILS’ LEARNING, ATTAINMENT, ACHIEVEMENT AND PROGRESS


Schools are committed to ensuring that every pupil reaches and maintains the highest academic attainment possible for them, realising that potential in relation to all areas of the curriculum. Educators’ pious hopes and good intentions are no longer sufficient or acceptable. Pupils’ attainment and progress are scrupulously monitored and evaluated against realistic but ambitious targets, based on rigorous, nationally accredited criteria. The progress and attainment of specific groups are tracked with equal care. Where shortfall or underachievement occurs in relation to individuals or groups, then corrective action is applied and again evaluated.


These measures of quality assurance require sophisticated monitoring systems, the expert use and interpretation of data, the scrupulous maintenance of records, and informed understanding of the implications of data outcomes for teaching and learning and curriculum provision generally.


Responsibility for quality assurance will usually reside with a senior member of staff, probably supported by one or more colleagues. In addition, the head teacher will need to be comprehensively informed and ultimately accountable for not just the practical effectiveness of the monitoring systems, but, more importantly, for the way in which the school responds to what these are telling them about pupils’ education.


PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT


A school’s success depends largely on the quality of teachers’ performance in the classroom. Securing quality assurance in teaching performance (and the ways in which teachers carry out other allocated responsibilities) remains a major and often challenging responsibility of school leadership. In the chapters dedicated to individual head teachers, it will be seen how learning and instruction-centred leadership can provide powerful structures to support, develop and enhance the professional capacity of teachers. Although the performance management of this critical area is widely shared, it is also at the heart of the head teacher’s role; the final responsibility for assuring the quality of teacher performance lies with them. The head is ultimately accountable for dealing with, and remedying, inadequate performance.


THE MANAGEMENT OF CURRICULUM


There is a strong correlation between a head’s vision for the school and the curriculum shaped and provided for the pupils. The quality of the curriculum is one of the major determinants of a school’s worth. Together with the head teacher’s responsibilities for teaching and learning, assessment and evaluation, and the promotion of staff personal development, it is central among the factors which ultimately define the effectiveness of their leadership. When national curriculum requirements are modified (as in September 2014) another major responsibility for head teachers is evident: to guide and support staff through the challenges of major change.


Schools may appear to have little room for manoeuvre in determining what children should be taught. Never before has there been such explicit, definitive and expert mapping of the content of the curriculum by the agencies of central government, backed up by unprecedented and prolific guidance for teachers on what should be taught, and, in some respects, how it should be taught.


Even so, in a curriculum which has expanded in recent years, head teachers have to make initial, even-handed decisions as to what is in and what is excluded, what is accorded high priority and what is seen as marginal. As with most areas of primary education today, there will be corporate concern in schools about how the curriculum is organised and provided for. Staff make important contributions to this, but head teachers will be looked to for clear thinking and decisive direction.


COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT


For many head teachers, genuine engagement with their communities is likely to prove as challenging, demanding, and possibly exhausting, as any part of their multi-faceted role.


There is a long tradition of primary schools engaging with their communities in various ways, including:




[image: alt] Encouraging parents and carers to take an active part in their children’s day-to-day education. Parents need to be informed about children’s learning and curricular activities and their purpose, and be supported and coached in ways that will enable them to engage practically with them at home.


[image: alt] Showcasing for parents and the wider community the pupils’ work, play, sports and creative activities.


[image: alt] Making the school and its facilities accessible to the wider community for leisure and learning purposes.


[image: alt] Contributing to community activities and events through the efforts of staff and pupils.


[image: alt] Enriching the curriculum and life of the school by involving members of the community who have particular expertise and skills to offer.


[image: alt] Educating pupils about their community: the factors that define its nature, life and development; their place in it and how they can contribute to it.





This perception of community relationships and involvement has grown over the years to a stage where some schools describe and formally declare themselves as ‘community schools’. However, practice varies widely from school to school.


The government has now made it mandatory for schools to work to promote ‘community cohesion’. But legislation apart, head teachers today simply cannot afford to hold their schools aloof from the concerns and aspirations of their community as, in an age of transparency and dialogue, these increasingly impinge on what they do as educators. However, the business of promoting community cohesion is as varied and diverse as the communities involved; for some schools it will be more complex and fraught and call for different sensibilities and approaches.


LEADERSHIP AND SUCCESSION PLANNING


Succession planning is a relatively recent concept being promoted by government agencies. It proposes that schools must actively nurture the leadership capacity of staff. Ofsted has highlighted the necessity for schools to accustom teachers to the notion that they will, over time, succeed to positions of leadership, and to put in place practical arrangements and strategies that would provide for this. Local authorities have worked with schools to facilitate the process in various ways:




[image: alt] Deputy head teachers and other senior staff shadow head teachers in other schools for periods of time to enable them to become familiar with different styles and approaches to leadership.


[image: alt] Head teachers are encouraged to assume acting or temporary headships of schools in particular circumstances, with their deputies taking on the vacated role of head ‘at home’.


[image: alt] In some cases, experienced heads are leading federations of schools, with senior staff filling the headship role in the schools themselves.


[image: alt] Highly skilled teachers are being released from their schools for periods of time to support and work alongside colleagues in schools encountering difficulty.





This drive to provide for leadership development and succession planning adds not only to head teachers’ portfolios of responsibilities but makes fresh claims on their capacity for vision, generosity of spirit and the will to look outward.







1 On 1 April 2013, the National College merged with the Teaching Agency (previously the TTA) to become the National College for Teaching and Leadership.


2 Every Child Matters is a phrase no longer used by government.






















CHAPTER TWO


CLAIRE ROBINSON


St Thomas More Catholic Primary School, Kidlington, Oxfordshire


Boys and girls aged from 3 to 11


Pupils: 235







Claire is dedicated to the involvement of the school in the wider education community and the development of its international perspective.


Claire Robinson transformed a beleaguered school, one that had forfeited the trust of its community, into one officially credited as ‘Outstanding’. In the process, she demonstrated the importance of ensuring all staff have a profound understanding of primary education, sustained by research into their own practice, and their involvement in consultative teams across a group or cluster of schools.


Commitments to a broad curriculum and the effective management of rigorous assessment and evaluation, have been key factors in the marked enhancement of pupils’ achievement and attainment.


From the beginning, Claire and her staff have worked consistently to make and sustain a creative partnership with parents and the broader community. They believe that pupils’ high attainment and their enthusiasm for learning is attributable to an important extent to the development of this school–parent relationship.


Enhanced funding realised through entrepreneurial initiatives has contributed notably to the richly resourced whole school environment and its impact on the children’s education.





Because of domestic circumstances, Claire left school at sixteen and began working in an insurance firm. She continued to study, through day release and in her own time, gaining A levels and an Open University degree. She progressed to senior management level, dealing with a wide range of people, ‘from the casual and undecided, to executives of corporate business companies. You’d go in, do your work and you’d leave and that was it. There was nothing deep about it. I wanted something more than that, something that truly mattered. So I did a PGCE, became a teacher. I never looked back.’


Her first teaching practice in a middle school on a challenging estate in Oxford was a chastening experience. Often left unsupported in total charge of volatile Year 6 classes, she unexpectedly found herself accused by a highly aggressive parent of making a comment that impugned his son’s sexuality. (‘I had merely enquired whether it was really necessary for him and his friend to go to the toilet together, and then return and disrupt the work of the rest of the class.’)


The head teacher, attempting to mollify the intimidating parents, turned a minor issue into a show trial, taking evidence from every pupil in the class. This left Claire unsupported and vulnerable, cast in the role of ‘dodgy defendant’. In the end, it was the children ‘who came to my aid, insisting that my accuser was simply paying me back for reprimanding him earlier for swearing’.


Claire was learning significant lessons: the crucial importance of establishing good relationships with children and demonstrating they were valued; the consequences for authority figures of taking easier, perhaps more showy, options; and how this can cause a loss of trust and diminished morale on the part of staff.


She recognised the deeper understanding that negative experiences afforded, and the insights to be gained from observation and reflection on the behaviour of others in difficult or challenging situations.


Claire’s second teaching practice in a primary school confirmed that:




Classroom management comes from within you and nobody can actually teach you that bit. They can give you strategies, but it’s part of who you are and how you conduct yourself with children. If you’ve got that you can learn the rest.


Teaching is something of a performance. You have to be able to do that in front of children who are increasingly attuned to the visual with an average concentration span of ten minutes. Teachers have to adapt and vary things, to call on different strategies, to match teaching styles to varying learning styles.





The leadership styles she observed on her teaching practice fell short of what her School of Education had led students to expect as commonplace. What teachers needed was to be self-motivated, to have a clear idea of what they wanted to do and where they wanted to go. ‘Teaching is not for the faint-hearted. It calls for a firm sense of purpose, dedication, self-awareness, and a readiness to seek out advice and to learn from others’ practice.’ She mentions a newly qualified teacher in her first term for whom the implications and demands of teaching were only then becoming clear. She was in a job she hadn’t given serious thought to in advance, and now realised her heart wasn’t in it and she didn’t want to do it.




We had given her all the support possible but we did not attempt to persuade her to stay. Teaching is a hard job and we are doing no favours to anyone if we pretend it’s all right if you just get by. It isn’t all right for the children to just get by; their life chances are being affected by what you do with them, every day.





Claire regretted the waste of time not only for the young teacher but for all those professionally involved with her. Colleges of education need to make their students better aware of the real nature of teaching. They need to be ‘comprehensively aware of the circumstances of schools to whom they relate, and the demands upon those who teach there. They need to provide, with their cohorts of schools, as wide an experience as possible of diverse teaching contexts for their students, especially if they are likely to begin their careers in challenging urban schools.’


Her experience convinced her that the quality of leadership determines the fate of schools. In Claire’s first appointment – which had a benign laissez-faire leadership – there was an undemanding ethos and an absence of challenge, where ‘teachers should feel free to express themselves. This meant in effect that you were given your classroom, and got on with it.’ For a newly qualified teacher this was comforting and unthreatening in some respects, but early experience soon led her to re-appraise and re-evaluate the situation.


She realised that institutional and individual professional development were contingent on an infrastructure geared to whole school development, decisive and generative leadership, informed guidance on curriculum and pedagogy, collegial working and coherent planning, the requisite resources and rigorous appraisal systems. That early experience was an epiphany for her.


In her fourth year, Claire was appointed Deputy Head of a one-form entry primary school in a challenging semi-urban environment. She took up her position under an acting head, the latest of several short-term, trouble-ridden head and deputy appointments. Once more she was to learn about leadership, now largely through observation of highly fallible, crisis-driven management and practice. She now found herself in a blame culture, with all her efforts placed in supporting beleaguered staff.


Just months after her arrival at the school, a clearly untenable situation led the governors to appoint Claire as Head Teacher.


HOW HER EXPERIENCE INFLUENCED HER WORK AS A HEAD TEACHER


Claire was formulating a clear vision of what she wanted for the school and for the local community. In a changing and often turbulent society, a school must be at the heart of the community, taking the place once occupied by the Church, and working through its own particular mission.


Making effective school–community partnerships is crucial to children’s education, so feeling that she had a broken school to mend, she set out to impress upon disillusioned parents the importance of establishing a shared dialogue between them. She promised the parents that she and her staff would take no important decision about the life of the school without inviting parents in for information, discussion and a full exchange of views.


It is a policy she has never deviated from, and one that has often been stressful and challenging. She would seek out those parents who were vehemently voicing complaints about the school, often about exaggerated or misunderstood issues, and insist they come and explore the matter with her, until agreement and reconciliation were arrived at.


In this way, over the years, she and her staff have demonstrated to parents, and to the community at large, that for them every child matters; that their sole concern is for their care, enrichment, development and empowerment.


Claire insists that service to a community must extend beyond ‘tribal’ boundaries. She appointed a teaching assistant, a displaced Romanian who was previously a teacher in her own country, who did marvellous work in EAL with their children. Over the years she was nurtured by the school to full teacher status.




Her worth to us was inestimable. But when I heard of a neighbouring head teacher unable, despite all his efforts, to fill an urgently needed post, I arranged for her transfer to his school, one that in those days would be described as a competitor. I did so because I passionately believe that every school in its own particular community must work in true union together to support each other. People talk about a fractured society. Only by a genuine coming together can we heal and improve society for the sake of our children. There must be a spiritual dimension.






THE SCHOOL MISSION AND THE CHILDREN


The school’s vision and mission are shaped by the children’s needs, rights and entitlement. In practical terms, this translates into provision designed to:




[image: alt] Endow children academically to the fullest extent so they can fulfil their potential, and lead physically, mentally and spiritually rewarding lives in an uncertain future and a society difficult to envisage.


[image: alt] Help children become reflective, self-aware, resourceful people, at peace with themselves; able to communicate with, relate to and get on with others.


[image: alt] Enable them to be tenacious, persevering and resilient, aware of what they must do to succeed and achieve, and to progress beyond their own previous best.





The last aim arises from Claire’s concern about the tendency of children, boys especially, to become disaffected with learning and endeavour as they move up the school. One of the main reasons for this is their constant exposure to a testing regime which measures, matches and compares individual performance to others.


The school vision and mission can be realised only if vital elements are securely in place. These are:




[image: alt] An enriching curriculum


[image: alt] Unremittingly high quality teaching


[image: alt] An inspiring and generously resourced learning environment


[image: alt] A climate and systems conducive to learning


[image: alt] Assessment integral to children’s learning, and processes to monitor individual progress and development


[image: alt] A school philosophy that constantly asks: Is this the best we can manage? Can we do better still?





TEACHING AND LEARNING


Teaching and learning are inextricably bound together – something, Claire maintains, it has taken educationists time to recognise. The first Ofsted frameworks made it possible for teaching to be highly graded in contexts where the learning was often no more than satisfactory. ‘We know better now,’ she says.


She researched the nature of teaching and learning in schools noted nationally for their good practice, and visited many of them to observe their work at first hand. From these visits, Claire selected and adapted methods, approaches and techniques that would suit the needs of her school, staff and children. She was constructing an elaborate teachers’ toolkit which they could dip in and out of, that equipped them to use and adapt a range of strategies to meet the needs of all their learners. What she gained from her learning tour helped shape the nature of the school’s training through the formulation of CPD and training programmes.


The total training package included a study of the theory of Thinking Skills and practical ways in which these could be used to enlarge children’s learning. Training was provided in using strategies and tools that enabled children to reflect on and enhance their learning, which was supplemented by a range of workshops run by international experts, covering the latest research on neurological development and its implications for children’s learning. This was a transforming experience for teachers. There was intensive investigation of assessment, and how formative assessment could be made central to their teaching and to children’s learning. There was also exploration of cooperative learning as an instrument for securing the active participation of every child in class. This was followed by the formation of a partnership with another school to share and trial the strategies.


Lessons were observed and videoed and then subjected to scrutiny and analysis – supported by intervention and guidance from an Ofsted inspector. This process called for honesty and sensitivity. Although people remained guarded, the process encouraged deep reflection. At the outset, a teacher commented that concern for colleagues’ feelings would incline her to grade lessons as ‘good’ whereas Ofsted would be more likely to rate them ‘satisfactory’. Claire responded that their basis for judgement should be Ofsted criteria alone; they would serve colleagues best by being scrupulously professional.


MONITORING TEACHING AND LEARNING AND LEADING STAFF


There is a comprehensive programme for monitoring and evaluating teaching and learning across the school. The head teacher is regularly involved in the process, together with coordinators who monitor subject responsibilities. They do paired monitoring, matching and evaluating judgements.


Claire has ‘learning walks’ with coordinators and teacher leaders, getting a ‘helicopter view’ of aspects of teaching, learning, curriculum implementation, the learning environment, and other aspects of practice, together with an evaluation of their particular areas of responsibility.


The school has established a network of peer-to-peer coaching monitors. For example, Claire moved an outstanding young teacher from Year 1 to Year 6, to provide the regular teacher there with a break from its intensive demands. The young teacher spent a week in the Year 6 class with her experienced colleague, in a kind of tutor/apprentice situation. She also had the weekly experience of teaching her specialism in creativity to older children. Moreover, the paired arrangement offered added experience of leadership.


Claire herself has not held a class responsibility for two years. Before that she had always taught a class, with some free time arranged for monitoring, coaching and general teacher support. ‘The major part of my administration, management and organisation was dealt with outside teaching hours.’


In her first year of headship she was obliged to teach Year 6 almost full time, because a depleted budget did not allow for the provision of another teacher, and no member of staff was prepared to assume the responsibility of the Year 6 class.


That responsibility – a potentially crippling burden for a newly appointed head teacher in a seriously struggling school – led to some positive outcomes: it provided teachers with a model of high quality teaching; it allowed Claire to demonstrate to staff that she would not ask them to do anything she was not prepared to do herself; and it conveyed a strong message to parents about her dedication, industry and professional competence. Head teachers have to set a powerful example. For that reason, she still teaches across the school, because she insists she ‘must continue to be a model to colleagues’. This obliges her to maintain the highest possible standards of competence. To enable her to do so, she participates in all staff INSET and does everything possible to keep abreast of developments in curriculum, teaching and learning, and pedagogy.




You have to treat teachers with the care and solicitude you bestow on children. They need to be acknowledged and thanked for what they achieve. They need to be supported in practical ways to do their work. For example, teachers appointed to take up posts in the following September receive a paid-for INSET/Induction package they can access in the preceding summer term. In similar fashion, all staff receive training and resources to make it easier for them to teach impending national initiatives, not just to show them what they have to teach, but to help them see and be confident about how to implement it in the classroom.
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