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 Introduction
 Preparing the School Leaders of Tomorrow


Nigel Richardson

This is the second volume in the Leading Schools series. The first dealt with issues central to the work of serving Heads; this one is more focused (although not exclusively so) on those who are not yet in that role but who hope to be one day, and who may already be members of senior management teams (SMTs). Volume three will be concerned with academic and departmental leadership.

The chapters fall into two types. Early chapters chart the recent development of the roles of the various ‘specialist’ deputies (staff, academic, pastoral etc), which has been accompanied by the evolution of senior management teams. In the second half of the book we deal with a number of specific demands which could fall in various ways on either deputies or their Heads, and which follow on from the earlier volume on Headship. These too reflect the way in which school leadership has become a team effort (a theme explored in more detail by Daphne West in chapter 1). Behind this change lies the fact that deputies nowadays tend to fall into one of two broad categories.

The typical deputy in many independent schools (especially in the boarding sector) was once someone who had been at the school for many years, and who had come to the end of a fixed-term boarding house tenure or finished being a head of department (HoD). In an age with fewer administrative demands from beyond the school (censuses, policy statements etc), the role often centred around skills which combined Establishment and management figure, supporter of the Head, guardian of the ethos (within reason!), link with the former pupils, and common room senior figure-cum-confidante. This was, and still is, especially important just after the arrival of a new and inexperienced Head, when  the existence of a wise and generous-spirited bridging figure between management and common room can make or break a new regime.

Of those in this category, some will have decided that they never wished to go on to Headship, or had left it too late. Others gradually decided that Headship was not, after all, something to which they aspired. Hugely valuable work is still done in many of our schools by this group. Either way, there may be issues about keeping yourself fresh and up to date through good and effective INSET. For both there are opportunities beyond the school itself: looking outwards and gathering information from the wider educational world through newspapers, websites and publications such as the ISC bulletins.

By contrast, over the past two decades, there has been a much greater tendency for schools to appoint deputies who harbour long-term ambitions. The deputy-cum-aspiring Head cannot be the common room confidante in the same way as the long-stayer, but this type of person too has to juggle many different aspects of the role. These include supporting your present school whilst looking to the future; getting rooted in your current community whilst knowing that you will probably be in the school for only a comparatively short span of years; spreading your wings and stretching your talents without getting under the Head’s feet.

There is also the interesting phenomenon in what is often seen as a five-year career stage of the ‘defining year three’. In the first two years, your new school (and its Head) capitalise on all the strengths which your addition to the team has given them – but it is often in the third year that the Head starts to sense whether this deputy is more than one-dimensional in skills-set and really does have the capacity to go all the way to Headship. In this year too, the deputy sometimes begins to find that he or she doesn’t wish to, or doubts his ability to do so, after all.

For those aspiring to Headship later, by common consent, one of the hardest career hurdles in independent schools is the jump from housemaster or head of department to deputy head or director of studies – unless of course one is fortunate enough to be in the right place at the right time, and thus to be appointed from within. Where posts are externally advertised, the fields tend to be very big (much larger than for  many Headships), and the competition is fierce. This is unsurprising, given that most GSA and HMC heads (especially in day schools), have now held a post of this type on their way to Headship: people rightly see being a deputy as the route to being a Head.

Personal experience can sometimes be illuminating: let me take you back 30 years to the days when second masters were invariably senior common room figures appointed from within, when director of studies posts were unknown, and when few new Heads even knew what a formal SMT was. One could wait months to apply for an SMT-type post. My first application to become a deputy (1979) went unanswered for several weeks. I emerged from a history lesson and took my courage in both hands, phoning the Head’s secretary. “Oh, we appointed ages ago,” she said, “180 applicants: we only interviewed mathematicians and physicists.”

Shortage subjects, and the head start (no pun intended) which applicants offering these subjects enjoy, haven’t changed that much; schools, especially smaller and un-endowed ones, are still tempted to get half of a teaching timetable out of such people if they can. I tried one or two more applications as vacancies occasionally arose, but was eventually fortunate (1983): a new Head in the school in which I was already working decided to break with tradition in his second master, by going for a 35 year-old. I was offered the post without advertisement, application or interview.

By 1992, a sea-change had taken place. The TES regularly carried a double page or more of such jobs. Senior management teams were now widely recognised as the order of the day, and the role of the deputy was recognised as part of a career progression involving much more than a mind the shop when the Head’s away role.

In that year, after a brief spell in prep school Headship, I put myself into the senior school deputies’ market once again. A dozen people made the long-list, and the school concerned organised a huge programme of interviews and visits to sort us out. There was a sizeable governor presence and, for four of us, the grilling was even more intense in round two a week later. I have met several of the others as Heads since.

So, there is now a proper career structure for school leadership. There  is more career development – thanks to conferences for deputies, the growth of professional development courses run by IPD and others, and to the experience that many aspiring Heads have gained as inspectors during the first two cycles of ISI inspections. There are more opportunities to exchange experience via work-shadowing, cluster groups and GSA/HMC divisions, too. It may be that these developments – better training, greater opportunity to visit other schools, the rise of the ‘five-year deputy’ – explain why several leading schools recently have appointed Heads from within: something that would have been very unusual in earlier times.

Even so, the role of the deputy remains a fascinatingly complex one, insufficiently researched and written about. It combines (at different times) the role of purveyor of the party line (even when you have doubts about it) with that of filterer of ideas and complaints, whilst simultaneously being safety valve for frustrations about the Head and a shoulder to cry on when the Head is being difficult. Most Heads value having both a confidante and a sounding board, a sound day-to-day administrator, but someone who can also help with some blue-sky thinking. A few (unwise) Heads don’t want much more than a cipher: others value the chance to use someone younger to fly kites and put a head over the parapet. Similar metaphors abound.

As deputy, you can sometimes feel deeply frustrated and powerless, convinced that the role of second-in-charge is, in the words of U S Vice-President (under Franklin D Roosevelt) John Nance Gardner, ‘not worth a pitcher of warm spit’. For Nance it may have been true; he retired, leaving it to his successor, Harry S Truman, to take over when Roosevelt suddenly died. The man to whom he said those words, Lyndon B Johnson, experienced the same sudden elevation when John F Kennedy was assassinated. You can be just a heartbeat away…

You may be suddenly called on to preside over an interregnum between Heads, or to pick up the pieces when a Head suddenly departs without warning. Chapter 9 reflects on some aspects of this, and different people have different experiences in such situations. My own (1989: my then Head on sabbatical) was that staff were spectacularly supportive, but that  I had sometimes consciously to do things in the same way as the ‘normal’ Head would have done them, resisting the temptation to impose my own style on events too much.

By contrast, a very long-serving second master, pressed into acting Headship right at the end of his career during an interregnum between Heads, observed that the thing that surprised him most was how those who had been his colleagues up to then in an apparently united common room, used his brief time at the top to criticise each other fiercely to him in private.

Planned interim Headship seems to me to be an increasingly interesting issue. Legendary Heads who retire after a long time in office have often generated enough loyalty and goodwill for difficult issues to be shelved without rancour during their final years. The tensions sometimes surface once the legend has gone, if the unsuspecting newcomer is unable to satisfy everyone’s individual agendas, all at once. On a research visit to the USA a few years ago, I was very surprised at how many schools appointed an interim Head (two to three years, usually just before retirement) to take the sting out of such a situation: the interim Head tackles the difficult personnel issues or does the controversial surgery, and then leaves the way cleared for the new permanent Head to hit the ground running. But I digress…

Could we do still more to prepare people for Headship? It is often observed that no-one, however able, can appreciate the full range of demands on a modern Head unless he or she has actually experienced it. There might be further ways of helping with this process. MBAs, MEds, the NPQH and courses run by the National College for School Leadership are increasingly seen as a good preparation for moving into Headship. Comparing regular notes with, or even shadowing, rising figures in major industries is another.

At a time when independent schools are being constantly encouraged to contribute time and expertise to emerging academies, could there be benefits both ways in seconding a deputy part-time to such a project? Of course there are implications of both time and cost, but the independent sector badly needs to face up to the parlous lack of secondment  opportunities for its high-flyers compared with the maintained sector.

Should we be more proactive in encouraging other schools to appoint our deputies as their governors, rather than always turning to experienced Heads? Insight and experience of how governing bodies work, of their collective chemistry, and of how to channel governor expertise and enthusiasm is one of the most difficult areas of training, and too many new Heads have to learn it the hard way.

Again, there could also be two-way benefit. Yes, there are potential recruitment spin-offs for senior schools in having a serving Head on a prep school board, but we should not be afraid to admit that the right deputy might sometimes actually contribute more (maybe in valuably different ways to our own role as governors), and be able to attend its meetings more regularly.

Finally, Heads owe it to their deputies to spend a little money on proper external appraisals for them every two years or so (a theme covered by Keith Dawson in our previous volume). Headship appraisal is now well-established, and most of us who have been in Headship for a time know the benefits of being assessed by an objective, experienced outsider – and of being able to assess oneself and one’s future career aspirations frankly and privately.

With so many deputies now carrying out appraisals of teaching staff themselves, being on the receiving end of an encounter with an experienced but unfamiliar appraiser can only be beneficial. Or – thinking more radically – is there scope for a pilot scheme within the independent sector consisting of external appraisal carried out not as a single major event, but as an ongoing process staged over a period of several years? It would have much in common with the arrangements for the NPQH qualification.

There are other reasons for external appraisal, too. If the Head and deputies are working really well together, the Head risks losing the cutting edge of detachment about those closest to him or her, which is an essential ingredient of any good appraisal exercise. After all, he or she chose them in the first place, and if the subsequent relationship has been a successful one, the Head’s critical judgement may have been softened  by a certain possessive pride in how things have turned out. It’s often said that very longstanding Heads tend to gather around them governors who are too similar to themselves in both temperament and abilities; there are even greater risks of this within one’s SMT. Ultimately if we really value those who work most closely with us, and if we hold to the view that the sector has a collective responsibility to give the best possible training to the school leaders of tomorrow, we should be able to find ways of facing up to the costs.

In the end, however, I have to admit that the ideas in the previous three paragraphs are a particular bee in my bonnet. External appraisal is not the major aspect of career development for the talented deputy: that role falls to his or her own Head – through the provision of a daily mixture of praise, guidance, constructive criticism, occasional brickbat and (above all) of experience of the maximum number of aspects of our multi-faceted job as can be arranged. Some Heads are much better (and more generous-spirited) at this aspect of their job than others. So, to return to some words which featured in our first volume (from a recent report for the DfES by PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP):

‘The success of school leaders should be measured, not in terms of their impact on student achievement seen during their tenure, but rather on how many leaders they have developed and left behind who can go even further than they did.’




 Chapter 1
The Senior Management Team


Daphne West

What’s in a name? Probably not enough when it comes to the term ‘senior management team’, which nowadays usually indicates a group of people sharing the collective responsibility for everything from the management of day-to-day domestic details to the visionary leadership of a school. Whether a school has a ‘senior leadership team’ or a ‘senior management team’, you can be sure that the team will be involved in both leadership and management.

Certainly, the management structure of most independent schools today is far removed from the model which some of us may still remember from our earliest days in teaching – where the Head made unilateral decisions on matters academic, pastoral and domestic, usually with a single deputy as a conduit between the Head’s study and the staff room. In its extreme form, this model tended to mean that development was slow and processes cumbersome, with little sense of connection between the staff delivering the pupils’ education and the person at the top dictating what was to be delivered.

Of course, there are many examples in the history of education of wise and visionary Heads who, against the social and economic back-drop of their time, were able to direct their schools in a truly independent fashion and who made dramatic and positive changes in the lives of their grateful pupils and colleagues. A nineteenth- or twentieth-century Head was quite likely to lead a school for 20 years or more, and to have a vast knowledge of its pupils, staff, parents, rules and regulations – most of which was stored in a very considerable memory.

In the twenty-first century, we lead our schools against the back-drop of a society where communication, consultation and a collaborative  approach are the order of the day, where people (including Heads) are likely to change their employment more frequently, where information is available in torrents to all, where external controls and checks abound in every area of our work and where we need to have our fingers on a whole range of pulses: academic and pastoral, financial, legal, marketing – and all this under the media’s ruthless spotlight.

As a twenty-first century Head (I came into post in January 2000), daughter of a twentieth-century Headmaster and great-niece of a nineteenth-century Headmistress, I am deeply thankful that the concept of the senior management team was already well embedded in the British educational system before I started. Without the ‘executive’ group of senior colleagues who assist me in all aspects of leading and managing the school, I have no doubt at all that my position would be lonelier, my performance far less effective and my enjoyment of my role vastly diminished.

Working with the right team, whose members share the aim of providing the best possible educational experience for their current and future pupils, brings positive benefits to the whole school community. The SMT’s work is a vital part of ensuring that conditions are in place for continuous improvement, that the predictable and the unpredictable are managed as smoothly as possible, and that exciting ideas are tempered, but not hampered, by realism.

What constitutes the ‘right team’? Management guru Tom Peters gives a most useful rule of thumb: ‘Leadership mantra number one: it all depends’. There can be no question of ‘one size fits all’ as far as the composition of an SMT is concerned, just as there is no one model of school which would suit every child in the land. Indeed, Heads will very probably find that, over the years, they refine the composition of the team, and the roles within it, in order to accommodate changing circumstances.

Truly, it does all depend – and on a variety of factors: the size, profile and overall ethos of the school, the particular challenges faced by the school at a given time and the nature of the expertise and experience of the staff. There is one common factor, however – and for this I return to  Tom Peters for another rule of thumb: ‘Innovation is not optional’. The members of a school’s SMT really do need to buy into this one. It may be old hat to say that schools have to be constantly aware of the impact of external developments as well as internal pressures, but it is nonetheless true. The capacity to enjoy engagement in independent, creative, flexible thinking is just as essential in an SMT as the sort of management skill which ensures that the school play doesn’t clash with the regional hockey finals.

The Head’s job is to lead the SMT, and the Head must therefore have a clear idea of what the team needs to make happen and which key players should be part of the team. For a Head new in post, this, ideally, is not something to be rushed: whilst the running of any organisation can always be improved, it is not wise to throw out the baby, bath water and most of the plumbing too rapidly – there will always be reasons for the constitution of a particular SMT and all sorts of wisdom and talents to be discovered. On the other hand, if the constitution of the SMT is clearly ineffective, it will be to the detriment of the organisation to struggle on without making significant changes.

So, what does the team need to make happen, monitor and review in the context of the school’s size, profile, ethos, challenges and available resources? In a word – everything: the curriculum and all related matters, academic, pastoral and extra-curricular; the quality of the environment (everything from recruitment of staff to matters of health and safety); expectations of pupils, parents and colleagues. This presupposes a degree of relevant expertise and experience amongst the team, whose members need to gel if they are to achieve the best possible outcomes within the limitations of their time and the school’s resources.

If the team gels, then feelings of purpose, motivation and satisfaction will characterise its work, which in turn will have a positive effect on the running of the school and the well-being of colleagues and pupils. The process of ‘gelling’ does not mean that the team will necessarily be of one accord on all issues – ideas need to be proffered, discussed, challenged and refined at SMT meetings, so a mixture of personalities and characteristics is definitely a plus: enthusiasm, caution, objectivity and  imagination all have a role to play. On the other hand, the reluctance to offer individual opinions, the inability to limit one’s own contributions to discussions, and the tendency to ‘jockey for power’ are decidedly negative factors in the SMT’s capacity to manage and lead the school.

A pretty tall order, then: to put together a group of people who enjoy working with one another, who have the right areas of expertise and experience, who understand the need to be involved in discussion of areas of the school’s activity in which they may not be immediately involved, who value the opportunity to take responsibility for particular areas of the school’s work … and who are prepared to stand up and be counted if some area of the SMT’s work proves less than popular with other colleagues.

The single most important factor in the structure of the SMT is the kind of balance which ensures that the Head can maintain a clear overall view of the needs of the school, of how to address current problems and challenges, and of how future plans and projects will impact on the school community. It can be extremely helpful, therefore, to have a balance of academic and non-teaching colleagues in the team.
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