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	  Praise for Leaders with Substance
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			‘Is leadership even a thing?’ From the get-go, Leaders with Substance packs the punches. Champions of the ‘charismatic hero leader’ you’ve been warned, for this is not simply ‘another book about leadership’. This is a book that systematically pulls apart the ill-defined and abstract theoretical field of leadership, reconstructing it with pragmatic, expertise-fuelled substance about what leaders need to know to effectively perform their duties. For you don’t have to look too far for pontification about leadership with many ideas and beliefs shared from personal insight and experience. However, whilst personal anecdotes are both rousing and inspiring, they rarely offer a concrete framework for leaders to refer to in real time and in increasingly challenging contexts. 

			Leaders with Substance skilfully makes the case for the importance of building bodies of knowledge to develop leadership expertise that will, in turn, enable us to solve problems in our own contexts and the specific tasks we are faced with. It directly challenges deeply-held beliefs about what a successful leader looks like and how best to ‘replicate’ this. And like all good sources of professional learning, it prompts an ‘intentional interruption’, challenging us to distil our concept of leadership without reverting to generic and ambiguous words and phrases that have typically galvanised the leadership discourse. This is a book that has extracted the superfluous anecdotal rhetoric and injected substance into the concept of school leadership. A must-read for anyone intent on honing their leadership expertise.

			Kathryn Morgan, Associate Dean, Learning Design (Leadership Programmes), Ambition School Leadership
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			Just as pedagogy in schools has often lost its object – the thing being taught – so, Matthew Evans argues, has leadership. Far from being a generic skill, leadership requires extensive domain-specific knowledge. This book, like Matthew’s blog, had me gripped. It rang true on every page as an honest and probing account of what so easily goes wrong, at school and system level. The substance of the goals we pursue really matter. The detail of how those goals are secured, especially the eternal renewal of curriculum quality and teacher knowledge, matters fundamentally. Our analytic focus needs to be on such matters of substance, both in executing and in analysing leadership.

			Christine Counsell, Independent Education Consultant and Trustee, David Ross Education Trust
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			This is, quite simply, the book I wish I had read ten years ago. It dissects the concept of leadership expertise through a complex and original blend of research, philosophy and cognitive science. Even Obi-Wan Kenobi can illuminate the persistent problems of school leadership. Intelligently written, it examines different perspectives, offers a wide-ranging research base, and never dictates. It is far more than a manual or guide, for it eloquently invites you to think about the ‘swampy’ problems inherent in the complexity of school leadership. Offering both solace and humour in a frank and eminently readable style, it cuts to the heart of the issues with concision. Whether you are sunburnt by the early experiences of leadership or weathered by its seasons, Matthew offers an intelligent analysis and exploration of the landscape and ways to navigate it without losing your moral compass. A thoroughly enjoyable and thought-provoking read which changes the narrative on school leadership.

			Emma White, Assistant Headteacher, Farmor’s School, Gloucestershire
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			Matthew writes with a rare humility, especially rare in books about educational leadership. Instead of stating a claim and seeking to convince you of its truth, Matthew tentatively opens a debate and asks you to join him on a trek across the mountains and swamps of school leadership. Punctuated with personal experiences, vignettes and analogies, Leaders With Substance, contests the notion of leadership as it is usually understood, and instead asks us to consider the domain-specific knowledge required to avoid genericism and ‘management flannel’.

			With a curious combination of self-depreciation and quiet confidence, Matthew’s writing presents complex intellectual arguments alongside practical strategies that leaders can apply immediately. From a series of questions on disciplinary knowledge to eleven Spinal Tap-style vignettes for a reconstructed view of leadership, this book is one of the most useful books on leadership I have encountered. And yet it also a deeply reflective book, almost philosophical in its unrelenting questioning of deep-seated beliefs about leadership. 

			One of the most challenging books on leadership I have ever read, Leaders with Substance requires immediate re-reading. I want to reconcile the seeming contradiction between a rejection of situational leadership alongside support for the fluid execution of domain-specific knowledge in different contexts – aren’t they the same thing? At times the arguments seem semantic; are we relegating leadership to a euphemism because it doesn’t meet the conditions of scientifically testable concept whilst also advocating it as an expression of integrity, empathy, purpose and service to our community – which are also scientifically untestable concepts? This is what I love most about Leaders with Substance – the challenge, the invitation to join Matthew on a mountain trek where walking the terrain and veering into parts marked ‘unexplored’ on the map. 

			I want to explore the terror of unconscious incompetence and make sure I’m not suffering from a ‘God complex’, but I’m not ready to abandon my faith in my personal charisma. This is what Matthew’s book does to you – it startles you, then recalibrates you. You may not agree with everything Matthew writes, but he doesn’t ask you to. Instead, he asks you to question what tangible benefits a concept of leadership brings us and challenges you to defend your personal perception of it. Whilst I struggle to accept I’ve been duped by a leadership fallacy all these years, I do see that asking what is the ‘stuff’ of leadership is infinitely more useful than reading books full of ‘executives pontificating’.

			In Leaders with Substance, Matthew presents a refreshing, reconfigured view of leadership which is grounded in domain-specific knowledge. At times I foolishly thought Matthew had veered off topic, he’d accidentally been diverted towards the realms of curriculum, knowledge, cognitive science, intelligence and accountability – and then the penny dropped.  This is the substance of leadership.

			This is a book on leadership which is completely devoid of arrogance. It is also a book full of heart, driven by integrity and propelled by purpose.  I can’t wait to read it again.

			Carly Waterman, Headteacher, Lodge Park Academy, Corby
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			Headteacher Matthew Evans has written a fascinating book that is perfectly attuned to his distinctive voice, full of refreshing honesty and authority. Evans’ writing is well known for its intellectual depth, curiosity and even its devilishly playful questioning of the accepted facts. His book explores the substance of leadership in this contrary, restless and provocative style. Each chapter looks at leadership from a school context and undoes as many myths as it provides platforms to build ideas upon. Evans’ engaging style uses many interesting cultural tidbits and knowledge that help to explain the main subject of the book: military theorists, presidential history, research on intelligence, string theory and current Ofsted debate all get discussed and challenged in terms of what leadership is and if it actually exists. 

			This is an excellent book on leadership and worth reading. It is not a simple airport bookshop guide to being the sharpest saw, or the organisational architect. Instead it is a book for edu-grown ups; a witty, smart and credible discussion of a very stretchy concept.

			Jude Hunton, Vice Principal, Nicholas Chamberlaine School, Warwickshire.
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			In this book Evans writes about education leadership in a unique way. He suggests there is no grand theory of leadership; certainly not one that could be summed up in a textbook. He critiques ‘transformational approaches’ and the charismatic leader beloved of the Blairite years. Instead he posits a slower, more organic and sustainable route to school improvement and leadership that is rooted in domain knowledge and school context, creating cultures that are pupils and staff oriented rather than shaped around the pursuit of data. 

			Evans understands the need for an enriching curriculum and asks leaders to be understanding of the core purpose of a school – to teach the curriculum really well – and is rightly sceptical of the myriad of vision statements that seem vacuous, stating aims that seem to be far removed from the classroom. He argues, instead, for a moral compass and ethical approach that guide leaders in their work. 

			This is the noble work of a contrarian, who sees leadership as part and parcel of a school's culture and not something learnt generically away from being in a school.

			Highly recommended.

			Martin Robinson, education consultant and author
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	  Foreword by Jen Barker and Tom Rees
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			Leaders with Substance is a refreshing and important addition to the literature on school leadership. In writing it, Matthew presses the reset button on the leadership orthodoxy, stops some of the common narratives in their tracks and asks us to consider the work of school leaders through a different lens.

			We know the difference that leaders can make to a school is significant, yet their work is complex and the conditions in which they operate can be enormously challenging. Moreover, research within the leadership field offers little by way of a definitive solution to these challenges. Leaders with Substance is honest about this problem and addresses it head on.

			In this book, Matthew provides a detailed account of the challenges faced by school leaders and explores a range of factors that have contributed to them. His work is very clearly underpinned by a deep appreciation of school context and a desire to improve the experience of everyone involved in schools. The result is impressive: a careful interrogation of the term leadership, a lens through which the work of leaders may be more carefully examined, a rejection of the genericism that has dogged leadership for so long and a credible alternative to extant theory.

			For those of us who work in education, reading this book provides plenty to think about. It will challenge readers' thinking – sometimes to the point of discomfort – but always for the better. It will leave them more knowledgeable, sceptical of prevailing orthodoxies and equipped with a new language for leadership. Leaders with Substance is an important contribution to the literature on leadership, one that anyone involved in school leadership should read. 

			Jen Barker is Dean of Ambition Institute and Tom Rees is Executive Director of Ambition Institute and author of Wholesome Leadership: the Heart, Head, Hands and Health of School Leaders.
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			What do I know about leadership?

			This book has been over 30 years in the making. I’ve thought about leadership a lot during this time. I’ve also been a leader in schools, in one capacity or another, for two decades; so I’ve put what I’ve learnt into practice, too. And yet I still have a strong sense of imposter syndrome. Who am I to write a book about leadership? What could I possibly have to say?

			As a youthful academic failure, one of the only things I salvaged from my schooling was an A Level in business studies. I hadn’t intended to take it; it was one of the only subjects the college would let me do with my mediocre grades at O Level. Nonetheless, I was taken with the subject – by which I mean I found it interesting, not that I did any work for it. I remember learning about motivation: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, Taylorism and the Hawthorne experiments.1

			I was intrigued by organisational structures, quality assurance and even accountancy. This was real, concrete; in marked contrast to the equations I struggled to understand in maths.

			Armed with my A Level (singular), I faced the prospect of starting up a sandwich shop; my dad’s attempt to salvage me from unemployment, as no university would have me. Fortunately, a career serving wraps to commuters passed me by as I scraped into a Higher National Diploma in Business and Finance. Suddenly I was in the heart of London, studying alongside other academic rejects. This was the era of Saatchi and Saatchi (Margaret Thatcher’s advertising agency of choice); of big spending on corporate PR; of giant brands and a booming financial sector. Capitalism was in the ascendency and business leaders were high profile and highly paid. A future in marketing lay ahead.

			Or so I thought. Instead, the economy dived and the dole queue beckoned. After nine months, I begged my way into a shop assistant job in an off-licence. A year later, bored, frustrated and wondering what to do with my life, I decided to become a teacher… of business studies, obviously. I somehow convinced the University of Brighton to allow me on to a two-year BA degree, with Qualified Teacher Status.

			For the first time, I studied and I worked. Teaching the topics I had found so engaging to other people was deeply gratifying. I stayed one step ahead of the A Level students; learning the material the night before enabled me to bluff my way through their lessons. On to my first job in a deprived coastal town and, after only a year, my first post of responsibility, covering the careers co-ordinator on maternity leave. I became interested in organisational culture and management theory, reading the likes of Charles Handy2, 3, 4 and Tom Peters.5, 6 I learnt about behavioural norms, situational leadership, group dynamics and management by objectives. I watched the leaders of the schools in which I worked, critiquing their leadership style, beginning to think to myself, ‘I could do that’. At last, an opportunity to cut my teeth as a head of department – theory into practice – and teaching A Level economics for the first time, filling the shoes of my predecessor, who happened to be an Oxford economics graduate, making a promise to my headteacher that I would not, in her words, ‘f**k up’ the economics results.

			Exorcising the ghosts of the past, I signed up with the Open University for an MA in education management to prove to myself that I wasn’t the academic dunce that my CV suggested. More leadership theory; this time intermingled with curriculum, assessment and pedagogy.

			And on… assistant head in charge of the school’s business and enterprise specialism; then deputy head, with the terrifying prospect of writing my first timetable. Having exhausted the management literature, my attention turned to economics, politics and philosophy: anything with a ‘big idea’ that could help me understand the world better. 

			Finally, headship: the ultimate testing ground for nearly 30 years of reading about, studying, thinking and practising leadership.

			Six years into this challenge, I can confidently say that everything I’ve learnt about leading schools has proven invaluable, but that nothing could ever have fully prepared me for being the person with whom the buck stops. Suddenly you are expected to know everything but feel like you know almost nothing. What could that lazy, mediocre student possibly know about running a school?

			My career looks, in retrospect, like climbing a promotional ladder, but it has never been about anything as crass as ambition. It has always been about a fascination with organisations: how you shape them and how they shape you. And about getting bored really easily. What is amazing to me is that, despite everything I’ve read and experienced, I’m still not sure what leadership actually is. I’m not sure anyone else is, either.

			Time to write

			I really don’t have the time to write a book. Being a headteacher keeps you fairly busy. I am also conscious that I’m putting my neck on the line in daring to write a book about leadership. I am not the perfect leader, and in some people’s eyes, I will fall far short of even being a competent one. In my defence, this isn’t a book that claims to teach you how to be a great leader. I’ll address what this book does claim to do in a moment. Firstly, I need to explain what drives me to write this.

			I have a deep sense of disquiet about some of the nonsense I see going on in schools in the UK. There are many brilliant schools and dedicated people out there, and I have rarely met anyone working in a school whose motives I doubt. But somehow things have become warped across the system. It appears to me that leaders in some schools have lost sight of what schools are there for and, frankly, they are making some pretty stupid decisions. I don’t think they are entirely to blame for this. There are forces at work, which bend their behaviour and distort priorities. To compound the problem, the professional development we provide for our school leaders doesn’t cut the mustard in an era when the challenges schools face seem greater than ever. We (as an educational system) need to get a grip.

			Many of the mistakes I’ve seen have also been mistakes I’ve made myself. It is embarrassing to think about some of the drivel I’ve come out with over the years and some of the initiatives I’ve launched on an unsuspecting staff. I’ve always had an affinity with the teacher-curmudgeon who sits in the sagging chair in the staffroom and criticises everything school leaders try to implement. Their cynicism strikes a chord with me and I like to think that if I had a longer attention span and could have stuck at one job for more than a few years, I might have ended up as one of them. My regret is that I didn’t listen to them more when they told me that what I was about to do wouldn’t work. They were often right. I’d like to channel their voice a little in this book; not in their relentless negativity but by imagining their response to the claims I will make. They can smell bullshit a mile away.

			My main motivation, however, is that I have rediscovered the joy of writing, thanks to a community of teachers and school leaders on social media, many of whom are bloggers and authors themselves. The democratisation of authorship that the internet has facilitated has given many practitioners a voice, and this collective voice is beginning to change public policy. At its best, this movement draws on a base of research and evidence that, it seems to me, is leading to an era of rationality and enlightenment in educational discourse in the UK.

			This book, therefore, is an attempt to set out what I think we need to do as school leaders to get things back on track in our schools. It is born of frustration, mishaps and hope.

			What has substance got to do with this?

			This is not a handbook. It is not full of practical ideas. It will also not present a grand theory of leadership, or models and frameworks, which you often find in management literature. There are plenty of books out there that do these things, but this is not one of them.

			Rather, this book will present a way of looking at what school leaders do: a perspective. It isn’t the only valid way to consider leadership, but I believe it offers a different perspective to that presented in much of the literature. I hope it will help you to see the work of school leaders in a new way and, in doing so, lead to some fresh thinking about this important topic.

			I would like you to imagine that reading this book is like putting on a pair of glasses. These are special glasses as they bring into focus the ‘substance’ of school leadership. They have a built-in filter, which means we will no longer see the things we don’t need to see. What will these lenses filter out?

			
					
Abstract theories: The field of leadership is full of models and grand theories about what leaders are and do. They help us to organise our knowledge about leadership, but they can also divert attention from the concrete reality of the work at hand. We should try to look past theory and focus on the specifics of the job of improving schools.

					
Distractions: The UK education system is like a mischievous demon, distracting us from the task of running schools for the benefit of the children within them with initiatives, targets and political whims. Our goal, as leaders, is to keep our eyes on the school and learn to ignore the noise around us.

					
Ideology: Rather than be drawn into philosophical debates, we should look for evidence of what works in our schools.

					
Management flannel: The educationalist Christine Counsell once said of something I wrote, that it was ‘utterly devoid of management flannel’.7 I took it as a compliment. My wife put it more plainly when she asked if this book would be called ‘Leadership without the bullshit’. If we cut through the bluster, avoid the jargon and set aside our egos, perhaps we’ll discover that leadership is actually quite straightforward.

			

			When all the above is filtered out, what I hope we will see is the substance of leadership, by which I mean:

			Substance: the matter of which the thing consists.

			What do leaders actually need to know?

			How is this knowledge developed into expertise?

			Substance: the most important or essential part of something.

			Where should school leaders focus their attention?

			What will make the most difference to the children in our schools?

			Substance: a meaningful and valid point (‘the argument has substance’).

			What do we know to be true about leadership?

			What evidence do we have to support our claims?

			The structure of the book

			Applying the glasses analogy further, the book is structured in the following way:

			Section 1: The Dominance of Leadership Genericism in Schools

		    What is it we are trying to see through?

			Section 2: The Substance of Leadership

		    Putting the glasses on to begin to see the substance of what leaders know and do.

			Section 3: Substantially Better Leadership

		    How we might develop leaders, and schools, with substance.

			Chapter summaries

			The concept of substance is also used to summarise each chapter according to what we need to know, why this knowledge is important and how we know it to be true. In doing so, I intend to make a series of substantiated claims which, when taken together, form an overall picture of leadership from this perspective.

			Style over substance

			The tone of each chapter may vary a little, and even the style of writing within a chapter. While I want to base this book on evidence, I do not want it to be a dry, academic text. I am a practitioner, not an academic (therefore please forgive any sloppiness regarding referencing – I’ll do my best). However, I do not want to write a book of anecdotes. To make this book readable and justifiable, I may jump between evidence and example. I may also fail to delve deeply into the research which underpins the more academic sections of the book; again, for the sake of brevity and readability. For those wishing to know the detail, I will reference research and suggest further reading where appropriate. As a new author, I am still finding my ‘voice’, so if anything doesn’t flow or read well, it is my fault and no one else’s.

			So, let’s begin. I hope that, by the end, we will both understand leadership a little bit better.
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			Section 1
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			The Dominance of Leadership Genericism in Schools
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			Chapter 1

			Is leadership even ‘a thing’?
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			I will make an assertion which might undermine the existence of this book: leadership may be neither a satisfactory nor useful concept. Despite the millions of words written on the subject, I’m not sure it even is a subject. I question whether there is such a thing as leadership at all. This, therefore, is a book undergoing an existential crisis. If this book were a teenager, it would be growing its hair long and playing acoustic guitar. It would be staring up at the night sky and asking, ‘What are we actually here for?’ What is the purpose of a book about leadership which questions whether the term has any definable boundaries or utility?

			It is the quantity of literature on the ‘subject’ of leadership that adds weight to my doubts. Among the realms of conjecture, supposition and speculation on the meaning and substance of the term, it appears to me that no consistent definition has emerged, no cogent theoretical framework, no coherent construct that has any reliable, predictive powers. One might go so far as to say that ‘we seem to remain intent on calling almost everything leadership’.1

			Reaching for a definition

			What exactly do we mean when we talk of leadership? It is sometimes used as a collective term, scooping up a range of personality traits, behaviours, attitudes or characteristics. Such attempts to capture commonalities in what effective leaders are, try to distil leadership down to its essence, to find out what is left when the superfluous is boiled away. One such model I came across in researching this book is the ‘Fundamental 4 Competencies for Leaders’ proposed by the Center for Creative Leadership;2 these are, apparently, self-awareness, communication, influence and something called learning agility. Now, few people would argue with the importance of being a good communicator, and it would be difficult to imagine anyone leading anything without communication of some sort. We could probably find a range of research studies to evidence how effective communication helps organisations achieve their goals. So we can claim that competency in communication is important – possibly fundamental. It is questionable, however, whether you could define self-awareness as a competence, where competence means something you can do successfully. Self-awareness may be thought of as having a conscious knowledge of one’s own character and feelings; it is something we possess more than something we can perform.

			The third fundamental competence, influence, may more correctly be considered something you can be more or less successful at, but the concept is so broad as to be almost meaningless. Should we take this to mean persuasion (like a salesman), coercion (like a dictator) or subconscious influence (like a con artist)? And is influence truly a personal characteristic, or a function of position and access to power? As for the fourth fundamental competence, learning agility, well… let’s not even go there. 

			The above example illustrates the difficulties in trying to categorise and distil what it is to be a successful leader. The things we are grouping together are rarely conceptually consistent, the selections made are often arbitrary and the items selected are broad and ill-defined.

			Leadership is also sometimes defined as a style or approach. Rather than what competencies the leader possesses, these models describe the ways the leader might proceed. For example, we know leaders make decisions, but how are these decisions made? Is the leader consultative (listening and responding to the views of others) or autocratic and commanding? Some such theories attribute leadership style to personality types, while others advocate the adoption of different approaches to suit the context within which one leads; the art being in varying one’s style to suit the situation. When we talk of leadership in this way, do we simply mean ‘this is how I prefer to get things done’ or ‘I vary my approach as I need to’?

			We do not seem to be able to settle on a theory of leadership, or to agree what the boundaries of a theoretical framework might be. Indeed, Bass (1990) argued that ‘there are almost as many different definitions of leadership as there are persons who have attempted to define the concept’.3

			Ephemeral leadership

			To understand why leadership appears so difficult to pin down, we can turn to the work of a military officer teaching managerial studies at the US Air Force Academy: Lieutenant Colonel Yoos. In 1984, Yoos published a paper entitled, ‘There is no such thing as leadership!’.4

			Yoos’ paper set out ‘not to debunk leadership per se, but to show that clinging tenaciously to the euphemism leadership is counterproductive to the vital pragmatic task of understanding and regulating human behaviour’. Yoos argued that leadership fails to meet the conditions of a scientifically testable construct; firstly because there is no agreed definition for the term, and without this there is no basis for research into whether it explains or predicts social phenomena. Furthermore, Yoos questioned whether the term has any substance or meaning which adds value to other concepts already defined: ‘What knowledge would be foregone, what insight lost, if the term “leadership” were expunged?’, he asks.

			Yoos’ challenge to us is to establish an agreed definition and ‘theory’ of leadership which adds something to our knowledge of how organisations work. If we are unable to meet this challenge, then what purpose does discussion of leadership serve? 

			The human resource

			Being in charge of an organisation or function within an organisation means directing resources towards the achievement of organisational goals. What does the term ‘leadership’ add to our understanding of this process? This question is often phrased as ‘what is the difference between management and leadership?’. The answer often given is ‘people’. 

			People are a resource, but most of us find it a distasteful way to consider human beings and acknowledge that ‘directing’ people is an unsatisfactory way of describing the complex process of ensuring that the attention of ‘the people’ (our employees or team) is focused on achieving a shared goal. We don’t just place human resources in the right location, configure them correctly and maintain them so that they don’t break down. We prefer the term ‘leadership’: the acceptable face of management which acknowledges the complexity of the human condition and the need to ‘influence’ (as the Center for Creative Leadership points out) rather than direct. Seen in this way, we may define leadership as ‘behaviour, in a group context, that results in the willing compliance of the members’.5 

			But what behaviour will result in willing compliance? For there to be a robust theoretical framework for leadership, we need to be able to identify these behaviours, develop a model that will explain what we see happening in organisations and predict the impact of a leader’s actions. The difficulty is that the efficacy of various behaviours will be dependent on situational factors; the same behaviours may not work equally well in different contexts. All situations in which we may identify the need for leadership are different, in terms of the technical dimensions of the task (what the task entails), the social context (who is involved), and the organisational context (cultural, structural and political factors). The behaviours required of the leader will necessarily vary in relation to the specific circumstances. And so we arrive at the loose field of ‘situational leadership’.5

			Situational leadership is an attractive concept, but to what extent can we claim it is a theory of leadership? Imagine we ask the question, ‘what makes a great leader?’ (a reasonable question to which a robust theory of leadership should be able to provide an answer). If the answer is that it depends on what situation the leader is in, then the theoretical construct is not about the leader and their qualities, but instead about the social dynamics, psychology and capabilities of the group. Situational leadership is a theory of group behaviour, not of leadership. A true theory of leadership would be able to identify the consistent qualities possessed by the ‘great leader’: qualities which cut across time, place and context. Situational leadership theory does not overcome Yoos’ challenge, in that the term ‘leadership’ adds nothing to our understanding of group dynamics; the utility in the theory is in the word ‘situational’, not ‘leadership’. If the word was ‘expunged’ and replaced with another, what would we lose? ‘Situational management’ or ‘group effectiveness theory’ would serve equally well. In this theory, at least, the concept of leadership appears ephemeral, ungrounded and without substance.

			In the end, Yoos asked, Is (sic) it advantageous to pretend that there is a thing called leadership? In answering his own question, No! He (sic) mentioned literature that is full of artefact and generalizations, executives pontificating but only reciting stories about their experiences, and, worst of all, promising to students the ‘holy grail’ and delivering nothing but confusion and frustration. His answer to these questions – would not a rigorous study of social psychology serve better?6

			Leadership genericism

			What if we were able to identify a set of behaviours which, through rigorous research, could be proven to be associated with successful leaders? How might we go about this, and what benefits would this knowledge bring?

			These behaviours are correlated with their success, perhaps even shown to be causal in some way. An example of this is research carried out by Ashkenas and Manville for the Harvard Business Review, and published as the HBR Leaders Handbook.7 The authors conclude that the ‘best leaders… almost always deploy these six classic, fundamental practices:

			
					Uniting people around an exciting, aspirational vision.

					Building a strategy for achieving the vision by making choices about what to do and what not to do.

					Attracting and developing the best possible talent to implement the strategy.

					Relentlessly focusing on results in the context of the strategy.

					Creating ongoing innovation that will help reinvent the vision and strategy.

					“Leading yourself”: Knowing and growing yourself so that you can most effectively lead others and carry out these practices.’8


			

			To establish the above list, the authors interviewed ‘over 40 successful leaders’ and reviewed ‘several decades’ worth of articles from the Harvard Business Review to understand the ‘recurring messages from academics and practitioners about what leaders should do’. This approach exemplifies many of the problems with the field of leadership research and theorising. Aside from the question of how a ‘successful leader’ is defined, there is a heavy reliance on self-reporting by leaders as to what they attribute their success. Furthermore, the authors rely on a literature review of articles which includes both opinion pieces and more evidenced summaries of academic research. What weight should be given to the ‘recurring messages’ in a theory of leadership? Just because people keep saying something is important, doesn’t make it so. Finally, we have no null hypothesis: what research have the authors undertaken into the behaviours of unsuccessful leaders? Might we not find that some or all of the ‘fundamental practices’ identified are also features of those leaders who fail? 

			The usefulness of the ‘fundamental practices’ listed is also questionable. Consider point 1: ‘uniting people around an exciting, aspirational vision’. We may find that most, or even all, successful leaders oversee teams or organisations that subscribe wholeheartedly to a common ‘mission’ and work relentlessly towards shared goals as a consequence. However, might this be a consequence of the context of the organisation rather than a special ability of the leader? We might imagine that uniting people in the just cause of reducing homelessness might be somewhat more achievable than inspiring them to supply the best drain covers money can buy. No doubt the book sets out how leaders have set about communicating an exciting, aspirational vision (at $50, I’m not likely to find out if they have), and there will be case studies of successful leaders to exemplify how this has been achieved (in Yoos’ words, lots of ‘executives pontificating’), but as CEO of Drain Solutions, what am I to take from this?

			When I read such lists, I can’t help thinking ‘What specifically should I do right now, in my context, to overcome the actual challenges I am facing?’ What tangible benefit does the concept of leadership actually bring?

			Substance

			Leadership theory creates a fallacy when it attempts to describe the traits, characteristics or behaviours of a successful leader. It dupes us into thinking that the secret to success is in developing these aspects in ourselves. Such a quest is foolhardy and without meaning. There is no substance in this pursuit.

			‘Substance’ is a useful term in this debate. It has the power to ground us in pursuing worthwhile activity as leaders. Substance has a variety of meanings, each of which are relevant here. Substance refers to the ‘body’ or ‘material’ of something. It leads us to question what it is we are actually talking about – what is the stuff of leadership? Substance is tangible, not ephemeral, and we should concern ourselves only with the concrete question of what leadership can deliver. The word also infers importance and significance. If we are to answer Yoos’ question about what the concept of leadership actually adds to our understanding of things, we must establish what leadership offers of significance; we have no time for the peripheral. Lastly, substance can be used to imply a meaningful and valid point is being made (often in the negative, as in ‘the argument lacks substance’). Our case for the importance of leadership must stack up.

			If we are to rescue leadership from the grasp of genericism and ambiguity, we must give it substance.

			Domain expertise

			An expert is a person who is an authority in a particular area or topic. For example, an accountant is an authority in accountancy, a lawyer in law, a doctor in medicine. Each field contains more specialist areas: management accountancy, employment law, heart surgery and so on. Experts are defined by a domain of knowledge in which they have gained mastery. Without specialisation and domain-specific knowledge, we cannot have experts.

			What might we mean when we talk about an expert leader? To abstract the concept of leadership from a domain of knowledge would leave it floating like a helium-filled balloon. To what is it tethered?

			Your answer may be that the expert leader has mastered the art of making decisions, solving problems or motivating employees. But, I ask, what is the nature of those decisions? What specific problems were solved, and what did the leader draw upon to achieve this? What understanding of human nature, or the specific needs and desires of those led, enabled the leader to energise others towards the desired objective? Our expert leader must have mastered a domain of specialist knowledge – what is the substance of this domain?

			To talk generically about leadership, as if it is a discipline separate from a domain of knowledge, leaves us only with hollow concepts of skills (see Chapter 2). Leadership with substance (stuff) is rooted in specific knowledge, but what knowledge?

			To define a domain of knowledge, we must be more specific about what is being led. Let’s start with school leadership. This gives us a context: a narrower field of expertise. Within this, we can identify areas in which school leaders may specialise: curriculum leadership, pastoral leadership, special educational needs. As we zoom in on the functional area within the school context, the domain of knowledge comes increasingly into focus, and the generic leadership traits blur into the background. In this way, we become expert leaders, not in the mystic art of leadership but in the concrete reality of the tasks at hand. We are learning to lead in our specific context, not to generally become great ‘leaders of men’ (in Woodrow Wilson’s words) – or women, for that matter!

			What remains of leadership?

			‘We have been told, again and again and again, that better organisational performance requires better leadership.’9 Does it?

			Washbush calls for substance when he states, ‘We need to ask fundamental questions about what will help members of organisations, particularly those in power and authority positions, contribute to better organisational performance.’ In doing so, he appears to dispense with leadership, calling it ‘a confusing, multi-nuanced witches’ brew of inconsistent, often contradictory and confusing propositions’. Ouch! It is indeed unclear as to whether a focus on disciplinary substance leaves any intellectual space for leadership. Is leadership nothing more than the ability to draw upon true disciplinary fields such as philosophy, economics, political science, history, and social psychology, as Washbush claims?

			I’m not sure whether leadership is a distinct or useful concept, but I am not ready to throw out the term yet. If nothing else, it serves as useful shorthand for the thing that people do when they want to achieve something meaningful and worthwhile. Things need to be done, and there is an art in moving others towards a purpose. Leadership may be a vague, collective term for a multitude of behaviours, the effectiveness of which may vary wildly from one context to the next, but it does, at least, capture a desire to make a difference, and it acknowledges that the people we manage have value beyond being a ‘human resource’.

			However, if we are to maintain the pretence of a field of expertise called ‘leadership’, we must ensure that our consideration of this topic has substance. To my mind, we can ensure this by starting with the domain of knowledge which is required for leaders to practise. This domain includes technical, social and cultural understanding. As school leaders, we lead this school, not any school. If leadership is to emerge as a robust construct, like the phoenix from the ashes, it will be from the substance of our daily endeavours and not the abstract models of leadership gurus.

			Where does that leave this book?

			Having questioned the field of leadership as a worthy topic of study (thereby alienating most of the people who might even consider reading this text), where does that leave a book which has the word ‘leaders’ in its title?

			My concern is with the domain of knowledge upon which school leaders draw, and how, when we start by considering the specific job(s) that school leaders do, it changes how we lead. I hope that this is the antithesis to most management books. By starting with the specifics of the matter at hand, and not the theoretical leadership construct, I aim to provide a perspective on leadership which avoids flim-flam, grand theories and untestable ideologies. And in its place, substance.

			Summary of chapter substance
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What do we need to know?

Leadership is an ill-defined theoretical field which often fails
to offer useful insights into the specific tasks that leaders
are faced with. An abstract notion of leadership, separate
from the technical, social and cultural knowledge required

in an organisation, adds little to our understanding of what
successful leaders do. To rescue leadership as a worthy topic
of study, we should consider the substance of what leaders
need to know to effectively perform their duties.
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Substance (significance)

Why s this important?

Considerable time and energy is spent celebrating, growing
and developing better leaders, but to what avail? The
effectiveness of schools is too important to be left to rely
upon half-formed theories, untestable notions and grand
ideas.

Substance (validity)
How do we know it to be true?

Despite decades of theorising and research, no consistent
definition of leadership has emerged, and no robust
theoretical framework which is scientifically testable.
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