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            Praise for The New Middle Leader’s Handbook

“This is without question the best single volume on middle leadership in schools.”

          Guy Holloway, Headmaster, Hampton Court House

           

           “James and Caroline have left no stone unturned in this comprehensive and insightful handbook: a must-read not only for all middle leaders, but for Headteachers too.”            

          Andrew Hammond, Headteacher, Glemsford Primary Academy

           

          “No excuses not to read it – an inspirational chapter per month will work for even the most hardpressed HoD!”
            Dr Helen Wright, former president of the Girls’ 
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           “Just thinking about their clear structures and behaviours will make you a much better leader, even if in some instances you will choose to disagree.”            

          Dominic Salles, Assistant Principal, Chipping Campden School

           

          “Taking the reader on a journey from early aspirations, through to the nuts and bolts of the job. All of the essentials for effective Middle Level Leadership are covered and clearly explained.” 

          Mike Fairclough, Headmaster, West Rise Junior School

           

           “Refreshingly down to earth, dealing with the big important challenges to face middle leaders but without any of the management speak that can make readers feel inadequate.”            

          Dame Kathryn August DBE
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		    Introduction

				James says…

				One morning in October or November of 2014, early morning, I think, most likely 5am or some ridiculous hour like that, I got in the car to traipse down to Nottingham to meet up with Caroline. This, for me, is always a source of anxiety. Not the driving, not the early mornings, not leaving my wife and babies, not even meeting Caroline. No, what makes me anxious is venturing outside of Yorkshire. Actually, West Yorkshire. Ok, outside of Huddersfield. I’ve never really seen the point. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not narrow-minded, I’m far from parochial, I’ve travelled, very far and very wide. And anyway, as anyone from my home town will confirm, people from Huddersfield (especially my dad!) always find ways of coming together, bumping into each other on foreign streets, and being wholly unsurprised by yet another random intersection of lives, as though a gravitational fault-line has flickered between them, Interstellar-style, and drawn them together – an exchange of “Hiya, James”, “Alright, Dave” being almost boringly commonplace and requiring no further comment. 

				So it’s not even a fear of being alone or not among friends, or certainly the like-minded, that makes me like this. It’s just, when I get home again, that’s comforting because it’s familiar, it’s that abstract sensation of simply being sure. I’m certain this isn’t a sensation unique to the people of Huddersfield – you’ll feel like this, too, maybe, about your own hometown or about your work. Working in education in particular needs to have a strong element of consistency about it so that we can embed, cement and then build, and then change again when we need to. I certainly don’t have an aversion to change (although, I once had so many consecutive nights of dreaming that my teeth had fallen out that a member of my form bought me a dreams analysis book to prove to me it was my subconscious telling me just this), but I need to feel that it is me, or my team, or my school as a whole, who is driving the change. So often in teaching, it isn’t.

				However, back to that journey south: meeting Caroline was pre-arranged, necessary, contractual even, since we were to run our course for ASCL called, ‘How to be an Outstanding Head of English’. This has always been an inspiring course to run because of the times we could just stand back and watch as genuinely passionate, intelligent, funny people enjoyed their opportunity to freely share knowledge and experiences. Sometimes they griped, consoled and commiserated, comforted by the chance to be with others who simply understood, who ‘got it’. They were grateful too for our advice coming as it did from two people actually doing the job, the practical nature of the day and the way they could return to school to immediately apply their ideas; the way they left feeling full of energy and determination. And so, in the car on the way there, it struck me that we should, y’know, probably write a book or something. I suggested as much to Caroline who always says yes to stuff like that. This impact that I knew our ideas were having on a relatively small scale could then reach a bigger audience, that maybe many more people could be helped to do the job of middle leader that bit better, more efficiently, more dynamically, more strategically. 

				I think we’ve managed that with this book. It’s structured around your school year so use it like that if you wish, reading a chapter every month, or jump to the chapters with which you know you need help. It’s a handbook so it’s designed to be written in and scribbled on, and contains activities you can complete on your own or with others. It invites you to plan and reflect, to challenge and to question. It offers you methodologies and principles that we know work effectively and will hopefully work just as effectively for you, too. When we refer to Ofsted, we refer only to their criteria for outstanding because this book is aspirational and ambitious, like you must be if you’re reading this book. It’s small so you can carry it around. It’s free from waffle so you can flick the pages and find the bit you need without wading through a load of blather. It works for you as a middle leader, whether you’re already in post, imminently beginning the job or ready to apply, because it understands what a great job it is to have. Ok, you don’t have control or influence over everything, but that’s good because the role allows you the opportunity to gain senior leadership-like experience without any of the major responsibilities. You still get to teach loads. You get to work with other middle leaders who are, in my experience, universally lovely people. Finally, you get to establish your own feeling of certainty, through the strength of your own leadership, making going to work akin to that intangible sense of assuredness I talked about experiencing in coming home so that your days are as free of doubt as you can make them; planned, thought-through, with problems pre-empted, your vision unclouded, surrounded by people who share your motivation and sense of moral purpose. What better reward for your hard work than seeing a team functioning well together, results improving and children enjoying their learning, outcomes this book will help you achieve.

				 

				Caroline says…

				Writing this introduction is unequivocally the most difficult part of the whole job so I have left it until the very end. One thing that strikes me as I read through drafts is that our voices (a little bit Yorkshire, a little bit sweary and always opinionated) are always perceptible and permeate the book. We sound just like we do when we’re talking and I think that stylistically we have taken the right approach. I would love to sound like a wise academic and a person of great knowledge and endless experience, but I am not those things. Neither is James. We are bog-standard people. We work hard and have some experiences and ideas worth sharing. We have had some successes and we reflect continually, but that’s it. 

				As James has said, this book is an amalgamation/solidification/consolidation of the work we have done together. The book has been brewing for sometime and its manifestation has been an organic process (I’m not happy with that phrase but it’s a pertinent choice); we haven’t invented a book to write, it was just there, waiting for us to sit down and do the work.

				James is quite right in saying that I always say yes to suggestions like this, and I’m glad I did because I think that what we have produced will be helpful and practical and also that it will encourage reflection.

				Please do, as you read the book and carry out the tasks, question what we say and argue with our ideas. Adapt what we have produced to suit you and develop ideas and approaches of your own. It was not our intention to produce a book with all the answers – mainly because that would be impossible. Our intention was a philanthropic endeavour with our focus firmly fixed on what would be useful and how we could help those doing a challenging but amazing job as middle leaders. We have been supported, coached and mentored by lots of people throughout our career journeys. As well as this we have been fortunate to observe and work with many incredible teachers and leaders from whom we have learned heaps. Hopefully this will be the case for you too – your learning and development as a leader will come from so many different people, places and writings. If this book contributes in any way to your learning and thinking, we’re happy.

			

		

	
		
        
			
            
			  Chapter 1

              
				Applying for a middle-leadership role

			  “Oh, it’s delightful to have ambitions. I’m so glad I have such a lot. And there never seems to be any end to them-- that’s the best of it. Just as soon as you attain to one ambition you see another one glittering higher up still. It does make life so interesting.”
– L.M. Montgomery, Anne of Green Gables

				 

				Why do you want a leadership role? What is compelling you to consider applying for a job as a leader? What is it about a leadership role that appeals to you? You probably have a number of motivations ranging from necessary practicalities, such as an increased wage, to a utopian daydreamy notion that you could “sort all this rubbish out”. You could be a hero, rescuing your team from failure and leading them to success; or a champion of your corridor, storming the best results EVER known or a graceful luminary spreading your leadership wisdom. Or perhaps you just have the – frankly somewhat odd – feeling that you ‘want more responsibility’. For many, it’s a vague but pervasive feeling of being ready to take the next step on the ladder of your career. Whatever your reasons, this is just part of your career journey, one of its many phases; it may feel like a straightforward progression to some but like a gargantuan leap to others. We began this book with a question because asking yourself why you might want to be a middle leader is where we think you should begin. 

				Consider how you might answer the following questions:

				
						What will I gain professionally from becoming a middle leader?

						What will I gain personally from becoming a middle leader?

						How might the role differ from my current role?

						What could I bring to the role of the middle leader that will benefit both students and the staff in my team?

				

				We should make an attempt to define the term ‘middle leader’ and offer some interpretation of the term in the context of a school or educational setting. We know that it is a position of leadership, management and of responsibility and accountability; but what sets this role apart from others? You will often hear people talk about the importance of middle leadership in an educational organisation. You may have come across the clichéd banality that describes middle leadership as the ‘engine room’ of a school and you will have heard the phrase ‘leading from the middle’ being bandied around in meetings and on courses. Senior leaders will talk about the need for a strong middle leadership in schools in order to lead and drive change and ensure sustainability – the middle leaders develop the skills to become the senior leaders. You may well have overheard a middle leader lament the enormity of their position and its multifaceted nature. The role of a middle leader in a school is both complex and varied and thus requires wide ranging skills and attributes. We digress though and what we actually need to offer you is a summary of middle leadership in one sentence, so:

				Middle leadership is about creating and leading a team and constantly improving the quality of the work of that team.

				Those are our thoughts – what do you think middle leadership is?

				There is often much rhetoric about the importance of middle leadership and, when you are in the process of choosing an organisation in which to work, you will need to consider the value that the organisation places on middle leadership and the investments it makes in developing those leaders. You may already see yourself wanting to be promoted to middle leadership in your current workplace, a move which can have its benefits since you hopefully already have the practical knowledge of the school, the relationships you will need with key staff and the respect of the students. It will also be worth discovering and considering how involved middle leaders are in the strategic leadership of the school. Are they well supported and given autonomy at the same time? Are they viewed as pivotal to moving the school forward and making improvements in teaching, learning and progress? If you visit a prospective school, before or during an interview day, make careful observations to ascertain what extent all staff are encouraged to take on leadership roles. Do the staff appear to be supported in developing their leadership skills? Is there evidence that the school has an ethos of distributed leadership? Do middle leaders meet frequently and work as a team and are they supported – and challenged – by senior leaders? How much autonomy do middle leaders have? Are they encouraged to take risks and lead change? Don’t be afraid to ask these kinds of questions on a visit or at an interview.

				This chapter will consider the role of middle leaders in an educational setting and explore the skills and attributes that make a successful middle leader. You will be encouraged to reflect honestly on your relevant experience and on areas where you may need to develop skills or knowledge. We will also take a look at the process of selecting the roles for which you might apply, the process of applying and approaches to an interview day.

				So, let’s start to add some detail to our middle leader definition: “Middle leadership is about creating and leading a team and constantly improving the quality of the work of that team.”

				By leading a team, we mean: supporting, developing, challenging and holding accountable a group of people working in your field or area of specialism (eg pastoral/subject). A team could be any number, perhaps 3 or maybe 15 people, in size but this will vary greatly depending on the role and the size of the organisation. Leading a large team isn’t necessarily more challenging and difficult than leading a small team, in fact it can be easier in some ways (it can be easier to motivate and inspire a bigger team while resistant or pessimistic staff get less airtime when there are more voices). 

				 

				A middle leader is: 

				
				  	responsible and accountable for an area or areas relating to and directly involved with teaching and learning

						responsible and accountable for the quality of the area/s on which they lead 

						a link between their team and senior leaders and can influence both 

						part of a network of other middle leaders 

						a manager

						line manager

						coach

						mentor 

						planner

						delegator

						listener

						problem solver

				

				Take some time to consider what the role of a middle leader means to you. Talk to a middle leader about their job and the challenges it brings; ask them what they love about it and what they hate about it! It is likely that you are currently line managed by a middle leader – observe them in their role and reflect on what they do and how they do it. Seek out leaders and ask them questions – leaders don’t belong to some mystical, invite only, covert leadership club with secret handshakes – they are fulfilling a role in an organisation and should always be happy to share their knowledge and experience.

				 

				James says…

				The decision to apply for my first middle leadership post was an easy one, but that was the last easy thing about it because my first post was as Head of Year 8. Teaching Heads of Year will know where I’m coming from here – on an extra three free periods a week, I was expected to monitor the behaviour, attendance and well-being of an entire year group; I had to meet parents, carers and outside agencies or carry out home visits; I would go and support in lessons; I would hold meetings, plan assemblies, monitor tutor time; I would mediate between staff and students, students and other students, and even staff and other staff; I would shout, cajole, comfort, enthuse, laugh, cry and commiserate, mostly on a daily basis. And for the rest of the time, I taught English. So, yes, it was a hard year, but it was a great year, the year in which I learned how to be an effective middle leader (and no, that didn’t come from the enforced enrolment upon the dire, and hopefully now defunct, ‘Leading from the Middle’ course). Taking up the role of Head of English the year after wasn’t leaping from the frying pan and into the fire, it was more like a warm bath in comparison! By that point, such was my confidence, that my decision to apply to lead a faculty came not through a hunger for career progression or an increase in salary (in teaching? As if!), but because I really, really didn’t want someone else to do it while I sat by, regretful, knowing I could’ve done things better.

				Now that we have a clear image of the role of the middle leader in mind – if such a thing exists – we need to consider the skills, attributes and knowledge required to carry out the role successfully. Bookshelves in motorway service stations are awash with ‘ultimate guides’ to leadership and management and within their pages you will unearth myriad descriptions of leaders and middle leaders. Rags to riches tales will inspire you and you will discover that – in just ten minutes a day – you can become a virtuoso of leadership. You’ll learn the secrets of success from global vendors of concepts and cars; purveyors of fibre optics or fashion. You can of course take a more academic route to your research on leadership but we recommend a judicious mixture of the scholarly and the mainstream. Hopefully, you have had opportunities to engage with some professional development centred on leadership and, as you move on to middle leadership, it will be important that you are supported in developing your knowledge of leadership and your leadership skills. Make sure prospective employers are keen to invest in developing their leaders. Most people learn about leadership through a combination of learning mediums. It is unlikely to be a neatly formed, linear learning journey; it will be a mishmash of learning and assimilation and a jumbled fusion of experiences. We believe that at the heart of understanding leadership are your astute and considered observations and deep self-reflection. File a folder labelled ‘deep self-reflection’ in an accessible compartment of your mind because we want you to come back to it many times on your leadership journey.

				Every organisation will boast some amazing leaders who are inspiring and challenge others; find those people and watch them in action! When you consider the amount of time we spent observing others teaching and, of course, taking notes and discussing our observations during our training, it’s somewhat odd that there are fewer options when it comes to observing leadership in action. I’m sure many of us observe – and no doubt critique – leadership on a daily basis so we could take a carefully designed approach to this to help us better understand leadership. 

				
						Observe a leader you work with and take some time to reflect on what you like/dislike about their leadership styles and ask yourself why this is.

						How effectively does the leader interact with different people (eg students, parents, senior leaders and support staff)? 

						What does their role appear to encompass and what do they do all day? 

						How do they act and behave in different situations and with different people? 

						How do they vary and adapt their leadership style? 

						Imagine you’re a leadership mentor and think about the advice you might give them to improve elements of their leadership.

				

				Day in, day out we see leaders at all levels going about their jobs so it’s worth taking the time to consider and reflect upon what we observe. We also think it’s important to talk to leaders informally or perhaps arrange a Q&A session and have a more structured conversation. Ask someone in your school who has a leadership role if they would give half an hour of their time to talk to you about what leadership means to them. Make the effort to prepare some questions so that they don’t have to do all the work. You might ask about their specific role, its challenges, their personal achievements or perhaps more generic questions about leadership. 

				As you observe and question leaders, you might find that you can begin to compile a list of what you perceive as desirable characteristics of leaders. We have created a list of core attributes that we believe are found in good leaders. It is by no means a definitive list and will vary depending on the setting in which you work (or intend to work). What would you add to or take away from this list?

				A sense of purpose: The best leaders we have worked with are always going somewhere. This might be somewhere long term or an ultimate goal, but it’s also just the way they do their day-to-day thing. They move and talk with a sense of purpose and resolve.

				An explorer: We think that good leaders are open to exploration. They are eager to explore new avenues and possibilities. They might have a clear sense of their ultimate goal, but they are always aware that there are new things to see, do and learn along the way and they’re open to their own new learning. Where there are problems, they probe and analyse.

				Positive: On the whole, the best leaders are positive people. That doesn’t mean that they are at all times smiley and amenable, bright and cheery, but their take on life is positive. The way they approach challenges and barriers is with the old cliché of a ‘can-do’ approach. You don’t hear good leaders sighing and whinging. 

				Creative: We could write an entire chapter on creativity and creative approaches to problem solving, but the bottom line is that leaders create. They create all sorts of things: the right atmosphere for success, opportunities, challenges, great trackers, great resources, interesting and varied long term plans and, of course, hardworking and successful teams (of learners and of staff). A really good leader is not precious about their creations and encourages opinions, input and adaptations from others

				A learner: Good leaders are learners whether they are working in an educational setting or not. They can be seen learning new skills and knowledge and delight in it. They’re also comfortable with being seen to be learning. Leaders who lead us all to believe that they are infallible, all-knowing demi-gods don’t impress anyone.

				Great communicators: Whether they are supporting, building teams, chatting, praising, debating, presenting or explaining – they do it well. They communicate clearly and with confidence.

				Organised: It’s easy to get carried away on the tide of leadership and focus on the inspirational and creative nature of great leaders but the bottom line is that day-to-day management and organisation are integral to good leadership. Great leaders will be seen spinning their own plates, and ensuring that everyone else’s plates keep spinning too. They will be there when plates break, fixing them, replacing them, asking why they fell and making sure nobody has too many or too few plates on the go at once.

				Inspirational: We have talked at length about just what it is that makes a person inspirational. We have agreed that it is a combination of characteristics and behaviours, some of which are difficult to define and fugacious in nature. What inspires some may well be different to the traits that we find inspirational. Above all, leaders who are authentic and original inspire us. They forge their own path and have a healthy, but reflective and well-reasoned, disregard for trends and obvious choices. We are also inspired by those who focus on others. Folk who have an innate yearning to improve the lives of and help other people, in any way, are an inspiration. We are not inspired – or even mildly impressed – by relentless self-promotion thinly disguised as strategic school improvement!

				So, having decided that stepping into a leadership role is the route you would like to take, how do you go about choosing a role or roles for which to apply? Sometimes these opportunities just present themselves to us; perhaps a Head of Department retires or a friend informs you of a post that is advertised in their old school because they think you might be interested. Maybe your life circumstances mean that you have to move to a new area and you consider taking on a new challenge in a new school at the same time. Sometimes, however, people just become jaded with their current role or setting and actively seek out a new challenge. You begin where everybody begins, on the TES Jobs website, searching for posts under the ‘middle leadership’ tab. You will, no doubt, have a selection of predetermined filters and criteria as you begin. You probably have an idea about the area in which you’d like to work, you know what your subject specialism is and it is likely that you have personal preferences about the type and size of the school, too. Once these obvious filters are out of the way and you have a selection of possible roles for which you could apply, you will need to consider more abstract elements and explore the less instantly tangible aspects. These are some of the questions we suggest asking and considerations that we think are worth making before applying for a post:

				
						What is the vision and the ethos of the school and how are they aligned with my own beliefs and sense of purpose?

						Who attends this school?

						Where on its journey would I place this school? Is it an outstanding school or a school that is on a journey of improvement? How might this affect my choice and my development as a middle leader?

						What is the achievement and progress of students like?

						What are the challenges being faced at this school?

						What appear to be the school’s strengths and areas for development and how is the school addressing these?

						Do I like the general vibe of the school and can I imagine being happy working there?

				

				These questions can be partially answered by carrying out a smidgen of online research. We may be stating the obvious, but doing this with a focused and considered approach is vitally important in finding a school in which you can thrive as a middle leader. Of course, you can only gain a fragment of the picture through research of this nature but it is an important starting point. We’re pretty sure that there are people who have (for numerous reasons) skipped this stage in selecting a new organisation in which to work and ended up feeling unhappy when they find themselves working somewhere that just isn’t for them.

				Having identified a school or organisation in which you might like to work, you will also need to consider the role itself. There are countless titles for middle leadership roles and there are new and innovative roles and responsibilities being created constantly. You may think that a ‘director’ of a subject, Key Stage or area of learning is out of your league, but look closely at the job description and don’t be put off by a job title that sounds like an influential, big-league role. Flashy job titles are designed to attract the best candidates. Look carefully at each of the criteria listed in the job description and ask yourself the following simple questions:

				
						Have I done this or something similar?

						Could I learn to do this?

						Do I want to do this?

						Might I be good at this?

				

				Having ascertained that this is a role you could possibly apply for, look closely at the person specification. At this point, don’t worry too much about there being a few gaps and some criteria that you feel you don’t meet. We have rarely interviewed people who have met every single one of the criteria on the list of skills, knowledge, experience and qualifications criteria. Some criteria will not be negotiable, but there will always be others that have appeared on the person specification as a result of someone’s vision of the ideal candidate for the post.

				Advertised posts will usually have a list of skills, attributes and experience that they are looking for and then there will be the aforementioned, detailed person specification amongst the application documents. This specification should form the basis for planning and writing your supporting statement or letter. Again, we are stating the obvious, but applicants frequently ignore the specification when writing their supporting statement. Each application must be specific to the school and its requirements. As a pre-application activity, you can use a generic list as a starting point. We recommend using the table on the following page to record your own concrete examples of skills, knowledge and personal attributes and, very importantly, a comment about the impact that work or personal quality had.
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				The task you have just carried out will serve as an excellent way to focus your thinking prior to completing an application. When you begin an actual application, repeat the task but populate the first column with each of the criteria in the application form/person specification. Each row can then serve as a section/paragraph of your supporting statement or letter. Don’t skip this critical stage; it is absolutely fundamental to a successful application.

				Some organisations will ask for information about your experience and activities outside of work. This is an excellent opportunity for you to allow your personality to shine and also to demonstrate that you value – and can manage – a positive work/life balance. We don’t want to patronise at all, but allow us to offer a few tips:

				
						Don’t say, “I like to read” – too vague and fluffy. By all means talk about your passion for the metaphysical poets, mountain biking magazines or fan fiction, but for goodness sake, don’t just “like reading”.

						Don’t make suggestions that you are super sporty when you don’t even own a pair of trainers. Iron Man contests and triathlons are not for everyone and it really is ok if your passion is for a quiet, indoor activity. What will impress is that you do something other than work, something constructive that is, with your spare time (gigs and festival don’t count as constructive pastimes in this particular context).

						Don’t make things up! You may have seen some inspirational wing suiting videos on YouTube or know a guy who’s into base jumping, but if you are not able to hold an informed and passionate discussion on a subject, don’t include it in your application.

				

				Draft and redraft your letter or supporting statement. Think carefully about your language choices and tone. Your vocabulary choices should echo (but not copy) that of the ethos of the school to which you are applying. Clarity of structure is important because your reader does not want to be fumbling around for information and finding it in an unexpected place. For individuals who will be reading great numbers of applications, having to read back and forth and impose their own structure on a piece of writing will be frustrating. Make sure that the task of reading your letter is a straightforward and simple process. Finally, it is absolutely imperative that your writing is proofread and that spelling, grammar and punctuation are accurate. In job applications, accuracy is non-negotiable and we don’t think it is possible to be too exacting or meticulous. If you need help with this element of your application, get some!

				Often, the first time you visit a school will be at an interview and demands on you will obviously be high that day. For this reason, it pays to prepare not only for the things that are expected of you – lesson to plan and teach; interview/s with various panels; tour of the school; data or in-tray task – but also to prepare carefully for collating evidence of the things you are looking for in a new role and school. In our fondness for lists, we have complied one here of some of the features that we would look for on a visit to a school, whether that’s on the interview day or a less formal visit prior to an application. Use our list or compile your own to help ensure that your attention isn’t focused solely on your own performance. Some of the questions you may get the opportunity to ask during the recruitment process, either when asked, at the end of an interview, the much dreaded “Do you have any questions?” or more informally as you tour the school and chat to staff and students. Some of the questions won’t need to be asked out loud! You will answer them through observations that you make during your visit. It’s common to feel uncomfortably self-conscious and scrutinised on an interview day; focusing some of your attention on the task of gathering information will help to alleviate the feeling that all eyes are on you. Here’s our list of a few suggested questions:

				
						How is my arrival at the school managed? Who greets me and how do they treat me?

						Who do I meet during the day and which staff am I given the opportunity to talk to?

						Do I meet members of the team with whom I will be working?

						What do I observe about the general conduct and behaviour of students in classrooms and around the school? “Behaviour” should encompass students’ enthusiasm for learning; their having fun; the way in which they speak to one another in and beyond the classroom and the respect that they show for their environment and the people in it. Then look at the behaviour of the staff in the same way.

						How well is the school looked after and do the staff and students appear to be proud of their school?

						Are classrooms and other areas well organised and is learning and achievement celebrated through good displays?

						Is there visual evidence of a rich and varied curriculum and interesting enrichment activities?

						How well is my visit (whether it is a full day interview or an informal visit) organised and managed?

						How does the school invest in the professional development of its staff?

						How would I describe this place in three words?

				

				Listing the questions that are important to you, before you arrive at a school, will help you focus on relevant aspects while you are there. It’s easy to get swept up in the events of the day and to become paralysed by the pressures and demands. However, we really do think it’s important that you find a school that is right for you. Don’t allow the interview process to be a one-way street. Have high expectations and demands of a school, just as they will of you. Of course, it’s important that you create a great impression (and avoid, in the process of asking questions, as presenting a pernickety or egotistical persona) and many of your questions will be best asked and answered through being sagaciously observant. Above all else, get a feel for the school and the area you will be working in. Finally (and we make no apologies for insisting you do this), ask yourself whether you feel positive vibes in this organisation. Schools have character and you either feel it or you don’t – go with your gut instinct.

				Let’s look now at the demands that will be put upon you during the interview process. If you’re applying for a middle leader’s post, we can assume that you are a great teacher so our focus now will be on the interview/s and possible in-tray activities. Don’t, however, neglect to plan and teach an amazing lesson if you want to be successful at interview!

				Before you attend an interview day, spend some time making notes to answer the questions below. One of the most important aspects of this task is preparing examples that will serve to demonstrate your skills and knowledge. Obviously, since you are being interviewed for a new role, there will be certain things you have never done. Timetabling classes within a department, for example, might be something you know absolutely nothing about, so look at what you have done that required similar skills. The questions will of course vary from post to post, but each question will be linked to knowledge, a skill or a personal attribute. You may not be able to give an example of the task but you will certainly (if you’ve spent some time preparing) be able to give an example of a time that you used the exact same skill. 

				A useful formula to follow when you’re answering many interview questions could be:
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				Think about how you might use this approach to answer the following interview questions:

				How would you prioritise your workload and a work/life balance?

				They want to know that you are organised and will deal well with pressure without constant intense support. They want a well-rounded individual with a healthy outlook in their work.

				How would you support a member of your team who tells you they are having difficulties with an aspect of their role?

				They want to know that you can be supportive of others but able to challenge people and hold them accountable. They want to know that you can coach or mentor where appropriate. 

				How would you deal with a member of your team who shows resistance to a change being made?

				They want to see someone who can adapt their leadership styles and approaches. They want to know that you are resilient and determined. They want to know that you are not afraid of having difficult conversations.

				How would you approach delegation and organisation of roles and tasks within your team?

				They want to know that you can be pragmatic and efficient and also that you are adept at getting the best from people. They want to know that you won’t adopt a micro-managing, control-freak approach to leadership, and that you will be committed to the development of others.

				What would be the important considerations when timetabling and allocating classes to members of staff in the team?

				They want to know that you can think practically and logically and perhaps that your attention to detail is good, too. They also want to know that you can think strategically. They don’t care that you have never knocked up a timetable before – they are interested in your potential.

				How would you develop effective cross-curricular links?

				They want to know that you are a team player and a networker rather than someone who would like to create their own dominion and operate in isolation.

				How would you raise the profile of your department in the school/locally/nationally?

				They would like to see some creative thinking here and evidence that you have the confidence to forge new links.

				What are the important considerations when designing and planning a curriculum?

				They want to see some more creative thinking and they want to be sure that you have a deep knowledge of your subject area and progression through it. They want to know that while your focus is on achievement and progress, you care about innovation and enjoyment, too.

				What are the important considerations when choosing qualifications/exam boards?

				They want to know that you will research methodically, seek out sound advice and consult others. They want to know that you will make sound decisions, stick by them and happily be held accountable for them.

				How would you develop a range of enrichment activities designed to enhance the learning of all students?

				They want to know that you will engage your whole team and provide enrichment opportunities that engage all students – not just the ones who can afford every trip. (See designing and planning enrichment activities.)

				How would you develop parental engagement?

				They might be interested to hear an innovative approach to solving this perennial challenge. They want to know that you will persevere.

				Why this school/role?

				They want to know that you have researched the school and they genuinely want to know what made you choose to apply. They don’t need to know that it’s close to your child minder or that you are applying indiscriminately for all possible roles within a 30-mile radius of your house.

				What would you have brought to the department after a month/term/year?

				They want to see that you have vision and ambition and the drive to improve and change. They want to know what you have added in your current role and that you will do the same for them.

				What leadership skills and attributes do you have that would make you an ideal candidate for this role?

				They want to know that you have some knowledge of leadership styles and that your own leadership style is emerging. They want to hear that you can adapt and vary your approach.

				How would you motivate the staff in your team?

				They want to know that you are motivational. You don’t need to have the inane energy of a children’s TV presenter or adopt a ‘team star jumps’ approach to motivating staff, but they do need to know that you can read people and understand what motivates them. They want to know that you will personalise your leadership style for each member of your team and that your aspirations and expectations will be high.

				How would you improve the quality of teaching and learning?

				Firstly, they want to know that you know that the first step will be KNOWING the quality of teaching and learning followed by a strategic plan that will be well-implemented, monitored and reviewed. They would probably like to hear that you are keen to work with other middle leaders to develop strategies. 

				How would you deal with an underperforming member of staff in your team?

				They want to know that you are tough and that you will not shy away from the difficult stuff! They want to know that you will challenge underperformance by following their policies to the letter and that, as well as being firm and vigorous in your approach, you will be simultaneously fair, kind and supportive. They won’t mind if you have never dealt with this in your current role, they just want to know that you have given this kind of scenario some consideration.

				How could you improve our students’ progress and achievement?

				They want to hear your innovative and creative ideas but they also want to know that you have a pretty good relationship with data and that you’re confident in using data to inform what you do. They will be pleased to hear that you have a scrupulous attention to detail and monitor and review enthusiastically.

				How would you monitor the progress of students/groups of students taught by each of the members of staff in your team?

				They want to know that you understand the principles of monitoring progress and that you will do so rigorously. They want to know that you are comfortable with holding others accountable.

				How would you use data to raise achievement?

				Now they want you to zoom in on data, they’ve heard some broad comments and now they want to hear some detailed examples of the ways in which you have used and will use data.

				What were the strengths and weaknesses of the lesson you taught for interview (or a lesson you recently taught)?

				They want to know that you can be reflective and honest and that you make accurate judgements about the quality of teaching and learning. If something went wrong, they want to know that you can deal with it and move on.

				How would you ensure pupil voice has a role in improving teaching and learning in your department? 

				They want to know that you value students’ feedback and that you will gather it and act on it. They would probably be keen to hear any creative approaches you would take to developing pupil voice in your area of responsibility.

				How would you develop a team ethos?

				They want to know that you understand the ethos of their organisation and that that your team or departmental ethos would be developed in line with it. They want to know that you understand the importance of vision and ethos and again, they would like to hear innovative approaches to developing a strong and coherent team with a shared ethos. They want to hear about how you contributed to a great ethos in your current role.

				How would you support the professional development of members of your team?

				They want to know that the development of others is important to you and that you will support others in reflecting on their practice and identifying their development requirements. They would also like to hear about your experiences of leading CPD or mentoring or coaching. They probably want to hear phrases like ‘sharing good practice’ and ‘open door policy’.

				How would you ‘sell’ changes to your team?

				They want to know that you will deal well with the inevitable changes that will be imposed upon you and your team at some point. They want to know that you will react calmly and that your responses to such changes will be measured. They want to know that you are capable of steering a team away from gossip, grumbling or mild hysteria. With change that you lead and implement, they want to know that you will do so with conviction, enthusiasm and with your team alongside you.

				There may well be questions relating to current developments in education. These may be general or more specific to your role. Be prepared to demonstrate that you can adapt to changes, face challenges and that you are interested and opinionated. 

				Most schools will use a student panel to interview middle leaders and they will probably engage seriously with the process – as should you! A good school will train students in conducting an interview and will work with them to devise the interview questions. You might expect to be asked questions about things like: dealing with poor behaviour; dealing with bullying; curriculum enrichment; homework and revision sessions; supporting students and engaging reluctant learners. 

				An in-tray activity might include a selection of urgent and important items, urgent but not important items, routine items, and non-urgent and unimportant items. A common task might be to put the items in order of priority and, more crucially, explain how you might deal with each item. Additionally, more and more schools are asking candidates for middle leadership positions to undertake a work scrutiny and feedback on their findings and impressions. Another common task set for prospective middle leaders is a timed data-based activity that you’re asked to carry out at some point during the interview day. You are likely to be provided with some data (either for a Year Group or Key Stage) and asked questions such as:

				
						Based on analysis of the data, what would you suggest as three key issues/areas for development?

						What strategies or interventions would you put in place to address these issues/areas for development?

				

				They want to know that you can analyse data and use it to inform your strategic planning. They want you to have the ability to identify serious problems, trends, and underperformance of groups, and perhaps flaws in the data or problems with the way in which the data is presented to you.

				Practise carrying out in-tray and data tasks prior to your interview. Ask a colleague to set a task for you. A current middle manager or senior leader will be able to help you with this and offer you some post-task guidance. In carrying out a data task, don’t be afraid to offer radical and innovative ideas for intervention – show that you are a creative thinker and not afraid to try something new. Try and demonstrate that you can balance innovation with simple and conventional approaches. During data and in-tray tasks, you can demonstrate your ability to think big and think creatively as well as an ability to give attention to detail (tweaking the everyday) and implement small but potent changes. 

				Besides the interviews, teaching a lesson and an in-tray or data task, you will be spending a fair amount of time learning about the school; this is likely to include a tour of the school and opportunities to meet members of staff. There may well be some waiting time too, particularly if there are a number of candidates being interviewed. So, what are the key factors to consider in the way you present yourself throughout the day? At this point, we recommend looking back at your list of attributes that make a great leader (or use ours) and think about how you can demonstrate these attributes as you walk around the school, meet with various people, interact with other candidates during lunch or coffee breaks as well as in the interview. It may be stating the obvious, but you must look the part. We suggest a “look like a manager, behave like a leader” approach. By this we mean dress impeccably and professionally. Be sharp, be slick, be flawless but don’t be tempted to accessorise in some manner that you believe will demonstrate your ‘fun-loving, creative character’. There is no place for nail art, novelty socks or any form of evidence that you adore Sonic Youth or Metallica. You should be particularly sensitive to the context of the school here, especially any religious or cultural considerations. Do let your creativity and character show in the classroom and in interview, but not through what you wear. We are not suggesting that you adopt this approach to the rest of your working life…but this is an interview. Be warm and open; behave in a confident but not arrogant manner; show enthusiasm and ALWAYS smile.

				There will be opportunities to ask questions throughout the day as well as in the interview. Things that you see and hear during the day will prompt some questions, but you should also prepare questions in advance. Base them on your knowledge of the school by all means, but try to ask questions about things that really interest you; it’s always obvious when someone is feigning enthusiasm for something about which they couldn’t give a toss. Similarly, questions that have been designed to impress are always detectable and somewhat cringe-worthy! You and the other candidates might have the opportunity to ask questions as a group; don’t be tempted to compete with them by asking a deluge of demanding and elaborate questions. Of course, don’t sit in silence. Ask a couple of well-considered questions. We suggest keeping the questions during the school tour light in nature and prompted by information, displays, resources and activities. Ask questions to show genuine interest in what you see. Reserve the ‘big’ questions for your formal interview. Prepare a balanced set of questions, ensuring that some are very specific to your role while others focus on the ethos or development of the whole school. 

				Here are a few questions that we think might be worth asking:

				 

				About the role you’re applying for:

				What are the key areas for development for the (insert role/job title here) team over the coming year?

				What might be the greatest challenges for me in this role over the coming year?

				What are currently the most successful aspects of the team?

				(You may also want to ask a specific curriculum based question, but be careful not to ask something so subject specific that nobody in the room has the answer. You won’t ingratiate yourself by trying to appear smart.)

				 

				About you and your development:

				How does the school support the professional development of middle leaders?

				How does the school support career progression of middle leaders?

				(We would ask about ‘the school’ rather than saying ‘you’ to avoid making an individual feel like they’re the one being interviewed.)

				 

				About the whole school:

				What are they key areas for development for the school over the next year/five years?

				What are the school’s recent successes?

				Does the school have a coaching or mentoring programme in place for staff?

				On the tour I noticed (insert noticed thing here), could you tell me a bit more about it? 

				When I met (insert person here) they mentioned (insert mentioned thing here), could you tell me about the impact this has had on learning/progress/behaviour/achievement?

				You can adapt any of these questions to suit the school, role and circumstances, but they might serve as a useful core set of questions to ask.

				We think that it is useful when preparing for applications and interviews to reflect honestly on your strengths and achievements and to contemplate what motivates you. What are the strengths of your character? What are your finest skills? What is it that you are knowledgeable about? What are your greatest achievements in your current role, other roles, outside work? And what motivates you and makes getting out of bed a total joy each morning? Don’t shy away from talking openly about yourself and endeavour to be comfortable sharing your achievements, successes and passions.				
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				Caroline says…

				I actually quite like interviews. I’m not lying – I genuinely enjoy the process, the challenge, meeting new people, and the whole prospect of a new role and challenge. To me an interview is like a day out where I get to dress up in a best outfit and chat with interesting people. I’ve never been able to relate to those people who are crumpled in a sweaty heap of nerves and stuttering monosyllabic answers to questions with a facial expression that says “I would rather be anywhere than here”. What’s not to like about an exciting day out? I genuinely believe that you should treat an interview day as though it were a fun day out. Plan to enjoy the whole day and then do so. And make that enjoyment visible to everyone you encounter during the day.
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