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			What is researchED?

			researchED is an international, grassroots education-improvement movement that was founded in 2013 by Tom Bennett, a London-based high school teacher and author. researchED is a truly unique, teacher-led phenomenon, bringing people from all areas of education together onto a level playing field. Speakers include teachers, principals, professors, researchers and policy makers.

			Since our first sell-out event, researchED has spread all across the UK, into the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Australia, the USA, with events planned in Spain, Japan, South Africa and more. We hold general days as well as themed events, such as researchED Maths & Science, or researchED Tech.

			Who are we?

			Since 2013, researchED has grown from a tweet to an international conference movement that so far has spanned six continents and thirteen countries. We have simple aims: to help teaching become more evidence-facing; to raise the research literacy in teaching; to improve education research standards; and to bring research users and research creators closer together. To do this, we hold unique one-day conferences that bring together teachers, researchers, academics and anyone touched by research. We believe in teacher voice, and short-circuiting the top-down approach to education that benefits no one.

			How does it work?

			The gathering of mainly teachers, researchers, school leaders, policy makers and edu-bloggers creates a unique dynamic. Teachers and researchers can attend the sessions all day and engage with each other to exchange ideas. The vast majority of speakers stay for the duration of the conference, visit each other’s sessions, work on the expansion of their knowledge and gain a deeper understanding of the work of their peers. Teachers can take note of recent developments in educational research, but are also given the opportunity to provide feedback on the applicability of research or practical obstacles.

		

	
		
			Foreword

			BY TOM BENNETT

			Leadership, like many parts of the education jigsaw, is one of those things we desperately need to be good, but frequently find that its discussion is deeply entangled in a combination of aspirational candy-floss and homoeopathic pseudo-science. 

			It’s 2003. The Space Shuttle Columbia disintegrates on re-entry; Estonia joins the European Union; Concorde makes its last scheduled flight; and the last known speaker of the Akkala Sámi language dies, rendering it extinct. And in London, I’m being enrolled in a now-defunct ‘leaders into teaching’ conversion course called Fasttrack. The tagline was ‘Be the inspiration – from the staffroom to the classroom’, which gives you a sense of how inevitably hated the programme’s graduates became. Its ambition was to attract the school leaders of tomorrow by casting nets in recruitment demographics that may not have considered teaching: professionals from other walks of life. School leaders, it was feared, would soon become an endangered species because nobody wanted to do it anymore. It faced the same malaise faced by the Catholic Church recruiting priests in secular countries: the downsides didn’t look like they outweighed the perks anymore.

			Looking back, it was almost a pastiche of every bad leader trope you can imagine. We were sent to a remote mansion in Wales for a week to be inducted into the secrets of bullshit-fu. Here we were brainwashed and groomed into every groovy millennial edu-cliché: Brain Gym, NLP, learning styles, multiple intelligences, and so on. We spent whole days unlocking the secrets of the ancients and attempting mind control on one another, as valiantly, earnestly and fruitlessly as children trying to move pebbles with their minds. We practised lie detection by observing minute, meaningless eye movements. We attempted instantaneous mindset resets by picturing imaginary circles of inspiration and then physically stepping into them. ‘Did you feel anything?’ we asked each other breathlessly, and we all confirmed that we did. Like dollar-store Scientologists, we audited one another and Hare-Rama’d our way towards the state of Clear, tiny finger cymbals tinkling as we did so.

			It was all complete junk, of course. In a more sane, civilised world, such pursuits would have been confined to the minds and means of people who walk along Oxford Street wearing Eschatological placards and shouting into megaphones. But no, because education will buy anything shiny. We are capricious, jaded magpies with attention deficit. If it’s shiny and cool, it’s in a school. 

			Apart from the cargo cult homoeopathy I described, there was also a less outlandish but no more evidenced programme of learning that focused on second-tier mumbo-jumbo: the Myers Briggs catechisms, the dubious categorisation of people into simple character types and roles. Are you a radiator or a drain? Are you a planner, an architect, a monk or a follower? Can you believe this rubbish? The Sorting Hat from Harry Potter was a better and more scientific judge of character. And yet, this was sold to us as fact – at great expense, I should add. This was the era when education was awash with money and God forbid any of it should be carefully targeted at what was evidenced in some way. No, the strategy was to load all the money into an enormous blunderbuss and fire it in the air and hope some of it stuck. 

			And here is the horror at the heart of this darkness: none of this was unusual in leadership training, in lots of different sectors. This was all regarded as being frightfully cutting edge. At another course, also residential, in a huge mansion somewhere (I forget where) hundreds of us were treated to a session on leadership run by actors, who proceeded to enact key scenes from Henry V. From this pantomime we were encouraged to glean some kind of enlightenment about the nature of leadership. I made myself as popular as gas in a lift by asking what on earth this had to do with learning about how to lead a school, given that Henry V didn’t run one, his depiction was entirely fictional, and Shakespeare didn’t run one either. I’m not even saying that it couldn’t provide an artistic device to reflect upon leadership issues – art has that capacity – but that it seemed such a remote and unlikely device to use to teach a room full of novice leaders, many of whom were unlikely to need to disguise themselves as soldiers to speak to the little people on the eve of the Battle of Agincourt. 

			I was shushed for my cynicism. I reattached myself into the clown-car Matrix of leadership training, closed my eyes, and let the Kool-Aid chug into my veins. We left our training year as ready to lead in schools as we were to perform open-heart surgery on the wing of a 747. But the catering was great and we all got a laptop so no one went home empty-handed. Apart from the children we would be teaching, of course, and the colleagues we would be expected to lead into the breach for Harry, England and St George, but would instead (unless we were protected from our naivety) frogmarch into Russian cannons at Balaclava. It was all junk. It was soothsaying, and runes, and astrology, and voodoo. But it was sold to us by serious people that we trusted to know better. 

			In many ways I should be grateful. I escaped the cult, and by doing so was inspired to start researchED, whose latest fruit you hold in your hand. And it tackles, head-on, the quackery and prestidigitation I was immersed in, and so many leaders in education find themselves. It is high time we started to take the investigation and discussion of leadership in education seriously because it is a serious subject. Get it right, and all things are possible; get it wrong and suddenly nothing is. Stuart Lock has done an admirable job assembling so many informed voices in this field to discuss (in the true scientific spirit) what we might be able to say with varying levels of probability about leadership strategy. I applaud his approach, which is not to seek eternal truths and foolish certainties but to embrace caution and philosophical scepticism about the limits as well as the possibilities of what we might be able to say. 

			I commit this book to you with my recommendation. Use it, as with any evidence base, as a springboard for further sincere, authentic reflection. At the very least, I hope it can be as useful as the well-thumbed copy of Make it So: Leadership Lessons from Star Trek: the Next Generation that sits on my bookshelf. The bar is high. 

		

	
		
			Introduction

			By Stuart Lock

			This is a book about school leadership.

			School leaders are surrounded by literature and advice on leadership. There is a plentiful supply of books, consultants and organisations, all willing to offer their guidance on how to be a better leader. But this is not a book about leadership; this is a book about school leadership. For this book takes the position that a conception of leadership separated from what is being led can be abstract and overly-generic, and in turn hard to define, unfocused and unhelpful. This book takes the position that for a discussion about leadership to be useful to practising leaders, it must be located in the field, subject or domain that is being led.

			Generic leadership

			One of the first leadership books I read was The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People by Stephen Covey. Other leadership books that have influenced me include Legacy: What the All Blacks Can Teach Us About the Business of Life by James Kerr, The Power Paradox by Dacher Keltner, The New Leaders by Daniel Goleman and Leading by Alex Ferguson. These are books that largely aim to talk about leadership separately from the specific domain or the specific people that are being led. While they can use examples from the particular domains or spheres that their authors or subjects inhabit – in particular the books that focus on sport – the assumption is that this is transferable to many different contexts and, more controversially in my view, other domains. I contend that it is difficult to talk about ‘power’ and ‘influence’ without reference to the domain within which that influence is gathered, exerted and the knowledge and experience necessary to do so. 

			This book takes the view that we have overestimated the usefulness of generic leadership competencies in improving schools.

			The leadership industry

			Over the last 30 years, an industry has formed around leadership development worth billions of pounds. This industry trades on books, keynotes, personality tests and development programmes, usually centred around improving the individual leader with the assumption that by improving the human condition of this individual, they will become a better ‘leader’ and consequently lead better teams, organisations or schools.

			The leadership industry – largely centred on business – has correctly come under pressure many times. For example, in a polemic against this industry, Pfeffer points out that there are ‘no “barriers to entry”… no credentials, rigorous research, knowledge of the relevant scientific evidence, or anything else required to pass oneself off as a leadership expert’ (Pfeffer, 2015, p. 24). This, I contend, is equally true in a world where anyone can set themselves up as a leadership consultant or coach, regardless of their own success as a school leader or indeed, whether they have ever run a school at all. Pfeffer also highlights some of the problems with the adjectives that describe successful leaders. He continues quoting a study by Daan van Knippenberg and Sam Sitkin: 

			“the study of charismatic leadership lacks a precise definition of the term and also an understanding of the psychological and behavioural mechanisms that presumably produce results from charisma… there is a great deal of invalid measurement of the concept of charismatic leadership. One cannot build a science this way, and, more important, it is impossible to develop valid recommendations that leaders can implement given the sloppy thinking about leadership that is so much in vogue.” (Pfeffer, 2015, p. 26)

			This book suggests that school leadership is a unique activity and that insight from the leadership of other fields may be of limited use. 

			The ‘hero’ model of the school leader

			School leaders are often expected to be a number of things simultaneously. Job advertisements for leaders typically invite applications from (for example) passionate, driven, inspirational, optimistic, moral, creative, resilient, determined, astute, positive, courageous, communicative and strategic leaders. I have omitted a plethora of other adjectives that are often used that might describe someone superhuman. One might refer to this as the ‘hero’ model of school leadership.

			This ‘hero’ orthodoxy of school leadership, and hence the vast majority of the literature on the subject, often subscribe to the perspective that great school leaders have a set of values and a vision that is remarkable, and that it is this vision and these values that in some manner drive their schools forward to exponential improvement. It is, of course, important to instil a sense of purpose and direction. However, these values, the vision and the qualities that make up a good school leader too often remain nebulous – again hard to define and too often separated from the institution or the specific area that is being led – and indeed aren’t subject to scrutiny or sufficient exploration of their component parts. As a result, it is not uncommon to hear leaders retreat into educational jargon made up of acronyms, generic phrases and vague assertions about generic leadership. When we as leaders develop those pithy ‘vision’ statements and talk of ‘values’, we could be accused of using these phrases as a substitute for the complex, messy substance and detail of leading a school. This book believes that the ‘hero’ paradigm of school leadership demands the impossible and that this overwhelming focus on the individual and their personal qualities is misplaced. 

			How the ‘hero’ model has become the orthodox model

			The rise of generic approaches to leadership within our education system has become institutionalised through common frameworks and approaches to school inspection and training within a performative system with high-stakes accountability. As Jen Barker and Tom Rees outline early in this volume, an example of this is the framework for the National Professional Qualification for Headship, which has the expectation that participants ‘learn how to be an inspiring leader in a range of different situations’, and can ‘communicate and negotiate with a range of different people… to make progress’ (Department for Education, 2019, p. 28). These generic nebulous competencies have to be ‘evidenced’ within headteacher training and are mirrored in much of the leadership training at all levels of school leadership.

			Ofsted too, in reaching judgements of the quality of school leadership, often describe the individual characteristics or personal qualities of the leaders themselves. Indeed, in my own experience, Ofsted reports have described me as ‘uncompromising’ and ‘tenacious’ when praising my school after inspectors have visited for just two days. Others have been described as ‘inspirational’, ‘passionate’ and ‘transformative’. These are nice to read, but I think more accurate would have been ‘quite good, most of the time’. I don’t think that Ofsted would write this because the prevailing view is that a ‘Good’ or ‘Outstanding’ school must have a ‘hero’ leader. It is clear that institutions within the education system have played their part in embedding the hero orthodoxy of school leadership through a manifestation of a generic orthodoxy of leadership.

			This book believes that the hero paradigm of school leadership is a manifestation of generic leadership that has been institutionalised within the school system. Vague notions of generic leadership are unhelpful when it comes to leading schools.

			Generic leadership in education

			There are many examples of where generic approaches to leadership are embedded more widely across the education sector. Generic approaches to leadership are well established in our school system through training and resources. Even influential educational leadership resources, such as the Leadership Matters website run by Andy Buck – previously an experienced headteacher, National Leader of Education, and Director at the National College for School Leadership ­– identify a similar generic approach to leadership. The overview of the Leadership Matters model focuses on Steve Radcliffe’s FED model – specifically the three areas of: future (set the strategic direction), engage (build and sustain relationships) and deliver (deliver results and get things done). In common with the books above, the working assumption is that the approach can be applied to any institution – there is very little that applies specifically to schools or even to education – it could be talking of leadership of a bank, hospital, or political party. In his book of the same name, Buck says ‘whether you are running a group of schools or have just taken on your first middle leadership role, the job is basically the same’ (Buck, 2018, p. 17).

			More recently Buck has acknowledged that as ‘teachers take on more formal leadership responsibilities, there is a cumulative requirement for additional expert knowledge and skills to carry out each role effectively’ (Buck, 2020b, p. 57). In other words, he is arguing that both generic skills and domain-specific knowledge matter. At first sight, this seems a useful compromise, but I contend it creates a dichotomy by separating the apparent composite ‘skills’ that leaders have from the components of those skills. A significant proportion of the components that make up these skills, I contend, are the domain knowledge and experience and it is these that may appear like generic skills to an inexperienced observer. 

			Recently, there has been a move to describe good school leadership as being necessarily ‘ethical’. Who wouldn’t want leaders to be ethical? In the framework published by the Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL, 2019) this means the following guiding principles: selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty and leadership. This goes on to say that leaders should show the following personal characteristics or virtues: trust, wisdom, kindness, justice, service, courage and optimism. I don’t particularly object to any of these (though I might question whether being accurate might sometimes compromise being kind and whether optimism is always the right approach). I do, however, think that these generic competencies, characteristics and virtues, while desirable, are a version of the ‘hero’ model. These are all desirable, but why are they the most important? To take the first as an example, I would like to work for a selfless boss, but I do not believe that I am alone in desiring competence above selflessness. While generic, the ASCL framework explores this further and I perceive it is in part a reaction to recent high-profile excesses (e.g. in pay, or use of power) in the school sector, so I do not want to dismiss it completely. Rather, I use it as an example of how the ‘hero’ model is developed and reinforced.

			School leadership is, consequently, something that is commonly seen as a generic activity and leaders have generic qualities that they apply to schools. The leadership industry, rooted in business, has moved organically into schools, and the impact on workload as a result of the investment in approaches that appear to be true – regardless of whether they are actually true – is significant. 

			The most common view of good school leadership is a generic view of leadership.

			The merits of the generic view of leadership

			The generic approach to school leadership has taken us this far. It has squeezed out other approaches and is a part of the hegemony of the orthodox ‘hero’ paradigm. It is vague, encourages performativity and the pursuit of the proxies of good leadership rather than the substance. It is tremendously inefficient. This critique means that I think we need to cast aside some of the old assumptions related to the orthodox approach to leadership. A vague vision, generic competencies and a plethora of adjectives do not cut it when it comes to running great schools. This does not mean that there is nothing at all that might be generic about school leadership. The generic approach described above may have some merit. 

			One can, then, take inspiration from generic approaches, and there are plenty of successful school leaders who have done so. My contention, however, is that we should note that it is well over 30 years since Stephen Covey and the associated generic approach was first widespread, and this approach has since had plenty of time to influence leaders, particularly through the work of the National College of School Leadership and the various generic leadership qualifications that have flowed from there. I certainly do not want school leaders to throw the baby out with the bathwater. By being overly dichotomous we may find that our insights in a book about research into leadership are compromised by leaving behind aspects that have some merit. While this book focuses on a different view of school leadership and suggests that the orthodoxy is limited, to embrace the perspective it takes and the research that is cited is not necessarily to the dismiss all of the insights of the last 30 years and far longer. 

			And so, while generic leadership books have been useful to me, they have left huge gaps in my knowledge and perspective on what good school leadership is because the books have in common that they assume, to one extent or another, that leadership expertise is easily transferable between domains. We can develop school leadership more effectively if we turn to thoroughly exploring what it means to be a school leader rather than just a leader.

			Specific, relevant knowledge looks like generic competence

			This book does challenge the generic perspective. Knowledge and experience of the domain of school leadership is a necessary ingredient of being an effective school leader, and it is probably a bigger ingredient than the orthodoxy has considered. When we try to copy what an effective school leader exhibits during their leadership, we copy the performance at the expense of the substance. Unpicking that substance is a significant part of this book, and is a difficult challenge. 

			As a young senior leader, one of the best headteachers I ever worked for was a fantastic communicator. She could stand and speak to audiences of staff or parents at a moment’s notice. She was credible, never used notes, concentrated on eye contact and controlled her arms, thus appearing very natural. I concluded that to be a successful leader, amongst other things, I needed to be great at speaking in public, and so I enrolled on a public speaking course. The course was helpful and I am a better speaker as a result of going on the course. During that course I received a lot of advice. Amongst the things that I learned, the key bit of advice I received was to ‘speak about something you know’. The best speech I delivered during the course was about Weston-super-Mare football club, mainly because, as a long-standing supporter of Weston, so much of the material I knew inside out. It was firmly ingrained in my long-term memory. It is, of course, true that one can become a better public speaker by practising public speaking, and indeed by preparing speeches and learning them so that one doesn’t need to refer to notes. But the most significant improvement for most people, I contend, comes from knowing one’s subject very well. On reflection, in the case of the headteacher I refer to above, her knowledge of education was broad and deep, and her knowledge of her school was close to total. This knowledge allowed the performance of public speaking to appear effortless. Consequently, I know, even now, that when speaking the performance or ‘skill’ of public speaking depends on several factors, but one of the most important is knowing what I want to say and talking about a subject that I know well. It is the knowledge of the subject that enables better communication, and this is particularly obvious with public speaking. 

			I contend further that most of the ‘features’ of school leadership which people look up to are similarly so dependent on knowledge – either tacit or formal (as explored further in Chapter 2) ­– to be effective. We miss something fundamental about leadership if we just urge leaders to copy the features displayed by successful school leaders. One of the weaknesses of poor school leaders is that, in attempting to copy the features of successful school leadership, we overlook and miss the substance that has enabled that leader to be successful. This can be exacerbated when the expert school leader suffers from the ‘curse of expertise’ – that experts in a domain know the domain so effortlessly they take it for granted, and so are unable to unpick the knowledge that makes up that expertise so that the novice can assimilate it. Consequently, those who teach, coach or mentor school leaders can reinforce the impression that the skills on display are innate, nebulous and generic.

			You may gather by now that in my view too much school leadership development is about replicating the features of successful school leadership rather than the substance. To paraphrase an anecdote Dylan Wiliam is fond of using: to tell a headteacher to be a better public speaker is as helpful as to tell a comedian to be funnier. It might be accurate, but it is so vague as to be unhelpful. And if this is the case for public speaking, I contend that it may be true for resilience, determination, and being astute; in short, for all the adjectives that make up the ‘hero’ model of school leadership.

			What looks like generic leadership competence is likely to be made up of specific educational knowledge and experience.

			Which research should we use?

			One would expect a book under the researchEd banner to sift the available research and present it to school leaders to be far better informed. This would enable insights for school leaders to use day-to-day. However, the whole field of school leadership is poorly defined and the insights so patchy that this is not possible to do to my satisfaction. 

			Over a year ago, I was persuaded to look at leadership from the different perspective that this book now takes. This position is that leading schools is a unique, complex activity and that ‘uniqueness’ means that knowledge of schools and education is a – and maybe the – crucial ingredient in school leadership. This alternative perspective of this book might appear new but, as Barker and Rees outline in Chapter 2, such an approach has an interesting history and I think that it is a strong bet for improving the quality of school leadership. As an explanation, I use the language of bets because I think that it is hard for us as school leaders to know for sure that we are always making the right decision. We cannot be sure of the impact of our decisions or the best ways to implement our decisions and solutions but if we are better informed then we are more likely to make the best possible choices based on our knowledge, i.e. the best bets.

			School leadership research is of patchy quality – we have a lot to do as school leaders and we need to sift through a lot of research to make our best bets.

			Persistent problems or challenges

			Schools are, then, complex places to work and in which to lead. As a result, the work of school leaders is incredibly complex and can appear infinitely so. We should be cautious of simplifying this in the manner that a number of ‘models’ of school leadership can do. A great school leader has a combination of knowledge about their school or domain and education more widely, and knows what to do with that knowledge – this can be described as their ‘mental model’. They are unlikely to transfer this to be able to lead well in a different context (such as a hospital or a retail business) because this mental model is domain-specific. 

			I have come to believe that we need first to understand the common challenges that school leaders strive to confront, and then to elicit the knowledge required to address them as best possible. We can think of the work as a series of persistent problems, as defined by Kennedy (2016).

			It is not possible to write about everything school leaders need to know. In Kennedy’s paper, she references many failed attempts to write about everything that teachers need to know. Additionally, we are unable to cover every challenge that leaders may face. However, in this volume we cover a selection of persistent challenges and contributors write about them from their perspective as leaders. Consequently, the chapters are examples of challenges and problems that school leaders face, and the unpicking of the challenges, combined with the knowledge and application that contributors offer, allow us to demonstrate and provide an insight into the domain-specific approach that this book takes. Each chapter, therefore, exemplifies a persistent problem or challenge, an aspect or aspects of domain-knowledge or an expertise-based approach to address the challenge. 

			Great school leaders develop mental models to assist them in being able to address common challenges in their schools.

			The chapters

			This book hopes to identify some of the common challenges and problems school leaders strive to address and about which they have to make judgements. It then attempts to then scour some of the best research to assist school leaders to know what they need to know, and how they should use that knowledge. It enables leaders to, therefore, consider how they make the best bets to meet those challenges. The chapters, subsequently, take the form of expanded case studies used to exemplify how expert school leaders have approached or should approach each kind of challenge. 

			After beginning with an exploration of what leadership is and how we can develop it in Jen Barker and Tom Rees’ chapters, Nicole Dempsey gives us a punchy exploration of SEN and inclusion, challenging us to run our schools well for everyone, rather than run different forms of schooling for different pupils. Summer Turner then explores the challenges leaders have in leading curriculum development across a number of subjects without sliding into genericism, or allowing subject-specialists to use their expertise without being hampered by leaders with insufficient understanding of the issues in their subject. 

			In Luke Sparkes and Jenny Thompson’s chapter on culture, they explore some different bets that run throughout their organisation and combine their perspective with an ability to sift through research and sources of inspiration, being explicit about which of these is being drawn on in order to make their bets. 

			Sarah Barker explores the knowledge and mental models required by a subject leader, in this case in English, in her chapter. This is insightful, for it builds on the chapter on curricular leadership and culture to explore one perception of what senior leaders need to be aware of to allow expertise to flourish at middle leadership level. I don’t believe leadership of the curriculum can be separated from assessment, which Matt Stanford tackles elegantly in his chapter. The Reading Ape and Danielle Dennis in their respective chapters give expert perspectives on the teaching of reading and writing – I read these increasingly cognisant of my lack of knowledge and becoming aware that a very good bet for school leaders is to develop expertise in these areas.

			Dylan Wiliam explores some of the recent insights on memory and learning that leaders should know about. Of course, knowing this and ensuring that teachers know it and put it into practice are different problems to address. One of the most significant challenges I have faced in my career as a school leader is how to ensure that teachers in schools I lead continue to get better. I have long known that ‘coaching’ is generically a good thing that leaders can do, but discussion amongst school leaders about the difference between coaching and mentoring (or even the different types of coaching), and the assumption that one can be good at either of these things without being an expert in teaching (and I would go further, the teaching of a specific subject and phase) has always made me feel like it is too difficult to implement something effective given the opportunity cost – the time and effort required across a school. Jon Hutchinson’s expert unpicking of how instructional coaching works at Reach Feltham, sharing a series of solid examples of how one might navigate these leadership challenges, builds so well on the previous chapters.

			This book further attempts to use the structure of challenges and persistent problems – and the expertise required to address them – to illustrate the approach to leadership whereby leaders draw on research and knowledge to make decisions in a highly complex environment. There are persistent challenges that school leaders face that are not included here – the necessary choices of what has been looked at here is a combination of the best ‘bets’, the areas of particular expertise of the authors and my own interest. I urge the reader to look at the approach and to consider how the perspective of knowledge and experience of the domain of school leadership enables school leaders to embrace the complexity of a job that is, as a result, as satisfying as it is unpredictable. It is this complexity and the experience and perspective of the individual school leader that Matthew Evans draws together skilfully in his chapter. 

			This book explores some of the challenges school leaders might face to exemplify an approach to school leadership. It is not comprehensive.

			Conclusion

			Artz et al (2017) is used by Barker and Rees to illustrate that wellbeing is best served by leaders who can do the job of those they lead. This might be one of the most important insights that should stimulate school leaders to know more about what goes on in their institutions, more about the context of their institutions, and more about what good school leaders know and do. While it might not be helpful to demand that headteachers are able to do every job in their institution better than the person doing it, it does demand that all school leaders know as much as possible about their schools, and the specific insights, informed by research, that are necessary to be able to lead colleagues to continually improve the performance of the institution. 

			‘School leadership entails making judgements under uncertainty. You will rarely know unequivocally that you’ve made the best decision and you will often make poor decisions.’ (Didau, 2020) 

			I take full responsibility for omissions and inadequacies. This book is a contribution aimed at opening up the debate. It does not expect to be the final word, but it is an effort to nudge school leadership to be as evidence-informed as possible. 
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			What is school leadership?

			By Jen Barker and Tom Rees 

			Jen Barker and Tom Rees were the people who, by challenging my view of school leadership, encouraged me to look at leadership from the view that it is a manifestation of expertise. Since then, I’ve admired how they confront difficult conversations, challenge the literature and reshape their position. They are credible because, in exchange for their challenge of the orthodox position, they are willing to confront their own position with the most robust of challenges and actively embrace and answer these. It reflects the high quality of thinking that Ambition Institute, where they work, bring to the debate.

			The orthodox view of school leadership has rarely had challenge the like of which they bring. I’ve been personally privileged to have been able to be exposed to a fraction of their thinking – anything written on school leadership is kindly considered while putting forward a positive alternative and accepting critique. This is an act of bravery in a field this crowded with numerous vested interests. That Jen and Tom do this allows our collective understanding to be furthered.

			I’m delighted and feel privileged that they present their position on school leadership below. It is one that aligns with my own views. The humility that Jen and Tom demonstrate as they accept that our understanding will develop further is one that I hope comes across throughout the book – that we know that we don’t have the final word, but believe we have something to say.

			This thoroughly referenced chapter is a real insight into how this perspective can shape our understanding of school leadership. 

			[image: ]

			Schools are fascinating and complex places. Every single day, a billion young people across the world spend their day in a school of some description (UNICEF, 2019). Although schools have been in existence in some form since the early civilisations, mass formal education is a recent development. In England, for example, it is only in the last century that we have been addressing the complex challenge of educating every child in the country (Gillard, 2018). 

			Society asks a lot of schools, expecting them to ensure that pupils succeed personally and academically, as well as tackling wider challenges such as social disadvantage and public health. These demands, alongside pressures from regulatory bodies and public accountability, lead to a huge amount of responsibility resting on the shoulders of those who work in our schools. Central to this story are those who hold responsibility for running schools; the decision-makers with titles such as headteacher, head of department, SENCos or key stage coordinator. Over the years, this group of people has been referred to using different terminology: administrators, coordinators and managers. More recently, we have come to know them as ‘school leaders’. 

			School leadership 

			Today, approximately 200,000 people are working in leadership positions in England’s schools (DfE, 2018). The work that these school leaders do is broad and varied. Although the discourse about school leaders often focuses on headteachers or CEOs of school trusts, the large majority of school leaders are ‘middle leaders’ – classroom teachers with additional responsibilities for subjects, phases or other aspects of school life such as behaviour or special educational needs (Busher, 2005). This variation of role and remit is increased further as a result of the many different contexts in which school leaders work and means knowing how best to support school leaders is not always clear. 

			In recent years, alongside concerns regarding recruitment and retention to the wider teaching profession, a significant and growing shortage of school leaders has developed. It has been estimated that this deficit could reach 19,000 by 2022, affecting almost one in four schools in England (Future Leaders, 2016). Ensuring that we have enough people who are prepared, confident and hold the relevant expertise to assume leadership responsibility is a significant challenge.

			In the last ten years, we have seen insights from research flowing more widely into professional discourse and practice; the researchEd community has been significant in stimulating this and bringing the relationship between evidence and practice closer together. An increasingly evidence-informed and intellectually-curious profession is reading, talking and debating more critically about concepts such as assessment, cognitive science and curricular thinking. However, while myths about learning have been exposed and dubious theories and classroom practices are being avoided, we have more to do in understanding how school leaders use the findings from research to improve schools. Less progress has been made in using research to better understand the work of school leaders. We think that this book presents a timely and important opportunity to put school leadership under the spotlight, to explore what leaders do and why, and to explore how we might develop their expertise further.

			Our contribution to this book is in the form of two chapters. In this chapter, we examine part of the research base to try and understand more about what school leadership is, and indeed what it isn’t. In the second chapter, we propose a different perspective on school leadership – specifically, what is expertise in school leadership and how we might develop it. 

			What is school leadership?

			‘It is important to be clear from the outset that what has been learned about leadership in schools over the century has not depended on any clear, agreed-upon definition of the concept, as essential as this would seem at first glance’ (Leithwood and Duke, 1999, p. 45). 

			This is inconvenient for those of us trying to understand how we can help school leaders to keep getting better. Many researchers have developed definitions of leadership: for example considering leadership as behaviours (Hallinger et al, 1983), as personality traits (Colbert et al, 2012), as influence (Connolly et al, 2017) or – instead of being linked to an individual – as something which resides within the systems, roles and networks of an organisation (Ogawa and Bossert, 1995). The variation in perspectives on what school leadership actually is appears to be significant, so much so that we might question whether school leadership is even a thing at all.

			It is also worth noting that labelling senior staff in schools as ‘leaders’ is relatively recent. The term has been introduced within the span of our teaching careers. When Tom first took on responsibility outside of the classroom in 2001, he was given the title of ‘key stage coordinator’ and paid an allowance, known then as a management point. By the time Jen took on management responsibility in 2006, she was given the grander title of ‘phase leader’ as a Key Stage 1 leader and paid a TLR (‘Teaching and Learning Responsibility’ payment). 

			There are multiple reasons for the growth in the number of roles as a leader and the associated practice of leadership. Leaders and leadership have been positioned as integral to school reform (Gronn, 2003) and the school improvement movement (Bush, 2008). Education has been subject to the influences of other sectors, notably business, industry and commerce (Bell, 1991), and political or policy decisions, such as the influence of the Teacher Training Agency’s creation of National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH). The National College for School Leadership (NCSL) undoubtedly played a significant role between 2000 and 2013 in advancing the concept of school leadership and its existence was predicated on the idea that leadership is important in securing improved school and pupil outcomes (Bush, 2008). 

			In responding to the question, ‘What is school leadership?’, a reasonable answer might be, ‘it’s complicated’ but this would make for a short and unsatisfactory book and so, in an attempt to do better, we have broken this question down into six more manageable questions. 

			
					What can literature tell us about school leadership?

					Why is school leadership so complex?

					What is the purpose of school leaders’ work?

					To what extent is school leadership generic or domain-specific?

					What impact can school leaders have?

					How is school leadership defined?

			

			1. What can literature tell us about school leadership?

			Key idea: There are many different competing theoretical perspectives of school leadership.

			A systematic review of studies into educational leadership models from 1980 to 2014 by Gumus et al (2018) reveals how models of leadership have developed in the last 30 years by tracking the use of different leadership-related terms during this period. The adjacent table shows that almost a thousand papers were written about 14 different school leadership models between 1980 and 2014. 
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			The authors report that distributed leadership, instructional leadership, teacher leadership and transformational leadership are – and continue to be – the most studied models. We consider three of these on the following pages.

			Transformational leadership focuses on how leaders influence people through their use of ‘inspiration, vision and the ability to motivate followers to transcend their self-interests for a collective purpose’ (Warrick, 2011). Ken Leithwood, in Canada in the ‘80s, adapted the construct of transformational leadership in business and applied this to schools. Transformational leadership seeks to generate ‘second-order’ effects, i.e. transformational school leaders aim to increase the capacity of others in order to create first-order effects on pupil learning. As such, it has been credited with supporting teacher autonomy and professionalism (Hendricks and Scheerens, 2013). The extent to which transformational leadership results in direct engagement with teaching and learning is not always clear. Some of the literature suggests that effective transformational leaders still emphasise the importance and use of instructional (or pedagogical) leadership as being important for pupil outcomes (Day and Sammons, 2016). The transformational leader has been associated with a ‘hero paradigm’ (Gronn, 2003, p. 25) which has arguably been damaging in a multitude of ways for our education system, increasing performance expectations beyond what can be considered realistic. Transformational leadership is often recognised as the ‘accepted orthodoxy’ in school leadership (Gunter, 2016) with concepts such as vision, change and inspiration featuring prominently in the discourse.

			Instructional leadership (sometimes called pedagogical leadership) is based on the idea that leaders should seek ‘to influence conditions that directly impact the quality of curriculum and instruction delivered to students in classrooms’ (Hallinger, 2003, p. 338). Broadly, the actions an instructional leader might take include defining the school mission, managing the instructional programme (teaching and learning) and developing a positive school learning climate (Hallinger and Murphy, 1985). At its core, it seeks to understand the link between school leadership and pupil learning and it has ‘demonstrated the strongest empirically-verified impact on student learning outcomes’ (Hallinger and Wang, 2015, p. 2). Robinson et al (2009) found that, when it comes to pupil outcomes, the impact of instructional (pedagogical) leadership was three to four times that of transformational leadership. Instructional leadership is not without criticism and has, for example, been described as being ‘paternalistic and dependent on docile followers’ (Marks and Printy, 2003, p. 373). 

			Distributed leadership was first posed by C. A. Gibb in The Handbook of Social Psychology (Gibb, 1954) and is used to describe leadership ‘as something that takes place at different points within an organisation’ (MacBeath, 2003, p. 3), often including the extension of ‘leadership’ responsibilities beyond a senior leadership team and to include classroom teachers. Tian et al (2015) report that there is no universal definition of distributed leadership and, despite being written about so prolifically, the idea is both poorly conceptualised and, hence, inconsistently implemented. A key argument within the concept is whether leadership can be actively distributed or whether its distribution occurs naturally according to ‘attributed influence’ (Gronn, 2002) that can be directed at any individual or group, not just those with a leadership title. 

			There are several criticisms of the theory, including a lack of clarity as to who leadership is distributed to, and not acknowledging adequately those to whom leadership is not distributed (Lumby, 2016). It has also been criticised for its lack of empirical evidence as to its impact in schools, both concerning instructional improvement and pupil achievement (Spillane, 2005). This is interesting when one considers that distributed leadership is the most written about leadership model. 

			These models are of interest in better understanding what school leadership is. However, the research also highlights the lack of conceptual clarity that exists around different models. Day and Sammons (2016) argue that instructional and transformational leadership are not mutually exclusive and that there may be benefits to school leaders in utilising aspects of both. A useful example of this can be found in Brown and Zhang (2017) who argue that to most effectively embed a research-informed approach to schools, leaders should start by employing transformational leadership, and then move to an instructional approach. Moreover, as schools’ needs change over time, a neat model or set of approaches will likely be insufficient to address what is required. As Hallinger (2003) states, ‘The type of leadership that is suitable to a certain stage of the journey may well become a limiting or even counter-productive force as the school develops’ (p. 345-346). 

			The number of different leadership theories demonstrates a ‘need to be sceptical about the leadership by adjective literature’ (Leithwood et al, 2004, p. 8) – something that has become common in education. The pursuit of attempting to conceptualise school leadership has led us to what John Macbeath describes as the ‘Alphabet Soup of Leadership’. Macbeath argues leadership is ‘a term full of ambiguity and a range of interpretations’ and goes on to call it a ‘Humpty Dumpty’ word that can mean ‘just what we want it to mean’ (Macbeath, 2003, p. 1). The challenge of conceptualising school leadership may be, in part, explained by understanding the complexity of schools and the work that school leaders do.

			2. Why is school leadership so complex?

			Key idea: Schools are complex places where links between inputs and outputs are often messy and inconclusive.

			School leaders are responsible for the work of teachers who, in their classrooms, are attempting to simultaneously ensure that many individuals are learning, i.e. teachers are trying to affect about 30 brains at one time. These brains belong to immature humans with varying levels of motivation who are often distracted by a plethora of other things. It is difficult to know, therefore, whether these efforts in the classroom are successful. Although we have proxies such as assessments and qualifications, these are only proxy indicators as to whether the teaching is leading to the desired outputs of learning and beyond to better outcomes in life. Considering the work of school leaders through this lens, where their responsibility extends to multiple classrooms or schools, the relationship between decisions, actions and their impact is often messy and inconclusive. For example, May et al (2012) found that principals who spent more time on finance and personnel issues tended to work in schools with higher pupil test scores and that principals who spent more time on planning, setting goals and instructional leadership tended to work in schools with lower scores. However, the author’s conclusion is that this is likely to be because the context drives the work, so leaders in higher-performing schools are likely to have more time to devote to matters of finance, and leaders in lower-performing schools are likely to have to respond to issues of poorer staff performance. So, what on paper could be interpreted as a causal relationship between effective leader performance and time spent on finance (instead of time spent supporting teaching and learning) is actually only a correlation between context and the activities that leaders undertake. 

			Hawkins and James (2018) argue that schools are complex – as opposed to chaotic, complicated or stable – places. That is, the ‘interactions among its [the school’s] constituent parts are such that it cannot be fully understood simply by describing its components’ and that ‘the components interact and are changed by those interactions’ (Hawkins and James, 2018, p. 730). Unlike an engine or a production line where a component can be replaced or altered with a predictable outcome, this complexity means that it is not possible to define set ways in which leaders should operate, because various possible consequences are arising from one action or set of actions. We can, therefore, think of school leadership as a low-validity domain – it is difficult to make predictions or ascertain causality within the environment (Kahneman and Klein, 2009). 

			In practice then, leaders need to be aware of how complexity can manifest itself. All leaders have, no doubt, experienced the unexpected or unintended consequences of their actions over a particular aspect of their work. As Matthew Evans argues in his chapter, ‘by simplifying, stabilising, ordering and structuring, leaders can work to mitigate the challenges that arise as a result of leading in a complex environment.’ So far, we have considered what literature can tell us about school leadership, and why school leadership is a complex endeavour and can be considered as a low-validity domain. Next, we take a closer look at what the work of school leaders actually is. 

			3. What is the purpose of school leaders’ work?

			Key idea: School leadership can be viewed through the lens of addressing problems.

			In identifying the purpose of the work that school leaders carry out, we can view school leadership as a role that addresses problems and challenges. This is not a new concept and researchers have used different definitions of ‘problems’ in the literature such as Wright (2010) who draws upon Rittel and Weber’s (1973) description of ‘wicked’ and ‘tame’ problems. Wright maintains that because schools are Complex Adaptive Systems (defined by Plsek and Greenhalgh, 2001) as a ‘collection of individual agents with freedom to act in ways that are not always totally predictable, and whose actions are interconnected so that one agent’s actions change the context for other agents’) the problems faced in schools are more likely to be ‘wicked’. Pupil underachievement is a ‘wicked’ problem, for example, because it is arguably something all schools are trying to address in some way, it is difficult to consistently define, there is no consensus as to its cause, and there is no immediate or agreed-upon ‘right’ way to completely solve it. These criteria enable this problem to be described as ‘wicked’ (Gilbride, 2018). 
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Table 4. Number of papers on different leadership madels.

Models Total 8084 8589 9094 9599 00-04 0509 104
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Note. Some papers focus on mare than one leadership model,so they were includc in two or more categories
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