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 Introduction

Nigel Richardson

This is the third volume in the series of Leading Schools in the 21st Century. The first, published in 2007, looked at issues affecting the day-to-day lives of Heads; the second (2008) dealt largely with matters involving members of senior management teams.

In volume three we focus on heads of department (HoDs). They have become crucially important middle managers in most secondary schools in recent years. Their roles and responsibilities have grown out of all recognition (as the opening section of this book will show). With increasing moves towards devolved budgets, a good working relationship with the bursar as well as the Head has become highly important: hence the fact that this collection includes a general description of the demands on a bursar, as well as a more specific one about the inter-action between bursar and HoD.

In volume four we plan to examine the pastoral demands on boarding house-parents, section heads in day schools and others with similar responsibilities; and in volume five to look at issues and expectations on NQTs and other entrants to the profession. It is hoped that both these publications will appear in 2009.

Meanwhile this marks the third and final volume co-sponsored by the Girls’ Schools Association (GSA), and the last one co-edited by Brenda Despontin, who is now becoming an HMC international member as she takes up her post as Principal of the British School in Brussels. My sincere thanks to them both.




 Chapter 1
HODs: an overview


Nigel Richardson

Leaving school for the last time makes you reflective. When I recently spent some time thinking about all the changes in personnel which schools have experienced since I began teaching in 1970, I came to the view that no single role had changed more dramatically than that of the head of department (HoD).

Head teachers deal with ever-increasing paperwork, legal complexities and social fall-out. Boarding school house-parents and their counterparts in day schools (including age-related section heads) have smaller teaching allocations than they once did; they cope with a huge variety of pastoral issues, engaging with a growing band of nursing and counselling agencies in the process. But for all these groups it is the balance of their roles which has changed rather than the essential nature of the roles themselves.

One level below the Head there has been a major evolution from long-standing senior figures such as second masters to younger deputies who are soon-to-be Heads (as explored in volume two of this series), but you could argue that the change here is as much in the type of person holding the job as in what that job entails. Working alongside them, directors of studies are a comparatively recent invention, emerging as they did a generation ago from the ranks of those who once merely ‘did the timetable’.

Heads of department, on the other hand, have existed for many years; they have always been, and continue to be, responsible for the academic side of a school’s life. And yet in the past few decades the role, scope and importance of the HoD have undergone a complete transformation. In the process, so has the status of the job – especially in boarding schools.

In the schools in which I worked in the first half of my career, it would be fair to say that it was in the housemasters’ meetings that the real power lay – something which was a great source of frustration to many HoDs.  Nowadays the balance of that power is likely to be rather more evenly spread between the two, and there is a much greater mutual respect and valuing of the work of each of the two groups.

There is a risk, I am conscious, of undervaluing what HoDs did in earlier times, but apart from often teaching the top sets (including the highly stimulating, rewarding and very personal seventh-term Oxbridge teaching which was swept away in 1984), much of their role was essentially administrative: ordering the textbooks and seeing to the setting of pupils.

It was left to the Head and his or her immediate lieutenants to deal with personnel matters, and if HoDs spent much time considering possible new teaching styles or learning methods, they did not always talk about them. Departmental meetings might take place only rarely, and could hardly be described as being deeply embedded in the school’s culture.

Change was far less rapid and continuous, too. Public exams changed comparatively little, either in fundamental form or detailed syllabus. Unless my memory plays tricks, the history O level syllabus which I taught from 1971 to 1986 remained almost exactly the same, except that England: 1914-64 became England: 1914-74 – and even that small change was made in two stages. At A level over the period 1971-89 the two outlines papers remained virtually unaltered; only the special subject changed, in a way that was hardly dramatic – from four questions to three – and the topics studied for that paper remained on the syllabus for six to eight years.

By contrast, over the past 20 years we have had the introduction of the National Curriculum, of GCSE, IGCSE, Curriculum 2000, and the IB. There are further changes to both A level and GCSE still to come, the arrival of the Pre-U exam, the Diploma and so on. Modular arrangements, coursework (in both the BI and AI eras: before and after the internet), and the introduction of AS levels have added further dimensions and complexities.

In the same period there have been fundamental changes in respect of the HoD’s role towards departmental staff. Retention of good teachers has become a major issue – especially in key shortage subjects such as  physics and modern languages. Continuous professional development – within and beyond the school, and through joint HMC/GSA arrangements which have led over the years to the current Independent Professional Development (IPD) programme – has grown radically, and since the 1980s there has been far greater emphasis on appraisal and review of performance.

Today’s HoD is likely to face annual or two-yearly appraisal by a member of the senior management team (SMT), and then to conduct appraisals of members of his or her department – a process which can be particularly demanding when dealing with colleagues who find the pace of ceaseless changes in syllabuses, module arrangements and examining systems hard to cope with. Advice on career development has become much more systematised: teachers expect it to be given regularly and formally, rather than merely hoping to pick it up themselves by osmosis.

The induction of new teachers (PGCE training, NQTs and ISCTip) and the refreshing of existing ones have become a big part of the HoD’s life, as schools have adopted a less top-down approach to in-service training. This approach has also given the HoD a much greater responsibility over the drawing-up and spending of funds, with the growth of devolved departmental budgets. The budgets themselves have grown too, with the arrival of a complete ICT revolution in schools over the past decade, embracing new hardware and software, email, SharePoint systems, and latterly the use of such teaching aids as PowerPoint and SmartBoards.

These, along with more sophisticated science equipment, language laboratories and audio-visual equipment of all types, make every school’s ICT requirements one of the hardest areas of expenditure to predict, and its budget one of the most complex to draw up. All of which make the HoD’s relationship with the bursar increasingly important.

With the increasing burden of public exams, key stage tests and other forms of assessment right across the school age-range has come, paradoxically, a growing concern that pupils may be insufficiently prepared to practise independent learning, whilst teachers are too often hemmed in by strict syllabus requirements and are tempted to ‘teach to the test’. The introduction of inspection, first through the Associations and then via ISI  (especially under the models which were in place before ISI 2), put great emphasis on learning styles as well as teaching methods – and forced departments to look at how they delivered their work from first principles.

The scrutiny of departments’ work continues: under ISI 2 and its likely successors, the quality of marking and assessment is being rigorously assessed. Inspection looks at a school’s results in relation to comparable schools, too (through the so-called ‘Turner tables’) – something made possible by what might be seen as the biggest change of all which HoDs have had to face: high-profile exam results.

Time was when A level results seemed not to be a particularly big deal. My own results were posted up to Scotland in 1966, where I received them on a Thursday. They had been written with a leaky Biro, and my result in the most important subject was smudged. My reaction was along the lines of: ‘Oh well, we’ll be home on Tuesday, and perhaps I’ll phone the school then’.

There was none of the angst and razzmatazz which now surrounds results day each August as local papers and schools stage photographs of carefully chosen pupils ‘celebrating’ (sometimes before they have actually been told their results) and journalists make elaborate arrangements with schools to have the data ready for the first edition. Come to think of it, few schools published any public exam results at all in those days, and those that did were regarded as really rather pushy. Parents who asked to see them were seen by many as distinctly vulgar.

Three things dramatically changed all that. First there was the abolition of post-A level Oxbridge Entrance, and the move of all the top universities towards selection by conditional offer, mostly without interview. Secondly, with the gradual growth of the potential student population and increasing concern over fair access, competition for places in selecting universities became much more intense and a subject of much greater public awareness.

And then came league tables. Their introduction in national newspapers early in the 1990s transformed how many schools marketed themselves (in prospectuses and, more latterly, via websites) and how they were perceived by prospective parents. In the process they transformed the role  of, and pressures on, the HoD. Suddenly not only could one school be compared with another, but within a school the performance of individual departments could be laid side by side. This process has been underpinned by an explosion in value-added analysis through such mechanisms as MidYIS testing and the ALIS scheme; the modern HoD needs to understand the standard deviations and other statistical concepts which are central to such measurement. 

Along with these developments, the HoD’s annual review with a member of the senior management team quickly became the norm. Comparatively few independent schools appear to have followed the maintained sector into threshold pay arrangements based on performance, but most teachers know that their results will be noticed and, if necessary, followed up.

Pupils know it too – and can sometimes vote with their feet: for example, when GCSE options subjects have to be chosen in Year 9, or two years later in areas where there are strong sixth form colleges, and staying-on cannot be taken for granted. Day schools recruit hard at both 11+ and 13+ via open days which take place often more than once a year, and boarding schools organise experience days for prep school candidates. The HoD with a busy laboratory or an imaginative piece of locally-based fieldwork may well have a vital role to play in such events.

Finally, there is the role of the HoD in promoting state-independent school partnerships, Academy links and similar schemes, as schools come under increasing pressure to justify their charitable status. Departments in some schools can play a key role in providing opportunities to keep lower-demand subjects alive through local initiatives, and/or providing opportunities for pupils beyond their own school in teacher-shortage subjects such as modern languages and ‘hard’ sciences.

All the while, the HoD has a vital role to play as the champion of his or her subject – keeping abreast of developments not just in literature but in multi-media resources; keeping the department up-to-date and on-message; and contributing to wider school policy and performance. Thus the head of department, once a role too often filled internally on the principle of seniority or Buggin’s Turn, became one which entailed  rigorous outside recruitment procedures and is now regarded as a crucial part of a successful school’s middle management. Read on, and discover in detail how those who have held the role, or who still hold it, view the demands placed on HoDs – and the challenges and job satisfaction which come with them.




 Chapter 2
Chief teacher: leading by example 

Paul Todd

Becoming a head of department is different from being a head of department. You’ve gone through the long process of ambition, decision and selection, focusing on this outcome above all, and now they’ve decided to trust you with their precious department. The Head hands you the keys and gets out of the car. You probably know the big things you want to change – you’ll have discussed them at interview, you’ll have dwelt upon them during the vacation – and in the first few weeks you’ll address them with energy.

Your recent promotion lends you authority, and the feeling of potency lingers for a while. Some of those planned changes will be welcomed; some will be resisted; some will prove impossible when they clash with reality in the form of lack of time, budgetary considerations, or collective intransigence. That’s all part of becoming the head of department, becoming a leader. And what then? What about being a leader?

The role of HoD encompasses many things, and only one – a fleeting one, at that – is to be the new broom. Obviously, there are the mechanical things, like responsible budgeting, filling in forms for the director of studies, and reviewing the risk assessments for the classrooms. They simply must be done and, if you’re contemplating becoming a head of department, don’t underestimate the time they take, or the dullness of some of those chores.

Thankfully, there is a range of less tangible, but more interesting, aspects to the job. Keeping these in mind – when those around you are losing sight of them – is the key to being an outstanding head of department, and to being someone who finds satisfaction and fulfilment  in the job. Four of these aspects of leadership are: providing reassurance; establishing a direction; setting the tone; and being a figurehead.

Reassurance is essential, especially at times of change – and when is it not a time of change? Anxious parents, insecure members of the SMT, governors keen to get involved – they all need it. And, above all, the teachers and other staff in your department need it, and it’s your job to provide it. Reassure them that change will be manageable; consult them; invite their opinions. Reassure them that they are doing a good job, and that their contribution is valued. Reassure everyone by mastery of your subject and familiarity with whole-school issues; by understanding the characteristics and motivations of the staff in your department; by knowing pupils as individuals.

The direction of the department is not an empty mission statement but a crystallisation of the combined educational philosophies of the members of the department. Imposing your own philosophy is less likely to be successful than having an open discussion within the department (possibly over a bottle of wine) after you’ve been in post for a year or so. What should a pupil have gained by his or her experience in your department? Do you want your department to lead the school in discipline, or in compassion, or in nurturing initiative? Or in a stately progression up the league tables? How do you want pupils to feel when they realise they’ve got your subject next?

The tone of your department is not easy to identify, let alone change. But it’s fun setting about it! You may have already picked up the tone, from attending department meetings, observing lessons, or listening during parents’ evenings and casual conversations, or you may need to ask a few questions. Is it vibrant and experimental, or calm and businesslike? Is it inviting? Receptive? Inspiring? What are the energy levels? Do the corridors remind you of an airport, a prison, a hospital or a monastery – not just in their physical appearance, but in the way people behave and talk when passing through?

And the head of a successful department becomes a figurehead, even if you don’t set out deliberately to make it so. The reputation of the department reflects your own character. If you’re the head of history, you  want the director of studies to have the reassurance that history paperwork is completed efficiently; you want the pupils to hear interesting assemblies from the head of history; you want the parents to have the idea that the history teaching is well-orchestrated. You want other new heads of department to be asking if they can look at the history department handbook as an example of good practice.

Those semi-philosophical areas are intriguing, but for a lot of the time they will have to remain in the background. You can’t become a full-time philosopher and leave all the teaching to others. The HoD must be an outstanding teacher as well as an administrator and inspirational leader. One of your jobs is to establish high standards, and live by those standards yourself. You might not be able to be the best teacher in every aspect of teaching, but the package that a pupil of yours gets should be the best package. By now, you should know your own weaknesses, as a teacher, and you have reached a position where you can arrange things so that you compensate for those weaknesses with outstanding strength in other areas.

Your own teaching should continue to improve – it shouldn’t get fossilised exactly as it was the day you became HoD. Don’t neglect your own INSET, when you’re steering people towards training – but make it imaginative. You probably can’t stand a day being lectured about classroom management at this stage in your career, but you might find something about problem solving, or lateral thinking, or general leadership.

Ideas from outside the teaching profession can germinate fruitfully in the HoD’s mind. It is then your job to pass on these new ideas, both to experienced and to newly-qualified members of the department. They should see you making the effort to keep yourself up-to-date, and they should follow your lead. Make sure, for example, that your colleagues take advantage of conferences and briefing days organised by universities (including their extra-mural departments) on new research – and that they report back to the department on their return.

‘Always improving’ is a useful target. Remember that some people collect 20 years’ experience, while others just have 20 iterations of one year’s experience. Take a little time to look for creative ways of  improving. For instance, marking, and the feedback you give to pupils after a piece of work, is one area where your habits may have become petrified over the years, but could they be improved – are the pupils getting what they need? What about classroom management – are all the pupils being given the chance to learn in the way that suits them best? Could the classroom be arranged more imaginatively? Is there a type of pupil activity that you’ve never really tried yet?

Above all, start to teach how to teach. If there are young or inexperienced members of staff in the department, time spent talking to them about the mechanics of teaching – however obvious these things may seem to you, at this stage – is never wasted. You never really understand something until you’ve taught it to someone else, and that is as true of the skills of teaching as it is of the subject material you’re now so familiar with. Classroom observation, which means them watching you, not just you watching them, is a key starting point. All those techniques you’ve been using to get sixth formers to understand titration, or secondary sources, can now be adapted to get young adults to understand learning styles, differentiation by outcome or peer pressure.

Two particularly good sources of enlightenment, following the mantra of ‘always improving’, are team-teaching, and the observation of other departments. Team-teaching is a wonderful thing for improving mutual understanding, for injecting some fresh perspective into teachers’ approaches, and for opening the students’ eyes to the complementary nature of their different teachers’ characteristics. Working out a short programme of lesson-observation between two widely different departments – English and physics, say, or art and French – is both invigorating and revealing, a gold-mine of good practice and a glimpse of what the poor pupils have to go through as they rush from English, to physics, to art, to French.

Best of all, perhaps, for refreshing your spirit and getting good ideas, is to spend a day in another school. Most of us are members of regional groups, and it should be fairly easy to agree, with another member of your local group, that you will spend a day in their department, and they will spend a day in yours. This could involve observing (ten minutes of) a  number of lessons; sitting in on a department meeting; spending break in the common room; maybe even team-teaching a class with your friend (who would do the same with one of your classes on the return visit). Schools should support absences for this purpose, as the benefit will certainly outweigh the costs.

So, you’ve settled in, and you’d like to find time to focus on those four aspects of leadership, while leading by example as the best and busiest teacher in the department. How can you possibly fit all that in? It can feel as if you no sooner complete one administrative task, before two more are added to the in-tray.

There is a Japanese term, karoushi, which means ‘death by overwork’. It has been legally recognised in Japan as a cause of death since the 1980s. Around the end of November or February, many heads of department may feel in danger of succumbing. Are you overworked? Are you working hard enough? Are you lazy or are you obsessive? Everyone strives for some kind of balance between the two extremes. The same idea, wrapped in a fluffier coat, is at the centre of the modern search for ‘work-life balance’.

Genuine overwork is a danger we all have to guard against, and talking to people is the best defence. But if you’re not, as it were, clinically overworked, how do you create some time? With two principal techniques: delegating, and prioritising. Finding the time by forcing yourself to delegate is an issue which all good HoDs think hard about. The reasons for delegation are compelling: to give you time to do the job properly, to give colleagues a chance to develop skills and gain experience, and to get input from the whole team with their varied viewpoints. In addition, the shared workload nurtures community spirit and feelings of collective endeavour.
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