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Editorial Note
This first issue of the fortieth volume of International Studies in Educational Administration includes
articles from Belgium, Canada, Cyprus, England, Greece and Hong Kong. The journal’s firmly
established aim of providing articles of transnational interest to a readership based in the
Commonwealth and beyond is firmly represented in the seven articles included in the issue.
Accession to senior leadership, leadership talent management, educational improvement,
student achievement related to teacher development, school self-evaluation, accountability,
inclusion and student leadership all find their place and offer the reader many opportunities to
reflect upon practice, research and policy within their own national context.
The first article, by Paula Kwan and Allan Walker, explores secondary school vice-principals’
perceptions of responsibilities, job satisfaction and career aspirations based upon a Hong Kong
data set. The discussion suggests possible avenues to help address principal shortages, a
phenomenon prevalent in many other countries at this time. Linked to the notion of localised
activities aimed at helping address leadership shortages and set within an English context, the
second article by Christopher Rhodes and Mark Brundrett explores leadership talent retention
within a frame of leadership talent management. The article establishes factors likely to be
influential in retention and advocates a strategic approach to talent pool development that
incorporates retention and management to foster the continued commitment of talented
individuals for now and for the future.
Given the established link between high-quality leadership and school improvement the third
article by Venetia Kapachtsi and Domna-Mika Kakana conveys findings from a study set in
Greece which discusses the promotion of collaborative action research linked to school selfevaluation as a means to develop teachers as change agents and ultimately enhance student
outcomes and achievement. School self-evaluation as a process involved in securing quality
education is set as the focus for the fourth article by Jan Vanhoof and Peter van Petegem.
Drawing on a Belgian context, the authors examine and clarify criteria for the description and
assessment of quality self-evaluation in schools. Within the international literature a debate
concerning the relationship between self-evaluation, improvement and accountability has been
well established. In the fifth article some prevalent notions of accountability based upon
measures such as test scores is challenged by Larry Steeves, Sheila Carr-Stewart and Don Pinay.
Set within a Saskatchewan context, these authors advocate the importance of family and
community in improving student learning and achievement. Adopting the Cree metaphor of the
Kokum Connection (the word Kokum meaning ‘grandmother’), it is argued that the Kokum
Connection should be included in accountability frameworks so that a broader and more
inclusive approach may be achieved.
The sixth article, by Panayiotis Angelides, Koulla Savva and Christina Hajisoteriou, also
considers the theme of inclusivity, but in this case offers a study of special teachers’ leadership
in the development of inclusive education in two Cypriot primary schools. Overall, the authors
present such leadership as a synergistic effort set between special teachers, other ‘mainstream’
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teachers, students and parents which can be effective in cultural change within schools and
promote inclusion. Access to educational opportunity is an issue paramount in many countries
and is an area impinged upon by a variety of opportunities and constraints guided by factors
such as national policy and socioeconomic environment. In England, the present UK Coalition
Government appears keen to promote educational opportunity via a policy of promotion of
localism and decentralisation through a ‘Free Schools’ programme in which schools funded by
the state may be established by parents, teachers, charities and trusts and experience a relatively
high degree of independence. In the final article, Max Hope reports on an established
‘democratic’ school within England which is an extremely rare type of school because of its lack
of a head-teacher. Indeed, leadership within the school is effected by all staff and all students,
and leadership decisions are made by consensus or by majority vote. In such a school the role
of staff and the role of students are changed by such leadership. The author poses the question
of whether such a school, which may be considered very radical, would overly challenge current
notions of the opportunities suggested for greater localism and decentralisation should it apply
to become a state-funded Free School.
This first issue of this fortieth volume of International Studies in Educational Administration, as all
previous volumes, seeks to enhance the understanding and effectiveness of educational
leadership, management and administration for its readership. The articles contained in this
volume offer a thought-provoking collection, and the journal will continue to seek to serve all
those touched by this field of interest and endeavour into the future.
Tom Bisschoff and Christopher Rhodes
Joint Editors, International Studies in Educational Administration
University of Birmingham, UK
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Linking Vice-Principals’ Perceptions of
Responsibilities, Job Satisfaction and
Career Aspirations
Paula Kwan and Allan Walker

Abstract: This article reports a study designed to explore the discrepancy between ideal and actual
role responsibilities perceived by vice-principals and to further examine its relationship with job
satisfaction and career aspirations. Based on a Hong Kong data set, the study reported that disparity
was identified in all job-responsibility areas, with the most considerable gaps found in the dimensions
of resource management and staff management; however, only the resource management gap was a
predictor of vice-principals’ career aspirations. The findings further suggested that career aspirations
of vice-principals were linked to job satisfaction. The effect of the interaction of age and career aspirations
on the level of job satisfaction was examined and discussed.

Introduction
Many school systems are experiencing considerable difficulty in attracting enough goodquality candidates to the position of school principal (Gronn & Rawlings-Sanaei 2003). In
systems such as Hong Kong, new principals are drawn predominantly from the ranks of viceprincipals; therefore, we believe that knowledge of the responsibilities, aspirations and job
satisfaction of vice-principals is a meaningful way to provide a background that helps us to
understand principal shortage. In-depth research relating to vice-principals, and why they
appear increasingly reluctant to become principals, is just beginning to emerge in the literature
(Glanz 2004; Weller & Weller 2002).
Marshall & Hooley (2006) suggest that vice-principals who find their work more satisfying
tend to be those who aspire to become principals. Other research tells us that the level of a
vice-principal’s job satisfaction is inversely related to the discrepancies they perceive between
their ideal and actual work responsibilities (Norton & Kriekard 1987; Glanz 1994; Cranston,
Tromans & Reugebrink 2004). However, there have been few attempts to directly link career
aspiration with responsibility alignment.
The study reported in this article details a large-scale study of vice-principalships in Hong Kong
that aimed to examine responsibility alignment. The study also investigated the relationship
between this gap and vice-principals’ job satisfaction and career aspirations. When viewed
together, the findings not only provide valuable insights into the work lives of vice-principals but
also provide a deeper understanding of their potential and, indeed, their principalship aspirations.
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This article has five main sections. The first section discusses relevant literature and outlines
the context of the study. The second section explains the context in which the study was
conducted. The third section explains and discusses the processes used to analyse the data in
the study, which include the measures and respondents, and analysis of the data. The fourth
section discusses the research findings, and the concluding section summarizes the results
and discusses their implications for policy-makers and practitioners.

Review of Relevant Literature
Although vice-principals have long been considered important in school operation (Greenfield
1985; Marshall 1992), research into the intricacies of the job has lagged far behind in-depth
study into the principalship itself. Initial studies in the area tended to be little more than
descriptive overviews of the characteristics of people in the vice-principal1 role and provided
little to no critical analysis (Glanz 1994). As such, vice-principals are often described as
‘neglected actors’ (Hartzell 1993) or ‘forgotten leaders’ (Cranston et al. 2004).

Traditional Roles of Vice-Principals
The role of vice-principals was traditionally ill-defined in the literature (Marshall 1992; Harvey
1994). Marshall and Mitchell (1991) claimed that the vice-principals’ roles and responsibilities
were normally assigned by the principals at their discretion. In early literature these roles
were associated primarily with student discipline and attendance and were seen as having
little influence on the overall leadership of schools (Black 1980; Reeds & Conners 1982; Bates
& Shank 1983; Smith 1987). As noted by Bates and Shank, vice-principals were normally asked
to do ‘[a] number of jobs the principal does not wish to do’ (1983: 113).

Roles of Vice-Principals under Reforms
As the tasks undertaken by principals expanded in the wake of widespread educational
reforms, researchers began to focus their interest on the increased delegation of responsibility
to vice-principals. Webb and Vulliamy (1995), for instance, reported that four types of
activities dominated vice-principals’ work schedules: class teaching; curriculum leadership;
general managerial responsibility as delegated by the principal; and staff development and
pastoral support. Mertz (2000) asserted that vice-principals should be involved in managerial
duties such as supporting new teachers, external liaison and school improvement projects, in
addition to student discipline. In a more recent study involving 204 vice-principals, Cranston
et al. (2004) identified seven major roles for vice-principals in schools: strategic leadership;
education/curriculum leadership; management/administration; student issues; parent/
community issues; staffing issues; and operational issues.
The study by Hausman, Nebeker and McCreary (2002) found that there were some specific job
dimensions that occupied more of vice-principals’ time; these included student management,
interacting with the education hierarchy, and personnel management. Their findings also
revealed gender differences with respect to vice-principals’ degrees of involvement in certain
responsibilities. Females were found to spend more time on instructional leadership, personnel
1

Different labels are used for this position in different countries. We use the term ‘vice-principal’, as
this is the term that is used in Hong Kong, but in other settings ‘deputy’ or ‘assistant principal’ may be
used.
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management, and public relations activities in comparison to male vice-principals. The authors
maintained that the findings might suggest that women in leadership roles act in a more
personalised, democratic and participative style. Moreover, less experienced vice-principals
were found to spend less time as instructional leaders than those with longer years of experience.

Discrepancies between Ideal and Actual Responsibilities
In addition to the investigation into the degree of involvement of vice-principals on various
job dimensions, there are studies attempting to compare the actual responsibilities with the
preferred responsibilities which vice-principals believe can lead to the success of their schools.
Norton and Kriekard’s (1987) study was probably the first one to address the notion of the
discrepancy between the ideal responsibilities which were considered important to be carried
out by vice-principals, and those that were actually performed on a daily basis. Harvey’s
(1994) findings on 403 vice-principals in Western Australia revealed that the respondents, in
general, did not find their job to be satisfying as they had not been able to spend enough time
on the responsibilities on which they would prefer to spend their time.
Based on an open-ended survey of 164 vice-principals, the study by Glanz (1994) reported
that respondents indicated that teacher training, staff development, and curriculum
development were their three most important duties, and the areas where they should spend
most of their time; in reality, their jobs were consumed by student discipline, lunch duty and
school scheduling. Along the same line, Garrett and McGeachie highlighted the gap between
the ‘rhetoric of a meaningful role and the actual practice of the role’ (1999: 74). Likewise,
Cranston et al. (2004) reported a wide difference between the percentage of time spent by
vice-principals on various tasks, compared with where they believed they should actually be
spending their time. The respondents suggested that strategic leadership was of vital
importance to the success of their schools, yet they were only very peripherally involved in
leadership as they spent most of their time on ‘student issues’. The researchers concluded that
‘the closer the real and ideal roles were aligned, the higher the level of satisfaction’ (Cranston
et al. 2004: 239).

Career Aspiration and Responsibility Discrepancies
In the literature, job satisfaction of vice-principals has been linked to their career aspirations.
Marshall and Hooley (2006) maintained that ‘satisfied’ vice-principals were more likely to
aspire to principalship, whereas those experiencing less job satisfaction were more likely to
remain in their present role. Empirical evidence on the link is provided by Sutter (1996). Based
on findings gathered from 416 assistant school principals in the state of Ohio in the USA, he
confirmed that vice-principals who have higher career aspirations may view their current
position more favourably, perceiving it as preparation for a principalship. In addition, he also
reported that, in general, female assistant principals reported higher levels of job satisfaction
than their male counterparts.
The above literature suggests that job-satisfaction relates to perceived differences between
what vice-principals would like to do in their jobs and what they actually do. Their level of
satisfaction, which is affected by their personal backgrounds, in turn influences their
aspirations, or lack thereof, for a principalship. However, there is a lack of empirical evidence
to reconcile the gap between ideal and actual responsibilities, the level of job satisfaction, and
the career aspirations of vice-principals.
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The Study
This paper reports on our attempt to explore the effects of job-responsibility gaps on the career
aspirations of vice-principals in Hong Kong. Vice-principals’ personal backgrounds and
school variables have been shown to be contributing factors to their career aspirations, thus
we attempted to factor out the effects of these variables in the study. Accordingly, sequential
regression analysis in which the block of personal and school variables were first entered into
the equation, followed by the block of responsibility gaps, was employed in the study. Results
can assist policy-makers and practitioners to create an environment which is conducive to
motivating vice-principals to aspire for principalship. In brief, this study attempted to address
three major questions:
a. What are the discrepancies between ideal and actual responsibilities perceived by Hong
Kong secondary school vice-principals?
b. What are the effects of the responsibility gaps on the career aspirations of vice-principals
after the effects of their personal and school variables have been controlled for?
c. What are the interaction effects between career aspirations and vice-principals’ personal
variables on their job satisfaction?

Context of Study
This study was conducted in Hong Kong; as such, it was grounded in a specific context.
Although space prevents a comprehensive description and analysis of the educational context,
it is necessary to make a number of points in order to frame the study.
Given that only approximately 5 per cent of Hong Kong schools are run by the government,
selection and appointment of principals is the responsibility of what are called School
Sponsoring Bodies (SSBs); there are approximately 330 SSBs running about 1,300 schools.
Although following an apparently similar process, each SSB has individual procedures for
selecting principals. Non-government schools in Hong Kong can be further divided into
aided, direct-subsidy scheme (DSS) and private schools. While DSS and private schools are
free to set their tuition fees, one of the major differences between the two is that the DSS
schools can enjoy the same funding entitlement as aided schools. Apart from the source of
funds, DSS and private schools are different from the government and aided schools in their
student admission schemes. Government and aided schools are required to follow the
centralized student admission scheme operated by the government, whereas DSS and private
schools operate on a free-market system. Usually, schools joining the DSS scheme are those
which have attained a sufficiently high educational standard and are thus able to attract
students. In general, DSS and private schools enjoy a higher degree of autonomy in school
management and structure as well as in curriculum design, with decreasing degrees of
autonomy in aided schools and government schools respectively.
Schools in Hong Kong are roughly classified into three bands, in accordance with the
academic attainment of students; Band 1 schools are those with higher achievers, followed by
Band 2 and Band 3 schools. Primary school students are centrally allocated to secondary places
according to their academic attainment.
The vast majority of principals appointed in Hong Kong come from the ranks of viceprincipals and it is not unusual for a vice-principal to become a principal in the school where
they presently serve. Secondary schools normally have two vice-principals. As in many other

ISEA • Volume 40, Number 1, 2012

societies, Hong Kong has been enduring major education reform since the beginning of the
century (Cheng 2000) which has had a major unsettling effect on schools. As previously noted,
there is a shortage of well-qualified principal candidates in Hong Kong.

Methodology
This section describes the measures, the respondents and the analysis of data.

Measures
The instrument developed and validated by Kwan and Walker (2008) to measure the
responsibilities undertaken by Hong Kong school leaders was adopted in this study. It was
built on the seven responsibility dimensions considered by the Hong Kong Education Bureau
as key qualities for school leadership, and based on which principal preparation and
certification programmes2 have been designed (Walker & Kwan 2008). The seven
responsibility dimensions are: strategic direction and policy environment; teaching, learning
and curriculum; leader and teacher growth and development; staff management; resource
management; quality assurance and accountability; and external communication and
connection. There were 56 activity items covered in the instrument.
Two four-point scales were used; one for measuring respondents’ degree of actual
involvement, and the other for measuring their ideal degree of involvement. In addition, eight
items were adopted from Sutter’s study (1996) to measure job satisfaction. Career aspirations
of respondents were measured by two items: ‘I want to be a principal’ and ‘I intend to
complete the Certificate for Principalship in the next three years’. The respondents were asked
to indicate ‘yes’ or ‘no’; a ‘yes’ answer was assigned the value of 2 in the analysis, and a ‘no’
answer was assigned the value of 1 in the analysis. Respondents were classified into both
‘strong and prepared’, ‘strong, not yet prepared’, or ‘not interested’, in accordance with their
answers to the two questions. A section collecting personal information and school
information was also attached.

Respondents
The questionnaire was sent by post to vice-principals in all secondary schools in Hong Kong.
Primary school vice-principals were not included in the study, given the disparities in the
leadership roles undertaken by secondary and primary school principals in Hong Kong. Out
of the 803 questionnaires distributed, 331 were returned, which represented a response rate
of 41.1 per cent. Because the respondents came from broad backgrounds, the findings were
considered to provide a general picture of the Hong Kong secondary schools. A summary
profile of the respondents is given in Table 1.

2

Starting in 2004, all newly appointed principals must attain a ‘Certification for Principalship’ award,
which requires them to complete a 9-hour needs analysis workshop, 75 hours of coursework, an action
learning project and a professional development portfolio.
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Personal variables

Table 1: Summary of respondent profile

School background

8

Gender

Male
228 (68.9%)

Female
103 (31.1%)

Qualification

Professional
Certificate or
Bachelors
179 (54.1%)

Masters
149 (45.0%)

Doctoral
3 (.9%)

Age

Below 44
90 (27.2%)

45–54
197 (59.5%)

55 or above
44 (13.3%)

Years of
teaching

Under 15
13 (3.9%)

15–19
59 (17.8%)

20+
259 (78.3%)

Career
aspiration

Strong and
prepared
78 (23.6%)

Strong, not
yet prepared
18 (5.4%)

Not
interested
235 (71.0%)

Academic ability
of students*

Above average
136 (43.3%)

Average
87 (27.7%)

Below average
91 (29.0%)

School type

Government
29 (8.8%)

Aided
276 (83.4%)

DSS and private
26 (7.8%)

Number of
students

Less than 499
7 (2.1%)

500 to 999
96 (29.0%)

1,000 to 1,500
224 (67.7%)

Over 1,500
4 (1.2%)

* 17 respondents did not indicate the academic ability of their students.

Analysis
Given that the seven-responsibility framework had been previously validated, we proceeded
with checking the reliability alphas of the two scales. As shown in Table 2, all the results were
within a satisfactory range (from .7008 to .8918) indicating that the dimensions were internally
consistent. The negative item on the job satisfaction scale was first recoded before the
computation of the alpha coefficient so that a higher score represented a higher level of
satisfaction. A satisfactory reliability (α=0.7830) was found.
The respective gaps between the actual and ideal responsibilities for each of the dimensions
were worked out; the results are shown in Table 3. A positive value indicates an overinvolvement of vice-principals in the specific responsibility area, whereas a negative value
indicates a below-ideal level of involvement. The findings showed that respondents reported
a lack of sufficient involvement in all responsibility dimensions except staff management.
We went further to calculate and compare the respective gaps in the seven job responsibility
dimensions experienced by vice-principals of different career aspirations. The degree of job
satisfaction reported by vice-principals was found to vary in accordance with their career
aspirations; the more they aspired to become principals, the greater degree of job satisfaction
they reported (F(2,326)=8.482, p=.000). However, the disparity was only found amongst male
vice-principals (F(2,222)=8.357, p=.000) of different career aspirations but not amongst the
group of female vice-principals (F(2,100)=.960, p=.387). The group of ‘strong, not yet prepared’
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Table 2: Reliability alphas and scale means of the seven responsibility dimensions
Reliability alpha

Scale mean

on the scale
of actual
involvement

on the scale
of ideal
involvement

Actual
involvement

Ideal
involvement

External communication and
connection

.7008

.7966

2.5575

2.8598

Quality assurance and accountability

.8192

.8308

2.7763

3.3255

Teaching, learning and curriculum

.7313

.8100

2.7613

3.3802

Staff management

.7936

.8560

3.2335

2.5594

Resource management

.8670

.8918

2.1858

2.9706

Leader and teacher growth and
development

.7976

.8266

2.5312

3.1703

Strategic direction and policy
environment

.8122

.8327

3.1157

3.4495

Job satisfaction

.7820

2.9601

Table 3: Scale means of the seven responsibility gaps by vice-principals’ career aspiration
Dimension

Gap
(Actual involvement minus ideal involvement)
All viceprincipals

Strong
and
prepared

Strong
Not
ANOVA
and not interested Sig.
yet
prepared

Resource management

–.7848

–.5779

–.8199

–1.1852

.002

Leader and teacher growth and development

–.6391

–.5592

–.5139

–.6831

.124

Teaching, learning and curriculum

–.6189

–.6053

–.6056

–.6193

.968

Quality assurance and accountability

–.5492

–.5427

–.3438

–.5573

.308

Strategic direction and policy environment

–.3338

–.2331

–.2569

–.3711

.054

External communication and connection

–.3023

–.3253

–.1625

–.2932

.483

.6741

.6168

.8681

.6787

.211

Job satisfaction

2.8208

3.1000

3.0694

2.9047

.000

Job satisfaction of male vice-principals

2.8193

3.1259

2.8993

3.1154

.000

Job satisfaction of female vice-principals

2.8237

3.0500

2.9162

2.9500

.387

Staff management

9
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male vice-principals reported the lowest level of job satisfaction, whereas the ‘strong and
prepared’ male vice-principals showed the highest level of job satisfaction.
The results of ANOVA showed that a significant difference among the three groups was
found only in resource management, with the greatest gap reported by the ‘not interested’ group
(mean=–1.1852), followed by the ‘strong, not yet prepared’ group (mean=–.8199) and the
‘strong and prepared’ group (mean=–.5779). As either a low score attached to ideal
responsibility and/or a high score attached to actual responsibility can contribute to a large
gap, we thus examined the respective scores given to the two scales by the three groups of
vice-principals. The results, shown in Table 4, demonstrated that the group disparity was
attributable to the significant difference in actual involvement reported by the three groups
(p=.002) but not to the difference in ideal involvement (p=.371). The findings thus suggested
that the group of ‘strong and prepared’ vice-principals had been more involved in resource
management.
Table 4: Mean scores of different categories of VPs on resource management responsibility
Gap
(actual involvement minus ideal involvement)
Strong
and
prepared

Strong
and not
yet
prepared

Not
ANOVA
interested
Sig.

Actual involvement in resource management

2.5517

2.1889

1.7601

.002

Ideal involvement in resource management

3.1296

3.0087

2.9452

.371

In addition, we examined the effect of responsibility gaps on career aspirations. As it was
evident in the literature that demographic and school variables would affect vice-principals’
career aspirations, we attempted to factor out the effect of these variables in order to identify
the exclusive effect of responsibility gaps on vice-principals’ career aspirations. This was done
by utilizing sequential regression, with the responsibility gaps entered into the equation as the
last block. By examining the change in R2, the effect of responsibility gaps on career aspirations
can be obtained. The absolute value of each of the 56 activity gaps was first computed before
they were aggregated to form the seven-responsibility gaps, with a view to avoiding the
possibility that the effect of positive gaps was counterbalanced by that of negative gaps.
Dummy variables were also created to represent categorical data (such as school type and
gender).
A significant regression was obtained from analysis on the block of personal and school factors
with the following statistics: R2 = .153, F(7,252) = 6.517, p < .001 (shown in Table 5). An
examination of the beta coefficients showed that the ages and academic qualifications of
respondents were the two variables that contributed to predict vice-principals’ career
aspirations (β=–.222, p < .001 and β=.250, p < .001 respectively) but none of the school factors
were predictors. The results suggested that respondents’ degree of aspiration was directly
linked to their academic qualifications but inversely to their age.
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Table 5: Model summary of sequential regression predicting career aspiration
R2

F

p

Model 1: Personal demographic variables and school factors

.153

6.517

.000

Model 2: Seven-responsibility gaps and job satisfaction

.276

6.190

.000

Independent variables

Standardised coefficients of sequential regression

ΔR2

P

.123

.000

Standardised p

β

Personal variables
Dummy variable 1 – female=1, others=0

–.040

.499

Age

–.222

.000

.250

.000

Dummy variable 2 – government school=1, others=0

.166

.080

Dummy variable 3 – aided school=1, others=0

.089

.352

Number of students

.079

.218

Academic ability of student

–.121

.063

External communication and connection

–.014

.829

Quality assurance and accountability

–.006

.937

Teaching, learning and curriculum

–.090

.244

Staff management

–.027

.710

Resource management

–.148

.034

Leader and teacher growth and development

–.003

.968

Strategic direction and policy environment

–.057

.409

.301

.000

Academic qualifications
School factors

Job satisfaction

A significant improvement was seen when the block of responsibility gaps and the job
satisfaction score were entered into the equation (ΔR2 = .123, ΔF = .327, p < .001), indicating
that the inclusion of the second block of variables could help explain the addition of 12.3 per
cent of variance in career aspirations. Two significant betas were obtained; one for job
satisfaction (β =.301, p < .001) and the other for the resource management gap (β =-.148, p < .05).
The results suggested that, among the seven gaps, only the gap in resource management would
affect vice-principals’ career aspirations. The negative sign of the beta coefficient suggested
that the larger the gap experienced by vice-principals, the less they aspired to a principal
position. The positive sign between career aspiration and job satisfaction confirmed that viceprincipals with high job satisfaction aspired more often to become principals.
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As age, academic qualifications and job satisfaction were found to be significant predictors of
career aspiration, we further examined whether there was any interaction effect between age
and job satisfaction, using factorial ANOVA. The results revealed that the interaction effect
of age was significant (F(4,320)=2.748, p=.033). The findings suggested that respondents’ career
aspirations varied with their job satisfaction and age. The interaction effect between job
satisfaction and academic qualifications, however, was not significant (F(2,321)=.983, p=.375).
As shown in Figure 1, vice-principals who were ‘not interested’ in becoming principals
generally reported a lower level of job satisfaction than the other vice-principals. The
satisfaction level of the group of ‘strong and prepared’ vice-principals was worth noting; those
aged 55 or above reported a significantly lower level of job satisfaction in comparison to the
other two groups.
Figure 1: Job satisfaction of vice-principals (VP)s with different career aspiration

Discussion
The results of the study confirmed Cranstonet al.’s (2004) and Glanz’s (1994) assertions
relating to the lack of alignment between ideal and actual responsibilities of vice-principals.
The findings reported that the respondents had not been utilizing their time effectively in
order to fully realize the ideal responsibilities required of their jobs. Negative values were
found in all except the staff management gap, suggesting that the actual involvement of
respondents in six responsibility areas was less than ideal.
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The positive value found in the staff management gap showed that respondents considered
that work in this area had taken up a disproportionately large amount of their time. The
considerable gap may be attributed to either a low value of ideal involvement given, or a high
value of actual involvement reported by respondents. From the actual involvement
perspective, it could be an indication of the increasing workload in staff management as a result
of reforms which required more intense attention from the respondents. The gap could also
reflect the possibility that respondents did not feel competent in handling human resources
matters, so were forced to devote more time to them. From the perspective of ideal
involvement, a low value in ideal involvement would indicate that respondents did not
consider engagement in this area worthwhile. Either possibility would suggest inefficiency in
school operations. It is important that vice-principals be made aware of the importance of
human resource management in schools and that they be better equipped with the necessary
skills and knowledge to handle this aspect of the job.
Apart from the positive gap, three relatively large negative gaps were worth noting. The
largest negative gap was found in resource management. This suggests that respondents had
little opportunity to be involved in school resource and financial management and yet
believed that more time should be devoted to these areas of responsibility. As noted by
Marshall and Hooley (2006), vice-principals’ roles and responsibilities are usually assigned by
the principal; as such, finance may be an area where principals are reluctant to delegate, or
resource and financial management may be an area which principals consider to be
confidential. A lack of knowledge in the area may present difficulties if and when viceprincipals take up a principalship. Our result thus supports the assertion of Lankford, Connell
and Wyckoff (2003) that vice-principals should be better prepared in financial and facilities
management.
The second large gap was found in the dimension of leader and teacher growth and development;
it was also the area in which the respondents spent the second least amount of time. As
professionals who aim to develop students as self-directed learners, it is natural that the viceprincipals see the importance of professional development and they thus believe that more
time should be spent in this area. However, the findings suggested that the engagement of
respondents in this dimension was below the ideal level because of time and financial
implications. Enhancing opportunities for leader and teacher growth and development are
areas that deserve the attention of policy-makers.
The third relatively large gap was found in teaching, learning and curriculum. The gap showed
that respondents realised the importance of this dimension to school success and that they
favoured a more intense engagement. One plausible reason to explain the eagerness of the
respondents to be involved in this area is the recent policy decision to introduce a four-year
university curriculum to replace the existing three-year system. As part of this reform, there
will be a substantial decrease in the number of subjects that students can take in their senior
secondary years. Given such changes, vice-principals may well be able to capitalise on their
past knowledge and skills, and thus look forward to being more actively involved in learning
and teaching. The effect of curriculum reform is also seen in the responsibility gap found in
the quality assurance and accountability dimension, which measures respondents’ involvement
in curriculum assessment.
Our findings showed that vice-principals with different career aspirations experienced the
same degree of misalignment between ideal and actual responsibilities in six out of the seven
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responsibility dimensions. The only difference was in resource management, in which ‘strong
and prepared’ vice-principals reported the highest degree of involvement and indicated the
smallest gap amongst the three groups of vice-principals. It is thus evident in our findings that
career aspirations were linked to vice-principals’ resource management experiences.
Although gaps were identified in all responsibility dimensions, only the resource management
gap was related to a vice-principal’s career aspiration as far as our findings showed. Of two
vice-principals with similar personal backgrounds working in comparable school
environments, the one who was more often engaged in resource management activities
appeared be more likely to aspire to a principalship.
The considerable experience gained by vice-principals in staff management was not found to
be a contributing factor to their career aspirations. This finding may be more significant when
the group-oriented cultural context in Hong Kong is considered. As noted by Dimmock and
Walker (2005), preservation of harmony and suppression of emotional displays are strategies
commonly used by school principals. Openly commenting on the performance of
subordinates and directly pointing out their weaknesses by principals are considered to be
inappropriate in Hong Kong schools. However, recent educational reform has inevitably
caused changes to school operations, which in turn result in modifications to the work
assignments of teachers. Facing swift changes, teachers may have reservations, objections and
grievances because of adjusting to a new working environment. School leaders working in a
culture which highly values harmonious relationships may find it extremely difficult to
implement changes. This is an area to be addressed by policy makers in view of the fact that
staff management skills are of prime importance in a school-based management environment
which has delegated school principals with the authority to recruit, train, appraise and retain
school personnel. School leaders should learn to strike a balance in maintaining a harmonious
working relationship with teachers, on the one hand, and effectively monitoring their
performance, on the other.
Respondents’ career aspirations did not appear to be affected by their lack of involvement in
leader and teacher growth and development. The reasons for vice-principals’ scant involvement in
this area are likely to be temporal and financial, as the vice-principals not only have to
shoulder the cost of professional development themselves but must also make time within
their very busy schedules to attend such programmes. As the effects of leader and teacher
development are not realised within a short time period, vice-principals are often more
inclined to attend to activities that will bring discernible and immediate results, rather than
to professional development. School sponsoring bodies are thus encouraged to look into
professional development and to provide necessary support to school leaders.
Our findings did not support Winter and Morgenthal’s (2002) findings that vice-principals
were more inspired to work in high-achieving schools. Vice-principals working in different
Hong Kong school contexts did not differ on career aspirations. This finding can be explained
by the general practice adopted in Hong Kong schools that internal promotion is often
preferred to external recruitment. Therefore, internal school factors are considered by viceprincipals as given conditions with which they have to cope rather than as factors affecting
their career decisions.
Our study reflected that a disparity in the level of job satisfaction existed amongst male viceprincipals with different career aspirations and yet was absent amongst the group of female
vice-principals. This finding can be attributed in part to Chinese culture, in which males
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assume a relatively dominant role in our society. Influenced by the general expectation that
males shall outshine females in their career development, male vice-principals may be under
social pressure if they have to remain in their vice-principal positions. Therefore, it is
understandable that male vice-principals who strongly aspire to become principals and who
considered themselves not yet prepared for the job reported the lowest level of satisfaction.
Consequently, the less career-minded male vice-principals who are not interested in taking a
principal position will find their job less stressful and thus report a higher level of job
satisfaction.
Although the group of ‘strong and prepared’ vice-principals in general enjoyed a higher level
of job satisfaction than their career counterparts, those aged 55 or older did not. Unlike their
career counterparts who are more accepting of a vice-principalship as their terminal career
position, the vice-principals aged 55 or over may be less happy as a result of seeing decreasing
advancement opportunities as their retirement comes closer. Strategies to keep aspiring viceprincipals motivated are worthy of the attention of policy-makers.

Conclusions
The study attempted to examine the work responsibility gaps experienced by vice- principals
and to further link the gaps to their job satisfaction and career aspirations. Our findings
revealed discrepancies between the ideal and actual responsibilities in all seven work
dimensions; the respondents were not able to spend sufficient time in the work dimensions
which they deemed desirable.
The largest negative gap was identified in the resource management dimension in which our
respondents reported that they had not spent as much time as they would anticipate.
Moreover, our findings showed that resource management was the only responsibility gap that
would affect vice-principals’ career aspirations if their demographic background and school
variables had been controlled for. As most of the responsibilities undertaken by vice-principals
are assigned by principals, our findings suggested that financial and resource management
responsibilities were usually retained by principals without much delegation.
Our findings further showed that those vice-principals who had gained more experience in
the area of financial and resource management would be more likely to aspire to becoming
principals. Although inadequate involvement of VPs in financial and resource management
may not result in them having immediate and discernible problems during their current
service, it may create difficulties when they assume a principal position. Increased
involvement of vice-principals in financial and resource management is an area to be
addressed by both policy-makers and school sponsoring bodies.
The only positive gap was found in staff management. Our respondents did not appear to
realise the importance of this area to school administration and thus considered that work in
this area had occupied much of their time. It is suggested that professional development
programmes in staff management should be provided to vice-principals in order to assist
them to appreciate the contribution of effective staff management to school success.
The study provides empirical evidence in support of Marshall and Hooley’s (2006) assertion
that the level of job satisfaction of vice-principals is linked to their career aspirations, and it
further shows that the resource management gap is a predictor of career aspiration. The results
thus suggest that ways to close this gap are possible avenues for addressing the issue of a
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principal shortage, and that vice-principals would be more confident in taking a principal
position as development in this area can help vice-principals to better discharge their current
responsibilities or when they take up a principal position.
The study showed that the problem of a shortage of principals in Hong Kong schools is linked
to the local cultural context in which harmonious working relationships are highly valued.
Potential applicants are not particularly keen to pursue advancement because the
responsibilities required of a school principal may work against their ingrained values. As
cultural values are not likely to be changed, measures to assist incumbents to discharge staff
management responsibilities more effectively are possible avenues to be explored in order to
address the issue.
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Retaining Leadership Talent in Schools
Christopher Rhodes and Mark Brundrett

Abstract: In this article we focus on leadership talent retention as a component of local solutions to
leadership succession and talent management in an English context and then draw conclusions relevant
to those seeking to ensure a supply of high-quality school leaders in a variety of international settings.
Utilising focus groups and a questionnaire survey, the article explores the perceptions of 70 heads, 191
middle leaders and 168 classroom teachers drawn from 70 contextually different primary and secondary
schools in the Midlands and north west of England. Respondents were asked to report on current
approaches to retaining leadership talent in their schools and how they perceived that their local
authority could become more helpfully involved in leadership talent retention. The article also includes
an extended interview with a senior officer in charge of leadership development and retention from a
large local authority located in the Midlands of England. It is suggested that national and local desires
to grow leadership talent pools and retain high-quality leaders for now and for the future should take
into account the inclusion and flow of individuals capable of progressing to key leadership positions that
are difficult to replace and that a strategic approach to talent pool creation linked with a strategic view
of the development, improvement and performance of the school could represent an ideal way forward.

Introduction
Persistent shortages of middle and senior leaders in schools in the United Kingdom (UK) and
internationally have led to concerns about a crisis in the recruitment and retention of talented
leaders (see Rhodes and Brundrett 2006, 2009; Cranston 2007; Howson 2008). In the UK and in
parts of Europe, the United States, Canada and Australasia, shortages have been associated with
a demographic retirement bulge of departing heads and other school leaders (see Rhodes and
Brundrett 2006, 2008, 2009; NCSL 2007) and also with negative perceptions about the role of
leader and particularly that of the role of head (Draper and McMichael 2003; NCSL 2006a, b).
In this article we focus on leadership talent retention as a component of local solutions to
leadership succession and talent management. Following a review of the literature pertinent
to leadership talent retention we explore approaches to leadership talent retention currently
prevalent in English schools and how schools perceive that their local authority (LA) might
become more helpfully involved in the retention of leadership talent. We also explore how a
lead officer in one large LA located in the Midlands of England perceives the LA role in
working with schools as an enabler in the recruitment and retention of leadership talent. The
study secures the perceptions of 70 heads, 191 middle leaders and 168 classroom teachers
with respect to these issues in 70 contextually different schools. Contextual difference is
principally based upon school size, sector, performance and geographical location in order to
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secure a breadth of perception concerning leadership talent retention. The article identifies
approaches and difficulties of potential relevance to many incumbent school leaders and
associated agencies nationally and internationally responsible for ensuring a continued supply
of leadership talent in their organisations.

The Retention of Leadership Talent and Succession Management
In England, a number of possible solutions have been proposed to counteract such leadership
shortages. These have included the trialling of ‘fast-tracking’ programmes to shorten the time
taken for aspirants to achieve transition to headship, and revisions to the National Professional
Qualification for Headship (NPQH) to allow greater focus on personal development needs
leading to an earlier confirmation of readiness for headship (see Rhodes, Brundrett & Nevill
2009). In addition, the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) and the National
College for School Leadership (NCSL) (which, somewhat confusingly has also functioned under
the guise of the National College for the Leadership of School and Children’s Services or
NCLSCS) introduced a National Succession Planning Programme, with a pilot phase in 2006–
07 and a roll out to all local authorities in 2007 (see Bush, Allen, Glover, Middlewood, Parker and
Smith 2009). A central component of this programme includes the encouragement of LAs and
incumbent school leaders to work together to seek local solutions aimed at growing the available
leadership talent pool and securing more applications from good-quality candidates (NCSL
2006b). The NCLSCS has identified seven local actions required to ensure effective succession
planning. These are retaining talented leaders, attracting talented leaders, identifying talented
leaders, recruiting and inducting leaders, developing leaders, accelerating career progression for
those with good leadership potential, and actions to manage and support the careers of leaders.
In specifying these actions as ‘succession planning’, there seems to be some overlap in usage
with the term ‘talent management’, which similarly implies efforts to effectively manage
employee talent (see Lewis and Heckman 2006). The NCLSCS reports its continued engagement
with key local authorities so that these authorities may identify and develop new heads for
schools in their area as part of the ongoing campaign to find, develop and retain high-quality
school leaders (NCLSCS 2009a). Increased awareness of succession planning in schools and
local authorities is claimed as an outcome of the programme (NCLSCS 2009b). Example
collaborations are highlighted on the College website: for example, a case study of five LAs
working together in the north eest of England to help support NPQH graduates to secure
headships, together with a positive report on steps taken to further consolidate relationships
with serving heads in this endeavour (NCLSCS 2010a). Although the details and urgency of
succession planning and managing and retaining leadership talent will vary internationally,
the importance of these functions will have resonance in all schools. Understanding how the
retention of leadership talent is effected represents an important step in establishing this
presently underdeveloped principle in school succession planning and talent management.
Succession planning is a well-documented approach to establishing and retaining a supply of
high-quality leaders for the future known to be prevalent in many commercial organisations
(Wolfe 1996; McCall 1998; Hirsch 2000; Byham, Smith & Paese 2003; Rothwell 2005). It involves
the growth of the available leadership talent pool utilising mechanisms to identify leadership
talent, develop future leaders, plan for succession and retain talented leaders. Berger and Berger
(2004) report measures taken by companies to help retain leadership talent that broadly take the
form of ‘reward’ in terms of financial incentives, organisational incentives where staff are given
more opportunity to exercise their leadership skills, and psychological incentives where there
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is employer effort to increase personal job satisfaction. Increasing job satisfaction and
maintaining continued employee motivation appear as a recurrent theme in much of the
literature pertaining to staff retention in both commercial and educational organisations (see
Herzberg, Mausner &Snyderman 1959; Mobley, Griffeth, Hand & Meglino 1997; Morrell, LoanClarke & Wilkinson 2001; Muller, Alliata & Benninghoff 2009; NCLSCS 2010b). In an education
context, Davies and Davies (2010) argue that talented people need to feel valued and affiliated,
in the sense that their own interests are aligned with those of the organisation, and that this
may help in their retention. Notwithstanding the complex array of personal factors that might
influence an individual’s likelihood of retention or exit from a particular school, it is clear that
schools in some contexts will be more affected by recruitment and retention challenges than
others. For example, individual decisions to seek employment at, or remain within, a particular
school may be dictated by factors such as challenging circumstances (Chapman 2004; Ainscow
& West 2006), location in a socioeconomically disadvantaged area (Muijs, Harris, Chapman,
Stoll & Russ 2004) or possessing a reputation as a good school capable of enhancing staff careers
(Creasy, Smith, West-Burnham & Barnes 2004). Schools offering teachers opportunities to
develop leadership skills are reported to have found that staff turnover decreases and an
increased pool of potential leaders becomes available when a leadership vacancy arises (NCSL
2006a). For heads and other senior leaders, factors such as socioeconomic climate, the size and
reputation of the LA, the available salary, whether falling rolls are prevalent, and school type
and size have been linked to recruitment and retention issues (NCSL 2006c).
Notwithstanding what constitutes leadership talent in a given context or how it is identified,
local succession planning and talent management require incumbent heads to adopt a more
proactive stance towards the identification, development, succession and retention of leadership
talent amongst existing staff, as well as attempting to recruit and retain talented leaders from
external sources (Brundrett, Rhodes & Gkolia 2006; Rhodes, Brundrett & Nevill 2006; NCSL
2006a, b, 2007; Rhodes, Brundrett & Nevill 2008; Rhodes & Brundrett 2009). Initiatives such as the
English National Succession Planning Programme additionally call for collaboration between
heads and between heads and their LAs in seeking the common goal of enhancing the
recruitment and retention of high-quality leaders in schools. Whilst LAs and schools have a
history of collaboration at a local level, progressive centralisation has served to limit this
relationship and attendant LA capacity limitations and possible competition between schools
may make it more difficult for LAs to directly manage the careers of talented staff or achieve a
central role in talent brokerage. Although partnerships can been seen as beneficial in local
succession planning, individual heads may be concerned about loss of power, threats to
territoriality and where the locus of control in any partnership may reside. Moore and Kelly
(2009) highlight differences in power between schools and between individuals as potentially
problematic in partnership formation, and raise the question of whose authority should become
dominant in a particular situation. A danger emerges that intensified competition for talent rather
than productive collaboration between schools and between schools and their LAs could result.

Research Design
Context
Data were collected utilising a design consisting of a focus group phase, a subsequent
questionnaire phase and also an extended interview with a senior officer responsible for
leadership development and retention from a large LA situated in the Midlands of England.
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It was from this authority that many of the focus group and questionnaire sample schools
were drawn. In order to access a varied backdrop of leadership talent retention circumstances
and perceptions of LA involvement, the study drew upon a sample of contextually different
primary and secondary schools. Schools within the sample reflected differences in
performance, size, religious denomination, geographical location, immediate environment,
local reputation, community links and characteristics of the school’s site and buildings. All
schools were LA schools in the maintained sector of education. There were 52 primary schools
and 38 secondary schools located in the Midlands and north west of England that expressed
an interest in taking part in the study.

Focus Group Phase
This phase secured the perceptions of 18 heads, 18 middle leaders and 18 classroom teachers
from 18 contextually different primary (n = 11) and secondary schools (n = 7) in the English
Midlands. All schools were part of the larger sample of 90 participating schools. Constitution
and conduct of focus groups were informed by the guiding work of Field (2000). Middle
leaders were identified as individuals undertaking designated leadership roles within their
schools. Classroom teachers were identified as individuals not presently in designated
leadership roles within their schools. Heads contributed to the selection of middle leaders
and classroom teachers to be included in the focus group phase. This selection was based
upon choice of individuals likely to seek leadership progression in the future and hence more
likely to be engaged with the issues under study. Two focus groups for heads, two for middle
leaders and two for classroom teachers enabled each of the participant groups a choice of one
of two possible attendances. All interviewees responded to the same question:
What can the school do to retain leadership talent?
Focus groups lasted between 50 and 70 minutes, and outcomes informed and complemented
the subsequent questionnaire phase. Interviews were recorded and transcribed prior to
analysis using matrix grids. Commonalities, differences and emergent themes were sought
with respect to head, middle leader and classroom teacher perceptions.

Questionnaire Phase
Participating schools were offered a pack containing a questionnaire for the head and
questionnaires for up to 5 middle leaders and 5 classroom teachers. The number of returns was
dependent on school size and on staff participation. Freepost envelopes and telephone contact
were used to encourage returns by a deadline date. Returns from 70 of the 90 participating
schools were achieved, representing a return rate of 63 per cent. A total of 429 questionnaires
were secured from 70 heads, 191 middle leaders and 168 classroom teachers, providing a
potentially diverse data sample. The profile of participating secondary schools was 12 large
effective schools, 6 large improving, 8 small effective, and 4 small and improving schools. The
profile of participating primary schools was 17 large effective schools, 5 large improving, 11
small effective and 7 small improving schools.
Questionnaires sought a variety of respondent details including sector of employment,
gender, ethnicity, designated post, years of service in the designated post at their present
school and years of service in the designated post in all schools. Questionnaires also sought
textual statements to of the following questions:
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a. What approaches are used to encourage the retention of leadership talent in your
school?
b. How might the local authority become more involved in the retention of leadership
talent within your school?
Analysis of questionnaire textual data drew upon Miles and Huberman (1994), and individual
items from respondent statements were carefully ascribed to emergent themes using matrix
grids (see Tables 1 and 2) so as to capture intended meaning. Emergent themes were identified
for heads, middle leaders and classroom teachers.

Interview with a Senior Local Authority Officer
The senior officer interviewed is responsible for a team of eight people involved in workforce
development. His work specifically relates to the recruitment, development and retention of
leadership talent within the LA. The interview lasted for 1 hour and 15 minutes and probed
issues pertaining to the recruitment and retention of leadership talent. The interview also
sought to explore how the LA already does, and how it could, work with schools and their
heads in enabling the growth of the available local leadership talent pool.

Focus Group Findings
In analysis of focus group transcripts, care was taken to ensure that perceptions were
representative of the group and not just dominant individuals. Perceptions are illustrated
with representative quotes.

Focus Group: What can the school do to retain leadership talent?
Heads were unanimous that leadership talent is difficult to retain and that turnover was
expected. Groups of heads commented that leadership talent cannot be retained against its
will and that it was wrong to try to impede an individual’s progress, as this would create bad
feeling amongst other staff. For example, the head of a primary school experiencing high
turnover commented:
Bright young leaders are highly likely to leave as they want to run their own show.
Groups of middle leaders and classroom teachers gave insights into career and family
pressures they felt to leave their current posts and how this might impact upon their
leadership development. For example, one secondary classroom teacher said:
It is hard to leave a good school but staying too long was dangerous for my subsequent
career progression and there was a danger of stagnation.
Some primary classroom teachers thought that family commitments would strongly influence
their retention and leadership development.
In offering perceptions of what the school could do to retain leadership talent, heads from both
the primary and secondary sectors suggested that the best that could be done was to create a
pleasant working environment, to value staff and to keep an open door. Heads commented
upon the importance of being a good training ground for leadership talent development and
supporting staff to provide a dignified exit. One secondary head suggested that:
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Seeing staff gain promoted leadership posts in other schools helps persuade remaining
staff to stay a little longer.
Groups of middle leaders and classroom teachers concurred that a pleasant working
environment, a suitable work–life balance, support (particularly from the head) and being
valued offered a level of inducement to remain at a particular school. A middle leader from
a primary school in challenging circumstances said:
The culture of the school influences retention. You may click with it and want to stay
or you might feel you are burning out and leave.
Carefully targeted professional development was identified as something the school could
do to help develop and retain leadership talent. Middle leaders suggested that increased
support from LA advisors or from a senior member of staff within the school would increase
their commitment to leadership and their intention to remain at the school. Several middle
leaders from the secondary sector suggested that what was needed was excellent early
professional development rather than lukewarm continuing professional development later
in one’s career. In this way leadership talent could be retained, then taken through to middle
leadership and subsequently to senior leadership.
Overall, focus group interviewees emphasized ‘CPD’, ‘working environment’, ‘feeling valued’
and ‘support from senior staff’ as actions their schools could take in order to better retain
leadership talent. These perceptions contributed to the development of the subsequent
questionnaire survey.

Questionnaire Findings
Questionnaire: Respondent Details
The questionnaires yielded data about the 429 respondents. In terms of sector, gender and
years of service the sample represented a generally broad constituency, potentially providing
a good breadth of perspective on issues pertinent to the study. However, the sample contained
66 White, 1 Black and 3 Asian heads; 182 White, 4 Black, 4 Asian and 1 ‘other’ middle leaders;
and 152 White, 1 Black, 13 Asian and 2 ‘other’ classroom teachers; and so reflected a
preponderance of white individuals and was therefore less representative of other ethnic
groups.

Questionnaire: What approaches are used to encourage the retention of
leadership talent in your school?
Table 1 shows the themes of ‘CPD’, ‘reward’, ‘work environment’ and ‘post creation’ emerging
from the perceptions of heads, middle leaders and classroom teachers about the approaches
used to encourage leadership talent retention within their schools. These themes show some
strong similarities to the themes of ‘CPD’, ‘working environment’, ‘feeling valued’ and
‘support from senior staff’ identified in the focus groups. These themes will be explored
below.
A small number of heads (n=4) thought that the need to encourage leadership talent retention
was not an issue in their own school as the majority of staff were newly appointed or because
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such encouragement was futile or undesirable as many with leadership talent would rightly
leave to gain promotion elsewhere. One head from a primary school wrote:
Retention is not encouraged as leaders do what is best for themselves in the end.
Some middle leaders (n=16) and classroom teachers (n=15) from both sectors were unable to
identify any approaches to leadership talent retention in their schools and saw this as leading
to increased staff exit. For example, one classroom teacher from a secondary school wrote:
If there is no support or promotion for those with leadership talent they will just move
on to another school.
Echoing sentiments expressed in the focus groups that leadership talent should not be retained
against its will, some middle leaders (n=7) were anxious to point out the need for
‘truthfulness’ should there be instances where retention might be encouraged by the head,
even though there was no possibility for subsequent promotion. A small number of classroom
teachers (n=4) thought that the identification of younger staff with leadership talent would
enable an extended period of engagement with the school and hence extend retention.
Table 1: Approaches to the retention of leadership talent as perceived by heads, middle
leaders and classroom teachers (numbers in brackets indicates number of statements
contributing to that approach; not all participants made a statement)
Heads (n=70)

Middle leaders (n=191)

Classroom teachers (n=168)

CPD (24)

Reward (39)

Reward (47)

Work environment (17)

CPD (38)

CPD (44)

Reward (14)

Work environment (29)

Work environment (39)

Post creation (9)

Post creation (28)

No approaches (15)

Not an issue (4)

No approaches (16)

Age profile of staff (4)

Truthfulness (7)

Respondents from all three groups suggested an important role for ‘CPD’ in encouraging
leadership talent retention. This was expressed in terms of leadership distribution, the
opportunity to lead new initiatives, networking, coaching, mentoring and access to leadership
courses, the NPQH and the NCLSCS leadership programmes. Middle leader and classroom
teacher responses often linked access to ‘CPD’ as indicative of being valued or rewarded by
the head or other senior leaders. A small number of heads in the sample highlighted
performance management arrangements linked to ‘CPD’ as a means to respond to staff
leadership aspirations and hence encourage retention. Conversely, some classroom teachers
and middle leaders indicated that much improvement in career development advice was
needed to accompany performance management meetings and resultant ‘CPD’ as this would
enhance both leadership development and retention. For example, a middle leader from a
secondary school wrote:
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The performance management meeting with the head should be a place where I
discuss my individual needs and issues such as my career development.
Respondents from all three groups suggested an important role for ‘reward’ in encouraging
leadership talent retention in their schools. The notion of ‘reward’ was expressed by heads
(n=14) in terms of financial and organisational incentives that included protected non-contact
time, internal promotion and personal appreciation. Some heads (n=6) referred to teaching
and learning responsibility posts (TLRs) as having been used to retain leadership talent.
Middle leaders (n=39) and classroom teachers (n= 47) shared heads notions of ‘reward’ as
important in leadership talent retention, frequently expressing the same financial and
organisational incentives as heads. In contrast to heads, some middle leaders’ and classroom
teachers’ statements linked access to ‘CPD’ as indicative of a reward, and linked personal
appreciation and receiving thanks to the notion of feeling valued. Sometimes overlapping
with responses framed as ‘working environment’, some middle leaders and classroom teacher
statements identified being trusted by the head and feeling that internal promotion was
possible as ‘reward’ factors. In these terms, all three respondent groups identified internal
promotion as strongly indicative of ‘reward’. For example, a classroom teacher from a
secondary school wrote:
Feeling valued, trusted and supported is the key to retention. If there is a history of
promoting staff who show leadership talent then this encourages me and it will
encourage others.
In addition to the use of TLRs to encourage retention, some heads (n=9) and middle leaders
(n=28) specifically referred to ‘post creation’ assisted by a rotation of roles as a useful means
to indicate new opportunities and new reasons to remain at the school.
As in the focus group phase, respondents from all three groups suggested an important role
for ‘work environment’ in encouraging leadership talent retention in their schools. Often
relating responses to job satisfaction and motivation, some heads referred to a ‘work
environment’ to retain leadership talent as one that included shared responsibility, innovation
and good personal relationships. Again reflecting responses in the focus group phase, some
heads suggested the importance of a good work–life balance, a sense of fun and the positive
influence of a successful school. Some middle leaders shared these ideas and also emphasised
the importance of children who were willing to learn and the efficacy of linking leadership
roles to individual interests. Many classroom teachers saw the ideal working environment
for the retention of leadership talent as one in which good teamwork and the sharing of
expertise were emphasised.

Questionnaire: How might the local authority become more involved in the
retention of leadership talent within your school?
Table 2 shows the perceptions of heads, middle leaders and classroom teachers as to how the
LA might become involved in the retention of leadership talent within their schools. Amongst
the respondent heads, middle leaders and classroom teachers, 44 saw ‘no role’ for the local
authority, suggesting that this was not necessary and in some cases not welcome. Their main
concern was that LA officers were insufficiently acquainted with individual school contexts
and dynamics to be effective in actions aimed at retaining their leadership talent. Several
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heads were worried that the LA was actually preventing the retention of leadership talent in
their schools by encouraging those with talent to take secondments in other schools and in a
range of LA initiatives. Some heads saw LA priorities as residing elsewhere. For example, a
head from a secondary school wrote:
The local authority is too concerned with targets and with supporting schools in
difficulty. Without extra resources they haven’t enough staff to support leadership
development and its retention in schools.
Other respondents were more optimistic about a possible role for their LA. All three groups
perceived the foremost function of the LA to be the provision of ‘CPD’ as a means of
development, engagement and potential retention of leadership talent. This was framed as
coaching, coach and mentor training, network facilitation, secondment opportunities, research
opportunities, aspirant and incumbent leader conferences, direct work with emergent leaders
and the provision of stimulating leadership courses. Only middle leaders and classroom
teachers identified a role for the LA in assisting directly with individual career planning for
established and aspirant leaders.
Table 2: Perceptions of heads, middle leaders and classroom teachers as to how the local
authority might become more involved in the retention of leadership talent in their schools
(numbers in brackets indicates number of statements contributing to that perception; not all
participants made a statement)
Heads (n=70)

Middle leaders (n=191)

Classroom teachers (n=168)

CPD (26)

CPD (57)

CPD (48)

No role (16)

Personal validation (41)

Personal validation (37)

Personal validation (13)

Brokerage (32)

Reward (28)

Brokerage (8)

No role (17)

EPD (12)

Equity (8)

No role (11)
Equity (7)

‘Personal validation’ by the LA, in terms of showing ‘respect’ to incumbent leaders and
offering recognition for the work they do in schools, was mentioned by some heads (n=13),
middle leaders (n=41) and classroom teachers (n=37) and linked to enhanced retention. A
small number of middle leaders and classroom teachers suggested that LA officers could have
a role in identifying those individuals with leadership potential in the first instance. Some
heads (n=8) and some middle leaders (n=32) proposed that the LA might adopt a ‘brokerage’
role by highlighting leadership opportunities in schools across their authority. A small
number of middle leaders alluded to a LA role in actively facilitating the passage of leadership
staff between schools. For example, one middle leader from a primary school wrote:
Perhaps there could be a local authority co-ordinator to monitor staff leadership
progression and retention. They could help offer secondment and developmental posts
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between schools to keep talent within the authority. They might organise more
networking between leaders. Secondments should be to places other than just failing
schools.
‘Equity’ of collaboration and interaction with all schools, not just those in challenging
circumstances, was called for by some middle leaders (n=8) and some classroom teachers
(n=7) if a role in retention was to be successfully fulfilled by the LA. As in the focus group
phase, some classroom teachers (n=12) additionally perceived a role for LA officers in
targeting the ‘early professional development’ (EPD) of young staff and helping to
individually develop their leadership talent as a means to assist retention. One classroom
teacher from a primary school wrote:
Younger staff need to know that there is a future for them in the school and in the
authority. They need development and support from an early stage. Perhaps the
authority staff and senior leaders in schools could be better trained in issues relating
to the retention of leadership talent.
Some classroom teachers (n=28) also thought that LA officers should be active in supporting
and facilitating ‘reward’ in terms of internal promotion within schools for those with
leadership talent and that this would have direct influence upon their retention.

Findings from Extended Interview with a Senior Local Education
Authority Officer
The senior officer interviewed strongly perceived retention issues to be the same for leaders
and potential leaders as for all teaching staff. He maintained that retention of all staff formed
the ‘base level’ of the authority efforts, and he strongly contended that retention of all staff
starts at the time of initial recruitment. For example, he suggested:
Retention is related to people rather than the role; it starts before you take up the post
with preparation prior to take up and then support whilst in the post.
He commented that there are, of course, some people who are retained who do not want to
progress in leadership, and so it is important that they be kept motivated in their current post.
In offering support to existing leaders, potential leaders and to all teachers, he talked about
the ‘gap’ between their knowledge, skills and their aspirations and how the LA might assist
in closing this gap to effect better job satisfaction and continued motivation, saying:
If you do not have these, you can forget retention.
He talked about the need to value people and described many LA programmes offering
support, for example, to newly qualified teachers and deputy heads and also the provision of
career clinics for all teaching and leadership staff. He focused on the importance of partnership
and collaboration between the LA and schools, indicating that the school knows its own
context best and so working with them the LA can help as an enabler in recruitment and the
retention of leadership talent. The officer also elaborated that one way in which leadership
talent could be identified was via the LA’s own leadership programmes, which offer
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opportunities to develop leadership knowledge and skills. He felt that to offer ongoing
support associated with these programmes helped to foster continued retention.
With respect to local solutions to leadership shortages involving schools and LAs working
together, the officer strongly indicated that the LA would like to offer brokerage by promoting
‘acting’ roles and perhaps ‘fast-tracking’ those with identified leadership talent to an acting
leadership post such as deputy headship within the authority. He was also at pains to make
clear that there is a need to act very carefully in any such brokerage as some schools would
not want people ‘forced upon them’. This note of caution and reserve was also reflected in his
responses concerning LA interventions within schools intended to help develop and retain
leadership talent. For example, he said:
Some heads don’t want a person ‘stolen’ from them to be given a chance to develop
outside the school such as in an acting post in another school or to suggest that a good
deputy should try for headship in another school.
The officer was adamant that if the incumbent head was not keen on such intervention then
they would certainly not pursue this route. He also added that this may backfire on the
incumbent head; for example, if the deputy thinks they are being blocked then they are likely
to leave anyway and go somewhere else.

Discussion and Conclusions
School leadership shortages in some countries have led to an increased focus on growing
leadership talent pools. Whilst commonplace in the commercial and some public service
sectors, the human resource functions of succession planning and talent management have
been relatively underdeveloped in the education sector. Given the association between quality
leadership and school improvement a variety of national responses have been elicited to
perceived leadership shortages in education. For example, in England this has prompted the
introduction of a National Succession Planning Programme for schools. The programme
involves the mobilisation of local solutions, involving individual schools, and collaboration
between schools and between schools and their LA, in order to grow the available leadership
talent pool through succession planning and retention actions (see NCSL 2006b; NCLSCS
2009a, b, 2010a, b). Factors perceived as influential in retaining leadership talent, whilst
unlikely to be dissimilar to factors influential in the retention of staff in general, hold an
important place within this National Succession Planning Programme. The present study
focuses on leadership talent retention as a key component of succession planning and talent
management, and an overview is provided in Figure 1. Indeed, retention as a key component
of talent management is likely to be important in the management and maintenance of existing
talent pools and hence in the continuing commitment of talented individuals within schools
as well as in efforts to develop and expand talent pools as a new source of candidates for
vacant leadership roles.
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Figure 1: A simple overview of leadership talent retention in relation to succession planning
and talent management
Individual school-based leadership talent retention
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In some schools, middle leaders and classroom teachers were unable to identify any
approaches to leadership talent retention at all (see Table 1). Although recruitment and
retention challenges are likely to vary with immediate school context, respondents in this
study perceived that job-related factors such as CPD opportunities, support, feeling valued,
experiencing a pleasant working environment and being rewarded were linked to the
possibilities of improved retention. This was echoed by the senior LA officer, who emphasised
job satisfaction and associated increased motivation as helping to secure staff retention.
However, perceptions of job satisfaction can change over time and this presents a challenge
to governors and incumbent leaders seeking to stimulate retention over an extended period.
Despite a tradition of moving schools to seek greater experience and seniority, especially if
jobs are plentiful, schools cannot expect those with leadership talent to continue to perform
without attention to their development, reward and job satisfaction (see Herzberg et al. 1959;
Mobley et al. 1997; Morrell et al. 2001; Muller et al. 2009; NCLSCS 2010b; Davies & Davies
2010). Overall, there was a high level of consistency amongst respondents across the phases
and contexts included in the study about perceptions of approaches helpful to leadership
talent retention. However, the study also confirmed that some heads do not see themselves
as instruments of leadership talent retention at all (see Table 1). Some heads appear to consider
this not to be an issue in their school, with some indicating that attempting to retain leadership
talent ‘against its will’ was a deeply problematic moral dilemma. Indeed, a recent study in
England by Rhodes et al. (2006) has also shown that heads are mindful of the moral issues
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pertaining to leadership talent retention and some are wary of actions that may result in the
slowing or blocking of an aspirant leader’s career path. This dilemma is further illustrated by
some middle leaders, who acknowledged their desire for ‘truthfulness’ about retention and
future career possibilities. These staff appeared to require assurance that their affiliation and
continued retention were rooted in the real possibility of reward and continued job
satisfaction. Where heads do act, decisions pertaining to new opportunities and new post
creation were taken by some respondents as indicative that it was worth an individual’s while
to stay in the school for longer. Perhaps in some schools, these signals need to be clearer to
staff so as to assist in the retention of leadership talent.
Notwithstanding any difficulties likely to emerge from inter-school collaboration (see Moore
& Kelly 2009), local succession planning in partnership with an agency such as the LA appears
to be undermined by the finding that some school heads see no role for their LA in leadership
talent retention (see Table 2), and some appeared guardedly hostile to the possibility of LA
involvement. Respondent heads offered indications that this was based on concerns about
unwanted ‘interference’ with staff in their schools. It appears that these heads see insufficient
incentive for collaboration, and notions of territoriality and competition seem to predominate,
causing a tangible barrier to collaboration and action. Not identifying an LA role in the
retention of leadership talent was similarly reported by some middle leaders and classroom
teachers (see Table 2). The senior LA officer interviewed, whilst seeing a role for the LA as an
enabler in the recruitment and retention of leadership talent, reported that the LA is very
cautious about any brokerage likely to involve staff movement based upon the desire to
develop and retain leadership talent. Whilst some staff did perceive their LA to have a
potential brokerage role in enabling the transfer of staff between schools (see Table 2), there
was only limited response from heads suggesting support for this possibility. Fractures
between some schools and their LAs appear to exist and these are likely to present barriers to
their partnership in fostering the retention of leadership talent. In contrast, respondents across
all three groups saw a traditional and well-rehearsed role for the LA in the provision of CPD
as potentially helpful in the retention of leadership talent. In addition, all three groups saw a
role for LA officers in adding to the likelihood of retention through personal validation
expressed as direct recognition and support for leadership talent in schools, but they stopped
short of suggesting how this might be achieved. The question is raised as to how LAs might
become better engaged, at least in some schools. Routes to leadership in schools vary
internationally. In some counties reliance upon strong central policy and national preparation
or training programmes may be sufficient. However, if the supply from these sources is
inadequate or trainees to emerge no longer seek senior leadership, then other solutions to
increase recruitment and retention fostered by talent pool growth are likely to become of
greater significance. One important lesson to emerge is that investment in local strategies may
require any difficulties in collaboration to be overcome sufficiently for schools to engage.
Although there may be instances when staff exit is unavoidable or even welcomed, it is
suggested that national and local desires to successfully grow leadership talent pools and
retain high-quality leaders for now and for the future should take account of the inclusion
and flow of individuals capable of progressing to key leadership positions that are difficult
to replace. A strategic approach to talent pool creation linked to a strategic view of the
development, improvement and performance of the school could be ideal. Whilst reported
perceptions pointing to the potential of CPD, work environment and reward to help retain
leadership talent and grow talent pools my be helpful in some schools, further study to explore
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the development of strategic approaches to talent pool growth needs to be undertaken. In the
English example presented in this article, initiatives intended to address leadership shortages
coupled with improving demographics and more positive perspectives of leadership may or
may not help address today’s perceived leadership crisis. However, whether in crisis or not,
schools and agencies may well wish to focus on the potential benefits to be gained by the
adoption of active strategic succession planning and talent management processes emphasising
leadership talent retention. Such a focus holds the possibility of an enhanced commitment of
talented staff, an improved pipe-line of high-quality leaders and more support for school
improvement. These possibilities may well have resonance in many countries. Whilst national
leadership development and training programmes are important, what the present study
suggests is that chance and serendipity in achieving the recruitment and retention of talented
leaders may no longer be sufficient and that leadership talent retention warrants further review
in schools and associated agencies pursuing strategies to ensure a continued supply of
leadership talent in their organisations.

References
Ainscow, M. and West, M. (2006), Improving Urban Schools: Leadership and Collaboration (Maidenhead:
Open University Press).
Berger, L. and Berger, D. (eds) (2004), The Talent Management Handbook: Creating Organisational Excellence
by Identifying, Developing and Promoting your Best People (New York: McGraw-Hill).
Brundrett, M., Rhodes, C.P. and Gkolia, C. (2006), Planning for Leadership Succession: Creating a Talent
Pool in Primary Schools, Education 3–13 34(3): 259–268.
Bush, T., Allen, T., Glover, D., Middlewood, D., Parker, R. and Smith, R. (2009), Succession Planning
Programme Evaluation: Fourth Interim Report (Nottingham: NCSL).
Byham, W., Smith, A. and Paese, M. (2003), Grow Your Own Leaders (London: Financial Times/Prentice Hall).
Chapman, C. (2004), Leadership for Improvement in Urban and Challenging Contexts, London Review of
Education, 2(2): 95–108.
Cranston, N. C. (2007), Through the eyes of potential aspirants: another view of the principalship. School
Leadership and Management 27(2), 109–128.
Creasy, J., Smith, P., West-Burnham, J. and Barnes, I. (2004), Meeting the Challenge: Growing Tomorrow’s
School Leaders. Retrieved 20 August 2005, from www.ncsl.org.uk/publications.
Davies, B. and Davies B.J. (2010) Talent Management in Academies, International Journal of Educational
Management 24(5): 418–426.
Draper, J. and McMichael, P. (2003), The Rocky Road to Headship, Australian Journal of Education 47(2):
185–196.
Field, J. (2000) Researching Lifelong Learning Through Focus Groups, Journal of Further and Higher
Education 24(3): 323–335.
Herzberg, F., Mausner, B. and Snyderman, B. (1959), The Motivation to Work (London: Transaction
Publishers).
Hirsch, W. (2000), Succession Planning Demystified, Report 372 (Brighton: The Institute for Employment
Studies).
Howson, J. (2008), 14th Annual Report on the State of the Labour Market for Senior Staff in Schools in England
and Wales (London: Education Data Surveys at TSL Education Limited).
Lewis, R.E. and Heckman, R.J. (2006), Talent Management: A Critical Review, Human Resource
Management Review 16: 139–154.

ISEA • Volume 40, Number 1, 2012

McCall, M.W. (1998), High Flyers: Developing the Next Generation of Leaders (Boston, MA: Harvard Business
School Press).
Miles, M.B. and Huberman, A.M. (1994), Qualitative Data Analysis (London: Sage Publications).
Mobley, W.H., Griffeth, R., Hand, H. and Meglino, B. (1997), A Review and Conceptual Analysis of the
Employee Turnover Process, Psychological Bulletin 86: 493–522.
Moore, T.A. and Kelly, M.P. (2009), Networks as Power Bases for School Improvement, School Leadership
and Management 29(4): 391–404.
Morrell, K., Loan-Clarke, J. and Wilkinson, A. (2001), Unweaving Leaving: The Use of Models in the
Management of Employee Turnover, International Journal of Management Reviews 3(3): 219–244.
Muijs, D., Harris, A., Chapman, C., Stoll, L. and Russ, J. (2004), Improving Schools in Socio-Economically
Disadvantaged Areas: A Review of Research Evidence, School Effectiveness and School Improvement 15(2):
149–175.
Muller, K., Alliata, R. and Benninghoff, F. (2009), Attracting and Retaining Teachers: A Question of
Motivation, Educational Management Administration and Leadership 37(5): 574–599.
NCLSCS (National College for Leadership of Schools and Children’s Services) (2009a), Targeted Support
for Succession Planning. Retrieved 21 April 2011, from www.ncsl.org.uk/leadershiplibrary.
NCLSCS (National College for Leadership of Schools and Children’s Services) (2009b), What we Know
about Succession Planning. Retrieved 4 July 2010, from www.nationalcollege.org.uk/
index/leadershiplibrary.
NCLSCS (National College for Leadership of Schools and Children’s Services) (2010a), Targeted Support
for NPQH Graduates in the North West. Retrieved 21 April 2011, from www.ncsl.org.uk/leadershiplibrary.
NCLSCS (National College for Leadership of Schools and Children’s Services) (2010b), What Are we
Learning about Retaining Headteachers? (Nottingham: NCLSCS).
NCSL (National College for School Leadership) (2006a), Leadership Succession: An Overview. Retrieved 10
December 2009, from www.ncsl.org.uk/publications.
NCSL (National College for School Leadership) (2006b), Succession Planning: Formal Advice to the Secretary
of State. Retrieved 10 December 2009, from www.ncsl.org.uk/publications.
NCSL (National College for School Leadership) (2006c), Recruiting Headteachers and Senior Leaders:
Overview of Research Findings. Retrieved 10 December 2009, from www.ncsl.org.uk/publications.
NCSL (National College for School Leadership) (2007), What we Know about School Leadership. Retrieved
21 April 2007, from www.ncsl.org.uk/publications.
Rhodes, C.P. and Brundrett, M. (2006), The Identification, Development, Succession and Retention of
Leadership Talent in Contextually Different Primary Schools: A Case Study Located Within the English
West Midlands, School Leadership and Management 26(3): 269–287.
Rhodes, C.P. and Brundrett, M. (2008), What Makes My School a Good Training Ground for Leadership
Development?, Management in Education 22(1): 21–27.
Rhodes, C.P. and Brundrett, M. (2009), Growing the Leadership Talent Pool: Perceptions of Heads, Middle
Leaders and Classroom Teachers about Professional Development and Leadership Succession Planning
Within their Own Schools, Professional Development in Education 35(3): 381–398.
Rhodes, C.P., Brundrett, M. and Nevill, A. (2006), The Identification, Development, Succession and Retention
of Leadership Talent: An Investigation Within Contextually Different Primary and Secondary Schools. Retrieved
15 August 2006, from www.ncsl.org.uk/publications.
Rhodes, C.P., Brundrett, M. and Nevill, A. (2008), Leadership Talent Identification and Development,
Educational Management, Administration and Leadership 36(3): 311–335.
Rhodes, C.P., Brundrett, M. and Nevill, A. (2009), Just the Ticket? The National Professional Qualification
and the Transition to Headship in the East Midlands of England, Educational Review 61(4): 449–468.

33

34

ISEA • Volume 40, Number 1, 2012

Rothwell, W.J. (2005), Effective Succession Planning: Ensuring Leadership Continuity and Building Talent from
Within, 3rd edition (New York: American Management Association).
Wolfe, R. (1996), Systematic Succession Planning: Building Leadership From Within (Menlo Park, CA: Crisp
Publications).

Author Details
Christopher Rhodes
School of Education
University of Birmingham
United Kingdom
Email: C.P.Rhodes@bham.ac.uk
Mark Brundrett
Faculty of Education Community and Leisure
Liverpool John Moores University
United Kingdom
Email: M.Brundrett@ljmu.ac.uk

ISEA • Volume 40, Number 1, 2012

Initiating Collaborative Action Research
After the Implementation of School
Self-Evaluation
Venetia Kapachtsi and Domna-Mika Kakana

Abstract: There has been an explosion of interest in educational action research, as it is regarded as a
means of professional development and professionalism. In Greece, the reflective rationality and action
research are considered to be at an initial stage due to several constraints. In this study, a collaborative
action research model was planned and implemented in two school units of primary education based on
the analysis of the data of a collaborative self-evaluation process conducted by the researcher. The goal
was to improve schools from within by employing teachers as active agents of change within their own
organisations.

Introduction
From Action Research to Collaborative Action Research
Much has been written about the value of action research. Carr and Kemmis – based on the
work of Lewin, who during the 1940s and 50s saw action research as a collective problemsolving approach for organisational improvement – describe the process of action research ‘as
a self-reflective spiral of cycles of planning, acting, observing and reflecting’ (1986: 162), which
tends to change three things: practitioners’ practices, their understanding of their practice and
the conditions in which they practise (Kemmis 2009: 463). Kemmis has recently stated, in the
33rd Collaborative Action Research Network (CARN) International Conference, that ‘action
research transforms the world, leads to self-knowledge so we act more wisely in the future and
we model democratic relationships among people’ (2009).
In the educational field, action research is the process which facilitates reflection about
teaching, collegial interactions, teacher empowerment and teacher professionalism, and also
helps to close the gap between doing research and implementing research (Lieberman 1986).
It could be carried out:
a. by a single teacher who tries to better understand his or her own behaviours, attitudes,
practices or the context (individual action)
b. by a group working with a university professor. The goal is to improve the dynamics
of a group of inter-related teachers (collaborative action research)
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c. By an entire faculty in conjunction with a school consortium. It studies a phenomenon
more globally and develops a generalisation (school-wide action research) (Calhoun
1993).
Whatever the type selected, the process allows opportunities for problem-solving.
Collaborative action research, which we concentrate on in our study, involves collaborative
efforts between educational practitioners and educational researchers with emphasis on
bringing together the expertise of both the educational practitioner and the researcher, in
order to face practical educational problems productively (Scriven 1986; Atkin 1989).

Conditions or Requirements of a Successful Collaborative Action Research
The elements that yield a successful and effective staff development programme do not exist
in isolation; instead they are inter-related and interdependent.
a. Many researchers agree that a teachers’ development programme should be based on
their needs, as teachers can’t be treated as a homogeneous group. It is acceptable that the
staff is made up of a number of individuals with different skills, attitudes and previous
experience (Fullan 1993), and additionally their aspirations vary at different stages of
their career (Huberman 1998). The needs of the veteran teachers most probably differ
from the needs of the relatively inexperienced ones. Therefore professional growth
activities are processes which integrally involve teachers not only in the assessment of
their own needs, interests and concerns, but also in planning, development and
implementation of changes (Owens, Loucks & Horsley 1991; Fullan 1993).
b. Participating in a staff development programme means that you are willing to make
some changes. We all know that change is complex and any real improvement is likely
to be associated with some pain or conflict. New equipments and materials are
introduced, behaviours and practices change, and new beliefs and attitudes may also
be encouraged (Fullan 2001). Simply changing the first two without changing the third
has nothing to do with real improvement. Therefore, the type of plan that brings about
improvement at these three levels should be well led and managed, have teacher
development built in and, most importantly, focus on pupils’ progress and achievement
(Fullan 1993). In other words, the collaborative process needs managing if it is to
happen well and critically at the same time.
c. According to the literature, effective staff development takes place ‘on the job’ in
people’s own workplace, where there are many high-quality opportunities, such as
easily available case study meetings, collaborative projects, peer observations,
discussions, a critical friend, and so forth (MacGilchrist, Myers & Reed 2008).
d.Establishment of collegial intelligence plays an important role in developing a shared
sense of purpose and commitment that may lead to change and improvement.
Collegiality refers to ‘the existence of a high level of collaboration among teachers and
between teachers and principal and is characterized by mutual respect, shared work
values, cooperation and specific conservations about teaching and learning’
(Sergiovanni & Starratt 2002: 330).
e. Collegial intelligence relates closely to reflective intelligence (MacGilchrist et al. 2008).
Teachers need to learn together and reflect together critically about what is happening.
Reflection is associated with thinking and is judged to involve the cognitive processes
of both problem-finding and problem-solving (Leitch & Day 2000).
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f. As the collaborative culture is characterised by a spirit of ongoing support for
experimentation and risk-taking, the existence of an expert, a facilitator, or a critical
friend could mobilise the educational community to consider the change (MacBeath,
Schratz, Meuret & Jacibcent 2005). The critical friend is ‘the trusted person who asks
provocative questions, provides data to be examined through another lens and offers
critiques of a person’s work as a friend’ (Costa & Kallick 1993: 50). He or she is the
person who supports teachers in their effort to improve and create a positive
atmosphere conducive to the learning process.
g. Generally, a successful collaborative action research effort should take place in a nonthreatening atmosphere where there is support and encouragement of the headteachers
and a warm climate between the participants and the researchers (Wagner 1997;
Sergiovanni & Starratt 2002).

Research Design
The design chosen for this research was a case study (Patton 1990). The application of the case
study tends to describe the real-life context in which the intervention has been implemented
and to explore those situations in which the intervention being evaluated (Guba & Lincoln 1981).
Our study was based on the data of two school units of primary education in Thessaloniki,
which were examined holistically through the process of school self-evaluation in order for
systematic information about the schools’ functioning to be collected and analysed for the
purpose of school improvement. The route of the whole study is presented in Figure 1.
Our aim in the first phase was to identify the weak fields of the schools so that further action
could be taken. For the self-evaluation, a multi-selective method of data was used from the
three parts of the school system (teachers, parents and pupils). There were qualitative data
which were supplemented by quantitative ones.
Through the self-evaluation process, the field of teaching emerged among the others as the
first which required improvement. However, we will not discuss the first phase in detail as it
is beyond the scope of this study.
In the second phase, we concentrated on collaborative action research, which was planned,
implemented and sustained in the workplace of one of the schools for one year, as a kind of
professional development model (Hopkins 2001; Angelides 2003; Bagakis, Demertzi &
Stamatis 2007).
The professor, Mrs Kakana, was in charge of the scientific aspect of the process and the
researcher was the facilitator, the critical friend – a real doer and not a simple observer
(MacBeath 2004). The participants were six teachers who taught in different classes of the two
school units. Meetings were held with the two schools together, at a convenient time for both.
The aim of the action research, as it was decided by the participants after scrutinising their
major problems in teaching, was the implementation of the collaborative approach to teaching
and the improvement of teachers’ practices.
In our research we tried to investigate:
a. if the collaborative action research is an effective in-service training giving teachers the
opportunity to make changes
b. if the collaborative action research promotes collegiality
c. if this kind of training has an appeal to both parents and pupils
d.the role of the critical friend according to from the teachers’ point of view.
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Figure 1: A visual representation of the major components of the study
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Description of the Collaborative Process
We briefly present the implementation of a collaborative model of action research that aimed
at the professional development of the teachers involved.
During the first meetings, different aspects and experiences were heard by the participants
concerning their professional development. Their previous experience had nothing to do with
action research but had been undertaken in conventional seminars. As collaborative action
research was an innovative approach for the teachers, some theoretical issues were presented
including the methodological tools of action research. Our team decided that the aim of our
improvement effort should be the implementation of the collaborative method of teaching in
their classrooms.
So, during the next two meetings, the participants co-operated and discussed in order to create
a collaborative environment in their classes and to form the first teams. Afterwards, the
teachers began to discuss some units of mathematics and the Greek language, they exchanged
ideas, they discussed various problems and obstacles faced during the teaching process and
they suggested solutions to these. They also presented incidents of practice that had occurred
on the previous days.
During the following meetings, the participants expressed themselves more and more
spontaneously and freely, and they co-operated better and better; they were not used to such
co-operation concerning their daily teaching practices with their colleagues and a university
team. As time went on, the teachers started to get involved in the process of reflection and they
tried to keep diaries in order to reflect on their experiences, although they were not eager
initially, as they weren’t used to them. It was obvious that they tried to examine and assess
their own teaching and then consider ways of working differently. Teachers worked
collaboratively and on an equal basis with the researchers in a warm and intimate climate.
Attendance and discussion enhanced the learning experience of the participants.
During the last three months of the school year, peer observation, another methodological
tool of action research, was used by the participants. Peer observation helped them to obtain
real evidence of the implementation of the teaching innovations. The participants observed
each other without trepidation, and everything observed was analysed in the meetings. The
critical friend was an observer as well, spotting different issues for discussion. At the meetings,
new ideas emerged through the discussions, a great repertoire of teaching techniques was
examined, and imaginative practices and intercultural activities were discussed after they
had been observed in classrooms.
Generally, the process seemed to be never-ending as the participants planned, acted, observed
and reflected. At the end of the meetings the participants expressed a wish to have such
support and feedback more often.

Data Analysis
Based on the method of triangulation, a variety of data collection techniques was used for
evaluating the collaborative action research implementation (Mason 2003). More specifically:
open-ended questionnaires distributed to pupils and parents a month before the end of the
meetings, participant interviews and the researcher’s field notes (kept at the meetings and
during classroom observations) provided an opportunity to study past events thoroughly in
order to gain insights about the action research.
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The research questions and the content analysis of the data – the process of identifying, coding
and categorising the data (Patton 1990) – guided us in the selection of the categories and
subcategories for the analysis of the data shown in Table 1.
Table 1: The categories of the analysis
Basic categories

Subcategories

The collaborative action research as a
kind of training

1.

changes in teaching practices

2.

pupils’ attitude towards the new teaching
practices (from the teachers’ point of view)

3.

changes in relations

1.

on the pupils

2.

on the parents

3.

on the critical friend

The appeal of the action research

Results
Collaborative Action Research as an Effective In-Service Training
Throughout the analysis of the researcher field notes and the participants’ interviews, it was
obvious that the participants seem to have had a positive experience of the collaborative action
research. According to the participants, it is ‘an effective type of in-service training’ (Hopkins
2001; Angelides 2003) because: firstly, ‘it is based on teachers’ needs’ (Owens, Loucks &
Horsley 1991; Fullan 1993); secondly, ‘it initiates the participants in reflection’ (MacGilchrist
et al. 2008); and, most importantly, ‘it provides support and encouragement, with the faculty
members of the university and the important role of the critical friend’ (MacBeath et al. 2005).
More concretely, the participants pointed out that the collaborative action research seems like:
‘a kind of psychotherapy’, ‘a kind of training based on practice rather than theories’, ‘a
relaxing process’, ‘a motive for changes in classroom’, ‘a focus on teachers’ needs’. The
teachers in Greece are mostly used to attending seminars in enormous amphitheatres where
lectures are given with a great amount of slides, and teachers listen as theories are
propounded. So such a type of training seemed completely new: intimate, focused on their
own needs, and implemented and sustained in a warm atmosphere.
They also realised that they began to investigate their methods during the practices, and reflect
on and search for different ways to improve. The participants said: ‘I saw the whole effort as
a chance for reflection’, ‘I can think when the class finishes’, ‘I try to change when I see that
something goes wrong’.
They also stated that their own change had an impact upon pupils as ‘they became better
receivers’ and ‘they participate in the planning of the projects’. They admitted that ‘a warmer
climate has been created in the classroom’ and ‘all the pupils participate in their own way’,
as ‘the lessons are more attractive for children’, even ‘for the shyest ones’. It seems that the
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introduction of intercultural practices, the variety of techniques and materials, and the
implementation of a variety of activities changed the school atmosphere and pupils’ mood as
well. The teachers provided equal opportunities to the children, marginalisation decreased
and the participation even of the shyest pupils was remarked in classrooms.
In addition, the participants found the role of the university faculty supportive and
encouraging, claiming that: ‘we need a network with the universities to be aware of the new
practices’, ‘we cannot change through the usual seminars. We need real help with a real
contact’, ‘this kind of support was different as it lasted for a long time’. Two of the participants
expressed the wish to have similar help in future: ‘The university team gave me feedback in
my effort to change, but I hope to have similar help in future’, ‘I wish such an effort to be
repeated’. At the same time the presence of the critical friend in the whole effort was
considered essential by the participants (Wagner 1997; MacBeath 2004). They said : ‘the critical
friend is a second pair of eyes’, ‘she gave me a second opinion’, ‘she gave encouragement for
any innovation’, ‘I don’t know if I did anything without her support’, ‘the critical friend’s
presence in the classroom made me learn to be well prepared every day’, ‘I am more well
organised in the classroom now’. Three of the participants suggested that the school advisors
should undertake the role of the critical friend in future as they admitted that they always
‘need feedback in the teaching process’.

Collaborative Action Research Promotes Collegiality
As far as the research question about collegiality is concerned, the participants also stated
that: ‘collaborative action research was an opportunity for better communication with
colleagues’ as ‘better relationships among colleagues were established’. They continued by
saying that they have no problems discussing among themselves what occurs in their
classroom. One of them hopes ‘to spread what [she] did among [her] other colleagues’ as
‘[she] learned from the collaboration’. She would like to be a real agent: ‘to pursue
collaboration with my colleagues in future’ as ‘I gave a lot to my colleagues and I took from
them, too’. One of the participants said that, ‘although I couldn’t imagine having an observer
in my classroom initially, I found out that I am keen on it, as I took many ideas’. The
participants learned from their colleagues; they discussed their problems, their anxieties and
the obstacles during the implementation of the collaborative approach.

The Appeal of the Action Research to Parents and Pupils
The appeal of the change to parents was evaluated by questionnaires, distributed to the
parents whose children belonged to the participants’ classes. The parents’ questionnaire was
composed of four open-ended questions regarding the changes the parents probably noticed
in their children’s classrooms, and their expectations relating to the teaching methods. The
answers of the 43 parents who completed the questionnaires varied, as the teacher’s
effectiveness was considered to be the essential factor for the realisation of the innovations.
So some teachers (2) seemed to be more effective in the new practices, and their effort was
easily recognised by the parents. The parents in a certain classroom pointed out that: ‘the
children use new materials’, ‘the teacher established new rules in the teams’, ‘the children
seem to find the new practices more interesting’. Others answered that ‘the children work cooperatively’, ‘the pupils are in teams and one of them presents the project’, ‘my child is very
keen on presenting his team’s project’. Four parents of another classroom talked about
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‘another teacher in the classroom who observes’, referring to peer observation, and three
parents mentioned that their children found teaching ‘more interesting and attractive’, as
‘there are new activities in the classroom’.
On the contrary, in one participant’s class the parents did not mention any changes regarding
innovations. They simply mentioned some leaflets distributed to their children. Concerning
the part of the questionnaire about parents’ expectations for the teaching methods, the
majority of the parents were fond of the implementation of new teaching methods and
intercultural activities, and only a small percentage of them (20 per cent) preferred the
traditional methods of teaching.
Having analysed the 66 pupil questionnaires, made up of eight open-ended questions
concerning the changes in classrooms, it seems that the pupils in almost all classrooms noticed
changes throughout the school year and especially during the last months. The pupils wrote:
‘we worked in teams and we made new projects’, ‘I’m keen on presenting the projects’,
‘teaching is more attractive now’.
●

●
●

15 students out of 66 focused ‘on the co-operation and trust’ that was developed with
the implementation of new methods.
22 students stated that they ‘learn better this way’.
10 students said that they weren’t ‘stuck on books’ with the new method. Also the
pupils of the last class of the primary school, who are old enough, were able to go
deeper and notice improvements in their relationships: ‘the relationships among pupils
are better now’. Although there are ‘some conflicts’ in the teams, they admit that they
co-operate better: ‘everyone offers what they can’ and they ‘try to find a solution’.

It also seems that they make efforts towards self-evaluation, judging themselves and the other
classmates as well. So they wrote: ‘George is active; Mary is a real leader’, ‘Tom is a bit lazy;
I’m sometimes stubborn’. So it is obvious that the pupils think more profoundly on their
actions and make judgements for both themselves and others.

The Role of the Critical Friend
Personally, as the critical friend in this team I was engaged in the process as a facilitator and
a researcher, too. Field notes were kept during the observations in classrooms and also during
our meetings. These observations provided an understanding of context and an insight into
group dynamics. Attending the meetings also provided a holistic perspective on sensitive
issues. This first-hand experience permitted reflections and introspection (Patton 1990).
So, after having the data analysed, the role of the critical friend or facilitator proved to be crucial.
According to one participant, sharing everything with the critical friend reinforced her effort to
change. Another teacher said: ‘the critical friend’s presence in the classroom was not a threat for
me; on the contrary, it was something positive, a second pair of eyes’, a finding similar to those
of Costa and Kallick (1993) and MacBeath et al. (2005). Another participant regarded the
presence of the critical friend as a necessity, since she believed that ‘the implementation of the
collaborative approach of teaching would be difficult without the critical friend’s presence’, and
she further declared that the critical friend helped her to improve her teaching practices: ‘The
critical friend really helped as she was witnessing the practice instead of focusing simply on
theories’. Another participant admitted: ‘I investigated my practices with her help and I
managed to find out what was preventing me from using something new’.
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In fact, in the role of the critical friend ‘as a second pair of eyes’, I observed that the participants
were involved actively, and they achieved a satisfactory degree of growth, although the
growth wasn’t the same for the whole team, as the teachers’ attitudes, experiences and ages
varied. I feel that they did learn and try to grow professionally as they gradually reflected on
their practices. Considering the fact that the teachers are not used to taking part in such
processes, even some growth is better than none. I believe that the biggest change that
occurred was the collaboration among the teachers: they became creative and thoughtful in
their interactions with their colleagues, as well as more caring and interested in each other’s
work.
During my observations in classrooms, I also realised that the pupils benefited from the new
processes as the teachers’ changes reflected upon them.
Personally, I also learned throughout this effort. Although I have been a teacher for plenty of
years, it was the first time I had adopted the role of the facilitator and participated in a process
of supporting teacher development. It was really a new experience and I am satisfied as, in this
attempt, the voice of the teacher was equally heard with that of the researcher, and the
developmental process focused on the real needs of the participants.

Thoughts and Suggestions
Collaborative action research emerges as a means to stimulate professional growth, to
acknowledge and expand teachers’ knowledge, to solve problems and to enhance teaching.
It also develops teachers’ efficiency and professionalism and makes teachers work
collaboratively.
I think it could be a model of in-service training in the Greek situation as it is connected
directly to practice, is carried out in schools, and is based on teachers’ needs – analysing
certain incidents in their workplace and putting emphasis on practice rather than theory.
Referring to Greece, I consider that involving teachers and academics in such an effort implies
that networks between the schools and the university should be developed in order for the
academics to help and support teachers’ professional development, to work together, to share
their experiences and to create communities of learning. In addition to the university
networks, the school advisors could also be facilitators and the ‘critical friend’ in such a
process, on the condition that they are familiar with the use of action research and the current
literature regarding effective teacher development.
Furthermore, open-minded and well-educated individuals in the field of educational
organisation and management are required. At the time of writing, the bureaucratic system
with its restrictions and delays minimises any improvement effort initiated by schools. I
believe that school principals should be the key figures for such an effort, providing an
encouraging and supportive atmosphere to improve teachers’ professionalism.
Moreover, the elimination of teacher isolation is a crucial goal for the implementation of a
collaborative action research process. Giving motives and finding convenient time could
stimulate teachers to participate.
As a conclusion, I suggest that collaborative action research could be a path leading to
communities of practice and learning in Greece. We do not expect a sudden miracle, but
gradually even ‘the small changes make the difference’ (MacBeath 2004: 28).
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The Process and Results of School
Self-Evaluation through the Eyes of
Experts: A Delphi Study
Jan Vanhoof and Peter van Petegem

Abstract: Schools are increasingly expected to shoulder part of the responsibility for developing and
guaranteeing educational quality. An illustration of this trend is the interest in school self-evaluation.
Analysis of the literature reveals that there are high expectations. However, empirical evidence
regarding the conduct and results of self-evaluations is still limited and we do not have a framework
which would permit us to make statements about this. The results of a Delphi study among 16 Flemish
(Belgian) educational experts led us to a set of criteria for the description and assessment of the quality
of self-evaluations. The arguments, experiences and opinions of the privileged witnesses surveyed also
serve to clarify the (f)actors that are important in achieving high-quality self-evaluations.

Introduction
Quality assurance in education has undergone considerable change in recent decades (Nevo
2001). Traditionally, this was regarded as the responsibility of government, which resulted in
a voluminous and complex body of legislation and regulations being imposed on schools. In
the 1990s, however, it was realised that this tight regulation represented an obstacle to schools’
freedom of movement (Güthe 1997). As a reaction to this, schools were given more room to
conduct their own school policy. Schools are now increasingly expected to assume part of the
responsibility for the development and guaranteeing of educational quality, and are required
to undertake self-evaluation. This is a procedure initiated and implemented by the school
which is intended to describe and assess its own functioning (Hendriks, Doolaard & Bosker
2002; Blok, Sleegers & Karsten 2005). The origin of the current interest for self-evaluation of
this kind must also be sought in the growing autonomy enjoyed by schools both in Flanders
and in neighbouring countries.
An analysis of the literature on self-evaluation reveals that the underlying tone is largely
positive and that expectations with regard to the results of self-evaluation are high. However,
the empirical evidence concerning the quality of self-evaluation is still limited. Kyriakides &
Campbell (2004: 32) take the view that ‘The field of school self-evaluation is at an early stage
of development’. This is true, for example, of the knowledge base concerning the conduct of
self-evaluations and quality-promoting characteristics. The question as to which quality
aspects should be taken into account or which criteria can be used to assess the quality of self-
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evaluations remains as yet largely unanswered. At present it is also unclear to what extent
schools have sufficient professional expertise to develop their own strategies, methodologies
and criteria for the purposes of high-quality self-evaluation (Rogers & Hough 1995).
Furthermore, very little is known at present about the differences which currently exist
between schools, which makes it difficult to assess what can be expected from them (by the
government and schools themselves) at this moment.
At present there is no ready-to-use set of criteria available for the description of selfevaluation. In addition to consulting the existing literature it is therefore vitally important to
discover the various arguments, experiences and opinions of privileged witnesses. The present
article reports on a communication process conducted among a group of educational experts.
In reporting the results of this study we answer the following research questions:
a. Which indicators can be used to operationalise the quality of a self-evaluation process?
b. How well (i.e. to what level of quality) are self-evaluations conducted in schools and
what differences are there between schools in this respect?
c. How can the differences in the quality of self-evaluations be explained?

Method
Most Delphi applications are intended to explore points of view and to produce suitable
information for the purposes of making policy choices (Adler & Ziglio 1996). The Delphi
technique was also developed as a rapid means of obtaining the opinions of experts without
bringing the respondents into contact with each other (Linstone & Turoff 1975). In essence
the technique consists of consulting a group of carefully selected experts. Van Tulder et al.
(1989) describe the Delphi method as a proven technique which can be used to contribute to
solving a particular problem by shedding light on a maximum number of facets from a
multiplicity of perspectives. It is, after all, the case that collective wisdom goes further than
individual insights because an array of perspectives can be collected and analysed, which in
turn gives a more complete picture of the question under scrutiny.
Given the specific nature of the subject of the present study we set out to involve the various
categories of Flemish experts on school self-evaluations. The fact that an individual belongs
to a particular category would lead one to expect that he or she will express exactly those
arguments, points of view, expectations and wishes which are typical of that interest group.
By representing various interest groups the complete picture thus emerges. However,
working with experts can create problems of representativeness (Linstone & Turoff 1975). It
is therefore also very important that all points of view are represented in the heterogeneous
group of respondents that is compiled, although in this case the present study does not set out
to arrive at representative statements. Our primary intention was to use the arguments and
attention points supplied by the respondents for the purposes of theory development and
hypothesis forming.
Linstone and Turoff (1975) believe that respondents must have at least one opportunity to reevaluate the responses of the entire group, which means that a Delphi study has to include at
least two rounds of questioning. How these are organised can vary, depending on whether
the survey is conducted orally or in writing, whether the respondents are to be brought
together and whether or not a consensus is to be reached among the respondents. In this
study, as in the conventional Delphi technique, pre-structured written questionnaires were
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first submitted to a panel of experts. By using this survey method we hoped to reduce the
possible influence of dominance and respect. Anonymous data-gathering makes it easier for
participants to give their own view even if this is a divergent or extreme position. It is further
worth noting that in this study we did not set out to reach a consensus among the group of
experts surveyed. Our interest was in shedding light on the various interpretations of highquality self-evaluation. For this reason the data were also collected and processed
anonymously in the second round. In order to obtain depth and careful analysis, and as a
means of ensuring the time investment of the respondents, we opted for individual in-depth
interviews in the second round, which on average lasted 80 minutes each.
The selection of respondents must be based on explicit criteria (Adler & Ziglio 1996). In this
Delphi study we applied the following two criteria:
a. All the various interest groups in relation to self-evaluation in Flemish schools must be
involved in the study
b. The respondents in the various groups must be selected on the basis of a combination
of their experience and expertise and the position they occupy in the field of
education.
In order to meet the first criterion we drew up the following categories of respondents: policymakers, inspectors, network pedagogical supervisors, non-network supervisors of selfevaluation processes, headteachers, teachers and educationalists. In order to ensure a full
exploration of the research questions we took care that all the various perspectives and
interests were represented in the study. We set out to comply with the second criterion by
choosing – in consultation – respondents who most closely fitted the criterion from a list of
possible candidates.
In total 14 respondents completed the written questionnaire with open questions in the first
round. We ensured that each category was represented. 16 respondents then took part in the
in-depth interviews in the second round. In order to obtain an appropriate distribution across
the various interest groups, we recruited more broadly among headteachers and teachers in
this round. We used the grounded theory of Glaser & Strauss (1967) as the basis for our
analysis of the data from the case studies.

Results: (Arriving at) High-Quality Self-Evaluations
The description which follows is structured around the research questions referred to above
and consists of three sections: describing (high-quality) self-evaluation, (predictors of) highquality self-evaluation,s and the current state of affairs with regard to self-evaluations in
Flanders. We have included all the arguments put forward by the respondents, even if these
were expressed by only one respondent or were contradictory. It is, after all, not our intention
to generalise the research results, but rather to create an inventory of relevant points of view.
We would also like to make it clear that we looked for both similarities and differences
between experts. It will be apparent, however, that opinions converge to a large extent.

Describing (High-Quality) Self-Evaluation
We will approach the description of high-quality self-evaluation in two steps: we will start by
examining how the concept of self-evaluation is interpreted and then proceed to the question
of what high-quality self-evaluation actually is.
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What is Self-Evaluation?
The activities which schools undertake as part of quality assurance are highly diverse. Some of
these are termed self-evaluation and others are not. Both in the literature and in the professional
field numerous descriptions can be found of ‘self-evaluation’ and of the concepts which relate
to it. We started by looking at whether the interpretation of the concept by educational experts
coincided with the existing interpretations to be found in the literature. For this purpose we
compiled an inventory of what they considered to be the necessary components of selfevaluation. The various replies brought us to a definition of self-evaluation as:
a cyclical process whereby a school itself describes and assesses, on its own initiative
and from a global quality-assurance concept, aspects of its own functioning in a
systematic manner with the aim (if necessary) of arriving at specific improvement
processes.
This description includes all the components which the Flemish experts consulted regarded
as necessary in order to be able to apply the term self-evaluation. The following list
summarises their interpretation of the various components.
●

●

●

●

●

●

●

Cyclical process. The respondents say that self-evaluation is not a one-off process. Selfevaluation is part of a cyclical framework and includes the intention to repeat the
process in order to see whether there is evolution over time.
On its own initiative. There must be a conscious choice on the part of the school itself to
initiate the process. The decision to start the process also lies with the school.
Itself. It is the school which is responsible for the design and implementation of the key
elements of the self-evaluation activities.
From a global quality-assurance concept. The self-evaluation process is designed on the
basis of a clear vision of what good-quality education is and the direction in which the
school wishes to go.
Systematic description. Self-evaluation is the systematic gathering and analysis of
information, which must be consciously implemented and with clear intentions in
mind. The various steps of the process should fit together properly.
Systematic assessment. The findings are assessed by testing them against the broader
quality-assurance concept. The interpretation and assessment phases are thus separated
from the descriptive phase.
Arriving at specific improvement processes. The aim of self-evaluation is to arrive at an
action plan which will contribute to improved functioning. It should be noted, however,
that this is only ‘if necessary’. Self-evaluation can therefore also result in securing what
works well. One respondent observed that schools ought to bear in mind that selfevaluation is not intended as an exercise in self-congratulation, but is aimed at finding
opportunities for improvement.

The above criteria represent self-evaluation in its purest form. However, the fact that one of
these components may not be fully realised does not, in the view of the respondents, imply
that a particular process cannot be deemed self-evaluation. They prefer to regard the various
components as criteria with which a self-evaluation process may comply to a greater or a
lesser extent.
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When is Self-Evaluation of High Quality?
In what follows we will pose the question as to what results a self-evaluation process needs
to obtain in order to be regarded as of high quality. In this regard, the respondents make a
distinction between arriving at action points and other specific results which the respondents
drew attention to.
Self-evaluation must provide a sufficient quantity of clear and relevant information to permit
decisions to be made regarding the further development of the school. According to the
respondents, therefore, a high-quality self-evaluation is not limited to the determination of
findings but results in the undertaking of actions (try-outs, adjustments, reorganisations, and
so forth). A self-evaluation process can therefore only be deemed as of high quality if the
results are translated into policy recommendations. The extent to which a self-evaluation
process results in appropriate action points is thus the ultimate parameter for assessing the
quality of self-evaluations. The respondents repeatedly stress the criteria with which these
action points ought to comply. The action points must be specific, measurable, acceptable,
realistic and time-framed (i.e. SMART). Formulating action points in this way increases the
chances that some practical results will emerge from the process, which is why they regard
this as a necessary criterion for assessing the quality of self-evaluation.
According to the respondents, self-evaluation is not only a means of arriving at action points.
It can also lead to specific valuable results. The outcomes which respondents repeatedly
deemed as valuable results of high-quality self-evaluations are:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

encouraging discussion of own ideas regarding good education
promoting a more ‘reflective attitude’ and a willingness to look at things more critically
recognising both positive and negative aspects of school functioning
resulting in extra motivation to provide good-quality education
enhancing the involvement of team members in school policy
clarifying responsibilities
contributing to collaboration and shared goal-orientation in the school
strengthening cohesion in the school.

In addition to the question of whether this leads to appropriate action points there is also the
question of how far specific results obtained such as those mentioned above are indicative
for the quality of self-evaluation.

Predictors of High-Quality Self-Evaluation
In the view of the respondents we can predict that a self-evaluation will be of a high quality
if it is conducted in a goal-orientated manner and is aimed at relevant aspects of school
functioning. The preparation and conduct of the self-evaluation ought also to meet a number
of requirements. It is important that suitable individuals are involved in the self-evaluation
and that the school culture is mature enough to undertake a self-evaluation. These elements
are discussed in more detail below.

Predictors in Relation to the Aims of the Self-Evaluation Process
The respondents believe that the reason why a self-evaluation is carried out plays a crucial role
in ensuring quality. High-quality self-evaluations set clear and shared aims in advance, look
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for connections with the existing school vision and depart from achievable intentions. We
will now go on to explain these quality characteristics in more detail.

Goal-Orientation
The goal-orientation of self-evaluations is something which is strongly emphasised by the
respondents. At the start of a self-evaluation there must be clarity with regard to the intentions
behind the process. The aims of the self-evaluation must be clear for all those involved, and
the respondents’ stress that there must be no hidden agendas. The school must know what
objectives it is aiming for and must try to make these objectives measurable. In other words,
there must be a means of testing the results of the self-evaluation against its objectives. For this
reason, some respondents are of the opinion that a high-quality self-evaluation must also
begin by reflecting on how the quality of the self-evaluation is to be assessed.

Shared Goal-Orientation
In order to achieve high-quality self-evaluation not only do the objectives of the process have
to be clear, but they must also be shared by the school team. Both the school management
and the teaching staff must be convinced of the value of the self-evaluation. The extent to
which the school team is behind the self-evaluation and what staff says about it in private are
repeatedly cited as predictors of the quality of self-evaluations. To this end the school
management must clearly indicate from the beginning that the results of the self-evaluation
will be taken into consideration. The team must be convinced that the results of the selfevaluation will lead to amendments of the existing policy, if necessary. A certain willing
compliance on the part of internal partners (staff, pupils and parents) and external partners
(inspectorate, employers and educational institutions that receive alumni) is, according to the
respondents, a condition for the achievement of high-quality self-evaluations.
In short, high-quality self-evaluation relies on a supporting vision that is known and shared
by all involved. Self-evaluation thus has to be conducted from as broad a support base as
possible, which means that schools must aim to establish a clear relationship between the
objectives of the individuals taking part in the self-evaluation, the objectives of the other
participants and the objectives of the organisation as a whole.

Anchoring the Process within a Broader Framework
The objectives which the school hopes to achieve by means of the self-evaluation must also fit
in, in terms of content, with the existing school vision. This means that a high-quality selfevaluation implies a clear vision as to the nature of good-quality education. According to one
respondent, high-quality self-evaluations require written vision texts that provide a clear view
of the quality of learning and teaching and of school culture, and the personnel, and
educational and logistical policies that are derived from this. It was also noted that selfevaluations will be of a better quality if they are better integrated into the existing way of
thinking and into existing structures.

Predictors with Regard to the Content of Self-Evaluation
A number of respondents point to the choice of self-evaluation themes as a means of
distinguishing between a high-quality self-evaluation and one of inferior quality. This
criterion is partly related to the goal-orientation of the self-evaluation process. In other words,
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the extent to which the school team agrees about the themes to be evaluated also has a
predictive force. There is also a link to school vision. The choice of self-evaluation themes
ought, according to the respondents, to fit in with the school’s vision and pedagogical plan.
In other words, the selection of the domains or themes to be evaluated must be relevant to the
entire school’s functioning. These must also be elements over which the school has control.
No mention was made of which themes should be included. One respondent said that this
cannot be established without knowing the specific nature of the self-evaluation concerned
(with regard to objectives and content).

Predictors with Regard to the Conduct of Self-Evaluation
The respondents mention various key elements regarding the conduct of self-evaluation. In
the following section we will discuss these under the headings: the importance of
communication, of being willing to work together, of being willing to reflect, of being willing
to change, of having a sense of reality, and finally the importance of a systematic approach.
The description given provides a clear explanation of how the respondents expect that these
process characteristics can exert an influence on the quality of self-evaluations.

The Importance of Communication
When asked about predictors of high-quality self-evaluation, most of the respondents began
by emphasising the importance of communication. In the first place, the respondents pointed
to the need for open communication with regard to the participants’ own functioning. In order
to achieve high-quality self-evaluations team members must be prepared to reflect on their
own functioning in an open manner. Openness is, therefore, first and foremost, a characteristic
of a school culture in which the members of the school team are expected to communicate
openly and honestly about their own experiences, opinions and expectations. The respondents
also emphasise the importance of accessible organisational structures for the discussion of
procedures, results and policy recommendations. Good communication in the course of a
self-evaluation process thus requires the presence of a co-ordinating person (an anchor figure
or quality co-ordinator) or a work group. Schools cannot afford to overlook the importance
of communication at any phase of the self-evaluation process. A well thought-out
communication strategy which is sustained throughout the process is of crucial importance.

The Importance of Being Willing to Work Together
According to the respondents, self-evaluations have a greater chance of success in schools
where collaboration is highly valued. This means that the team members think in a teamoriented way and believe that they can achieve better results by working together. Flemish
educational experts sometimes describe this as a ‘collegial atmosphere’ or as a ‘safe climate’.
In this regard, it is crucial that the team members trust each other and that there is trust
between the school management and the team. Self-evaluations can only succeed if there is
at least a minimum sense of partnership. This must not, however, be at the expense of denying
team members a sufficient degree of autonomy.

The Importance of Being Willing to Reflect
Reflection in this case refers to the readiness to question the existing state of affairs and to
consider alternatives, which requires what the respondents call an ‘open attitude’. Team
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members with an open spirit regard a mutually critical and constructive attitude as selfevident. Respondents also stress the need for a so called ‘reflection culture’, by which they
mean that team members should be prepared to engage in critical reflection both individually
as people and collectively as a team and are ready to learn from their own mistakes. A
willingness to reflect implies that the relationships between team members must remain
normal during the evaluation process and that the members continue to function
spontaneously and openly, even if this is part of an evaluation. Tensions and conflicts must
be manageable and open to discussion if self-evaluations are to lead to worthwhile results. The
respondents point out that a reflection culture can only develop if the school management
(headteachers, middle management and board of governors) is capable of dealing with
feedback constructively. One respondent added that for this reason it would be a good
idea for some schools to work on creating an open climate before embarking on a selfevaluation process.

The Importance of Being Willing to Change
Readiness to change is closely related to a willingness to reflect. Some respondents refer to an
improvement culture. This involves, for example, the extent to which problems and work
points which emerge during the self-evaluation are seen as opportunities or challenges.
Successful self-evaluation means that team members must not be afraid to adopt solutions
and must want to make changes to their own functioning. At present it is still the case that
people often expect that it will be other people who have to change or at least make the
first move.

The Importance of a Sense of Reality
The respondents repeatedly emphasised that schools ought not to be too ambitious when
embarking on a self-evaluation process. They need to work on an achievable route, not only
in terms of the complexity of the content, but also with regard to the duration and scale of the
survey. Allotting sufficient time and resources for each of the various steps in the selfevaluation process is also crucial. The experts recommend that high-quality self-evaluation
should start in a phased manner, consist of small steps and offer sufficient guarantees for
consolidation. Schools need to establish adequate priorities and not try to do everything at
once. The respondents suggest that schools begin in a (very) limited and modest way and
then slowly add on more components thereafter. This requires having a realistic picture of the
possibilities and keeping both feet firmly on the ground. The number of innovations
implemented in previous years and how the self-evaluation fits in with these are also points
to bear in mind when arriving at achievable objectives. Finally, a number of respondents
warned of the danger of survey fatigue.

The Importance of a Systematic Approach
The respondents point out the importance of having an overall quality step plan into which
the self-evaluation process can be embedded. This plan must set out lines of policy,
procedures, strategy, planning and the specific self-evaluation activities. The broad frame of
reference is also important in assessing the self-evaluation results. Schools should provide a
guideline or legitimating source against which to judge their own functioning and
achievements.
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Various respondents take the view that a high-quality self-evaluation is also characterised by
the presence of a systematic follow-up system which makes it possible to establish what went
well and what did not go so well during the self-evaluation process, and why. According to
the respondents, a global plan of the self-evaluation process needs to be drawn up (focusing
on, among other things, preparation, communication, objectives, procedures, conduct and
data processing, as well as valorisation). The procedures and responsibilities should be
(sufficiently) formally determined so as to ensure continuity and stability.
During the actual data collection the use of a systematic methodology is also a condition for
obtaining useable results. This means, inter alia, that reliable instruments need to be used, that
the data collection has to be carried out carefully, that the response needs to be sufficiently
large, and that the data needs to be correctly processed. These requirements are a way of
guaranteeing that the data collected by means of a self-evaluation instrument are valid and
can be easily generalised. The respondents interpreted the concept ‘instrument’ in a broad
sense. Data collection means not only the use of written questionnaires but also additional
qualitative methods of data collection which can also be applied in a systematic manner.
Examples mentioned included interviews, focus discussions, reflection tanks, document
analysis and numerical analysis. The respondents’ answers reveal that it can by no means be
taken for granted that schools are able to choose a suitable self-evaluation instrument, even
though this choice is determinant for the conduct and the results of the process.

Predictors with Regard to Leadership and Involvement
Various respondents emphasised that the school management must be sufficiently competent
in order to achieve a high-quality self-evaluation. The headteacher must be a driving force, but
does not necessarily need to assume the responsibility for carrying out the self-evaluation
process personally. The respondents appeared to anticipate the best chances of success from
a combination of strong leadership and participative decision-making. This means, according
to the respondents, that those involved can participate in planning, discussion and decisions
with regard to the conduct of the self-evaluation. They indicate, for example, that a selfevaluation will be successful if a representative work group (preferably with a critical friend)
takes charge of the co-ordination and implementation of the entire process. In other words, a
participative approach throughout the self-evaluation is a strong predictor, not least because
of the motivating effect that this supposes. That said, there are still slight differences in the
answers with regard to the specific interpretation of the ‘who?’ question. The interpretation
of the responses to the ‘who?’ question can therefore also not be established a priori.
Irrespective of the aim and themes of the self-evaluation, the involvement and the
responsibilities of the team members will, however, always have to be implemented
differently. Finally, in answering the ‘who?’ question various respondents also looked beyond
the involvement of school staff. In their view the quality of self-evaluation can also benefit
from the involvement of an external party who supports the self-evaluation activities and
from that position can give feedback on the findings.

Current State of Affairs with Regard to Self-Evaluation
In this section we examine the question as to the possibilities and limitations of Flemish
schools in terms of achieving high-quality self-evaluations. We will look at whether, according
to the respondents, the conditions exist to a sufficient extent to permit the conduct of high-
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quality self-evaluation processes. This is a question to which, the respondents stress, there is
no single answer, given that the reality consists of highly divergent situations. Schools move
at different paces, some have already gone a long way, while others still shrink from reflecting
critically on their functioning. While this makes it impossible to formulate answers which are
valid across the board, the general tenor of the responses appears to be pessimistic.
Respondents report that there are still only a limited number of schools with a proper selfevaluation process in place. It ought to come as no surprise therefore that the list of advantages
enjoyed by Flemish schools is shorter than the list of their existing shortcomings.

The Advantages Enjoyed by Schools
The finding that self-evaluation is increasingly being used as means to achieve school
development for Flemish schools can be explained, according to the respondents, by the
stimulating effect of the broader policy context. Respondents indicate in the first place that
schools can work on self-evaluation without being judged on this basis. Despite the strong
recommendation on the part of the schools inspectorate the conduct of self-evaluations is still
a voluntary process. Moreover, the quality of self-evaluations is said to receive a stimulus
from the stress on local autonomy and the growing feeling among schools that this is
accompanied by a responsibility vis-à-vis society.
The respondents also see various developments within schools which may contribute to
better-quality self-evaluations. They claim that schools are increasingly striving towards the
participation of relevant actors in policy processes resulting in a growing feeling of
involvement. According to the respondents, schools want to strengthen the sense of solidarity
and interdependence. There is also an increased tendency towards consciously drawing up
objectives at school and class level, and working with job descriptions and performance
appraisal interviews. Schools want to take their professional development more into their
own hands. The respondents reported, on the basis of their own experience, a growing
engagement and reflective capacity on the part of headteachers and teachers. Despite the
limitations imposed by their own statutes and by legislation schools are nonetheless trying to
follow a personnel policy, including – among other things – task differentiation with a view
to permitting the conduct of self-evaluations.

Obstacles in Schools
The weak points reported by the respondents can be described in terms of shortcomings.
Although they also indicated that there are some schools to which this picture does not apply,
the respondents stated that schools habitually suffer from a number of flaws. What follows is
primarily an overview of the shortcomings mentioned. We make no statements with regard
to their prevalence.
●

●

A lack of vision and goal-orientation. According to the respondents, most schools lack
vision with regard to the role of self-evaluation in quality assurance as a whole. Schools
fail to understand that self-evaluation is not something separate from the rest of their
functioning, which in turn means that existing policy plans involve very few work
points.
A lack of openness. This is still a major shortcoming in many schools and takes various
forms. In a large number of schools there is a somewhat negative atmosphere because
staff are unable to talk freely about their concerns and problems. In many schools there
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●

●

●

●

is a very considerable gulf between the board of governors and the day-to-day
management and, above all, between the board of governors, staff and pupils. Teachers
continue to play a solo role and there is still very little in the way of a culture of genuine
teamwork. Furthermore, in the experience of the respondents, coping with feedback
(criticism) is by no means self-evident.
A lack of involvement. In many schools there is an insufficient support base for the
achievement of high-quality self-evaluations. A considerable number of teachers regard
self-evaluation initiatives as threatening because these are too much under the control
of head teachers. If the decision to carry out a self-evaluation is taken by the school
management alone this can create a feeling among the rest of the staff that they are
being cajoled into participating. Problems of this kind can give rise to indifference
among the staff. Involvement in self-evaluation is too often limited only to data
collection.
A lack of expertise and follow-up. Various respondents emphasised that headteachers and
the teaching staff have not been trained to carry out self-evaluation. Schools lack the
expertise to undertake correct, valid and reliable data collection and data processing.
Moreover, the expertise required to monitor the implementation of self-evaluation
processes and the results of self-evaluations systematically is still in need of considerate
improvement. There are still too many schools which do nothing with the results of
their self-evaluation. They have difficulty getting change processes off the ground or are
unable to manage the various change projects.
A lack of realism. Supervisors of self-evaluation processes say that schools often
underestimate the need for training and supervision. They say that schools sometimes
do not realise that they need support because they lack a sufficient understanding of the
complexity of self-evaluation processes. The lack of expertise finds expression in a lack
of realism. Schools fail to assess their own situation and the impact of the self-evaluation
correctly. Flemish schools often approach self-evaluations over-ambitiously, both in
terms of the scope and the nature of the contents of the survey. Too many and/or overly
sensitive self-evaluation themes are formulated. In this sense the respondents feel that
many schools do not have a realistic picture of their possibilities.
A lack of resources. The respondents repeatedly stressed the importance of co-ordination
and follow-up for achieving high-quality self-evaluations, yet many schools are
wrestling with the question of how to calculate the time allocation for staff who are coordinating a self-evaluation process. Given that tasks of this kind are often in addition
to an existing task package many team members are keen to avoid involvement. Out
of concern for the timetable load, which is part and parcel of self-evaluations, staff are,
according to the respondents, very reluctant to get involved. If additional tasks are
expected from schools they must, logically, be provided with the necessary resources.

Conclusion and Discussion
On the basis of the input provided by the respondents we describe self-evaluation as ‘a cyclical
process whereby a school itself describes and assesses, on its own initiative and from a global
quality-assurance concept, aspects of its own functioning in a systematic manner with the
aim (if necessary) of arriving at specific improvement processes’. This is a description which
very closely resembles other descriptions of the concept (van Petegem 2005; Devos &

57

58

ISEA • Volume 40, Number 1, 2012

Verhoeven 2003). This paragraph goes on to sketch out the conclusions to be drawn from our
study and integrates these into a number of lessons for subsequent research. It is structured
on the basis of the three research questions formulated in the introduction to this article.

Indicators for High-Quality Self-Evaluation
Collecting indicators in order to formulate statements concerning the quality of selfevaluations was the first aim of this study. The respondents suggest that schools may have
very diverse expectations when embarking upon a self-evaluation process. Assessment of the
quality of that self-evaluation must, therefore, take place on the basis of school-specific
indicators. Even so, the respondents also suggest the use of indicators at a level higher than
at individual school level as a means of assessing the quality of self-evaluations. These relate
above all to the results of self-evaluation. The extent to which strategies are implemented at
school in order to tackle improvable elements or to secure what works well seems to be a
generally accepted indicator for the quality of self-evaluations. The expectation is that selfevaluation results in action points which are sufficiently specific, measurable, acceptable,
realistic and time-framed. In addition to the importance of these action points, the respondents
also pointed to a number of specific results – in particular, results in relation to which there
is a considerable degree of consensus among the respondents that these are worthwhile
effects. In the international literature the results of a self-evaluation are interpreted in a similar
way (Davies & Rudd 2001; Meuret & Morlaix 2003). Follow-up research must include the
reported results as possible indicators for the high-quality nature of self-evaluations.

How High-Quality are Self-Evaluations in Schools?
If we start from the assumption that a high-quality self-evaluation results in good action points,
the current state of affairs with regard to self-evaluation is, according to the respondents,
(somewhat) negative. It is difficult to make generalised statements, however. The respondents
report that there are considerable differences in the quality of self-evaluations. The question as
to the quality of self-evaluation in Flanders therefore requires a carefully couched answer.
In the view of the respondents, Flanders enjoys a number of advantages. There is a great concern
for high-quality growth and an increasing importance is attached to self-evaluation. Although
it is true that there is often the intention to carry out self-evaluation, the actual implementation
still leaves something to be desired. The way in which the process is designed, in effect,
mortgages the realisation of these intentions. In other words, according to the respondents, there
are still various weak points in Flemish schools which stand in the way of the quality of selfevaluations. The shortcomings reported confirm the findings of earlier research (Blok et al. 2005;
MVG 2006). These are a lack of vision and goal-orientation, openness, involvement, expertise
and follow-up, realism and resources. Moreover, schools have, according to the respondents, a
great need for support – often without their being aware of it. In the view of the privileged
witnesses this support is still insufficient, partly because schools are unable to find their way in
the existing range of options and also because this existing range requires further professional
development and needs to focus more on supervising schools at system level.

How Can Differences in Quality be Explained?
There appears to be a considerable unanimity among the respondents with regard to the
relevance of various predictors of high-quality self-evaluations. Although the various
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respondents stress different aspects, they appear to agree to a large extent about those
characteristics of the self-evaluation process which are determinant for the achievement of
high-quality self-evaluations. On the one hand, these characteristics relate to a number of
preconditions such as the availability of sufficient resources and support. On the other hand,
the respondents take the view that the school culture also plays a determinant role in the way
in which self-evaluation processes are implemented. Various norms and standards were
advanced as possible explanations of the quality differences in self-evaluations. There is also
a strong emphasis on aspects which can be summarised under the heading ‘policy-making
capacity’ (Sleegers 1991).
Of the battery of elements which, according to the respondents, contribute to the quality of
self-evaluation, goal-orientation appears to be crucial (Scheerens 2004). The answer to the
question as to why self-evaluations are carried out must be answered by those involved and
anchored in a broader framework. Furthermore, the preparation and the conduct of the selfevaluation must be carefully thought out; the right people must be involved in the selfevaluation and the school context has to be sufficiently mature to embark on a self-evaluation
process. With regard to the conduct of the self-evaluation the principal aspects which are
emphasised are the importance of communication, team-work, reflection, readiness to change,
a sense of reality and a systematic approach. These first five criteria lead us to regard selfevaluation as an ‘act of policy’, while the criterion ‘systematic approach’ leads us to regard it
as a ‘research activity’. Both conclusions are briefly explained below.

Self-Evaluation as an Act of Policy
The answers of the respondents indicate that in carrying out a self-evaluation the same
characteristics of school functioning play a role as in the conduct of other kinds of school
policy (such as personnel policy or the setting up of a system for pupils supervision). In this
sense, self-evaluations can be regarded as an act of policy and requires that schools possess,
in the first place, and in addition to a number of specific skills, a sufficient policy-making
capacity (Visscher 2002). The respondents repeatedly pointed to the importance of effective
policy implementation for the achievement of high-quality self-evaluations. The following
bulwarks of policy-making capacity which are adduced by van Petegem, Verhoeven, Buvens
& Vanhoof (2005) strongly resemble the input received from the respondents: effective
communication, supportive professional and personal relationships, shared leadership,
shared goal-orientation, responsive capacity, innovative capacity, integrated policy and
reflective capacity. The greater the extent to which schools comply with these, the greater the
effectiveness of the policy that schools implement (Staessens 1993; Sammons, Hillman &
Mortimore 1995; Macbeth, Jakobsen, Meuret & Scratz 2000; Potter, Reynolds & Chapman 2002;
Wikeley, Stoll & Lodge 2002; Wilkins 2002; Scheerens 2004). The results of this Delphi study
lead us to the hypothesis that the same applies to the conduct of self-evaluations.

Self-Evaluation as an Act of Research
The respondents emphasise that in a self-evaluation the level of accidentally acquired
impressions must be superseded, which requires a systematic approach. Only data which has
been collected in a sufficiently objective and careful manner are useful. For this reason, schools
must have a sufficient degree of understanding of how to conduct social scientific research
(Blok et al. 2005).
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The results of this Delphi study set out the various arguments, experiences and opinions of
privileged witnesses. The description of the results is an exploration of the factors and actors
which exert a significant influence in achieving high-quality self-evaluations, and is hypothesis
forming. The Delphi study was conceived with this aim in mind, and the effectiveness of the
research technique must be tested against this. It is a point of departure for further studies,
whereby researchers must make the step from perceptions to empirical evidence. In this regard,
the step from the predictors listed here towards possible criteria for a meta-evaluation serves to
indicate the way ahead. Subsequent research will explore the link between the factors and actors
which the respondents believe to be involved and the actual and perceived quality of selfevaluations. At present it is, after all, still unclear as to how far schools possess sufficient policy
implementation capacity and research skills to formulate and apply strategies for high-quality
self-evaluation. Moreover, the question as to the differences which currently exist between
schools still remains unanswered. The further development of the framework described above
combined with the criteria supplied by the respondents, as a theoretical framework and its
application for research into the quality of self-evaluation in schools, is a highly promising way
forward. Multi-method research is also indicated in this regard (Brewer & Hunter 1989;
Tashakkori & Teddlie 2003). By means of survey research and case studies it will be possible to
investigate to what extent the opinions of experts coincide with the reality in schools.
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Metaphor for Educational Accountability
Framework: The Kokum Connection
within a Saskatchewan Context
Larry Steeves, Sheila Carr-Stewart and Don Pinay

Abstract: Within the fields of education administration and education policy a substantial body of
literature has accumulated on the issue of accountability, most of which has focused on a relatively
narrow literacy and numeracy assessment approach to accountability in schools and fails to account for
the important role of family and community. While the school plays an important role in student
achievement, the failures of such a narrow approach are increasingly evident, as exemplified by the No
Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation in the United States (Darling-Hammond 2004; Levesque 2004).
A broader more inclusive approach seems necessary.

Introduction
A holistic framework from which to assess educational accountability is provided by First
Nations cultural and practices, which give primacy to the role of the extended family and the
community in the education of their children. Specifically, in Cree communities, whose
traditional lands span the Prairie Provinces in western Canada, the grandmother, or kokum,
has historically provided guidance and wisdom to grandchildren as they face life learning.
The important role of family and community has been characterised within the Cree metaphor
of the Kokum Connection. Similarly, Western educational research focused on educational
accountability and student learning has also noted the importance of family and community.
Chell, Steeves & Sackney (2009) argued that schools provide an approximate 15 per cent of the
explained variance related to student achievement, while family and community contribute
an additional 35 per cent, and an array of other factors contribute the remainder. In effect,
this is the message of the Kokum Connection, which demands we need to pay close attention
to the important contribution of family and community in students learning.
In this paper, the authors argue that the message of the Kokum Connection has important
implications for both First Nation and Western educational assessment practices. Family and
community are vital to improved student achievement within the broader community. Within
this context, the authors examined the current use of accountability framework models as
they relate to publicly funded education in North America, and compared them to models
developed in the field of public administration and public policy. In general, the accountability
models employed in kindergarten-to-Grade-12 education are overly narrow in perspective
as compared to public-sector accountability frameworks such as the Logic Model. As a result,
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educational models appear too restrictive and pay little attention to policies which support
broad social goals. The authors consider the current approaches to accountability frameworks
utilised within the Saskatchewan provincial educational system, 2008 Pre-K-12 Continuous
Improvement Framework: A Guide for School Division Strategic Planning (CIF), as well as the
approach to accountability within First Nations managed schools in Saskatchewan which are
funded by the Canadian federal government.

Literature Review
Thomas argued that ‘accountability is at the heart of governance within democratic societies’
(1998: 348). Peach expanded on this statement: ‘the public and the politicians they elect to
govern are increasingly seeking ways to improve, simultaneously, the effectiveness, efficiency,
equity, responsiveness, and accountability of government’ (2004: 1). Similarly, Marshall and
Steeves noted that
In an era characterized by increasing concern regarding the responsiveness,
effectiveness, and honesty of institutional structures, whether within the public or
private sector, this comment rings true. Whether dealing with the outcomes of the
Enron fiasco … or perceived failures by publicly funded K-12 education, citizens
increasingly both expect and demand action that ensures appropriate accountability
mechanisms are in place. (2008: 1)
While most would support the need for increased accountability in our institutions, whether
private or public, there is less agreement as regards the definition of accountability.
Too often when discussing the notion of accountability a constricted or limited focus is
utilised: The results are not always helpful. For example, within the context of American
public education, Darling-Hammond commented that ‘The standards-based reform
movement has led to increased emphasis on tests, coupled with rewards and sanction, as the
basis for “accountability”’ (2004: 1047). Darling-Hammond argued for broader notions of
accountability that support a more inclusive approach to improved student learning. Kearns
(1996: 35–36), an American public-policy academic, supported Darling-Hammond’s assertions
and, while referring to ‘narrow’ definitions of accountability, he suggested instead a ‘broad’
definition which ‘encourages us to consider a more diverse set of performance criteria –
something beyond mere compliance and reporting. Also, these definitions help us pose
additional questions to help clarify those criteria’ (1996: 39).
Kearns (1996) also proposed a management approach that incorporates a strategic plan for
accountability, indicating that this type of alignment with organisational strategic goals is
critical for success. Too often organisational accountability has failed to pay close attention to
strategic goals, with the all too often result that the accountability framework does not align
with long-term organisational objectives. Kearns (1996: 169) further suggested that a strategic
approach requires anticipation of legal trends, the ability to work successfully with
stakeholders, and the sustained commitment of resources to develop accountability systems
that are objective, valid and reliable. Within public-sector organisations, the failure to clearly
articulate long-term objectives, and the means by which these will be accomplished, often
signals that accountability frameworks are poorly aligned with little direct relationship to
desirable social, economic and political goals.
The demand for public-sector accountability applies equally to publicly funded K-12
education, and there exists a need to accomplish this within a programme model that does not

ISEA • Volume 40, Number 1, 2012

produce dysfunctional results (Darling-Hammond 2004). The North American approach to
accountability within publicly funded education systems has placed undue focus upon
assessment and school-based student achievement, and relatively less attention to a broader
range of factors that impact student achievement. For example, Levesque (2004), while
discussing American public education, argued that accountability concerns in public
education led to the passage of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, which mandated and
fostered a major student-assessment initiative. The concerns arising from NCLB apply both
to American and Canadian dialogue related to educational accountability. Thus it has been
suggested that Canadian public education has also prioritised large-scale assessment
programmes with less attention given to broader social determinants, such as the family and
the community (Volante 2007). In a review of the Ontario educational accountability
mechanisms, Volante suggested that the heavy emphasis upon student assessment within the
provincial school system was the primary determinate of educational accountability, and he
stated further that:
Currently, every province and territory, with the exception of Prince Edward Island,
administers some form of large-scale assessment. The approach of individual
provinces … varies according to the grades tested, sample size, test format, frequency
of administration, and, most importantly, stakes attached to student performance.
(2007: 2)
To counterbalance the focus on large-scale testing as the major focus of educational
accountability, Volante commented that ‘The ultimate objective is to move notions of
accountability from the realm of simple number crunching to a comprehensive view focused
on authentic system improvement. The latter has been sorely lacking in the current mind-set
that dominates accountability and assessment-led reform’ (2007: 2); while there is a need for
assessment information, the context in which this information is used remains critical to
effective accountability frameworks in public education. Too narrow a focus upon student
achievement assessment results, with little attention to the broader role of family and
community, will ultimately impair the important priority of improved student learning. The
broader context in which student learning occurs is vital.

Redefining Accountability Models in Public Education
Typically accountability reform efforts in North America are centred on students’ learning
experiences within the school setting. Yet research clearly identifies that student achievement
is much more complex, and suggests that school effects account for 15–20 per cent of the
variance in student achievement (Lytton & Pyryt 1980; Scheerens & Bosker 1997; Marzano
2003). Of the remaining 80–85 per cent, an exhaustive literature review by Nechyba, McEwan
& Older-Aguilar (2007) suggested that genetic predisposition explains approximately 50 per
cent of the variance related to cognitive ability. This leaves approximately 30–35 per cent of
the remaining variance to be accounted for by other variables (Chell, Steeves & Sackney 2009).
Lytton and Pyryt (1998) indicated that socioeconomic status explained 35–50 per cent of the
variance among elementary students. A solid body of research (Ryan & Adams 1999; Roscigno
& Ainsworth-Darnell 1999; Israel, Beaulieu & Hartless 2001; Ma 2001; Sirin 2005) corroborated
this conclusion, suggesting that this unexplained variance included variables related to such
factors as socioeconomic status, family, community and gender. Other studies highlighted
the corrosive effects of poverty (McLoyd 1998; Payne & Biddle 1999; Lemstra & Neudorf 2008).
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The tendency to lay problems related to low levels of student achievement at the school’s –
and, by extension, teachers’ – doorstep is overly simplistic. Improving student achievement
requires a broader coalition that focuses on a range of personal, social and economic issues.
Darling-Hammond provided a useful starting point for discussions related to educational
accountability and indicated that ‘there are many different conceptions of accountability that
have influenced US education policy and interact with one another in today’s systems’ (2004:
1050). Darling-Hammond outlined the following accountability mechanisms: political, legal,
bureaucratic, professional and market. She commented further that:
The choices of accountability tools – and the balance among different forms of
accountability – are constantly shifting as problems emerge, as social goals change,
and new circumstances arise. In most urban public school systems, legal and
bureaucratic accountability strategies have predominated over the last 20 or more
years. These have especially focused on attempts to manage schooling through
standardized educational procedures, prescribed curriculum and texts, and test-based
accountability strategies. (2004: 1051)
Behn (1998) echoed Darling-Hammond’s comments regarding the limitations of traditional
bureaucratic models of accountability in his advocacy of the drive by New Public
Management (NPM) for responsive, accountable governance. Behn stated that: ‘Their
argument is simple: The traditional method for organizing the executive branch of
government is too cumbersome, too bureaucratic, too inefficient, too unresponsive, and too
unproductive. It does not give us the results we want from government. And today, citizens
expect government to produce results’ (1998: 131). Marshall and Steeves (2008) argued that
broad accountability frameworks characteristic of public administration can provide a useful
conceptual lens from which to consider accountability issues within publicly funded
education. They argued that the logic model approach as described by Allen (1996) could
serve as a useful means of conceptualising educational accountability models and proposed
that the logic model, utilised by the Treasury Board of Canada (2005), be considered in relation
to educational accountability (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: Treasury Board of Canada Logic Model (Treasury Board of Canada 2005:1).
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A logic model, such as the one utilised by the Treasury Board of Canada, is described and
commented on by the University of Wisconsin Extension Division, in a discussion of
programme development and evaluation. The discussion paper described the logic model
and focused on the performance measures related to inputs, outputs and outcomes (Treasure
Board of Canada Secretariat 2005: 1). Drawing on the work of the University of Wisconsin
Extension Division, Marshall and Steeves indicated that
Inputs are described as ‘resources, contributions, [and] investments that go into the
program’ and identified by examples such as staff time, money, equipment, and other
indicators of production inputs. Outputs are described as ‘activities, services, events
or products that reach people’ and include measurements of activity levels and services
provided. Outcomes are described as ‘results or changes for individuals, groups,
communities, organizations … or systems’ and are categorized as short-term outcomes,
such as changes in attitudes, awareness, knowledge, and skills; medium-term
outcomes, which include changes in behaviour, policies and social action; and longterm outcomes, such as changes in social, economic, and environmental conditions.
(2008: 8)
The logic model as a heuristic framework for a broader discussion of accountability, at least
as it relates to public education, is a worthwhile focus rather than depending solely upon the
input, activity and output discussion that currently characterises much of the discourse
surrounding educational accountability and student achievement. The logic model helps to
clarify the need to include discussions on long-term social outcomes. The logic model also
recognises how critical variables vital to improved student achievement – such as family
socioeconomic status, ethnicity, gender or community – will be addressed, or how improved
student achievement can support long-term social and economic goals.

First Nations Holistic Educational Approaches
Indigenous culture and educational philosophy support the notion of a broad, inclusive
approach to student achievement. First Nations and specifically Cree educational beliefs and
practices reinforce the role of extended family and the community in child development and
learning. Don Pinay, Director of Education for the Yorkton Tribal Council, while discussing the
importance of improved student literacy and numeracy in the First Nations community,
emphasised the role of the extended family and community in the child’s education. He stated
that there ‘has to be that strength coming from the community … from the extended family’
(personal communication, 5 May 2010). He referred to this relationship as the ‘Kokum
connection’ a metaphor for the critical connection between family, community and learning
which utilised the traditional important role of the grandmother in teaching and values
transmission. Similarly, Lori Whiteman, Program Manager of the Treaty Four School Success
Program, commented that learning gains in literacy and numeracy do not occur in isolation –
rather, strong ties to the family and community are vital (personal communication, 5 May 2010).

The Kokum Connection
Traditional First Nations culture implicitly confirms what current research related to student
achievement suggests: that student achievement will be enhanced if supported by a broader,
more inclusive approach that recognises the impact of variables such as family, socioeconomic
status and community. A broader approach to student achievement encompassing family
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and community is essential for long-term benefits and improvements in student achievement.
Research findings documenting differential rates of student achievement for Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal students are all too familiar (Auditor General of Canada 2000). The
Saskatchewan context is consistent with Canadian national statistics for high school success.
Results from the 2009 Saskatchewan Education Indicators Report (Saskatchewan Ministry of
Education 2009) reported on the completion rates for all students within the province
completing Grade 12 in three years or less after beginning Grade 10. Approximately 30 per
cent of northern and Aboriginal students complete Grade 12 within three years or less of
commencing Grade 10 compared to 70–80 per cent completion rates for all other students
attending school within Saskatchewan. The impacts of these differential rates of achievement
manifest themselves in a variety of ways. Steeves, Carr-Stewart and Marshall illustrated a
number of these impacts with the comment that ‘Saskatchewan Aboriginal residents
consistently demonstrate lower levels of educational attainment, labour force engagement,
and income. While one cannot claim a direct relationship between the Pre K-12 student
achievement levels [and] these measures, the relationship provides food for thought’ (2009:
12).Within this context, the Treaty Four Chiefs initiated action to help address this situation.
Working with financial support from the federal government, they established the Treaty
Four Chiefs’ Student Success Plan (TFCSSP). The stated objectives for this initiative were to
address the significant achievement gaps in education for First Nations children. The TFCSSP
emphasised a holistic approach to education, affirming culture and traditional values, aimed
at improving individual student strengths and outcomes in literacy and numeracy.
Similar to the provincial educational system, the TFCSSP recognised the importance of
improved student achievement in literacy and numeracy skills, and considered these to be
‘fundamental elements in achieving successful transitions in learning, employment and life’
(Whiteman, personal communication, 2010). However, the project also recognised that an
overly narrow approach would not achieve the intended outcomes, and suggested that the
project ‘focuses on the development of processes that place the child and community at the
centre’ (Whiteman, personal communication). While improvements in literacy and numeracy
levels were core to the initiative, this could not be accomplished without a sustained
commitment to the role of community in the child’s learning and a recognition of the
importance of the mental, spiritual and emotional needs of the child, referring to the need to
build strong community if improvements were to occur successfully (Whiteman, personal
communication).

Saskatchewan: The Continuous Improvement Framework
Two systems of education exist in Saskatchewan (as in other provinces in Canada): the
provincial system – each province has constitutional jurisdiction for schools within its
geographical boundaries – and First Nations schools for children who live on Indian reserves.
The federal government of Canada has constitutional responsibility for all First-Nationsmanaged schools. First Nation schools as identified above have moved to incorporate
traditional principles, and specifically the Kokum Connection, in order to establish a balanced
approach to student assessment which includes parent and community involvement.
The growing focus within the provincial government on accountability frameworks had a
trickledown effect to education. The Provincial Auditor raised the issue of accountability in
the 2001 Spring Report and ‘wanted to establish a public accountability system that would
change the focus of public agencies from the resources used and the activities completed to a
focus on the outcomes achieved’ (2001: 3). This message continued in the Saskatchewan

ISEA • Volume 40, Number 1, 2012

Provincial Auditor’s Annual Report (2005). The Provincial Auditor stated that ‘Public plans
and annual reports of government agencies are key accountability documents. These reports,
prepared in accordance with Finance’s guidelines, should help the Legislative Assembly and
the public to better assess the performance of government agencies’ (2005: 257). These
comments had a significant effect upon the planning processes within the provincial
government, as evidenced in the Department of Finance’s planning and budgetary process.
‘The Ministry of Finance leads Saskatchewan’s accountability system for the Government of
Saskatchewan. Every year, research is done on best practices and guidelines are provided to
assist Ministries and agencies as they improve planning, measuring and reporting practices
… reporting on stated commitments [with] increasing transparency and accountability across
government’ (Provincial Auditor’s Report 2005: 257).
Educational stakeholders within the provincial education system moved to implement an
educational accountability framework, the Continuous Improvement Framework (CIF), the goals
of which, the Saskatchewan Ministry of Education noted, were ‘to improve student learning
by providing Saskatchewan’s Pre-K-12 education system with a common strategic planning
process, and to align system priorities with strategies, operational supports, and outcome
measures’ (2008: 5). Furthermore, the CIF was ‘anchored by four provincial priorities. Each
priority is supported by outcomes linked to the Goals of Education for Saskatchewan … The
intent is for students, families, communities, teachers, administrators, school community
councils, boards of education, and the province to collaborate and attain:
1. Higher Literacy and Achievement
2. Equitable Opportunities
3. Smooth Transitions
4. System Accountability and Governance. (2008: 6)
The provincial priorities indicated an inclusive approach to accountability. The CIF was not
intended to focus narrowly on the usual activity and output measures, such as numeracy and
literacy, but rather to address broader social outcomes, such as socioeconomic status and
community. These issues are external to the traditional school activity base and included a
system-wide planning, reporting and conferencing cycle designed to advance priorities and
improve student outcomes. School divisions and schools are required to align their priorities
with the provincial priorities and to commit support to the priorities (Saskatchewan Ministry
of Education 2008). Figure 2 illustrates the planning and reporting cycle.
Figure 2: Continuous Improvement Framework planning/report cycle.

Source: Saskatchewan Ministry of Education 2008:12
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In order to support the Continuous Improvement planning process, the provincial core
indicators align with the four provincial priorities. School divisions use these performance
indicators in their strategic planning and reporting to create a comprehensive view of student
achievement.
Yet, despite the deliberate attempt to adopt a broader, more inclusive approach to
accountability, challenges remain. The demand for assessment data related to literacy and
numeracy is a consistent and often controversial aspect of the CIF. Similarly, the difficulties
in the identification of measures that can assess broader performance indicators in areas such
as student perceptions of their learning have been challenging. In addition, the need to
encourage key stakeholders and public groups to consider the issue of accountability and
student achievement within the broader context of socioeconomic status, family and
community has been daunting. Pressures to focus more narrowly upon student achievement
rates with minimal attention to the broader social and economic issues continue. One such
example was the publication of a study by Audas and O’Keefe (2010) which studied and rank
ordered Saskatchewan high schools utilising data that was intended to provide feedback
regarding the improvement of classroom instruction, not for rank-ordering purposes. In
addition to this issue, Audas and O’Keefe failed to consider a number of other important
issues. Furthermore, the study referenced the issues of socioeconomic status, indicating that
this is a variable to be considered in future research. A failure to at least consider the role of
socioeconomic status and its impact upon student achievement is an excellent example of a
narrow, assessment-oriented approach to accountability.
The need for a more inclusive approach, based upon research that identifies the role of family
and community, remains. The Director of Education for the Northern Lights School Division,
operating in Saskatchewan’s Northern Administrative District, indicated that, although their
system has actively pursued improved literacy and numeracy objectives since the early 2000s,
there is increasingly a need to supplement a relatively focused academic, school-based
approach with a broader focus (personal communication, 20 April 2010). Challenges such as
increased suicide rates have pushed their system to begin to pay greater attention to student
engagement initiatives such as extracurricular activities and alternative learning experiences
for students who have dropped out of the regular school system. In addition, the Northern
Lights School Division is also considering more family and community approaches such as
early learning and child-care models that actively engage parents and elders.
A similar perspective is shared by officials of the Prairie Valley School Division (PVSD), a
culturally diverse rural system operating in the southern area of the province that serves
suburban, farming and First Nations communities. As in the Northern Lights School Division,
PVSD is committed to improved literacy and numeracy outcomes, and argued that this cannot
be accomplished in the absence of a broader focus upon social, cultural and economic factors.
The PVSD Superintendent for Assessment indicated that the school division is attempting to
incorporate this perspective in their accountability and reporting framework (personal
communication, 6 May 2010). Information regarding attendance, attitude and behaviour is
systematically collected in an effort to determine the impact of these variables on student
achievement. This represents one example, in this case by attempting to consider a broader
range of input variables for their accountability framework.
The Regina Public School Division offers a similar perspective, and has undertaken a number
of broader initiatives to improve student achievement, including measures to improve
classroom and school effectiveness, structural innovation initiatives among them. They have
also attempted to conceptualise the delivery of educational programming in a broader
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community-based format. A number of examples exist: their Elders in Residence programme;
the development of the Adult Campus to reclaim at-risk high school students; the
redevelopment of an inner-city high school, Scott Collegiate, within a joint-use communitybased model; and the Trades and Skills Centre, which also adopts a community-based
partnership model to provide practical skills to at-risk youth and adults.
Provincial school systems such as Northern Lights, Prairie Valley or the Regina Public School
Divisions recognise that a broader approach incorporating the vital role of other variables
such as social, cultural and economic disadvantage, family and community is necessary. In
effect, thoughtful attempts are being made by provincial school systems to recognise the
importance of the Kokum Connection.

The Way Forward: the Kokum Connection
The message conveyed by the confluence of education research related to student achievement
and an approach to accountability based on broader models of public policy, combined with
traditional knowledge drawn from First Nations communities, provides an alternative to the
narrow approach to assessment. The Kokum Connection provides a more inclusive approach
to student achievement that incorporates educational accountability based upon current
educational research and the logic model. The Kokum Connection supports and demands the
active involvement of the family and community in students’ learning in order to accomplish
the desired long-term outcomes of developing healthy, well-adjusted citizens who pursue
educational opportunities on their life path. Too narrow a focus upon improving test scores
will not achieve these goals. The important relationship between student achievement and
the contribution of variables such as socioeconomic status, family and community are
reflective of First Nations traditional knowledge and Western research. Literacy and
numeracy goals will not be maximised unless the impact of the Kokum Connection – the vital
link between the school, the family and the community – is implemented in all schools.
Current research efforts to draw clear linkages between school-based activities such as
instructional and assessment initiatives and agreed-upon long-term social, cultural and
economic outcomes will assist in the application of accountability models, such as the logic
model, to educational planning. By clearly identifying the relationship between school
activities to long-term desired outcomes, the potential for improving educational
programming, the 15–20 per cent of the variance related to student achievement is realistic.
These efforts at rigorous research will extend the usefulness of the logic model in a
‘downstream direction’. Similar potential exists to utilise logic models to develop the critical
relationship between school-related variables and broader social, cultural and economic
variables as they relate to the improvement of overall student achievement. The combination
of shared accountability for student learning and other positive long-term outcomes
represents a promising direction for further research. By leaving too narrow a focus on student
achievement behind and focusing upon the broader relationship between educational and
social, cultural and economic variables (to include the effects of family and community), a
better basis for long-term planning and accountability in education will occur and address
the 30–35 per cent of the variance related to student achievement. It is paramount that the
Kokum Connection be an essential approach to educational accountability frameworks. A
failure to systematically address issues such as student achievement using accountability
models based on the Kokum Connection means that current efforts, whether in First Nations or
provincial systems of education, will not achieve their full potential.
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Leading Inclusion: Special Teachers as
Leaders in the Development of Inclusive
Education
Panayiotis Angelides, Koulla Savva and Christina Hajisoteriou

Abstract: This paper explores the significance of special teachers’ leadership roles that guided the
development of inclusive education in two Cypriot primary schools. It thus examines not only the roles
that special teachers adopted in order to promote inclusive education but also the barriers that hindered
their efforts. Interviews were carried out with the headteacher, the special teacher and six teachers of the
participant schools. Interview data were triangulated with data collected by means of participant
observations. The findings of the current study suggest that special teacher leadership is interwoven
with the development and implementation of inclusive education within mainstream schooling.
Leadership as a synergistic effort among special teachers and the teachers of the mainstream classrooms,
students and parents may promote inclusion.

Introduction
A wide roster of researchers stress teachers’ important role in the promotion of inclusive
education. Teachers’ relations and collaborations with their colleagues, other professionals,
students and their parents are beneficial for the provision of equal learning opportunities
(Ainscow, Crow, Dyson, Goldrick, Kerr, Lennie, Miles, Muijs & Skyrme 2007). Also, teacher
methodologies and strategies (Adams, Bell & Griffin 1997; Allen 1999) and teacher leadership
(Marshall & Oliva 2006) are influential in the development and implementation of inclusive
education. Both literature and research related to inclusive education indicate that the
leadership of the school unit can play a catalytic role in the development of more inclusive
educational forms (e.g. Kugelmass & Ainscow 2004; Harris & Muijs 2005; Ross & Berger 2009;
Ainscow & Sandill 2010; Angelides, Antoniou & Charalambous 2010). Some researchers in
the field endorse the strategy of distributed leadership, suggesting the division of
responsibilities and the distribution of leadership tasks to teachers across the different levels
of schooling. Through collaborative networks which develop within and beyond the school
unit, teachers emerge as educational leaders (Angelides 2010) who can promote inclusive
education.
Although at the international level, a lot of research on teacher leadership (e.g. Frost & Durrant
2003; York-Barr & Duke 2004; Harris & Muijs 2005; Frost 2008; Durrant 2009) and/or special
teacher leadership is available (e.g. York-Barr, Sommerness, Duke & Ghere 2005; Billingsley
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2007), previous research has been broad and general. Only a small number of researchers
have examined the role played by special teacher leadership in the growth of inclusive
education. In order to overcome the aforementioned limitation, we will examine the following
questions:
●
●
●

How can special teacher leadership promote the development of inclusive education?
What roles do special teachers adopt in order to promote inclusive education?
Which barriers do they face in this effort?

To begin with, we analyse the concepts of ‘inclusive education’ and ‘teachers as leaders’, and
the interrelation between teacher leadership and inclusive education. We move on to set our
analysis within the Cypriot context, then we discuss our methodological decisions and we
critically reflect upon the themes which emerged from the analysed data.

Conceptualising Inclusive Education
The concept of inclusion has complicated, ambiguous and ambivalent meanings. Thus,
inclusive education entails diverse interpretations and different practices (Campbell 2002;
Dyson 1999; Angelides, Stylianou & Gibbs 2006). Booth and Ainscow (1998) argue that
inclusive education relates to the effort of overcoming the barriers which prevent all students’
learning and success, regardless of their nationality, sex, social background, sexuality,
disability or school achievement. At the same time, inclusive education focuses on increased
representation and the reduction of exclusion by other cultures, the curricula, and the school
culture and community (Booth & Ainscow 2002).
Petrou (2009) supports that inclusive education is interwoven with issues of educational
equality and social justice, human rights and prejudice reduction. Inclusive education aims to
promote all students’ learning, attendance and acceptance of diversity without any exceptions.
Nevertheless, it should not exclusively limit its focus on students, but rather include everyone
involved, particularly teachers, parents and the wider community. In this type of education,
the school should adapt to the students’ needs and characteristics and not the individual
students to the school structures. However, inclusive education should be a continuous
process, in which all voices are heard, and not a time- and place-bounded procedure.

Conceptualising Teacher Leadership in Inclusive Education
Within the last few years the role of leadership has been differentiated to a great degree. In
contrast to the transactional models, which sustain traditional and bureaucratic concepts of
hierarchy, there is a call for transformational models of leadership which distribute power
and empower teachers (Leithwood et al. 1999). Transformational leaders focus on the people
around them. They also focus on their relationships, values, beliefs, feelings and attitudes.
Transformational leaders manage structures but, at the same time, they seek to impact upon
the school cultures in order to change them (Leithwood & Jantzi 2005). Furthermore,
transformational models of leadership have significant effects on organisational conditions
and on student engagement with schools (Leithwood & Jantzi 2000).
Hargreaves and Fink (2003) deem that the daunting task of leadership should be a shared
responsibility and is not to be assigned to the few. Therefore, leadership practice should
include multiple individuals within and outside formal leadership positions. The multiplicity
of thought in complex knowledge-based organisations may become a useful tool in order to
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bring in diverse perspectives on unanticipated situations. Hargreaves and Fink go on to argue
that the thought and actions of the individual may create inelasticity, increasing the
probability of error. According to MacBeath (2006), distributed leadership is the answer to
the individualism or the ‘leader-hero’, indicating that schools can only improve if leadership
is distributed to all of their personnel. Distributed leadership is a form of leadership
suggesting that all the educational personnel have the opportunity to undertake leadership
roles across the various levels of their school unit (Leithwood & Riehl 2003; Spillane 2006;
Harris 2008; Harris & Spillane 2008).
Ryan (2006) conceptualises leadership as a synergistic effort which promotes inclusion and not
as a hierarchy among the individuals. Such leadership may be inclusive in two ways:
a. firstly, the process itself is inclusive as it includes as many individuals and teams as
possible, while also includes as many diverse values and ideas as possible in decisionmaking and the realisation of policy;
b. secondly, inclusive leadership includes inclusive practices aiming for the success of
inclusive education, social justice and democracy not only in schools but also in the
wider society.
Kugelmass and Ainscow’s (2004) comparative study of three countries examines the roles of
leaders which promote inclusive practices. They conclude that leadership responsibilities
involve the attribution of new meanings to diversity, which do not isolate or marginalise the
individuals, while mobilising the collaboration between the schools of the same community.
York-Barr et al. (2005) argue that special teachers may adopt leadership roles in their schools
regarding issues of inclusion, as they understand better their realities of practice in inclusive
education settings and identify supports for such practice.

Inclusive Education in Cyprus
In Cyprus, educational provision for children with disabilities traditionally took place in
special schools, separated from the mainstream settings (Barnard 1997). In 1979 this practice
was enacted with the voting of legislation on special education (Cyprus Republic 1979). The
most important provision of this law was that the children with disabilities should be
educated in distinct and separate environments. The 1979 law remained in force up to 1999
when a new legislation was voted in (Cyprus Republic 1999). Although the new legislation
gives the right to all children to study in the school of their neighbourhood, it was criticised
for deploying the terminology ‘children with special needs’ (Phtiaka 1999).
Since the early 1990s, the government of Cyprus has encouraged and supported the education of
children with special needs in mainstream schooling. Special teachers have been assigned to all
mainstream schools for the support of these children. In most cases, special teachers are assigned
to two schools, and thus they move during the school day. According to the common practice of
schools in Cyprus, each school should provide a small room as a ‘special’ classroom, where special
teachers provide individualised teaching to the children. Currently, a lot of children who face
difficulties in schooling are very frequently marginalised or even excluded from teaching.

Methodology
In order to address our research questions we adopted a qualitative methodology (Lincoln &
Guba 1985; Miles & Huberman 1994; Patton 2002). Our research focused on two special
teachers. The selection of the two teachers adhered to the following criteria:
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a. they had more than ten years of educational service;
b. they presented formal or informal leadership roles in their schools; and
c. in the past they had been involved in research programmes regarding inclusive
education.
The Ministry of Education provided us with access to special teachers’ demographic data and
particularly the names of the schools in which special teachers had leadership roles.
Accordingly, we visited ten primary schools in the educational districts of Nicosia and
Larnaca. In these schools, we conducted one-day visits in order to interview the special
teachers of the schools and to observe their work. However, only two special teachers from
those that we observed met our sampling criteria. Thus, we decided to include in our research
only the two schools in which those teachers were working. We named these schools the
Chalkiada School and the Koronia School.
In each school we carried out participant observations for four weeks taking field notes. We
had a protocol for observation referring to the special teachers’ leadership roles and their
relation with inclusive education. Afterwards, we conducted eight semi-structured interviews
within each school (the headteacher, the special teacher and six other teachers). The duration
of each interview with the special teachers was approximately 90 minutes, while the duration
of the headteacher and teachers’ interviews was 40 minutes. The interview questions drew
upon our observations and focused on special teachers’ leadership roles and the ways in
which they promoted inclusion. We also kept a reflexive journal (Burgess 1982; Lincoln &
Guba 1985), where we recorded information about methodological decisions, problems,
thoughts and emotions.
We carried out separate data analyses for each case, which thereupon became a horizontal
analysis of the two cases. Accordingly, the analysis of data started at the beginning of our
data collection. Initially, the data were coded and separated according to their source of origin.
Then, we carefully examined our collected data in order to identify groups of concepts, issues,
perceptions and behaviours, and the ways in which all these groups are inter-related within
a theoretical model (Creswell 2003). Data triangulation, through the examination of concepts
and issues coming from each source of data, contributed to the development of the categories
that emerged from the data. The distinctive analyses of data for each case were succeeded by
a horizontal analysis of the two cases. We compared the categories that emerged from the
data analysis of each case. Specific categories emerging from the Chalkiada School were interrelated with those of the Koronia School. Thereafter, we created thematic categories that
emanated from the generic volume of data collected from the two schools. Each thematic
category emerged out of codes which had the same thematic content, indicating the special
teachers’ role in the promotion of inclusive education.
In trying to establish the trustworthiness of the data we used two methods of triangulation.
First, we cross-compared our data in order to confirm the different themes arising from the
data that came from different research techniques (observation, interviews) (Miles &
Huberman 1994). Second, we examined our data from multiple angles and different
perspectives, continually looking for alternative possibilities and different explanations, trying
to develop a richer understanding of them (Lincoln & Guba 1985).
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The Schools
Chalkiada School
The personnel of the Chalkiada School included the headteacher, two assistant headteachers
and 12 teachers. The same headteacher had managed the school for the previous five years,
while most teachers had been teaching in the school for the previous four years. Two-thirds
of teachers had 8–10 years of service, while the rest had more than 10 years. A lot of teachers
co-operated with Maria, the special teacher of the school, but also with each other. The school
numbered 120 students, who were distributed in six classes.
Maria, a 36-year-old, who at the time of the study had 14 years of service, is the special teacher
of the Chalkiada School. She had been teaching in the school for four years before our research
took place. Maria is a graduate of the Pedagogical Academy of Cyprus, while she has
postgraduate studies in special education and particularly in inclusive education. She is a
creative, optimistic and hard-working teacher. During breaks and free-of-teaching periods,
Maria exchanges ideas and thoughts with her colleagues, in order to successfully address her
students’ needs. Her work is driven by the humanistic values of respect, acceptance of
diversity and collaboration. It is notable that she aims to communicate these values to her
students and colleagues.

Koronia School
The Koronia School was relatively bigger than the Chalkiada School, with 20 teachers and 237
students. The headteacher had been serving the school for the previous three years. Most of the
teaching personnel had been teaching in the school for three or four years. The majority of
teachers had roughly 18–20 years of service, while the rest had approximately 10 years of service.
Anna is the special teacher of the Koronia School. Although she has 18 years of service, at the
time of our research she had been teaching in the school for four years. She is against
segregated education and marginalisation. Her work is driven by the values of love, teamwork and respect of diversity, which she communicates to her colleagues. Anna has
undertaken strong leadership roles in order to it meet the sociopsychological and training
needs of both her students and colleagues. From what we learned at the school Anna took the
initiative and organised a presentation during a staff meeting about inclusive education, and
she also invited her colleagues to observe the lessons she co-taught with other teachers.

The Role of Special Teacher Leadership in the Promotion of
Inclusive Education
A number of thematic categories emerged from our data analysis indicating the role of special
teacher leadership in the promotion of inclusive education. A horizontal examination of these
thematic categories illustrates the catalytic role of special teacher leadership in the promotion
of inclusive education. The following sections portray these thematic categories while also
presenting raw data.

Constant Communication with Teachers and Headteachers
The first theme that emerged from our data analysis included the two special teachers’ efforts
to develop constant communication with their colleagues. Both teachers developed close
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relations with the other teachers of their school as well as with the headteachers. They had
close collaboration with headteachers in terms of planning and provision for children
considered as having special needs, and they also supported teachers in managing children
with difficulties in learning in their mainstream classrooms.
The two special teachers developed close ties, good interpersonal relations and ‘open’
communication with all the other teachers of their schools. We observed that both Maria and
Anna had constant and continuous contact with their colleagues, and through this
communication they influenced their practice. They regularly asked to be informed about the
progress of their students assigned in the group of children with special needs but also of
their other students. They also wanted to be informed about the difficulties and problems
their students faced in their mainstream classrooms in order to tailor their support to their
students’ specific needs. For example, we observed Maria working closely with her
headteacher in the planning and provision for students categorised as having special needs.
Although the headteacher was not much involved in this issue Maria ‘obliged’ her to take it
seriously and work with her collaboratively in order to plan the provision for students
considered as having special needs.
We also observed Panayiotis, the teacher of the fifth grade, speaking in the staff room on
behalf of one of his students that faced difficulties in learning. Listening to Panayiotis’s
concerns, Anna immediately discusssed with him the ways in which he could approach his
student, and the next day she provided him with support teaching material including
differentiated exercises for Greek language and mathematics. Although in the following days
Panayiotis seemed to forget the issue (or not to discuss it in public), we observed Anna
‘chasing’ him, and asking him about the progress of the student and the effectiveness of the
techniques that she proposed. We also observed similar incidents in Chalkiada School, where
Maria showed similar behaviour to Anna.
Many teachers confirmed that they maintained close relations with the special teacher of their
school and that the special teacher’s efforts influenced their practice. The teacher of the third
grade of the Chalkiada School said:
We have developed a common code of communication with Maria. We have daily
contact and we speak mainly about issues related to children that face difficulties in
learning … She influenced my way of working … She has a lot of ideas and we cooperate in order to collaboratively solve any problems.
Similarly, the teacher of the first grade of the Koronia School said:
Anna is constantly near us, near to all of our students. During break-time, she sits with
us, we share our experiences, we exchange our ideas … I think she had a great
influence on all of us … She always has good ideas concerning how to approach a
child that faces difficulties in learning. She gives us teaching material.
A teacher in the Koronia School reflected upon another dimension of Anna’s contribution to
the school:
Sotiris is a student that has been categorised as having special needs. Anna is always
near me and she supports me, explaining how I should teach him. She makes
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suggestions, she brings material, she comes in my classroom, we co-teach, she
implements whole-school approaches for promoting inclusion, she speaks with the
other students, with Sotiris. Even when I neglect to inform her about Sotiris’s progress
in our classroom, because I have other obligations or time constraints, she comes after
me and she makes time to learn about his progress, and this happens on a daily basis.
The content of special teachers’ communication with their colleagues often involved issues
related to diversity. Maria and Anna provided examples of respect of diversity and attempted
to communicate these ideas to the other teachers. They always took the initiative to approach
the other teachers and to talk with them about the inclusion of all students in the
teaching/learning process. In discussing this topic Maria argued:
First and foremost, I am interested in guiding all of my students to become good people in
their later lives and not excellent sculptors or scientists without any trace of humanity. When
they leave this school, they should have acquired certain values such as love, respect and
justice. These values I try to instil in my students and in my colleagues.
Similarly, Anna argued that her highest aspiration for her students was collaboration, respect
for diversity and the reduction of marginalisation. She placed the values of respect and
acceptance of diversity higher on her teaching agenda than goals for academic success. She
criticised another special teacher who asked her students to learn grammatical and syntactical
rules, while she did not support them emotionally and psychologically. Anna’s priority was
to provide effective support to her students and enhance their socialisation.

Adopting Active Roles in the School Decision-Making Processes
The second theme that emerged from our data was special teachers’ active participation in the
decision-making processes of their schools. Special teachers made suggestions for the growth
of more inclusive practices in their schools. They appeared to better and more easily
understand the inclusive policies developed by the schools, but also the barriers to the
implementation of inclusion. Moreover, the two special teachers added such issues into the
agendas of the school-personnel meetings. During these meetings, we observed that they
often discussed issues regarding strategic planning and suggestions for implementing wholeschool approaches for developing inclusive practices.
For example, in the Chalkiada School, Maria brought forward a suggestion about strategic
planning in relation to provision of students considered as having special needs. She made
specific suggestions for discussing the curriculum together and even when she, as a special
teacher, taught students separately she taught the same curriculum as that followed in the
mainstream classes. The issue was discussed for a number of staff meetings until an agreement
was reached. Some teachers had serious reservations because this policy would cost them
some of their free time, but Maria used convincing arguments in order to persuade them.
Furthermore, Maria forced budgetary decision-making with regards to special needs
provision. Maria said that at the beginning of the school year she had asked for the purchase
of specific software that could be used by students considered as children with special needs.
She argued that students with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder could not maintain
focus throughout a class, and suggested that teachers could use specific software to prevent
students losing their concentration. Maria’s arguments persuaded the headteacher and the
other teachers to buy these computer programs.
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Building Communication with Students and Parents
The third theme that emerged from our data entailed the leadership role of the two special
teachers’ efforts to develop authentic communication with students and their parents. The
special teachers appeared to understand very well the students’ and parents’ way of thinking
and needs, they dedicated time to them, and they were devoted to their goal for collaboration.
Regarding their communication with students, Maria and Anna usually found themselves in
the school yard. While they got in contact with all of the students, they were giving particular
attention to the marginalised students. They were accessible to all of the children and ready
to discuss any issues of children’s concern. Although they awarded children’s positive
behaviour, they also drew children’s attention to inappropriate behaviour. For example,
during a break, Maria approached Rafael, a child diagnosed with attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder. Maria told him that she observed his progress during the classes, but
she was sad to be informed by Diamanto, the teacher of the third grade, that he was always
speaking in the classroom and that he was throwing objects at his schoolmates. Maria
informed him about the consequences of his behaviour, but also about the possible rewards
for the opposite course of action. His teacher Diamanto confirmed that, after his discussion
with Maria, Rafael had improved his behaviour:
Rafael’s communication with Maria had a significant impact upon his behaviour. He
changed from the first moment she spoke with him, she awarded him and she stressed
the possible consequences of the continuation of his bad behaviour. Maria appears to
have a distinctive way of approaching him that I do not have.
Maria suggested the establishment of good interpersonal relations with all of the students but
also the development of a code of ethics in the classroom in collaboration with the students,
suggesting different rewards and consequences for certain actions. She argued that these
measures helped the students considerably to improve their behaviour in the classroom and
in the school yard.
Other teachers stressed also the importance of authentic communication with the students. A
teacher said:
Anna has the talent to communicate with students. I observe her when she comes in
my classroom but also during breaks. She approaches the students; she speaks with
them; she rewards them. For example, she asked a student to come into the staff room
in order to praise him in front of all the other teachers for his progress. Nonetheless,
in collaboration with the students she determines concrete consequences for the
violation of the regulations of our school. Constantinos was very uneasy in the
classroom and often came to school unprepared. When Anna made this observation,
she communicated with him on a daily basis and in a very short time Constantinos
had improved considerably.
The headteacher of the school reported similar observations:
Anna has excellent communication with her children, which bears positive outcomes.
I often observe that this communication promotes the improvement of some of our
students.
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Similarly, the two special teachers sustained and maintained collaborative relations with the
parents and the community. They had frequent contact with their students’ parents, as they
considered that the collaboration between parents and teachers was an important factor for
their students’ school success. Therefore, they involved the parents in the teaching/learning
process. When this subject was discussed with Maria, she stressed:
The more we open up our school to the parents, the closer they will come to the school.
The parents do not intervene in the teachers’ work if they are not asked to. Without them,
the school would not be able to achieve its mission, in general. I wish that parents would
get closer to us, providing more opportunities to children to progress in the school.
Furthermore, Anna pointed that:
I consider parents to be valuable collaborators. For this reason, I aim to have close
contact with them. We accumulate a lot of positive results through our collaboration.
Though a healthy collaboration between teachers and parents, students may achieve
better academic results and higher degrees, reduce their absences, gain increased
motivation for learning, adopt positive attitudes and behaviours, better prepare for
their classes, while also having higher academic goals.
Through their communication, the two teachers provided support to the parents and
particularly the parents of the students who had been registered as children with special
needs. For example, in the Koronia School, Anna called into school the parents of twin
children who came from Syria and faced language difficulties. Anna proposed specific
activities to the parents in order to support their children, while she also organised, in
collaboration with their classroom teacher, other activities that specifically addressed the
children’s difficulties. According to the children’s classroom teacher, Anna’s suggestions to
the parents had positive results for the children, and their parents were thankful for their
collaboration with the school.

Overcoming the Barriers to Undertaking Leadership Roles
The last theme that emerged from our data referred to the ways in which the special teachers
managed to overcome the barriers to undertaking leadership roles. The two teachers appeared
to recognise and fully understand the factors operating as obstacles to leadership. They
developed individualised ways to overcome these barriers in order to create the necessary
conditions for the promotion of inclusive education. In our discussions with the two teachers,
we asked them to reflect upon the major barriers they faced in undertaking leadership roles.
They stressed that these factors related to the school administration, the individualistic school
culture, which hindered collaborative work, and the value dissonances among the teacher body.
Regarding the school administration, both the two special teachers and many other teachers
pointed out that the headteachers’ administration style played a crucial part in the distribution
of leadership roles and in the promotion of inclusive education. Anna provided an example:
The school administration plays a very important role in fulfilling my goals. When the
headteachers adopt a centralised model of administration, taking away any initiative
from the teachers, they function as an obstacle to the teachers’ leadership for the
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development of inclusion. The situation in this school used to be very different from
how it is today. In the beginning, the school administration entailed a major barrier.
The headteacher was anxious and concerned. I asked and pressed for the adoption of
specific measures … for example, co-teaching, collaborative planning, differentiation of
teaching, whole-school approaches to inclusion … Thus he gradually opened the way
for me; he enabled me to use greater initiative and have more freedom of movement.
Maria had very similar opinions:
In the previous schools where I used to work, the headteachers wanted to have
absolute control over everything that happened in their school. I believe that I failed
to undertake leadership roles and to promote inclusive education. Although my
previous headteachers were always hesitant about my ideas, my headteacher in my
current school is logical and she has helped me to achieve what I had promised to do.
In their interview accounts, the two teachers argued that the leadership style may impede
teachers’ efforts to promote inclusive education. The two teachers appeared to be knowledgeable
of this obstacle and thus, from the very beginning, they carefully handled unwanted situations
related to the administration of their schools. They turned possible obstacles into ways of helping
their efforts. The two teachers’ suppositions are triangulated with the headteachers’ comments:
Anna had very good ideas, which I adopted. In the beginning, I was not sure about her
suggestions, but in the end I was convinced.
Maria had a leadership role and specific ideas, which she defended passionately. She
convinced all of us of the credibility of her ideas, which in turn we implemented in
practice.
Furthermore, belief and value dissonances inhibited an additional barrier to the special
teachers’ efforts to undertake leadership roles and to collaborate with the teachers of the
mainstream classrooms. Although collaborative teacher networks existed in the two schools
which participated in our research, this collaboration appeared to be exclusively the outcome
of the two special teachers’ efforts. In the beginning, not all teachers were willing to collaborate
as they shared different beliefs regarding the teaching of students with special needs. The
two special teachers attempted to teach their students who were categorised as having special
needs together with their classmates and not separately, as it was usually the case in most
Cypriot schools. In order to achieve this goal, they asked for the classroom teacher’s
collaboration. However, as some teachers shared different beliefs, they were not willing to
co-teach with the special teachers in their classrooms. Gradually, as Maria and Anna managed
to develop very good communication with their colleagues, they managed to influence them,
to alter their beliefs and to persuade them to collaborate so that children seen as having special
needs did not have to leave their classrooms to receive ‘special-needs’ teaching. The following
interview extracts are indicative of these conclusions:
When I came in this school, I had very specific ideas and beliefs about children with
special needs. Anna had very different and pioneering ideas. In the beginning I
worried, I was not sure, but Anna’s very careful approach persuaded me to try. I
believe we succeeded in that.
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I was used to a different situation and it was difficult for me to change. Maria with
her leadership role helped me a lot. I observed her co-teaching with other teachers and
finally I tried. We established a very good collaboration.
Teachers’ values were interwoven with the school culture, which is mainly individualistic in
Cypriot schools. Because of the character of the Cypriot educational system, which does not
provide time for collaborations among teachers, most teachers work individually and do not
develop collaborations with their colleagues. Anna and Maria, by adopting leadership roles,
managed to influence their school cultures, which they transformed into more inclusive
cultures.

Conclusions
In this research, we examined the role of special teachers’ leadership in the promotion of
inclusive education. Drawing upon the findings of this study we argue that the adoption of
leading roles by special teachers promotes the growth of inclusive education. Anna’s and
Maria’s efforts to promote inclusive education in their schools illustrate the ways in which the
special teachers could lead their schools in order to promote equal educational opportunities
to all students.
Our findings may have implications for schools which aim to become more inclusive. Previous
research has criticised the implementation of special education within Cypriot schools (e.g.
Angelides 2004). Research has also been critical about special teachers, as they often adopt
segregationist teaching practices (Phtiaka 1999). The findings of this research indicate that
special teachers’ presence within mainstream schools can function positively in the promotion
of inclusive education. Under suitable conditions, special teachers who adopt inclusive values
and beliefs may lead their schools and promote inclusive education. Special teachers may
understand better the practices of inclusion as well as the conditions that influence the
promotion of inclusive education in schools.
Moreover, special teachers have roles which are in general leadership roles. Thus, if they
exploit these roles, they can lead their schools towards more inclusive practices. Special
teachers’ responsibilities include their communication with the teachers of the mainstream
classrooms within which their students with special needs are placed. The two special teachers
who participated in our study managed to have excellent and fruitful communication with the
other teachers with whom they collaborated. Inclusive schools should provide extra time to
special teachers in order to communicate more effectively with the other teachers and thus to
consolidate their leadership roles. Our case studies of Anna and Maria indicate that the
schools can exploit the existence of special teachers by encouraging them to strengthen the
leading roles that they already possess. Such an approach may lead to the promotion of
inclusive education.
The above findings contribute to the better capture and understanding of the characteristics
of the leadership roles of special teachers in Cyprus schools. It seems that we need
transformational leaders, who are able to influence and change the culture of their school.
Anna and Maria appeared to influence the culture of their school. The findings of this research
suggest that a precondition of inclusive schooling is the development of more inclusive forms
of leadership. Inclusive schools should provide the opportunity to all teachers, including
special teachers, to participate in the leadership of their schools. However, previous research

85

86

ISEA • Volume 40, Number 1, 2012

contends that there are factors which inhibit teachers’ efforts to undertake leadership roles
(York-Barr & Duke 2004; Angelides et al. 2010). An overloaded syllabus, time constraints,
workload and teachers’ feelings on insecurity may impede the adoption of such leadership
roles. Special teachers are called upon to face position-bounded barriers in addition to the
aforementioned barriers faced by teachers. General and special education are often ascribed
to segregated cultures within the same school (Angelides 2004; Billingsley 2007).
Strengthening special teachers’ leading roles may help all teachers to overcome the barriers
that impede further inclusion.
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Localism, Decentralisation and Free
Schools: Is there a Green Light for a
Radical Alternative within England’s
State Education System?
Max A. Hope

Abstract: This paper is about educational policy in England. It explores the Coalition Government’s
key policies about localism, decentralisation and education, and assesses whether these present
opportunities for a radical school to apply for state funding as a Free School. A case study from the
independent sector – a democratic school which is run by students as well as teachers – is used as an
example. Following this, the conclusion is drawn that the Coalition Government has given mixed
messages in terms of its commitment to decentralisation, and that, in fact, they would be challenged by
an application for a radical Free School.

Introduction
In June 2011 in Britain, Michael Gove, Secretary of State for Education in the Coalition
Government, argued that ‘We need nothing short of radical, whole-scale reform’ (Gove 2011b).
The Academies Act 2010 and The Importance of Teaching 2010 were key policy milestones
designed to help bring about this transformational change in education. These have been
accompanied by Prime Minister David Cameron’s promotion of the Big Society and Deputy
Prime Minister Nick Clegg’s commitment to localism and decentralisation. All of these
initiatives have, to a greater or lesser extent, aimed to change the relationship between ‘the
government’ and ‘the people’. They are therefore all concerned with democracy.
Gove has also talked positively about changing the relationship between government and the
independent school sector. He has said that ‘Independence has made Britain’s private schools
the best in the world’ (Gove 2011a). He has encouraged independent schools to enter
partnerships to support academy schools. He has also allowed independent schools to apply
to become Free Schools and thus become a formal part of the state education system. Similarly,
Cameron has stated that:
If you want to make our public services more transparent, open them up to make them
more diverse, to give people more power and control – you can be confident it will get
the green light (Cameron 2010b).
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In this context, it is interesting to explore the potential for a radical independent school to become
a Free School – to get the ‘green light’ to be part of the state education system. The school used
as a case study in this paper is an explicitly democratic one, one that was set up by – and continues
to be run by – students as well as teachers. Although this school has expressed no desire to
become a Free School, it provides an interesting hypothetical case through which the Coalition
Government’s policies of localism, decentralisation and Free Schools can be explored.

Localism, the Big Society and Free Schools
The General Election of May 2010 resulted in a Coalition Government of the Conservatives
and the Liberal Democrats. They did not, therefore, have a single manifesto for their term in
office. Nonetheless, since the election they have spoken with a single voice on a few key issues
– notably their collective desire for localism and decentralisation. The policy on Free Schools,
originally a Conservative policy but later agreed as a priority in the formal Coalition
Agreement, can be seen as part of this agenda. It is, of course, also part of a long-standing
Conservative policy to roll back the state and promote the free market (see Tomlinson 2005
for analysis of New Right policies of the 1980s).
Almost immediately after coming into office, the Coalition Government, and specifically the
Secretary of State for Education, presented the Academies Bill to the House of Commons. This
passed through all the necessary parliamentary stages at breakneck speed, and received Royal
Assent on 27 July 2010. This Bill enabled state schools to apply for Academy status. It also
established ‘Free Schools’ and invited parents, teachers, charities and trusts to apply to set up
new state-funded (but relatively independent) schools. In a speech to the Association of School
and College Leaders, Gove said:
That is why I want more schools to enjoy the freedoms which academies currently
enjoy – because it is by freeing school leaders from bureaucracy that we give them
more space to innovate, to excel, and by excelling, to inspire others. And for those of
you who may have concerns that I am in love with one particular model of school
structure and wish to impose it by relentless diktat let me make clear – my desire to
see academy freedoms extended springs from precisely the opposite impulse – it’s
because I want to see more diversity, more creativity, more professional freedom –
that I want to extend autonomy. (Gove 2010b)
This desire for ‘more diversity, more creativity, more professional freedom’ is permissive and
implies that Gove is open to a range of different models of Free School. In fairness to him,
this sentiment has been carried through in practice so far – an analysis of the first few
approved Free Schools suggests that there will be at least some element of diversity within the
new schools. Of the first 16, for example, there were 5 faith schools, 11 were primaries, and 1
was even based on Montessori principles. This leads to a pertinent question. Given the
Coalition Government’s emphasis on decentralisation, localism, and the extension of
democracy, would they consider funding a democratic Free School – one which is set up and
run by students (alongside teachers)?
Gove has also talked of his perception of a ‘good’ school:
The best schools share certain characteristics. They have a strong head and good
discipline. They guarantee that every child gets a grounding in the basics, access to

ISEA • Volume 40, Number 1, 2012

proper academic subjects such as French and history, and opportunities in sports,
drama, music and the visual arts. Above all, they have great teachers who love their
subjects and enjoy being with young people (Gove 2010a)
This paper will focus on one school – one that has been described by Ofsted as ‘good’ and
‘outstanding’. These extracts are from its most recent inspection report:
Sands School provides a good quality of education with some outstanding features …
Students’ spiritual, moral, social and cultural development is outstanding, as is their
behaviour. The school’s curriculum is good and students make good progress as a result
of the good teaching and assessment … A high proportion of the lessons are generally
good in quality, and there are examples of outstanding teaching … Students make an
exceptional and exemplary contribution to the school community … (Ofsted 2010)
Sands School could arguably be seen as a model of good practice which Free Schools (and
indeed conventional schools) might learn from. It exhibits all of the characteristics described
by Gove – with one key exception. Sands School does not have a strong head. In fact, it does
not have a headteacher at all. This makes it highly unusual, even unique. It has no leader, and
yet leadership is strong.
This paper explores Sands School as a case study, and posits that not only is it a model of
good practice as a school, but that its philosophies and practices fit closely with the ethos of
localism and decentralisation. If the Coalition Government wants to learn from existing
experience in the independent sector, Sands School is an excellent place to start.

Who Leads a School When There Is No Head?
In a publication designed to raise awareness of and promote the new Localism Bill, the
Coalition Government argues for decentralisation, and promises to direct a programme that
will ‘ensure that that power is given away to the lowest level’ (Department for Communities
and Local Government 2010: 2, emphasis added). It explains that:
There is … [an] … immediate way in which local people can control what goes on in
their communities – and that is direct participation. The reforms outlined throughout
this guide – including community budgets and community ownership of local assets
– are designed to bring decision-making power to where people are already involved
in their communities. Ultimately, the most accessible form of government is self-government.
And that is something we must make as achievable in our public lives as it is in our
private lives. (Department for Communities and Local Government 2010: 11,
emphasis added)
The reference to direct participation might be seen as an implication about direct democracy
– that is, the classical form of democracy as exemplified by its use in Athens in the fifth century
BC (see Held 2006 for further details). During this time, every ‘citizen’ was granted equal
access to decision-making, and was thus empowered towards participation in selfgovernance. This included involvement in decisions about administration, military activity,
law-making and jury service. The key mechanisms were an Assembly with a quorum of 6,000,
a Council of 500, and a Committee of 50. It should be noted, nonetheless, that the notion of
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‘citizen’ was limited to males, over the age of 20, of Athenian descent. The right to be involved
in self-governance was thus limited, with vast numbers of the Athenian population being
excluded. This is not the ‘lowest level’ of which the Coalition Government has spoken. Theirs
is a far more radical aspiration, which in the case of education must surely involve students.
The case for connecting democracy with education has been long since made (Gutmann 1999;
Soder 2001; Goodlad, Mantle-Bromley & Goodlad 2004; Dewey 2004). Goodlad et al., for
example, argue that:
No political and social system as ambitious, complex and idealistic as a democracy
can ever hope to survive – let alone thrive – without citizens equipped with the
knowledge, skills and dispositions necessary to sustain it. Schools play an essential
role in creating and sustaining such citizens. (Goodlad et al. 2004: 56)
This statement sends out a challenge to all schools – be they large or small, public or private,
primary or secondary – to help students develop into informed and active citizens. Some
schools, however, take this to its logical extreme and set out to operate as direct democracies.
Within these, all members – students, teachers and sometimes parents – have equal status
and equal input into decision-making. They are the citizenry. The school described in this
paper is one of only two secondary schools in England which use the label of ‘democratic
school’. This is Sands School, Devon (Gribble 1985, 1998b, 1998a). The other is Summerhill
(Neill 1937, 1962, 1973, 1985; Vaughan 2006). Both of these are in the independent sector –
but, with the new policy on Free Schools, they could, arguably, apply to move into the
mainstream sector and receive state funding.
The empirical data presented in this article are from a three-year grounded theory study about
students’ experiences of democratic education (Hope 2010). Sands School was visited three
times during this period. There are three data sets:
a. semi-structured interviews with six students aged 14–17 (five female; one male);
b. documents, such as timetables, handouts from classes, policies, information for parents,
website information;
c. field notes, including school, classroom and meeting observations, notes from informal
conversations with students, staff and parents.
Confidentiality is maintained for individual students and teachers, but the school has agreed
to be named.
Sands School was established in 1987 and is a small secondary school, open to students aged
11 to 18. It is an independent fee-paying school which means that it has control (within the
law) over its own structures, processes, governance arrangements and curriculum. As a feepaying school, however, its aspiration to be democratic is partially compromised as its
admission arrangements are not open to all. Although it does offer some bursaries, the fee
structure still excludes some potential students. This would of course be different if it was a
Free School.
At this school (as at Summerhill), the community (‘the people’ or ‘the citizenry’) consists of
students and staff. They are equal members of the school community. Parents and other
stakeholders do not have the same status. The school operates from a basis of equality between
all students and all staff and, as such, has no headteacher. This is an indication of a very
unusual school, but does the lack of a head make it unable to apply for status as a Free School?
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Gove, after all, has claimed that he wants ‘to ensure that the spirit of innovation can flourish’
(Gove 2010d). He wants to learn from experience in the independent sector.
A school without a head presents obvious questions. How can schools such as this one operate
with no headteacher? Who leads the school? Who makes decisions, and who is held
accountable for these? If Sands School wanted to apply for status as a Free School, it would
have to find answers to address these questions. The simple answer is that Sands School runs
as a community. Everyone is involved in making decisions and has to take responsibility for
these. There is a Board of Governors and a Parent Teacher Association, but these are advisory
groups. The school has no head – but the school is still led. The ways in which this happens
are worth exploring in some depth.
Sands School has been deliberately structured in such a way as to enable self-governance. The
central mechanism for this is the weekly School Meeting. This consists of the entire community
(all students and all staff) and is the sovereign body. All key decisions are taken here,
including those regarding curriculum, the recruitment of staff, disciplinary issues, and
everyday organisational matters such as ensuring the building is clean and tidy. The meeting
is chaired by a student (decided at the start of each meeting). Anyone can place items on the
agenda. According to one student, this can be:
anything from ‘someone’s broken my nose’ to ‘someone’s nicked my handbag’ to ‘I want
a new skate ramp’. It can be anything you have a problem with, or anything you think
we could do to improve the school or anything you want to do that involves the school.
Decisions are made by consensus or, failing that, by majority vote. This is identical to the way that
the Assembly operated in Athens. However, as the school operates a one-person-one-vote system
and the number of students outweighs staff, this means, in effect, that the student body has the
power to control the direction of the school. This is decentralisation in its most extreme form,
and indicates a high level of trust in students. Of course, in order to make effective decisions,
participants of the School Meeting (students and staff) have to consider all legal and ethical
implications. Clearly, the student body has a considerable level of responsibility. Sharing
responsibility, however, is central to the Coalition Government’s plans for the Big Society. If this
were adults within a community taking this level of responsibility, it is likely that they would be
heralded as examples to others. When talking of the Localism Bill, the Prime Minister said:
We are optimists. We believe that when people are given the freedom to take
responsibility, they start achieving things on their own and they’re possessed with
new dynamism. Multiply this transformation by millions of people and you’ll get an
idea of why we are so passionate about this power shift. (Cameron 2010a)
But these are not adults within a community. These are students, and for these students, being
responsible for self-governance is at times a mixed blessing. All students interviewed stressed
how much they valued being part of the School Meeting (‘it feels amazing to be part of it’), but
they also acknowledged that it could at times ‘get quite boring’ and also ‘stressful’ This was
the explanation:
the democracy of Sands gets on top of you sometimes, cos obviously we vote on
everything so if a student gets expelled we have to vote on that – or if we’re voting in
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a member of staff, or out a member of staff, we all have to decide it together, and very
rarely, I think we’ve actually expelled someone, but it has happened, probably 10 times
in the entire of Sands which is 20 years, and it’s really difficult …
In addition to the School Meeting, there is a School Council. This consists of six people, most
or all of whom are students. This is an elected body, but does not in any way contradict the
model of direct democracy as it does not take any power away from the School Meeting.
Rather, it is a practical way of dealing with day-to-day issues such as conflicts between
students, breaking of rules, and decisions on whether visitors can come to the school. The
School Council works in tandem with the School Meeting and reports directly to it. It has no
jurisdiction to make decisions on its own. For students, being on the Council is a way of being
more active as members of the school community.
The School Meeting and School Council are explicit processes where students are actively
involved in decision-making and in leadership. There are numerous other examples. Students
choose who is admitted to the school (students and teachers) through the mechanism of a
‘trial week system’ – new people have to be ‘voted in’ at the School Meeting. Students and
teachers engage in ‘negotiated learning’; students make a choice about what and how they
want to learn – lessons are not compulsory. There is no uniform, few school rules, and little
pressure to conform – as one student explained: ‘oh my god, I rule my own life at the moment’.
Through these processes, students take responsibility for themselves, and for the community.
For these students, the opportunity to be involved with democratic processes is not something
they would want to change, but they were clearly aware of the responsibility that came with
the power. This is a contrast to the way that ‘student voice’ is used in some schools. At the
NASUWT conference at Easter 2010, a motion was proposed to take industrial action to
protest at the ways in which students were involved in decision-making in schools. The union
compiled a dossier containing 200 examples of how students were ‘abusing’ their student
voice. Examples were given of students asking inappropriate questions in interviews such as
‘if you could be on Britain’s Got Talent, what would your talent be?’ The NASUWT’s General
Secretary, Chris Keates argued that:
Children are not small adults. They are in schools to learn, not to teach or manage the
school. Many of the reports from members make distressing and disturbing reading.
Many of the practices described are grossly unprofessional on every level. They are
stripping teachers of their professional dignity. (Williams 2010)
The key issue to address here is whether students can be involved in decision-making as an
isolated experience. The dossier from the NASUWT indicated that ‘student voice’ is not
always used in a meaningful way. In one instance, students were rewarded with chocolate
cake. In another, students with challenging behaviour were put on interview panels as a way
to motivate them. There was no coherence – students did not receive training or support in
order to take on these roles. They did not take their responsibilities seriously, and it was
understandable that teachers felt threatened. This is not the way that democratic schools
operate. In these environments, students are involved in all aspects of decision-making, and
are expected to take the responsibility that comes with this. There is freedom, and power, but
responsibility comes with these rights. These ideas are closely allied with the Coalition
Government’s vision for a Big Society and for localism. Cameron, in a speech to launch the
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Young Adult Trust, a body charged with the task of promoting citizenship amongst young
people argued:
But in most things, it’s not about age. It’s about responsibility … And that’s the real
reason we need to change the way we hand out rights and duties … Because we need
to do far more to promote responsibility. (Cameron 2006)
The warnings from NASUWT are important, however, and lessons must be learned by anyone
wanting to extend student voice to the level used in democratic schools. A key distinction
between the schools described by NASUWT and democratic schools relates to the nature of
the relationship between students and teachers. By asking for opinions about teachers in
return for chocolate cake, schools send a signal about the nature of relationships between staff
and students. In order to participate, students are rewarded. They are seen as consumers. The
teachers are leaders. Students are not co-creators of education, collaborative partners, or
members of a democratic community. They are users, participants and beneficiaries. Within
democratic education, students make the rules. They are not consumers. They are active
partners.
So, in order to operate on a principle of self-governance, students must be seen as equal to
teachers. This has enormous implications for the relationships between teachers and students.
At Sands School, these relationships are central to the effectiveness of the school. All students
interviewed were keen to stress that their relationships with staff (and indeed with each other)
were substantially different from those they had experienced in other schools. Central to these
relationships were feelings of equality, respect and validation. One explained, for example, that:
Being able to talk to adults in the exact same way that you would talk to children or
students is really incredible
The distinctions between students and staff are not clear-cut. As there is no school uniform,
students and teachers are hard to differentiate. There are no staff-only or student-only spaces.
At times, students are leaders and staff members are followers. A clear example of this was
spoken about by students and concerned the establishment of an ‘Ethos Day’. This event was
instigated, organised, delivered and evaluated by students. One explained the original idea:
Well, what it came from was that in the [School Meeting] there are a lot of subjects that
people just didn’t want to talk about because they were such huge things to conquer
like how the school meeting should work … basic principles of the school that we
didn’t have time to discuss in the meeting, and people were getting really frustrated
so I just said ‘look, I’m gonna organise a day when we can really think about this,
really look at what Sands has said we’re doing, and see if we’re sticking to it and if
we’re not, do we want to change it?’
In short, the School Meeting decided to cancel all lessons for one day. Instead of these, the
whole school community attended an event which had the intention of enabling everyone to
discuss ideas, thoughts and concerns. Students facilitated small discussion groups and the
ideas from these were fed into a full School Meeting. Some decisions were made to change
school processes, but the event’s main achievement was a consolidation of values. The way
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that the Ethos Day was instigated, designed and delivered is illustrative of the leadership
within Sands School. Students were entirely responsible for every aspect of the day. Staff were
in attendance, but were very much followers rather than leaders. The absence of a headteacher
did not make this school leaderless – it enabled more people to step into a leadership role.
A school without a head is not always positive. It might be an organisation with an absent,
non-participatory or laissez-faire leader (Lewin, Lippitt & White 1939). In order to be effective,
it must become ‘leaderful’. This term is used by Raelin (2003) to describe a process where the
distinctions between leaders and followers start to blur, as in the case of the Ethos Day.
Leadership is not seen as position, but as function, and, as such, the task of leadership can be
shared amongst any number of individuals:
Leadership … becomes distributed across all members of the community. It is not
leaderless; it is leaderful! (Raelin 2003: 11; italics in original)
There is no one way to create a leaderful organisation. They can be large or small. They can
be structured in many different ways. In order for the organisation to have coherence, though,
all members of the organisation must have a sense of shared values, even history. Morgan
(1997) refers to this as ‘corporate DNA’, which he likens to processes within the brain. In the
human body, DNA carries a holographic code which means that essential elements of the
whole are embedded in each separate cell. At Sands School, the corporate DNA, the
holographic imprint of democratic values, helps to ensure that the spirit of the whole is
embodied by each individual. This includes the staff team – but it also means the students.
They exhibit a sense of the corporate DNA, a strong sense of ownership of the school. They
feel it is ‘their school’. They feel that they belong to the school and that the school belongs to
them. This is crucial to the effectiveness of the school, a finding that is mirrored in academic
literature about the importance of belonging and connectedness (see, for example, Beck and
Malley 1998; Goodenow 1992; Anderman 2002).
At Sands School, distinctions between staff and students are blurred. One way of
conceptualising these relationships is to use the ideas of ‘free space’ and ‘blurred status arenas’
(Woods 2005). ‘Free space’ is space which is freed from the ‘usual constraints of hierarchical
and bureaucratic relations’ (2005: 89). ‘Blurred status arenas’ are spaces where informal
interactions between people who are usually positioned differently within a school (such as
students and teachers) can take place. Fielding argued that the adoption of some of the more
radical conceptions of these blurred status arenas offers opportunities for ‘more overt
reciprocity and sense of shared purpose’ (2009: 505). This is clearly strongly allied with more
democratic and egalitarian structures within education. At Sands School, the School Meeting,
School Council, classrooms, social spaces and Ethos Day are all examples of ‘blurred status
arenas’. In fact, the whole school might be seen as a radical conception of a blurred space
arena, an illustration of Fielding’s (2009) ‘overt reciprocity’. Now, this is relevant to the
Coalition Government’s proposals for the Big Society precisely because of the blurring of
traditional roles. In proposing that parents can set up Free Schools, the Government is actively
welcoming parents to step outside of their normal relationship with education. By suggesting
that NHS employees can start a social enterprise and bid to run an independent service, their
usual relationship to hierarchy and bureaucracy is challenged. Of course, what is different at
Sands School is that the traditional role of students is altered. This is radical – and possibly far
more radical that the Coalition Government is willing to accept. Of the numerous groups
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listed as able to apply to set up a Free School, and even those named in terms of who should
be consulted, students do not feature even once (New Schools Network 2010). They are clearly
seen as recipients, rather than designers, of education.
Of course, at Sands School it is not just the student role that has changed – it is also the staff
role. In fact, given their interconnectivity, it would be impossible to imagine that one could
change whilst the other stayed the same. The staff team at Sands School is made up of a wide
range of diverse individuals. There is not a single ‘way to be’. Some staff members have
previously worked as teachers in mainstream settings. Others have come from artistic or
creative backgrounds. A small number have experience of working in other democratic
schools. With reference to Free Schools, this raises a question. Could anyone be a staff member
in a school like Sands School? Is it so unusual that it requires a special kind of teacher? The
answers to these questions are unambiguous. The staff team at Sands School are unusual. It
does require a particular kind of teacher to work in a place which gives so much power to
students. But this is not to say that more teachers would not like to be in environments where
they could do so. Anecdotal feedback to the author from students undertaking teacher
training courses indicates that many potential teachers do share the values needed to work in
a school like Sands School. What they lack is the confidence that there are places like this to
work in. With the advent of the Free Schools policy, this could of course change.
All the staff at Sands School – teaching and non-teaching – have one thing in common. They
are deeply committed to the values and principles of the school. They are passionate about
democracy. Their role is crucial to the effective functioning of the school. They are not absent
– they do not leave students to self-govern on their own. As one student explained, ‘school
would not be anything without them there’. The staff team is fully integrated within the
community, and they hold the attitudes and values which are necessary in order to make
systems work in practice.
So the staff at Sands School are committed to democracy, and work to develop and maintain
cultures and processes which ensure that this can flourish. This should not be taken to mean
that they are uninterested in the educational outcomes. Sands School has a good track record
in terms of GCSE attainments (Ofsted 2010). Some students struggled in mainstream schools,
and one claimed that:
My main goal is to come away from Sands with the GCSEs that I knew I would not get
in a state school.
It should be noted, nonetheless, that Sands School views the purpose and outcomes of
education in a far broader sense. Although they value GCSEs as a method of assessment, the
achievement of these is only part of their educational goal. As one student explained:
I think school is always partly about, to me, as a person, it’s partly about getting my
exams and doing well and going on to the next level, but it’s also part, I don’t know,
of learning I think when you’re being a teenager, like high school and stuff is really
important time to learn, and it’s when you start to more become your individual self
and decide who you want to be and I think Sands really helps that in people and helps
bring that out, so I think that’s a really important aspect of school. It’s teaching you to
be a person.
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Given the Coalition Government’s policies around localism and the Big Society, surely
‘teaching you to be a person’ is a central task for educators? This seems an appropriate aim
for education, and as the case of Sands School has shown, it can work well alongside a more
formal academic curriculum.

Could a Democratic School Be a Free School?
In a speech to the Policy Exchange in June 2011, Gove outlined the progress of the Free Schools
policy, arguing:
We are not being prescriptive about Free Schools and so they come in all shapes and
sizes. Some are housed in existing schools. Others will be based in a range of
refurbished and adapted buildings, including a former library in London and an office
building in Norwich. The critical point is that we have been thinking creatively about
how to secure excellent new schools at a time when budgets are tight. (Gove 2011b)
If taken at face value, the reference to ‘all shapes and sizes’ suggests that Sands School would
be given fair consideration if it applied to be a Free School. Gove’s words resonate with his
speech to the Association of School and College Leaders (Gove 2010b, cited earlier) when he
spoke of wanting ‘more diversity, more creativity, more professional freedom’. Indeed,
Cameron has even said ‘Let’s bring on the people power revolution’ (Cameron 2010b).
It is interesting to note, therefore, that in a conversation with one staff member at Sands
School, he was adamant that they did not want to become a Free School. In fact, the mere
suggestion made him laugh. His explanation was more telling: ‘we would lose too much
freedom’ (personal communication, June 2010). This is ironic, given that Gove has been so
explicit about wanting to give schools the freedom and autonomy that they need to thrive, and
both Gove and Cameron have explicitly claimed that their policies are ‘radical’ and
‘revolutionary’. For this small independent school then, the opposite clearly felt true.
To explore this in more depth, it seems relevant to go back to the case of Athens. Sands School,
after all, has a great deal in common with this early model of direct democracy. Athenian
democracy was based on the principle of sharing self-governance amongst the citizenry. In
theory, no one person was any more important than any other. Now, if this principle were
universally accepted, then the world would be currently be made up of a countless number
of direct democracies – and this is not the case. The model of Athenian democracy was widely
criticised, most notably by Plato who argued that some people were more intelligent and
more moral and were thus more able to rule (Plato 1974). His analysis of direct democracy was
that it ‘treats all men as equal, whether they are equal or not’ (Plato 1974: 375 cited in Held
2006: 23). By giving equal powers to ordinary people, there was a danger of ‘mob rule’ – that
is, rule by an uneducated mass. The system of democracy in Athens thus became discredited.
Over time, an alternative system of representative democracy developed. Under this system,
the role of the ‘mob’ is restricted, with the central task of ordinary people being to elect those
who are more capable of ruling.
For the purposes of this paper, a key issue to explore is whether the Coalition Government is
anxious about ‘mob rule’ or, indeed, about devolving power too far. If it is, then the concern
of the teacher at Sands School is well founded. To do this, some statements made by Gove and
by other members of the Coalition Government have been identified. These reveal – even
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betray – some underlying values which might influence the development of localism, the Big
Society, and Free Schools in particular.
In a speech to the Conservative Party Conference in October 2010, a few months after the
Academies Bill came into force, Gove said:
We have to stop treating adults like children and children like adults. Under this
Government we will ensure that the balance of power in the classroom changes – and
teachers are back in charge. (Gove 2010c)
As part of the same speech, Gove said:
At the moment heads are prevented from dealing with their pupils if they run wild in
a shopping mall or behave anti-socially in town centres. So we will change the rules
to send one clear – and consistent – message. Heads will have the freedom they need
to keep pupils in line – any time, any place, anywhere. (Gove 2010c)
In a similar vein, David Cameron gave a speech on school discipline. This was in July 2007,
three years before he became Prime Minister. In this, he argued that:
Schools should be places where teachers teach and children learn – not holding centres
for kids no matter how badly they behave. Most of all, they should be places where the
kids respect, and even fear, the teachers, not the other way around. If we want our
children to grow up in a loving environment, they need to know where the lines are
and not to step over them. (Cameron 2007)
These words do not sound like those from people who might be receptive to a school with no
head, to one where teachers and students are viewed as equal, to one where students have a role
in keeping the staff in line! Although the speeches do not mention ‘mob rule’, they certainly
imply that children are not equal to teachers. They are much more in tune with an educational
agenda which wants to keep students and teachers separate from one another – one which
wants to keep students in their place. They talk of discipline, but they do not mean the type of
discipline which is kept by students being accountable to one another. The speeches, therefore,
are not consistent with the philosophies or practices of Sands School, and it might well be for
this reason that the school is sceptical about the ‘freedom’ offered by becoming a Free School.
In a similar vein, some of the information given about the curriculum of Free Schools is
contradictory. On the one hand, Gove has been clear that Free Schools are not required to use
the National Curriculum, but that they will be assessed by Ofsted in terms of having a ‘broad
and balanced curriculum’. On the other hand, buried within the legislative terminology of
the funding agreement is a clause that states:
The Academy Trust shall have regard to any guidance issued by the Secretary of State
on sex and relationship education to ensure that children at the Academy are protected
from inappropriate teaching materials and they learn the nature of marriage and its
importance for family life and for bringing up children. (Department for Education 2011)
This clause indicates that Gove wants to reserve the right to issue curriculum guidance to
Free Schools, including making assessments as to what would constitute ‘inappropriate
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teaching materials’. This is an interesting role for a government to want to hold when it also
claims to want to devolve power away from Big Government and towards Big Society. On
some issues then, it seems as if the Big Society cannot be trusted.
It is these mixed messages which make the Coalition Government’s underlying agenda
difficult to fathom. Do they genuinely want freedom and autonomy so that a wide range of
schools can be developed in the state sector? Or do they want to maintain control over some
structures, processes – even curriculum decisions? Could it be argued that the policy of Free
Schools is simply designed to meet a functionalist agenda, one in which they think that a
variety of structures might be able to achieve the ultimate goal of highly disciplined schools
with traditional curriculum? The uncertainty over these questions is surely one reason why
schools such as Sands School want to stay away from becoming Free Schools.

Concluding Comments
The Coalition Government claims to have a radical agenda for change. They want to see
‘whole-scale reform’ (Gove 2011b) and a ‘people power revolution’ (Cameron 2010b). They
want to move power from Big Government to the Big Society. They want to see an educational
system which is better able to respond to parental (if not student) choice.
Sands School is a radical school. Having been established in 1987 by a group of teachers and
students, it is an explicitly democratic school. In numerous ways, it fits perfectly with the
Government’s agenda for localism and decentralisation. It has proven its effectiveness through
its GCSE results and through its Ofsted Inspection (Ofsted 2010). Students are extremely
positive about this school – not only in terms of educational outcomes, but also in terms of
what they learn about how to ‘be a person’. Given the Government’s desire for innovation and
creativity in the school sector, this school could make a strong contribution.
And yet Sands School does not want to be a Free School. They would rather stay in the
independent sector, despite the constraints that this places upon potential students and
parents who cannot afford to pay fees. For this school, the limitations caused by having to
charge fees are preferable to the costs that they foresee of becoming a Free School. There is too
much uncertainty over the Government’s agenda for change.
Of course, what remains to be seen is whether the Coalition Government would even want a
democratic school to apply to be a Free School. Despite Cameron’s talk of giving a ‘green
light’ to services which give people more power and control, other speeches from him and
members of his Government suggest that there are contradictions within these policies. Even
if they want to decentralise, there are limits to what might be devolved – and to whom. It
certainly appears as if decentralisation and localism is restricted to adults. As in Athens, the
citizenry excludes key members of society – in this case, students.
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Department of Educational Administration and Planning,
Faculty of Education, University of Harcourt,
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Phone: +784 457 0178
Email: vcamarks@gmail.com
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Sharon Phillips-Peters
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Email: sphillipspeters@gmail.com
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12. India – Assam
– ACEAM
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Assam 781014,
INDIA
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Fax: +94 03612570275
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Tower Road, Himatnagar, Pin- 383 001, Dist. Sabarkantha, Gujarat,
INDIA
Phone: +91 02772244816 or +91 09426025391
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c/o Brij Deo
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PO BOX 85,
Tavua,
FIJI ISLANDS
Email: brij_swaroop.@yahoo.com.au

19. New Zealand
– NZEALS

Dr Kate Thornton,
18D/9 Chews Lane,
Wellington 6011,
NEW ZEALAND
Phone: +64-4-463 9776
Email: Kate.Thornton@vuw.ac.nz

20. Papua New
Guinea – PNGCEA

Eva Misitom
PO Box 6974,
Boroko NCD,
PAPUA NEW GUINEA
Phone: +675 3214720
Fax: +675 3214668
Email: pngce@iea.ac.pg
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Knowlton Itaaehau
Email: ItaaehauKn@ldschurch.org
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Dr Georgia Pashiardis
Membership Secretary CEAS
22 Constantinoupoleos Street,
Apt.502, 2107,
Aglantzia, Lefkosia,
CYPRUS
Phone: +357 2233 6807
Fax: +357 2233 8052
Email: georgia.pashiardis@cytanet.com.cy

23. Malta – MSEAM

Dr Christopher Bezzina
President MSEAM
Faculty of Education,
University of Malta Msida MSD 06
MALTA
Phone: +356 338122
Fax: +356 338122
Email: christopher.bezzina@um.edu.mt

24. United Kingdom
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Richard Davis
Business Manager, BELMAS
Room 50, Victoria Hall,
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