Learning-centred leadership project: A study of middle leadership in 21 secondary schools

The National College for School Leadership (NCSL) has been looking into the ways that leaders in schools influence teaching and learning. Through this work a set of strategies were identified that we call Learning-centred Leadership (L-cL). Essentially L-cL explores how leaders influence the quality of learning and teaching in classrooms. This project has been jointly conducted between the National College for School Leadership (NCSL) and the Esmee Fairbairn Foundation

Aims of the project
The main aims of the project were:

· to investigate the nature of effective ‘learning-centred leadership’ and its contribution to the creation of ‘teaching and learning schools’;

· to analyse and describe the practice of learning-centred leadership and its influence upon  aspects of the professional practice of others;
· to explore school leaders’ understandings of instructional and interpersonal learning-centred leadership;
· to examine the processes involved in creating ‘learning and teaching schools’ in which such leadership can be developed, supported and sustained; 
· to investigate and learn from the practice of teachers at the middle level of school leadership in terms of the leadership of teaching and learning within their schools; and 
· the project also worked within a development framework focused on realising the potential of learning from best practise and theory and from action research. 
Context
Twenty one case study schools were involved in the project.
Seven NCSL Research Associates were appointed to support the work of the project – all of whom were teachers in schools.  The associates were involved as key participants and facilitators bringing a practitioner research dimension to the project.  
Summary of main findings
School culture and climate
All of the schools in the study recognised the centrality of school culture in determining the success, sustainability and consistency of any significant change strategy.

The focus on learning

In all the schools in the study there was a central preoccupation with the emerging development of a shared understanding of the learning process and employing relevant and appropriate learning and teaching strategies.

School leadership

The findings of the project reinforce the centrality of the role of headteacher and the leadership team in initiating and sustaining significant change.

Middle leaders

A pivotal but paradoxical role for middle leaders was highlighted. There was a significant pattern of increasing autonomy based on high levels of trust in parallel with rigorous, systematic and challenging accountability.

Staff and student perceptions

In all the schools in the project, although in many different ways, there was consistent affirmation of the positive benefits of a focus on learning. For both staff and students the dominant themes were being able to work in a positive and supportive environment, a sense of engagement and shared commitment to improving levels of achievement.

Other outcomes  

The study had positive outcomes for the research associates and their schools. The research associates all felt that their own professional knowledge and skills had been enhanced through their engagement with each other, the case-study schools and NCSL. All of the research associates used their experience on the project to develop learning-centred leadership in their own schools.

Background 
The effective leadership of learning is increasingly recognised as critical to school effectiveness and improvement. Yet current research tells us only a limited amount about how learning-centred leadership is conducted in practice, particularly amongst  middle leaders.  

This project was jointly conducted with the Esmee Fairbairn Foundation and the focus was specifically on middle leaders in secondary schools. The definition of middle leaders is teachers who take on management and leadership responsibilities or those who would like to do so. Middle leaders vary in titles and responsibilities in secondary schools from subject leaders and year heads to those with roles related to broader aspects of learning and development.  The focus upon secondary schools was to reduce the number of variables and enable deeper exploration of school contexts.
Findings
A protocol was agreed to group the findings from the visits to the case study schools under the following headings:

1. School culture and climate

2. The focus on learning

3. School leadership

4. Middle leadership

5. Staff and student perceptions

6. Other outcomes

School culture and climate

In all the schools, there was an explicit recognition of the role of staff culture as enabling school improvement and effectiveness. School leaders saw creating this as an integral part of their role, an area where principle and aspiration could be translated into practice.

The ability to translate lofty aspirations into shared and consistent practice, which informed staff and pupils’ attitudes, was one of the dominant characteristics of the schools. This was manifested in a number of ways, particularly in the creation of shared language and expectations.

A significant feature of the culture of the schools was the way in which support staff were involved in the creation of a learning culture and actively supported it.

The focus on learning

Learning was the one area where there was only a limited consensus between the schools in the case study. There was no overarching shared definition as to what constituted learning and only limited attempts to provide a detailed and explicit model of learning. 

In almost every school, learning was expressed in terms of optimising the achievement of every student. This generic view was extended and defined through a range of activities and strategies and expressed in mission statements such as:

“We are a learning institution, no ceiling to achievement.” (Headteacher)

“to be an outstanding community for teaching and learning, at the forefront of innovation, ensuring all exceed their expectations” (Mission statement)

School leadership

There was a consistent emphasis on shared and distributed leadership, created by determined headteachers whose personal values, vision, commitment and energy were credited by staff as having made the difference. Constant reference was made to the ‘enabling’ and ‘facilitation’ role of the headteacher and members of the leadership team. 

In almost all of the case studies, there was a clear, often explicit, relation between the personal attributes of the school’s leaders and the impact and sustainability of learning-centred leadership. 
Middle leadership

A consistent theme across all the case study schools was that a central component of any approach to learning-centred leadership involved a significant redevelopment of the status, role and priorities of subject leaders. 

Another theme in the schools is the reconceptualisation from middle management responsible for administration to middle leaders responsible for learning and teaching.

“There has been a shift towards the development of teaching and learning and away from administration and bureaucracy.” (Assistant headteacher)

“My core role is thinking about how we teach and what we teach.” (Middle leader)

 

Staff and student perceptions

There was almost unanimous positive feedback from students. They were actively involved in their learning and frequently commented on the high quality of personal relationships that existed between teachers and pupils.

“Behaving badly is not cool”

“You don’t like to let people (teachers) down”

Most of the schools had strategies to develop leadership potential and increase involvement in the learning process. There was a tangible culture of hard work and achievement. This was modelled throughout the school by all members of the community. Norms of appropriate behaviour, attitudes and language were well established in all the schools and were mutually reinforced by students, staff and leaders.

Other outcomes

Impact on the research associates: 
“….has been the best in service training I've had since becoming a teacher”.

“Cannot underestimate/understate the benefits and impact of working this way”.
The benefits of the project extended to the research associates' schools. As one associate commented:
“At school it has changed completely how we do most things - we are much more inclusive: all staff are members of leadership teams, and all meetings in the school now have effective learning on the agenda… We are gradually moving away from an emphasis on what is wrong and what needs to improve, to what is working well and how we can all adopt/adapt the practice”. 
The case study schools also found the project beneficial. Staff comments included:
“…enabled us to reflect on the strengths in our practice”.
“A very positive experience”
We are currently writing a report detailing all the findings of the project. This will be available in April.

Research Methods
The development of interactive case studies involved action enquiry supported by training at events held at the college.
The research associates each worked in three schools. The twenty-one case study schools were identified through a seminar hosted by the college. The research associates facilitated group discussions at this seminar where the schools attending were asked to articulate with explicit examples how their school led learning and teaching. From this, the research associates identified the twenty-one case studies.

The case- study work was carried out through a combination of interviews with middle leaders, heads, deputy heads, other teachers and pupils and through documentary analysis and observation. Planning prior to this data collection activity was done collectively by the project team to ensure that a common framework was established within which the research associates would explore the case study schools and to ensure consistency.

The data collection activity was carried out within the concept of Appreciative Enquiry, which has meant that the enquiry was looking to celebrate good and successful practice in the case-study schools and to ensure consistency.

Conclusion
The project sought to investigate the characteristics of schools that perceive themselves to be focusing on learning as their core purpose. Two dominant themes emerged from the study. Firstly, there was a very explicit orientation by all leaders in the school on the learning process. This had very specific manifestations: leadership time and energy was primarily focused on all the various components of learning and teaching and such leadership was seen as being distributed across the school. Secondly, this leadership was expressed through personal relationships. There are frequent references in the report to the importance attached to developing high mutual regard as a prerequisite to effective learning and effective leadership. 
Suggestions for further reading
On 29 April 2004 the College is launching a suite of materials and a website that aim to capture the essence of learning-centred leadership. They include an introduction to learning-centred leadership: what it is and how it works; descriptions of what it looks like in action amongst heads and other leaders in schools; development tools which enable schools to assess how much of this they already do, ways of doing more and how to get others involved; and finally research-informed perspectives on learning from leading thinkers. It will include the full report from this project.

You can access this website at www.ncsl.org.uk/lcl from 29 April 2004

Order forms for these materials will be available on the website.
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