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Abstract 
Concepts of system leadership focus mainly on school-to-school 
relationships, with little attention to any potential role beyond the school.  
This paper reports an investigation into the influence of such a wider 
concept of leadership in three English secondary schools.  
 
The research adopts a long-term case study approach, over two years, 
using mixed methods, including semi-structured interviews with a range of 
internal and external stakeholders, attitudinal surveys, and scrutiny of 
relevant school documents.  Drawing on grounded theory, the research 
methodology starts from each headteacher’s own perception of their intent, 
and seeks understanding of the process and effects of change in their 
context. The analysis is influenced by insights from complexity theory in 
rejecting simple models of linear causation. 
 
Empirical findings, whilst showing clearly the importance of context, also 
indicate some common strands of importance across each case. These  
suggest emergent new insights into blended models of connected 
leadership extending beyond the school, and a more organic model of 
organisational change, as well as the nature and place of students as 
leaders. Those findings are crystallised into a possible theoretical model for 
a next stage of school improvement, which addresses the importance of 
families and communities in supporting the personal and social 
development of young people, thus enhancing their motivation for learning. 
These conclusions are necessarily tentative, but open up avenues for 
further enquiry. 
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Introduction  
The notion of system leadership and the related concept of a self-

improving school system, as strongly articulated by Hargreaves (2010, 

2011, 2012), stresses connections between schools, supporting each 

other to reach school-focused ends.  It is strongly focused around the 

leadership role of the head (Boylan 2016).  It assumes: 

A maturity model of a self-improving schools system is a 
statement of the organisational and professional practices of     
two or more schools in partnership by which they progressively 
achieve shared goals, both local and systemic. (Hargreaves 
2011:8) 

 

This thinking became a key element in government policy in England 

since 2010.  According to the White Paper, The Importance of Teaching, 

(Department for Education 2010): 

The primary responsibility for improvement rests with schools… 
Our aim should be to create a school system which is more 
effectively self-improving.  

 

Many government reforms have been directed to such ends.  For 

example, the recently merged National College for Teaching and 

Leadership (NCTL) was “created to enable and support the development 

of a self-improving, school-led system,” although, as Greany (2015) 

observes, the addition of ‘school-led’ alongside ‘self-improving’ is 

notable, since the two concepts are not necessarily the same.  

The principle is also endorsed by leading UK professional associations, 

such as the Association of School and College Leaders in their ‘Blueprint 

for a self-improving system’ (Cruddas 2015). 

 

This paper however argues the notion of system leadership thus described 

offers only a partial picture of what is needed if the place and purpose of 

system leadership is to effect long-term improvement.  It argues there is an 

additional need to also understand system leadership more broadly as 

acting between the school, the learner, their families and communities, 

causing each to interact differently with the others so as to promote broader 

and improved learning outcomes. 
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This paper therefore affords an opportunity to examine the leadership and 

impact of school leaders who have chosen to act as system leaders beyond 

their school.  

 
Literature review 
For many years, school improvement has been associated with the quality 

of teaching and learning in classrooms (e.g. Hopkins, Reynolds and Gray 

2005; Bush and Glover 2009).  The necessity for that focus is not in any way 

challenged here.  Rather, the argument is that, whilst necessary and 

important, on its own this is insufficient either to develop fully that broader 

set of skills and attitudes which will equip young people to flourish in a 

rapidly changing world, referred to in shorthand as ‘personal and social 

development outcomes,’ or to bring about sustainable long-term change 

especially within local cultures of educational indifference and low 

aspiration. 

 
However, this argument also reflects in certain respects a critique of some 

thinking behind school effectiveness and the way in which school 

performance is judged.  It aligns with the view of Ainscow et al. (2012:1)  

that school improvement thinking has;  

become domesticated within a political discourse that stifles 
discussion and equates achievement with measurable outcomes  
from standardised tests. 

 

 
Gorard (2009: 759) echoes this criticism of current notions of school 

effectiveness encouraging a narrow understanding of education, focused on 

test scores and teaching to the test, arguing “over time we tend to get the 

system we measure for and so privilege”. 

 
He is also deeply critical of the statistical methods used to measure 

performance, arguing that rather than opening information about schools to 

a wider public, the complexity of contextual value-added (CVA), and similar 

models, excludes and so disempowers most people (ibid: 756).  Whilst 

current UK government policy tried to eliminate the limitations of CVA 
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measures by removing these models completely, the reasons that gave rise 

to such approaches, in terms of recognising the differing context of schools 

and their young people, remain. This leads to Gorard’s key conclusion: 

now largely unremarked by academics and unused by policy-makers 
…  pupil prior attainment and background explain the vast majority of 
variation in school outcomes (ibid: 761). 

 

Wilson and Pickett (2009: 103) summarise convincingly the evidence that:   

Although good schools make a difference, the biggest influence on 
educational attainment, how well a child performs in school and later 
in higher education, is family background.  

 

Ainscow et al. (2012:14), reviewing a series of studies they carried out 

over 20 years, argue that in order to ensure a sound education for every 

learner, it is necessary to complement within-school developments with 

efforts that link schools both with one another and with their wider 

communities.  This is consistent with the case argued by Muijs (2010: 891) 

that: 
...even if we found all the factors that make schools more or less effective, 
we would still not be able to affect more than 30 percent of the variance in 
pupils’ outcomes.  It has therefore become increasingly clear that a narrow 
focus on the school as an institution will not be sufficient to enable work on 
more equitable educational outcomes to progress... Interventions will need 
to impact more directly on pupils’ environment and life chances.  

 

The underlying key concept of social capital has been described as “social 

relations of mutual benefit, which are characterised by norms of trust and 

reciprocity” (Winter, 2000; Hargreaves, 2011).  The two elements of trust 

and reciprocity, or engagement, provide the building block of social cohesion 

or connectedness in communities (Kawachi and Berkmann, 2000). This has 

been linked beneficially to educational achievement (e.g. Coleman 1988, 

Goddard 2003), democracy (e.g. Putnam 2000), economic opportunities 

(Granovetter 1985, Gittell and Thompson 2001), reduction in criminal activity 

(Sampson 2001) and health (Cattell 2001; Ferlander 2007). 
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Field (2008), reviewing the concept’s usefulness from an education 

perspective, highlights both its complexity and its slipperiness.  He examines 

the differences and problems in Putnam’s (2000) typology of ‘bridging’ and 

‘bonding’ capital, that is relationships that are more inclusive or more 

exclusive, and considers the ‘dark side’ of both, the way they can contribute 

to what most would feel undesirable ends, for instance, successful terrorist 

groups.  

 

Using the term ‘social capital’ therefore carries the unavoidable implication 

of a moral perspective and involves judgements of value. The concept is 

inextricably interwoven with values and moral purpose,  and is not without 

critics.   For some, it adds nothing not already known (Portes 1998), while 

for Fine (2001:155) it is a "chaotic, ambiguous, and general category that 

can be used as a notional umbrella for almost any purpose".   

 
Notwithstanding such problems, Field concludes “with some confidence that 

there is a close relationship between people’s social networks and their 

educational performance” (ibid. p.55).  However, his assertion, if true, leaves 

it unclear if that relationship is fixed or static, and whether or how it is 

susceptible to change. 

 

Research focus 
To help understand those problems of agency and impact more clearly, this 

study examines change leadership in three English secondary schools, 

representing different socio-economic contexts and different inspection 

ratings, between 2010 and 2013.  Each was selected because a recently 

appointed leader was embarking, independently, on a school improvement 

strategy that envisaged a significant role for wider stakeholder engagement.   

 

The research sought to examine what this meant in practice and its impact 

through three research questions: 

• How did they look to build trust and engagement within their schools 

and across their schools’ wider communities? 
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• What effects did levels of trust and engagement have upon schools 

and their wider communities?  

• To what extent did levels of trust and engagement within schools and 

across their wider communities influence their educational outcomes?  

 

The three schools do not in any sense comprise a random sample.  It could 

be argued that, because these leaders have such an inbuilt investment and 

commitment to the work, they are outliers in this regard compared to the 

majority.  It is, though, often the case that, in terms of innovation, looking 

outside the norm can reveal important insights for developing mainstream 

practice. 

 
 
Methodology 
 
The study adopted an extended case study approach, its methodology 

drawing on three elements, each of which offered a particular 

contribution to the research questions: 

• The opportunity provided by case study to focus in on understanding 

process in context (Robson 2002, Bassey 1999). 

• The flexibility of a mixed methods approach (Johnson and 

Onwuegbuzie 2004), matching here a predominantly qualitative 

approach with some elements of quantification to try to ensure an 

appropriate focus on outcomes.   

• The working protocol of constant comparison and avoidance of prior 

assumption within grounded theory (Urqhart 2001). 

 

By extending the period of study over two years, it was hoped to gain 

greater insight into both process and possible impact. 

 

Drawing pragmatically on insights from grounded theory (Charmaz 

2006), the methodology took as its starting point each head’s own 

perception of their intent, seeking understanding of the process and 

effects of resulting change.  It used a mixed methodology to build as 
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rounded a picture as possible within the constraints of small-scale 

research, including a programme of interviews with the heads and other 

leaders, and a series of focus groups with staff, students and parents for 

triangulation. Interviews were recorded, transcribed and coded for 

meaning. In addition, surveys, designed drawing on sources from the 

UK Social Capital Framework (Harper and Kelly 2003), which is not 

education focused, and Goddard’s (2003) Social Capital Scale for 

schools from America, attempted to track attitudinal change in terms of 

attitudes, trust and engagement more widely across the various 

stakeholder groups.   

 

Interviews were conducted three times a year and surveys repeated 

annually across the two years. In year two, because of emerging 

findings, student interviews and focus groups centred on the role of 

student leaders.  Each group of student leaders was interviewed at the 

beginning and end of the year, as was the member of staff responsible 

for this work. In all three cases, though for different reasons, it proved 

very difficult to secure sufficient or consistent parental involvement. 

 
Any choice of methodology also carries risks and limitations. The strengths 

and weaknesses of building theory from case study research have been 

usefully summarised by Eisenhardt (1989: 547).  It is an approach which is 

likely to produce novel theory, particularly where it has to grapple with 

contradictory or paradoxical evidence, and so it may be particularly suitable 

for new research areas.  It lends itself to further study and testing, but is at 

the same time more likely to produce reliable theory because of the constant 

testing and comparison to which the accumulating evidence has been  

subjected. On the other hand, he suggests the very richness of the data may 

result in over-complex, narrow or idiosyncratic theory. 
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The scope of the study is also inevitably limited as is any undertaken by a 

single researcher, particularly when the scope and reach of this research is 

potentially wide both in its longitudinal approach and in the breadth of the 

change project in each school.  

 
Although the initial research design attempted to acknowledge this inherent 
difficulty by adopting a very clear and focused approach, centred on specific 
groups of students and their parents, the reality of the research process 
quickly demonstrated that initial assumptions about access were over-
simplistic.  As a result, some changes were consciously made, with a 
deliberate choice to respond to individual contexts and seek out alternative 
possible means to engage with those likely by background or temperament 
not to respond to a formal ‘official’ approach, rather than follow rigidly a fixed 
model that was excluding participation by significant groups.  
 

Whilst it may be argued that changes made to the research design in 
response to these difficulties undermine the validity of the study in some 
ways, and it would certainly be the case that some of its direction was 
modified as a result, it is also possible to argue that the result was a more 
representative and, to that extent, more accurate picture.  

 

The case studies 
 
Ashtree School (all names are pseudonyms) serves a deprived, fragmented 

and ill-defined community on the outskirts of a large city.  The head (AH) 

was appointed to this medium-sized 11-16 school nearly three years before 

the start of the study. Following a long period of local authority concern, the 

school had been re-launched with a new name as she took up post.  At the 

time of the research it was rated as requires improvement under the 

inspection framework. 

 

Most students are of White British heritage, but the number who speak 

English as an additional language was increasing rapidly. The proportion of 

students with special educational needs and the percentage known to be 
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eligible for free school meals was above average. There were very high 

levels of pupil mobility.   

 

Birchgrove School serves a very different context. Built and opened in 2006 

as a new town development, it did not have an established community. But 

its intake from around the city could broadly be described as middle class. 

Most students were of White British heritage, with about a quarter from a 

range of minority ethnic backgrounds. The proportion of students with 

special educational needs or disabilities was in line with the national 

average.  It had grown every year since opening with just Y7-8 students, 

with, at the time of the study, 1500 Y7-13 students.  

 

The head (BH), appointed in 2009, had moved the school towards 

outstanding under existing inspection criteria.  It became a new-style 

academy in 2011.  BH was appointed with an awareness from governors of 

their need to improve parental engagement, but he extended this to a much 

broader concept of community engagement based on his view about the 

competencies and attributes young people need to survive in a global 

economy in the future and how they are best developed.  

 

Chestnut Academy started from the lowest and most difficult base of the 

three. It serves a predominantly white working class social housing estate 

with high levels of unemployment and a poor local reputation.  The academy 

was opened in September 2010 to replace one of the worst performing 

schools in the country in terms of examination results. Student numbers had 

dwindled to around 400, all aged 11-16 years. A new head (CH) had been 

appointed from outside the school and area the previous March, but to work 

with the existing staff of the old school, and, unbeknown to her at the time, a 

very significant budget deficit. 
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For each of the schools an initial baseline interview was coded 

independently to identify key themes to guide the case study. Despite the 

different contexts, a degree of overlap was clear between them (Table 1). 

Each of these themes was separately tracked across two years through  

interview, attitudinal survey and document analysis.  

 

 

Table 1: Comparison of themes emerging from case study baseline visits 
 

 

 
BASELINE ISSUES FROM EACH CASE STUDY 

 

 
 

COMMON 
FOCUS  

Ashtree 
 

 
Birchgrove 

 
Chestnut 

 
• The impact of 

the head in 
giving direction 
to the previously 
withdrawn, 
inward-looking 
school, building 
confidence and 
mutual esteem 
within its 
communities 

• The impact of a 
new head on 
the culture of 
the school and 
the leadership  
processes 
which influence 
change. 

 

• The priorities 
for leadership, 
including 
the balance of 
energy 
devoted, in a 
challenging 
situation, 
between 
changing 
perceptions 
internally or 
externally. 

 
 
 
 
LEADERSHI
P 

 
The impact of the 
head in giving 
direction to the 
previously 
withdrawn, inward-
looking school, 
building confidence 
and mutual esteem 
within its internal 
and external 
communities. 

 
The impact of a 
new head on the 
culture of the 
school and the 
leadership 
processes which 
influence change. 

 
Priorities for 
leadership, 
including  
the balance of 
energy in a 
challenging 
situation devoted to 
changing 
perceptions 
internally or 
externally. 

 
 

     
LEADERSHIP 

 
The difficulties in 
and opportunities  
for the engagement 
of parents and for 
taking a holistic view 
of the family. 
 

 
The particular 
challenge posed by 
parents and their 
views, as well as 
the way the school 
has developed its 
relationship with 
parents in its early 
years. 

 
The challenge of 
parental 
engagement in a 
community without 
aspiration or in 
many cases 
expectation of 
employment. 
 

 
 
 

TRUST AND    
ENGAGEMENT 

 
The development of 
self-confidence 
among students as 
a critical element of 
success for them 
and for the school. 

 
The new focus on 
community 
engagement for 
clear reasons that 
are connected with 
student outcomes. 
 

 
The notion of 
empowerment as a 
driving force, and 
the catalytic role 
seen for student 
leadership. 

 
 

WIDER 
OUTCOMES  

FOR  
STUDENTS 
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The subsequent survey evidence showed evidence of fluctuation in key 

attitudes among groups in each school (Table 2) across the two study years. 

However, it is important to qualify the findings of the survey by noting that 

the tool used was unproven and the samples within the schools were neither 

sufficiently stratified or consistent across the period, and often small in 

relation to overall group size.  So, although an apparent decline might 

suggest the heads’ strategies were not succeeding, it is also possible to find 

within the qualitative data, in each case, particular reasons by which this 

apparent decline may be explained, and which may not therefore negate the 

head’s strategy.  For instance, at Chestnut, the marked decline in student 

trust on a larger sample in year two may be a reflection of the significant 

upheaval still being experienced through the then unfinished building works 

and major staff changes. The student score at Birchgrove in Y2 was affected 

by the strong negative views of one individual who chose to identify 

themselves. 

 

Moreover, the growth of trust and engagement is not an end in itself.  It was, 

for each head, a means to establishing a broader purpose.  So, while it may 

be valuable to have an awareness of ups and downs in overall levels in the 

short term, perhaps as a guide to adjusting actions and intentions, decline in 

the short term need not necessarily suggest longer-term failure. 

 
What this survey data provided was an additional tool for interrogating and 

gaining perspective on the qualitative data. 
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  Ashtree Birchgrove Chestnut 
(Note: on the scale 
used 1 is the  
lowest score 
possible and 5 the 
highest) 
 

 Y1 
 
n=52 

Y2 
 
n=194 

Y1 
 
n=67 

Y2 
 
n=62 

Y1 
 
n=65 

Y2 
 
n=64 

ATTITUDES TO 
SCHOOL 
 

All 3.82 3.86 
+ 

4.19 3.92 
- 

3.45 3.47 
+ 

 Staff 4.02 3.82 
- 

4.24 4.06 
- 

3.69 3.83 
+ 

 Students 3.66 3.9 
+ 

4.1 3.8 
- 

3.25 3.17 
- 

TRUST All 3.3 3.25 
- 

3.71 3.49 
- 

3.2 3.08 
- 

 Staff 3.32 3.18 
- 

3.6 3.53 
- 

3.3 3.25 
- 

 Students 3.26 3.37 
+ 

3.77 3.35 
- 

3.05 2.83 
- 

ENGAGEMENT All 3.46 3.63 
+ 

3.72 3.37 
- 

3.35 3.4 
+ 

 Staff 3.51 3.68 
+ 

3.77 3.58 
- 

3.57 3.89 
+ 

 Students 3.41 3.58 
+ 

3.61 3.22 
- 

3.13 2.9 
- 

SUPPORT FOR 
LEARNING 

All 3.68 3.68 
= 

4.01 3.62 
- 

3.4 3.67 
+ 

 Staff 3.5 3.45 
- 

3.89 3.7 
- 

3.44 3.98 
+ 

 Students 3.86 3.9 
+ 

4.21 3.5 
- 

3.36 3.36 
= 

 
Table 2: Summary of headline survey findings 
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Findings 
 
This section is organised around three issues to seek to understand the 

experience of the three case studies. They are: 

• The nature of leadership 

• The growth of trust and engagement 

• The pursuit of wider outcomes 

 
 
The nature of leadership 
 
The studies, whilst showing clearly the importance of context, also indicate 

some common strands of importance across each case.  In each, the new 

leader was the pivotal driver of change. They were the most important 

driver in shaping a change strategy for community engagement in the 

school.  It was their arrival in the school that provided the most significant 

impetus and direction for change and for the strategy adopted in each 

school, and it was their vision that continued to give that shape and focus. 

 

It is, though, equally important to acknowledge that the circumstances in 

which each head took up their leadership reflected a situation where the 

need for some change had already been identified externally.  Governors at 

Birchgrove had seen a weakness in the school’s parental engagement.  At 

both Ashtree and Chestnut, the local authority had taken steps to intervene 

because the schools were seen to be under-performing and not well-

regarded.  However, in none of the schools did many staff or students 

necessarily share these views internally. 

 

In all three cases, nevertheless, the new leader significantly extended the 

basis and nature of the change sought, encountering both support, 

resentment and opposition, in differing proportions in each case.  The 

impetus for the further change these leaders sought stemmed primarily from 

their own value base, informed by their own experience, but also their own 

wider studies, reading and reflection. 
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At Ashtree, the priority AH brought was to raise the self-esteem of the 

organisation, and to build organisational self-confidence as the pre-cursor to 

forging a range of partnerships and common approach across education 

providers serving the local area. 

 

At Birchgrove, BH expanded governors’ awareness of the need to improve 

parental engagement to engender a different culture towards parents, not 

one based primarily on seeking compliance.  However, he also extended 

this vision in reaching out to establish much broader local, regional and 

international partnerships, and to focus on their impact on the curriculum. 

 

At Chestnut, CH pursued, from the outset, a close integration of school and 

community, both in terms of the design and organisation of changed 

buildings and in terms of engaging pro-actively with parents to challenge 

prevailing culture.  Her approach was characterised by a powerful focus on 

empowerment of individuals in all stakeholder groups. 

 

Table 3 shows the strategies for change each head articulated in interview. 

It indicates the extent to which each of the three leaders saw themselves as 

system leaders whilst at the same time understanding this much more 

broadly than just school-to-school support. 
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Table 3: initial change strategies adopted by each leader 

 

 

 
Focus 

 

 
Ashtree 

 
Birchgrove 

 
Chestnut 

 
School as an 
organisation 

Focus inwards before 
looking out – school 
being worthy of 
others’ respect . 

 
Community 
engagement 
developed to provide 
stabilisers of tower of 
school improvement. 

Expanding the horizons 
of governing body and 
staff. 

 
Three year strategic 
plan as device to 
promote dialogue. 

 

Re-branding and re-
building of school. 

 

Leadership 
capacity 

New posts as 
champions of new 
culture – not 
necessarily teachers 
– with developing 
synergy across 
‘school’ and 
‘community’ roles. 

Taking opportunities to 
re-define staff roles. 

 

Creation of new posts, 
including introduction 
of non-teachers to 
senior leadership 
team. 

 

Staff Role of leader as 
model of behavior 
looked for from 
others. 

 

Staff working group on 
partnership given parity 
with standards group. 

 
Challenging staff inertia. 

Staff re-organisation. 
 
Staff development 
programme. 

 
Parents Developing role of 

Parent Council. 
 
Improving 
communication. 

Open meetings with 
parents. 

 

Establishment of 
Friends of Academy. 

 

Students  Development of 
students as leaders 
through student 
senate. 

 

Focus on student 
leadership – structure 
and roles mirror staff 
groups. 

 

Focus on student 
leadership with 
development of roles 
to mirror adult senior 
leadership team. 

Partnerships Forging a formal 
Partnership with local 
schools. 

 
Focus on transition 
and progression 
across all phases. 

Seeking out educational 
and business partners – 
with curiosity and 
respectful relationships. 

 

Building wider 
partnerships with 
primary schools and 
business. 

 

Wider 
community 

Establishment of a 
community event – 
Fun Day. 

 Establishment of a 
community event – Big 
Lunch. 

 
Creating a physical 
presence for school in 
local shopping centre. 
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All three heads had to contend with pursuing their agenda for change within a 

wider external environment which was itself characterised by intense change, 

in ways unforeseeable at the point at which they embarked on their strategy.  

The most significant of these changes has been in government policy, 

particularly in relation to the rapidly accelerated development of academies, 

which affected all three schools, and in relation to narrower definitions of 

school performance, with the associated accountability pressures that have 

followed. 

 

The leaders’ choice of strategy was influenced strongly by their values as 

well as their judgements about pace, perception of context and readiness 

for change.  Their values also displayed a number of common features, 

including commitment to students’ personal and social development, 

empowerment of individuals, and their role in leading beyond the school.  

 
Crawford (2009: 9) argues that emotion is integral to all leadership practice, 

All three leaders completed an emotional intelligence self-assessment 

questionnaire based on models developed by Bar-On (Bar-On et al. 2000).   

This model of emotional-social intelligence views it as an array of interrelated 

emotional and social competencies, skills and facilitators that impact on 

intelligent behaviour.  Each head agreed to make their profile report available   

to the research.  The data thus obtained were used to open a dialogue with 

these leaders and to help frame questions for investigation.  

 

Whilst in many regards each leader displayed a different profile in their 

responses, for each self-awareness was their strongest disposition. Table 4 

breaks the overall analysis of scores for each head down into fifteen 

component parts.  There is no obvious single leadership profile evident in 

such a small sample, though the three leaders do display some interesting 

features.  The reflect dimension is the highest scoring for all three and also 

shows the least variation.  Perhaps more surprisingly, the relate dimension 

shows the greatest variation. This is in part because of BH. 
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                 Table 4: Component EQ-i scores for the three headteachers 
 
 
 

BH’s relatively low score across the ‘relate’ category might be seen as a 

significant weakness in relation to leadership roles.  Moreover, his scoring for 

predisposition for inter-personal relationships is the lowest of any here.  But 

he also displays very high self-awareness, independence and stress 

tolerance scores.  BH is a strong enthusiast for the underlying EQ-i model, 

and has been introducing similar assessment opportunities both for staff and 

students in school.  He commented on his pattern of scores:   
I shouldn’t be a head really, I should be a computer programmer or 
something. I’ve had to fight my extreme independence for my whole career. 
When I was 18 or 19, I didn’t want to do anything where I had to stand up in 
front of big crowds.  But although I loathe people, I love company.  I’m 
extremely introverted, but also extremely optimistic.  So it sort of balances 
out in a way.  (BH2) 

 

 
Dimension 

 
Component 

 
CH 

 
BH 

 
AH 

 
REFLECT Self- Awareness 111 121 119 

 Self- 
Actualisation 

109 109 111 

 Self-regard 106 103 110 
 Independence 109 121 112 
 Happiness 107 105 111 

Average  108 112 113 
Median  109 109 111 

 
RELATE Social responsibility 108 90 106 

 Empathy 112 89 104 
 Assertiveness 107 99 104 
 Impulse control 103 81   83 
 Interpersonal 

relationships 
121 78 112 

Average  110 87 102 
Median  108 89 105 

 
RESPOND Stress tolerance 99 117 114 

 Optimism 100 103 115 
 Flexibility 109 104 101 
 Problem-solving 94 79 102 
 Reality testing 108 81 104 

Average  102 97 107 
Median  100    103 104 
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His comments are perhaps a useful reminder that, while assessments such as 

EQ-i can be a valuable tool for self-analysis, aiding understanding and 

development, they should not be regarded as definitive templates.  Pre-

dispositions are not inviolably fixed, but can, with self-awareness, be managed, 

shaped, or perhaps even developed.  It is therefore worth noting that, for these 

three heads, the reflect category, including self-awareness, was the most uniform 

and highest-scoring overall, suggesting perhaps it is possible to be a highly 

effective leader without scoring at the highest level on interpersonal skills, as  

long as the leader has very high levels of self-awareness, and takes steps to 

ameliorate this potential weakness in other ways.  This point echoes to some 

extent the caution given by Yukl (1999: 302) that: 
Vague definitions of leader ‘types’ have long been popular in the literature, 
but they are often simplistic stereotypes with limited utility for increasing our 
understanding of effective leadership.  

 

This picture of leadership which is capable of addressing the improvement both 

of school performance and of social capital within and beyond the school does 

not easily fit into any single established leadership model.  Understanding the 

way in which leaders consciously and unconsciously adopt, blend, and adapt 

components of leadership models to meet the needs of particular contexts and 

moments in time may be an important area for future research. 

 
The leadership exemplified in the case studies does, though, provide some 

important elements to consider.  It has highlighted the considerable importance of 

leaders personally modeling behaviours they expect of others, in order to 

promote trust and engagement.  It suggests such leadership is characterised by 

strong self-awareness, and is highly emotionally intelligent.  

 

Their leadership was also able to recognise the inevitability of conflicting  

interests and the need to continually re-balance these around a sense of 

common purpose.  The power held by the leader can assist this task, and there 

were situations where each leader felt they had no choice but to impose a 

solution.  In all the cases studied, this decision was driven by their own values 

rather than the expediency of circumstance. 



Leading beyond the school – Malcolm Groves 
	

19 

These findings overall support Gronn’s (2009) argument for understanding 

hybridity in leadership and his consequent critique of normative models of 

leadership.  

 
 
Growth of trust and engagement 
 
The choice of strategies adopted by each leader to promote trust and 

engagement whilst addressing the issues identified and summarised in the 

baseline review of each case study, was thus influenced, but not 

determined, by: 

• the context of change they encountered; 

• the individual predispositions and self-awareness they brought with 

them; 

• the values base they had previously developed; 

• the judgements each made about the pace of change that was 

required.  

 
What was crucial for each head was building a critical mass of support and 

engagement in change.  Penuel and Riel (2007: 615) comment from their 

research in 23 Californian schools that: 
Trust … gets built up interaction by interaction, tie by tie, within a school. 
And at some point it becomes a characteristic of the network as whole. … 
no-one can say exactly what the threshold is for (its) emergence. Even in 
the best schools, trust is not likely to exist within every relationship.  

 
The case study evidence did not suggest any of the three schools reached a 

sudden tipping point during the research period.  Rather, what was occurring 

might best be understood as that steady accumulation of a range of 

changes in attitude and behaviour, each beginning to interact with others, 

for instance in changing the relationship between some students and staff at 

Chestnut, between external partners and the school at Ashtree, and 

between some staff and parents at Birchgrove.   
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Some of these changes built from existing relationships, some involved a 

wider change, as in recruiting new staff or adjusting existing roles.  It was 

through the combination of a varied range of steps rather than any single 

step that change was beginning.  

 

The account of leadership that emerges from a consideration of strategies 

adopted by these leaders to build trust and engagement is complex and 

subtle.  Each leader combined flexibility, and listening to a range of voices, 

with conviction and consistency of purpose.  They used judgement and 

opportunism in the choice and timing of their strategies, and understood and 

accepted risk in doing so.  The role of leadership in modelling the behaviour 

desired from others was central. 

 

All three heads invested heavily in the growth of fellow leaders, particularly 

staff but also, significantly, students, as champions of change.  Building 

capacity, in terms of both skills and people, was a critical element for all 

three.  For each of them, this meant taking investment risks, investing in 

priorities, people and posts, even though long-term funding was insecure.  

AH funded the existing extended services coordinator, whose post was due 

to disappear, to take on a new role, based in the school but working across 

the partnership.  BH redirected previous specialist school funding to 

establish the new role of partnership coordinator, while CH created both a 

non-teaching Assistant Principal to take forward community engagement 

and enterprise, and another post to establish post-16 provision before this 

was formally agreed and secure. 

 

One other characteristic emerges strongly.  When strategies did not appear 

to be working in the way they had hoped, the heads re-engineered, often 

very rapidly, sometimes more patiently, but always purposefully. BH 

adjusted the role and nature of the strategy working group when the first 

flush of enthusiasm waned, while CH recast roles and structures and re-

wrote timetables in mid-year.  AH displayed perhaps more patience, taking  
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comparatively more time, whilst nevertheless manoeuvring ceaselessly to  

create circumstances through which to move forward.  An example here is 

the gradual drawing together, over two years, of a ‘community team’ of 

three staff, through a mix of redefined and newly-created part-time roles, 

that was beginning to create synergy across the areas of transition, 

communications, and community engagement. 

 

It also became apparent in the course of the early visits, to a degree 

unforeseen at the outset, that all three heads were, independently, placing a 

significant focus on the development of student leadership as a key part of 

their strategy, and interpreting this differently from many current models of 

‘student voice’ (Cook-Sather 2006).  In all three cases, students became 

highly significant agents of change, affecting the attitudes both of staff, other 

students, and, potentially, parents. 

 

It was clear that in each school the head instigated and championed  the 

approach taken and the overall philosophy behind it. This is in line with the 

Australian findings of Lavery and Hine (2012).  Each of the three heads in 

different ways sought to modify or fundamentally change existing practice in 

their school, all seeking to move beyond the basic model of a school council  

common in many schools.  As a result, each school adopted its own 

approach to student leadership, with both similarities and differences, as 

Table 5 shows.  
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 Ashtree Birchgrove Chestnut 
Organisational 
Structure 

• Student senate 
• Members host house 

groups 
• Weekly meeting 

during tutor time 
• Replaced previous    
     school council  

 
 

• Executive committee 
of older students 

• Working groups, 
chaired by exec.  

• Reps from each tutor 
group meet by year 
groups during 
assembly 

• Development of 
previous school 
council 

• Student leadership 
team mirrors roles in 
adult leadership 
team, with direct 
individual link 

• Lunch-time meeting 
• Replaced previous 

prefect system 

Roles 
undertaken by 
students 

• Surveys of student 
opinion 

• Mediation and 
restorative justice  

• Direct organisation of 
community events 

• Representation of 
school at community 
meetings  

• Presentations to and 
work in local primary 
schools 
 

• Representative of 
tutor group. 

• Involvement in 
working groups that 
mirror staff 
groups/school 
strategic themes 

• Team plan, plus each 
member has 
individual targets and 
performance review  

Staff support • Supported by a part-
time non-teacher 
with background in 
community 
development 

• Lead member of 
staff given small 
timetable 
remission 

• Form tutor 
(variable support) 

• Assistant Principal 
works with the team to 
support them as a 
group 

• Mentoring through link 
SLT member 

 
Appointment 
process 

• Mix of application 
and invitation to 
apply and interview 
by staff and current 
senate members 

• Elected by tutor 
groups 

• By application and 
interview – in first 
year by external 
business 
interviewers, in 
second year by 
current post-holders 

Training • Public speaking 
skills 

• None identified • Off-site leadership 
training – 3 days 

Scale of 
participation 

• 12 students directly – 
3 per year group 

• Y11 excluded 
because of 
perceived exam 
pressure 

• Four students per 
tutor group – 
around 80 in total 

• Other 
opportunities – 
classroom 
ambassadors, 
enterprise group 
(40 students for 
limited time 
period) 

• 17 students directly, all   
      year groups 

 
Table 5: Analysis of approaches to student leadership 
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All three heads needed, along with their own commitment, the involvement 

of other staff to take this initiative forward.  In each case, this was someone 

they selected or identified, not always an established teacher but someone 

they saw as a key agent for wider change.		A recurrent theme in interviewing 

the staff leading this work, whether their background was in teaching or not, 

was their assessment of the distinctive skills required of adults, including 

themselves, to develop students in this way. They perceived these as quite 

different from those normally required of the classroom teacher. The nature 

of this difference is linked to the role of facilitator, identifying when and how 

to give up control but on a constantly shifting basis, perhaps best 

summarised by the coordinator at Ashtree; 
I tend to veer on telling them what to do too much, not getting that balance 
of being able to say “OK, right now, for this two minutes, they’re ready to 
run with it” and then maybe two minutes later having to be quite directive.  
So it’s having those skills to sit on your hands, stop telling them what to do, 
but also making sure they’re successful and the projects work, because if 
you just let them fail, then they won’t try again.  

 

There are two potential areas of effect for student leadership; the effect of 

student leaders on others, both within and beyond the school, and the effect 

on the student leaders themselves.  It was only possible within the scope of 

this research to consider both of these from the viewpoint of the students 

involved, cross-checking these with the views put forward by school leaders. 

Findings are summarised in Table 6. 

 

The research design did not allow the possibility of seeking out what 

Fielding and Rudduck (2002) called the ‘silent voices’, those who, by choice 

or not, were not part of that circle. However, the survey evidence from 

students, as well as the focus group evidence from staff, gave grounds to 

think there were some in both groups with reservations or resentment.  

“They get to see more of the head than we do” (staff member, Birchgrove).  

“Only the student leaders find out what’s going on in the school” (student, 

Ashtree). 
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Notwithstanding those limitations, and whilst it was not possible to test out 

the objectivity of their views, it does seem significant that every student 

leader interviewed was able to point to some personal development 

resulting from their experience.  It is possible the sample made available by 

the schools, within the constraints of availability, timetables and 

examinations, was biased towards more enthusiastic students.  

Nevertheless, in each case, a significant proportion of potential interviewees 

was seen, 30% (6 students) at Ashtree and around 60% (8 students) at 

Chestnut, although the proportion, not the number, at Birchgrove was 

smaller (about 12% - 10 students).  It is also clear a number of those 

interviewed, in all three schools, were not simply traditionally well-behaved, 

conforming students. 

 

It is beyond the scope of this research to attempt any linkage, causal or 

otherwise, between involvement in student leadership and academic 

success, either for individuals or schools.  Nevertheless, each head defined 

their purposes in developing their stakeholder engagement strategy, and 

student leadership within that, in terms that began with their students and 

educational outcomes for them.  However, they also defined these 

outcomes in much broader terms than current measures of purely academic 

attainment.  The various terms in which they expressed this, again showing 

both commonality and distinctive emphases, are connected by ideas of self-

esteem and of building relationships with adults.  
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 Ashtree Birchgrove Chestnut 
Student-identified 
effects on 
school/others 
2011-12 
 
 

• Changing peoples’ 
opinion of school for 
better 

• Giving community 
more insight into 
school 

• Organisation of 
student survey 

• Community 
befriending scheme 

• Organised community 
Fun Day on school site 

• Changes to uniform 
• Changes to school 

organization 
• Help to appoint new Vice-

Principal 

• Improved 
relationships and 
trust within 
academy 

• Planning a vending 
machine and shop 

• Application for 
laptop funding 

Student-identified 
benefits for self 

• Confidence 
• Improved behavior 
• Ability to make 

relationships 
• Speaking in public 

• Speaking to groups 
• Decision-making 
• Political awareness 
• Determination 

• Confidence 
• Dealing with stress 
• Tolerance, and 

understanding of 
people, including 
teachers 

• Working as a team 
Interview 
examples 
 
 
 

Y9 student: 
 
‘What annoyed me was 
a lot of the people who 
go on about this school 
is rubbish have  
never actually been here 
so they don’t know what 
it’s like.  I wanted to 
make some changes 
and work with the 
community so people 
can see that, yes, this 
school does have 
problems, but it‘s not as 
bad as people think. I 
think it’s working. We’ve 
got much higher 
opinions of us. Students 
are took into account 
about the community.  
Down the Hill last year, 
everyone used to throw 
apples to cause trouble, 
but now we‘ve been 
there and spread the 
word to students, it’s not 
been as bad, and 
our Police Community 
Support Officer has 
come and helped us on 
that’. 

 

Y12 student: 
 
‘I’m not afraid to say that I 
wasn’t the easiest person 
to have in a classroom 
when I was younger. But 
through (the leadership 
work I’ve done) it’s given 
me a second chance and 
let people look at me twice 
and realise I’m not that 
person.  I’ve really changed 
a lot since I joined this 
school and I think that’s 
down to them, the way my 
character has been built up.  
The fact I can go from 
being trouble to being 
Student Principal shows the 
encouragement I’ve had 
has helped me to progress 
and hopefully develop who 
I am’. 

 

Y10 student: 
 
‘All the kids muck 
around in school 
because they don’t like 
some staff, like Miss T.  
But through SALT …   
I had a meeting with 
Miss T once when I 
was doing the charity 
events, and we didn’t 
just have a basic 
conversation on that, 
we ended up talking 
lady to girl. It was work 
to work, basically a 
friend to friend. Then 
after you’ve had 
conversations based 
on work, and then 
moved into something 
else other than work, 
you know that Miss T 
and some other 
teachers aren’t 
actually that bad, and 
you develop a good 
relationship with them 
and you feel like it’s 
out of order when 
everyone starts saying 
stuff’. 

 
 

Table 6: Evidence of impact of their student leadership role 
as perceived by the students 
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There is a strong echo between some of these aims and the language used 

by students to express their view of what they felt had been the impact for 

them. Their views are summarised in Table 6.  Key words include: 

confidence, relationships, tolerance, and teamwork, or, in other words, 

relationships and self-esteem.  They all point to changes in their schools 

they believe they have effected.  At Ashtree, in particular, the effect is also 

beginning to extend beyond the school into students’ own wider 

communities, as suggested by the Y9 student quoted in the table. 

 

Thomson (2012:100) also reports similar learning outcomes were identified 

by student leaders in another context, whilst noting how little work has been 

undertaken to assess the learning gains from student voice and leadership 

or to involve students in this process.  That would be true in these three 

schools too.   

 

The research evidence overall suggests a possibly significant reciprocal 

relationship between the development of student leadership, with its dual 

characteristics of agency for change and community engagement, as 

opposed to a simpler student voice understanding (Cook-Sather 2006), and 

the wider growth of trust and engagement in a school. This does not appear 

to have been particularly noted in the literature on trust and school 

improvement previously. In much of the literature on school leadership, 

(e.g. Hallinger and Heck 2003, Leithwood and Riehl 2005, Hallinger 2011), 

the role of students as leaders is not discussed. This is also true of the 

literature on school improvement. For example, Bryk and Schneider’s 

(2002) research into improving elementary schools in Chicago identified 

three settings in which relational trust was evidenced in significantly 

improving schools, principal and teacher, teacher and teacher, school 

professionals and parents. Day et al. (2009) add two others, 

principal/teachers and support (non teaching) staff, principals and external 

agencies (including schools). Neither study makes reference to students in 

this context. 
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Overall findings from the three case studies suggest that in developing this 

further dimension of trust and engagement based on student leadership: 

• The strongest impact occurred where there were clear roles and a 

focus on leadership development and coaching for students 

involved.  

• The fostering of genuine student leadership requires support, 

skills and judgement from teachers which are different from those 

normally associated with classroom teaching. 

• All schools involved students from a wide age range, not just the 

oldest, and from a range of backgrounds, but the experience was 

not yet available to the majority of students. That will be a 

significant challenge, of which all three heads are aware. 

• The students reported that they developed a range of skills 

including confidence, presentation, working with people, and 

understanding of decision-making and group processes. 

 
Clearly this is a partial and preliminary view. It opens up lines for further 

enquiry and more extensive study over time. This would include developing 

fuller understanding of the processes at work, of the real impact of student 

leadership, and of its implications both for school leadership and for 

teaching and learning.  However, the fact that there may be something 

distinctive here, which is worthy of further investigation, was best captured 

by a new assistant headteacher at Chestnut Academy, speaking eight 

weeks after her arrival from a leadership post in another school which 

inspectors had designated as outstanding: 

In other schools I’ve had student leadership in the sense of giving 
them responsibility, but I realise now (after being here) it was mostly 
operational not strategic. The guidance we were giving was on an 
operations basis, not about them thinking, modelling, challenging, 
doing … actually being leaders. So I wonder whether some schools 
think they’re doing it, whereas in reality they’re just directing, task- 
orientated.   
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Pursuit of wider outcomes 
 
Definitions of school performance most commonly focus, first and foremost, 

on the measures of attainment, and their proportions, as defined by current 

government policy and inspection frameworks.  To some extent, this was 

also an assumption implicit in the initial thinking about the present research.  

 

However, it became clear at a very early stage in the baseline process that, for 

these three heads, there were other outcomes they sought, not instead of, but 

in addition to, those outcomes by which schools are judged currently through 

national accountability measures.  Indeed, their argument perhaps goes a 

stage further to suggest that those ‘additional’ outcomes could themselves 

contribute to subsequent further improvement in academic achievement.  

 
The rationale offered by each school head for their pursuit of their wider 

engagement strategy rests essentially on their argument that a full education 

needs to address the personal and social development of the individual as 

well as particular societal measures of academic attainment.  As well as 

securing qualifications, it needs to equip students for their life as workers 

and citizens in an unknown, but radically different, future.  

 
The much broader nature of the outcomes being sought for students was 

expressed in slightly different language by each of the three heads, but with 

considerable overlap in the underlying intention.  The various terms, showing 

both commonality and distinctive emphases in which they expressed this, are 

shown in Table 7. 

 
AH BH CH 

 
PERSONAL 
DEVELOPMENT 

 
Development of 

social and emotional 
intelligence 

 
Enterprise 

 
Confidence 

 
SOCIAL 
DEVELOPMENT 

 
Understanding of 

adult world 
 

 
Employability 

 
Opportunity for 

role and 
responsibility 

 
Table 7: Language used by heads to describe desired wider outcomes 
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All these elements are connected in part by ideas of self-esteem and of 

building relationships with adults, and it is in the context of this concern for 

personal and social development that the significance of their commitment 

to student leadership can perhaps best be understood, with its potential to 

generate changes in attitudes from both adults and learners. 

 

In addition, the three heads all hinted in different ways at a wider set of 

potential outcomes, particularly in relation to parents, which they considered 

crucial to their success but for which there were no recognised measures.  

AH was concerned for parents to develop a wider and deeper understanding 

of their role.  BH wanted to shift perceptions of learning amongst parents.  

CH identified the lack of sustainability in improved attainment outcomes for 

young people, and indeed their isolation within their families, if parents did 

not understand and value that achievement. 

 
The conviction behind this broader quest for an understanding of successful 

outcomes lay in the potential for a reinforcing effect, the establishment of a 

virtuous spiral, not in opposition to recognised outcomes but alongside, and 

with potential to impact positively on these in the longer term. 

 

The present research can present no direct evidence of success here due to 

the long-term nature of the outcomes being sought. What it can do is to 

capture an image of the baseline starting-point and intended direction of 

travel, and, through a process akin to time-lapse photography, begin to build 

sequenced images of change. 

 

All three schools improved their academic performance using 

government-preferred measures by significantly more than the national 

average across the period of study. Although no causal connection is 

established, their wider engagement does not appear detrimental on 

this outcome measure.  
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In terms of the nationally used measures of attainment, there is no 

discernible pattern evident in any of the schools, with both falls and rises 

evident in each from year to year on specific measures.  However, the 2013 

KS4 data, which reflects the students who participated in this research, does 

indicate an overall upward trend since 2010 in all three schools, which is 

markedly greater than the national trend (Table 8). 

 

In this table, the rate of improvement was calculated using the number of 

percentage points increase from first year to final year as a percentage of 

the first year figure.  A similar calculation was made for the national change.  

It was not judged appropriate to calculate national comparisons for 

attendance or exclusions in the same way. 

 

Whilst such a simplistic headline analysis does not allow consideration of 

causation or special factors that may affect trends, it does, at the very least, 

give some grounds to suggest the investment of time and energy made by 

the three heads in working beyond the school has not impacted negatively 

on standard accountability measures. 

 

It is also clear from the limited other outcome data that the heads were able 

to provide for this research that all three are only just at the earliest stages 

of considering how they might measure the wider impact of the strategies 

they have adopted.  
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Ashtree 2010 2011 2012 2013 School 
%age 
change 
2010-13 

National 
%age 
change 
2010-13 

5A*-C (EM) 
 

37 37 38 43   +16.2 +9.1 

Attendance 
rate % 

87.5 90.9 92.5 91.7   +4.8  

No. of 
permanent 
exclusions 

8 1 2 2   -75 

 

Birchgrove 2010 2011 2012 2013 School 
%age 
change 
2011-13 

National 
%age 
change 
2011-13 

5A*-C 
(EM)1 
 

 
 
 
PRE-
ACADEMY 
DATA NOT 
AVAILABLE  
 

64 60 72 +12.5 +3.4 

Attendance 
rate % 

95.3 94.7 95.3   0  

No. of 
permanent 
exclusions 

 0   1  0   0 

 

Chestnut 2010 2011 2012 2013 School 
%age 
change 
2011-13 

National 
%age 
change 
2011-13 

5A*-C (EM) 
 

 
 
DATA NOT 
AVAILABLE 
AS SCHOOL 
NOT OPEN 
 

22 30 41 +86 +3.4 

Attendance 
rate % 

90.2 90.7 91.6 +1.6  

No. of 
permanent 
exclusions 

0 0 0 0 

1 5A*-C(EM) = five good GCSE grades including English and Maths 

Table 8: summary of school performance measures 2010-13 
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Discussion – towards more complex understandings of system 
leadership 
 
 
The three case studies demonstrate that all three headteachers were 

involved in processes of change which were complex, non-linear, and multi-

dimensional.  Trying to understand these processes involves attempting to 

develop some understanding of the inter-action of schools, families and 

communities, and individuals, over time. 

 

 
Recognising complexity and non-linear change 
The relevance of concepts from complexity thinking (Mason 2008) helped 

shed light here.  The notion of emergence implies that, given a sufficient 

degree of complexity in a particular environment, new (and to some extent 

unexpected) properties and behaviours emerge in that environment, as in 

the growth of trust and engagement among groups of stakeholders.  New 

properties and behaviours emerge not only from the elements that constitute 

a system, but also from the myriad connections among them, which multiply 

exponentially when the scale is right.  

 

These insights from complexity theory have resonance in illuminating the 

processes of change fleetingly observed in the three case studies.  They 

may, therefore, be able to help shape the foundations for a more organic 

and holistic theory of school change than the current paradigm of school 

improvement.   

 

At the heart of that paradigm lies a belief that it is most effective for school 

improvement to focus energy on that which is in its direct control and 

influence, leading to an increasingly exclusive focus on the importance of 

teaching (DfE 2010), and a narrow type of assessment measure (Gorard 

2009).   
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The counter-argument to which the evidence of the case studies lends 

support rests on the belief, not that any of those things are unimportant, but 

that they are not sufficient on their own, to grow confidence, self-esteem and 

motivation to learn (AH), to equip students to thrive in a changing world 

(BH), or to sustain raised aspirations in a challenging environment (CH).  

Those improvements, these heads suggest, come most effectively from a 

focus beyond the school on engagement with families and communities 

around common purposes. 

 
In moving away from a sequential stepped approach to understanding 

change, their experience also suggests the underlying change processes 

may be better understood as a series of expanding waves, or perhaps rather 

as a growth model strengthening in all directions simultaneously, albeit with 

certain sequences possibly inbuilt.  In this understanding, the school would 

be more akin to a living organism.   A body does not grow an arm and then 

grow a leg.  But, for both to grow in concert, certain other developmental 

conditions, such as nutrition or age, need to have been met.  

 
However, as each case study makes clear, whilst a school may be growing 

over time through its wider engagement, the environments with which it 

interacts and in which that growth is happening – policy, personal, 

community – are also changing at the same time.  This inevitably influences 

and affects, in turn, the process of school growth.  This is not growth as in 

the annual rings within a tree trunk, as the survey evidence demonstrates, 

nor are the circles perfectly round or even. The picture of growth is much 

more complex. 

 
In this understanding, the catalyst for growth lies in the role of trust in 

making engagement possible.  However, the case studies demonstrate 

clearly that it requires leadership to create, promote and nurture such 

growth.  The pace, perhaps sequence, and the exact shape of growth and 

development is influenced directly by leadership, and the choices made by a  
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leader as a result of their predisposition, values, and their understanding of 

context. 

 

Moreover, the school is not the only agent involved here.  Individual learners 

and their families and wider communities are also party to the process. They 

both respond to, and can exercise, leadership.  

 

Connected leadership 
The term ‘connected leadership’ is chosen to convey this wider 

conceptualisation of leadership.  The term has been used by others (Drath 

2001; Hobby et al. 2006).  For Drath, it means ‘more inclusive and collective 

leadership’.  For Hobby et al. it is ‘a model of influence for those without 

power’.  

 
The intention here includes, but goes beyond, those two insights.  With 

Drath’s work it shares an understanding of leadership as process rather than 

task, but adds an emergent model of organisational change.  With Hobby et 

al. it shares a model of influence which is both multi-dimensional and two-

way.  Where it differs is that Hobby et al. look purely within the closed 

environment of a school organisation, and at the inter-actions between 

members of that organisation, whereas the model of connected leadership 

proposed here is also focused on leadership beyond the organisation, albeit 

for very specific purposes connected with learning.  

 

Thus, in the model of connected leadership being proposed here, the role of 

the school leader, albeit with a clear role within the school, is equally clearly 

understood to be: 

• not just inside the school. 

• not just as the school’s leader. 
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This understanding of connected leadership resonates strongly with notions 

of responsible leadership (Maak 2007).  Most recently Stone-Johnson 

(2013), drawing on three school case studies identified as part of the 

Performing Beyond Expectations large-scale international study, follows 

Maak in characterising the responsible leader as ‘a weaver of relationships’. 
Responsible leadership in practice means weaving those who have typically 

only been recipients of leadership to full-fledged participants, and 

developing relationships with them that serve to benefit not only students 

but also the stakeholders themselves. (p. 670) 

 
 
Figure 1 represents a first attempt to understand and represent the 

interaction of these wider forces, as glimpsed in the case studies, and to 

begin to theorise around them.  Broadly speaking, the grey triangle (in the 

top/left area of the diagram) represents the insights and focus of the 

established literature on school improvement, focused on the school as a 

self-contained entity, or perhaps within a school-led system, and the quality 

of teaching and learning therein. Leadership exerts a major influence (the 

blue arrows) on that, as well as on securing nationally recognised attainment 

outcomes for learners (purple and red arrows).  

Of course, the great majority of schools also pay some attention to 

outcomes connected with personal and social development for learners. 

These are not however in most cases the prime concern and are only 

partially addressed. Moreover, parents and students often feel excluded 

from leadership for school improvement (Foster 2005).  
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Figure 1:  an emergent model of connected leadership                       
which operates within and beyond the school 

 
 
 
In contrast, the pink triangle (in the bottom/right area) represents the area of 

additional emerging understanding into which leaders in the three case 

study schools were beginning to move, and which, if secured, might afford a 

more complete picture of educational development. 

In this view, students and their families and communities share significant 

responsibility for outcomes, both attainment outcomes in the accepted 

sense of the term and those wider personal and social development 

outcomes.  The diagram is further suggesting that these wider outcomes not 

only have importance in their own right, but in addition can also contribute to 

the achievement of more recognised attainment outcomes through 

increased motivation, confidence and self-esteem.  Moreover, those 

qualities of confidence and self-esteem and motivation may influence the 

long-term development of families and communities. The green arrows 

represent the potential gains from this more holistic understanding of 

improvement.  
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The notion of connected leadership stands at the centre of these two arenas 

of school improvement and wider engagement. It seeks to harness the 

forces of growth and impact within each and to bring greater alignment 

between them in order to improve learning both within and beyond the 

school. The role of both trust and engagement is central to developing the 

conditions for such growth.  

By exerting leadership in this way across both domains, the theory suggests 

it is possible to create a virtuous cycle of growth and development at the 

inter-personal, meso and macro levels (Bottery 2003). The three case 

studies do not provide ‘statistical generalisations’ for this view, but have 

strong potential to offer ‘analytic generalisations’ (Yin 1994). Their 

contribution is not essentially to predict what will happen in other 

circumstances, it is to help understand the conditions under which change 

has begun to happen in these cases so as to learn from that.  

 

Summary 
The evidence from the case studies provides some basis for beginning to 

look at and understand more fully the forces that may flow, and can be 

channeled, through such a model of connected leadership.  These forces 

are generated through a process of growth occurring in all of the constituent 

cells, most notably in terms of this research the school organism, and it is 

these forces which in turn help to drive forward the broader range of 

outcomes which the three case study school leaders each defined as 

essential for all their students.   

 

If substantiated through wider investigation, this would represent an explicit 

challenge to a view that schools and system leadership should only focus on 

those factors directly within their control. It would also present a challenge to 

some research orthodoxy, represented, for example, by Silins and Mulford’s 

(2002b) comment that: 
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We suspect a school’s community focus may act to counteract 

system, teacher and student learning outcomes because of the 

additional demands it makes on student and teacher time. (p. 443) 

 

By contrast, connected leadership re-locates the locus of leadership 

between the school, the learner, and their families and communities, 

seeking to act on and to cause each to interact differently with the other, so 

as to promote broader and improved learning outcomes.  Whilst, in the three 

case studies, it was the headteacher who was the main instigator and driver 

of connected leadership, it is not intended to suggest that such leadership 

resides only in one individual. Indeed each case study head was developing 

strategies to draw others into that role and saw clearly a need to extend that 

further.  

 

Conclusion 
The research has offered some important insights into understanding the 

nature and role of a broader definition of system leadership in change and 

improvement processes. The three case studies show significant common 

features of leadership, despite the wide variation in their context. They also 

provide strong encouragement for developing further understanding of 

blended or hybrid leadership models, and within those the ongoing choices 

and adaptations that individual leaders make.  This serves to highlight the 

limitations of single models of leadership (Yukl 1999), and further emphasise 

the need for researchers to describe rather than prescribe leadership 

practice (Gronn 2009).  

This research also generated some surprising, and quite striking, findings, 

unforeseen in the research design, in relation to student voice and student 

leadership, which open up a real possibility to extend current understanding 

in this field. In particular, it has suggested emerging models that move 

beyond mere ‘voice’ or purely operational, task-oriented roles.   
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Whilst such a small-scale study cannot make direct correlation between  

growth of trust and engagement, on the one hand, and change in 

outcomes, on the other, its evidence postulates a link between the 

growth of engagement within and beyond the school, the personal 

development of students, supported by families and communities, and 

potential for sustainable improvement in their academic achievement.   

The study also provides some new evidence on the nature of leadership 

required for that. 

 
There is sufficient convergence within the three case studies, each within 

their very singular context, to suggest the outline of a possible pattern of 

a more complex understanding of systems and of change. The 

understanding that has begun to emerge remains at an early stage.  

These early indicators in no way represent conclusive evidence, but 

suggest sufficient weight to warrant further investigation.  



Leading beyond the school – Malcolm Groves 
	

40 

REFERENCES 
 

Ainscow, M., Dyson, A., Goldrick, S., & West, M. (2012). Making schools 

effective for all: rethinking the task. School Leadership & Management, 32(3), 

197-213.  

 
Bar-On, R., & Parker, J.D.A. (2000). Handbook of emotional 

intelligence: Theory, development, assessment and application at home, 

school and in the workplace. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

 
Bassey, M. (1999). Case Study Research in Educational Settings. 

Buckingham. Open University Press. 

 

Bottery, M. (2003). The management and mismanagement of trust. Educational 

Management Administration & Leadership, 31(3), 245-261. 

 
Boylan, M (2016). Deepening system leadership: teacher leading from below. 
Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 44(1) 57-72 

 
Bryk, A. S., & Schneider, B. (2002). Trust in schools: A core resource for 

improvement. New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 

 

Bush, T., & Glover, D. (2009). Managing teaching and learning: A concept 
paper. MGSLG, Johannesburg. 
 
Cattell, V. (2001). Poor People, Poor Places, and Poor Health: The Mediating 

Role of Social Networks and Social Capital. Social Science and Medicine 52: 

1501-1516. 

 
Charmaz, K,  (2006), Constructing grounded theory: a practical guide through 
qualitative analysis. Pine Forge Press 

 
 

Coleman, J. (1988-9), Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital. 

American Journal of Sociology 94, 95 -120. 

 
 

Cook-Sather, A. (2006). Sound, presence, and power: ‘Student voice’ in 

educational research and reform. Curriculum Inquiry, 36(4), 359–390. 

Crawford, M. (2009). Getting to the heart of leadership: Emotion and 

educational leadership. Sage. 



Leading beyond the school – Malcolm Groves 
	

41 

Cruddas, L (2015), Blueprint for a self-improving system. Leicester: ASCL 

 

Day, C., Sammons, P., Hopkins, D., Harris, A., Leithwood, K., Gu, Q., 

Brown, E.  Ahtaridou, E. & Kington, A., 2009. The Impact of School 

Leadership on Pupil Outcomes. Research Report RR108 London: DCSF. 

 
Department for Education (2010). The Importance of  Teaching. The Stationery 

Office. 

Drath, W. (2003). Leading together: Complex challenges require a new 

approach. Leadership in action 23.1: 3-7. 

 

Eisenhardt (1989). Building theories from case study research. Academy of 

Management Review, Vol. 14, no.4, pp. 532-550. 

 

Ferlander, S. (2007). The importance of different forms of social capital for 

health. Acta Sociologica 50.2 : 115-128 

 

Field, J. (2008). Social Capital. London: Routledge. 

 

Fine, B., (2001). Social capital versus social theory: political economy and 

social science at the turn of the millennium. London: Routledge. 

 

Foster, R. (2005). Leadership and secondary school improvement: case studies 

of tensions and possibilities. International Journal of Leadership in Education: 

Theory and Practice, 8:1, 35-52, DOI: 10.1080/1360312042000299233 

Gittell, R. and P.J. Thompson (2001). “Making Social Capital Work: Social 

Capital and Community Economic Development.” In Saegert, S., Thompson 

J.P., and Warren, M.R.. Social Capital and Poor Communities. New York: 

Russell Sage Foundation. 

 

Goddard, R. D. (2003). Relational Networks, Social Trust, and Norms: A 

Social Capital Perspective on Students' Chances of Academic Success. 

Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 25, 59-74. 

 

Gorard, S. (2009). Serious doubts about school effectiveness. British Educational 

Research Journal, 36,  745-766. 



Leading beyond the school – Malcolm Groves 
	

42 

Granovetter, M. (1985). Economic action and social structure: the problem of 

embeddedness. American Journal of Sociology, 481-510. 

 

Greany, T. (2015) The Self-Improving System in England: a Review of Evidence and 

Thinking, Leicester: ASCL 

 

Gronn, P. (2009). From Distributed to Hybrid Leadership Practice. In Harris, A.  

Distributed Leadership: Different Perspectives, Vol 7. Springer 

 

Hallinger, P., & Heck, R. H. (1996). Reassessing the principal's role in school 

effectiveness: A review of empirical research, 1980-1995. Educational 

Administration Quarterly, 32(1), 5-44. 

 

Hallinger, P. (2011). Leadership for learning: Lessons from 40 years of 

empirical research. Journal of Educational Administration, 49(2), 125-142. 

Hargreaves, D. (2010). Creating a self-improving school system. Nottingham: 

NCSL 

 

Hargreaves, D. (2011). Leading a self-improving school system. Nottingham: 

NCSL 

 

Hargreaves, D. (2012). A self-improving school system: towards maturity. 

Nottingham: NCSL 

 

Harper, R. and Kelly, M. (2003). Measuring Social Capital in the United 

Kingdom, London, Office for National Statistics. 

 

Hobby, R., Jerome, N. and Gent, D. (2005). Connected leadership; a model of 

influence for those without power. London, Hay Group. 

 

Hopkins, D.,Reynolds, D., and Gray, J. (2005). School Improvement – 

Lessons from Research. London, Department for Education and Skills. 

 

Johnson, R B and Onwuegbuzie, A J (2004). Mixed Methods Research: A 

Research Paradigm Whose Time Has Come. Educational Researcher, Vol. 

33, No. 7, pp. 14–26. 



Leading beyond the school – Malcolm Groves 
	

43 

Kawachi, I., & Berkman, L. (2000). Social cohesion, social capital, and 

health. Social epidemiology, 174-190. 

 

Lavery, S. D., & Hine, G. S. (2012). Principals: Catalysts for Promoting Student 

Leadership. Principal Matters. 

 

Leithwood, K. A., & Riehl, C. (2003). What we know about successful school 

leadership. Nottingham: National College for School Leadership. 

	

Maak, T. (2007). Responsible Leadership, Stakeholder Engagement, and the 

Emergence of Social Capital. Journal of Business Ethics, 74, 329-343. 

 

Mason, M. (2008). What is complexity theory and what are its implications for 

educational change?. Educational Philosophy and Theory, 40(1), 35-49. 

 

Muijs, D. (2010). Effectiveness and disadvantage in education: Can a focus on 

effectiveness aid equity in education?, in: C. Raffo, A. Dyson, H. Gunter, D. 

Hall, L. Jones & A. Kalambouka (Eds) Education and poverty in affluent 

countries. London, Routledge), 85-96. 

Penuel, W.R., and Riel, M.  (2007). The 'New' Science of Networks and the 

Challenge of School Change.  The Phi Delta Kappan, Vol. 88, No. 8 (Apr., 

2007): 611-615. 

Portes, A. (1998).  Social capital: its origins and application in modern 

sociology.  Annual Review of Sociology 24: 1-24. 

 
Putnam, R. (2000).  Bowling Alone, New York, Simon and Schuster. 

	
Robson C. (2002), Real World Research (2nd edition). Oxford, Blackwell. 

 
Sampson, R.J. (2001). Crime and Public Safety: Insights from Community-

Level  Perspectives on Social Capital. In Saegert, S., Thompson J.P., and 

Warren, M.R.. Social Capital and Poor Communities. New York: Russell Sage 

Foundation. 

 



Leading beyond the school – Malcolm Groves 
	

44 

Silins, H., & Mulford, B. (2002b). Schools as learning organisations: The case 

for system, teacher and student learning. Journal of Educational Administration, 

40(5), 425-446. 

 

Stone-Johnson, C. (2013). Responsible Leadership. Educational Administration 

Quarterly, 0013161X13510004. 

 

Thomson, P. (2012). Understanding, evaluating and assessing what students 

learn from leadership activities: student research in Woodlea Primary. 

Management in Education, 26(3), 96-103. 

 

Urquhart, C. 2001. ‘An encounter with grounded theory: Tackling the 

practical and philosophical issues. In E. M. Trauth (Ed.)’. Qualitative 

Research:  Issues and Trends. Hershey. 

 

Wilkinson, R., & Pickett, K. The Spirit Level. 2009. Allen Lane, London. 
 

 

Yin, R. (1994). Case study research: Design and methods (2nd ed.). 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publishing. 

 

Winter, Ian C., ed. Social capital and public policy in Australia. Australian 

Institute of Family Studies, 2000. 

 
Yukl, G. (1999). An evaluation of conceptual weaknesses in transformational 

and charismatic leadership theories. The Leadership Quarterly, 10(2), 285-305. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


