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1

Preface: my story

I taught for thirty years between 1980 and 2010, carrying 
out seven different jobs across six different schools after 
beginning my teaching career as a secondary English spe-
cialist. I loved my time in the classroom (and during my 
years as a head I continued to teach) but also very much 
enjoyed the additional challenge of working with and 
through other staff to reach more students. I was pro-
moted to a pastoral role in my first school (as assistant 
head of house in a school where the pastoral structure was 
house based) and then moved to my second school to be 
second in the English department, then head of English in 
my third school, head of sixth form in my fourth, deputy 
head in my fifth and head, for ten years, in my sixth and 
final school. 

I was perhaps fortunate in that I worked in six good 
schools, alongside some exceptional teachers and support 
staff and many talented leaders. I also experienced some 
examples of less effective leadership, but think I learnt 
even more from these negative role models, and reflecting 
on how I might lead differently helped me to formulate 
and refine my vision of the type of leader I one day hoped 
to be. 
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The six schools I taught in were all quite different from 
each other: I worked in the state and independent sec-
tors; in all boys’, all girls’ and co-educational schools; in 
comprehensive and selective schools; in 4–18, 7–18 and 
11–18 schools. I also taught GCSE and A level to classes 
of adults in the evenings. I enjoyed my career, particularly 
headship, which I found joyful, though challenging. How-
ever, ten years as a head in one school felt like enough for 
me, and I had no aspirations to move to a second headship, 
so at the age of 52 I left full-time teaching/headship and 
decided to do something different with the final stretch of 
my professionally useful life.

Having completed a master’s degree in education fifteen 
years into my teaching career, I decided to embark on a 
professional doctorate in education fifteen years later, and 
considered that this would constitute an interesting chal-
lenge in the ‘post-career’ phase of my life. It has been said 
that if you complete a PhD you ‘contribute to the body of 
knowledge of the world’, whereas those who opt for a pro-
fessional doctorate ‘contribute to the body of professional 
knowledge in the world’. The latter appealed to me as I 
was committed to disseminating anything I learnt to the 
professional community of which I had been a member 
for the previous thirty years. 

I have always found leadership transitions fascinating. 
What motivates someone to move from the position of a 
classroom teacher without specific responsibility to their 
first middle leadership role? Why do some middle leaders 
in due course want to make the move to senior leadership? 
And why do some senior leaders aspire to headship? I 
realised that I was also going through a further transition: 
from head teacher to … whatever came next. It caused me 
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to reflect on the challenges and the opportunities of this 
particular transition.

I knew I wanted to focus on some element of the lead-
ership transition process in my doctoral research project, 
and opted to home in on the transition from deputy to 
head. This seemed to me to be the most interesting of 
leadership transitions, as I considered there was a paradox 
at the heart of the relationship between deputy headship 
and headship. On the one hand, being a deputy appears 
to be the best preparation for headship, offering as it does 
the opportunity for senior leaders to experience headship 
‘in miniature’: when the head is out of school, the dep-
uty in effect is the head. In my case, I knew I wanted to 
be a head when I realised how much I enjoyed deputising 
when my head was away. However, in many respects the 
two roles are quite different. Deputies are far more oper-
ational, often preoccupied with the smooth day-to-day 
running of the school, solving problems and keeping the 
wheels oiled. Heads, working closely with governors, are 
far more strategic, involved in the bigger picture, includ-
ing public relations, representing the school in a range of 
contexts and engaging with the wider community beyond 
the school. And, of course, however much autonomy and 
responsibility a deputy is given, ultimately there is always 
someone to stand behind – the head to whom they defer. 
When you become a head, you have to adjust to this new 
professional persona (which can be a particularly interest-
ing challenge if you are internally appointed to headship). 
You become ‘the one’, that figure to whom others defer.

This led me to reflect on what it really means to move 
from the solution-finding, at times mechanical nuts and 
bolts, of the deputy role to the one-step-removed head 
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teacher role. What is the nature of this transition? How 
can aspiring heads, and heads-elect, prepare for it? How 
can they navigate it so that they begin their headship in as 
strong a position as possible?

My doctoral research focussed on the challenges of mak-
ing this transition and the strategies incoming heads use, 
including the channels of support they access as they 
face these challenges. In this book I explore my research 
findings, informed by my wide reading in the field of edu-
cational leadership, and underpinned by my experience of 
making the transition myself and supporting others who 
are negotiating the process. I hope that what I have to offer 
is useful to those who are deciding whether headship is 
the right step for them; to those who are actively aspir-
ing and applying; to heads-elect who are negotiating the 
lead-in period between being appointed to headship and 
formally assuming the role; to established heads preparing 
the next generation of school leaders; to outgoing heads 
managing their own transition and, I hope, supporting 
their successors; to governors whose responsibility it is to 
manage head teacher succession; and to other senior lead-
ers who have an important supporting role to play when 
the head of the school changes.

It may be that this isn’t the kind of book you read from 
cover to cover, but a book you dip into as different ele-
ments become relevant to you: deciding whether to apply 
for headship, negotiating the application and selection 
process, making the most of the time immediately fol-
lowing successful appointment and so on. However you 
choose to use it, I very much hope you will find it helpful 
as you navigate your leadership journey. 
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Researchers such as Leithwood et al. (2006) and Barber 
et al. (2010) have established that school leadership is 
second only to the quality of teaching in its effect on suc-
cessful pupil outcomes. Preparing and supporting future 
generations of incoming head teachers is crucial if schools 
are to be strong and stable institutions where students 
and staff thrive. I hope this book has a part to play in this 
preparation and support of future school leaders.
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Chapter 1

Introduction
Making the leap – why would you want to?

Spheres of influence and what is 
distinctive about headship

It seems to me that when you start teaching, your sphere 
of influence involves the pupils in the class, or classes, you 
are timetabled to teach. You focus on their learning in 
your subject or, if you are a primary teacher, in a range of 
subjects. You may also build your pastoral skills through 
your role as a tutor or form teacher, taking greater respon-
sibility for the welfare and well-being of the pupils in your 
group and, through this, supporting their learning and 
progress. You care about them as people as well as pupils, 
and this may also lead to a fuller contribution to the wider 
life of the school and activities beyond the classroom – 
for example, through the extra-curricular programme the 
school offers. Building relationships through such activity 
can support and strengthen the relationships with those 
you meet in the classroom. In addition, involvement in the 
wider life of the school may enable you to establish posi-
tive contact with a greater number of children. 
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For many teachers, the contact with pupils, and the focus 
on subjects and activities about which they themselves are 
enthusiastic, and usually talented and knowledgeable, is 
the appeal of the profession. Being able to communicate 
the rewards of developing expertise in that subject/area, 
sharing your passions and enthusing others, is energising 
and thrilling, though it is also undoubtedly tough, espe-
cially if some of those you teach are reluctant to engage 
and prefer to focus on testing you. However, with increas-
ing experience and growing confidence this can become 
easier. You learn as they learn – as you continue to practise 
and hone your craft. 

Sometimes you reach the point where you consider your-
self ready for further challenge. Inevitably, if you take on 
greater responsibility, perhaps initially as a middle leader, 
your teaching is likely to reduce as you are allocated more 
time for your leadership role. However, my view is that as 
your sphere of influence expands you begin to affect the 
lives of more pupils, by working with and through other 
staff. As a teacher of English my focus was the pupils in 
my classes. As a second in department and later a head of 
English my focus was the pupils in all the English lessons, 
taught by all the English teachers, in the school. I worked 
with and through other adults to reach more children.

Middle leadership will be a new challenge and will pro-
vide you with fresh experiences and opportunities. You 
realise that encouraging pupils to follow your lead is one 
thing; encouraging adults to do the same is a challenge of 
a different order! But leadership can be hugely stimulating 
and rewarding. How do you earn the trust and respect of 
those within your domain? How do you win hearts and 
minds, inspire and encourage? How do you ensure that 
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you get the right balance of support and challenge? It is 
part of your responsibility to hold the members of your 
team to account, and not simply to be their indiscriminate 
advocate who tries to protect and defend them. It takes 
courage to ensure that, as a team, you all have high aspi-
rations and that any difficult issues are addressed and not 
ignored. But it is crucial to do this in a positive and sup-
portive way, to lead the team so that everyone has a part 
to play in its ongoing development: your role is to coor-
dinate the efforts of all the team members, to see the best 
in others and to be aware of, and make the most of, their 
complementary strengths. You are not the only one with 
ideas; you are not necessarily the source of the best ideas; 
you are not even, necessarily, the best teacher in the team 
(although you have to be a good, credible teacher). Your 
job as a leader is to help everyone else to be their best, so 
that the team grows in strength and effectiveness under 
your leadership.

There are advantages to having a middle leadership role: 
often the team you lead has a clearly defined identity with 
obvious parameters, and it may be of a manageable size. 
Often teaching and learning are still fundamental to your 
role, and, for most of us, the things that brought us into 
the profession in the first place may still be at the core of 
your day-to-day activity. You can lead change from this 
position; if the domain for which you are responsible is 
successful, well led and well respected, you can become 
a beacon of excellence which demonstrates what can be 
achieved when the conditions, and the degree of support 
and challenge, are right. You show convincingly what can 
be done. 
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However, as a successful middle leader you may feel, in 
due course, that you would like to have the capacity to 
make a greater whole-school difference. The leadership 
skills you are developing, and the achievements you are 
able to secure within your team, may give you a taste for 
what you could go on to accomplish with greater respon-
sibility, increased authority and a wider brief. You may, in 
time, begin to look for a senior leadership position.

Senior leadership posts vary, and if you reach this point in 
your career it is important to be clear about what kind of 
area of responsibility appeals to you, and what you believe 
your temperament, skills and passions best suit you for. 
What lights your fire? It may be the pastoral element 
of school life that you find energising and rewarding. It 
may be the curriculum, timetabling or the leadership of 
academic teams. It may be a focus on teaching and learn-
ing, on professional development, on staff induction and 
support or on digital learning. It may be the coordination 
of the extra-curricular elements of the wider school com-
munity. Whatever your whole-school role, your sphere of 
influence will expand. The number of lives you are affect-
ing – both in terms of students’ experiences and the full 
range of teaching and support staff – increases. Your influ-
ence on the direction of the school also grows. You can 
make a bigger difference.

And as a senior leader, especially as a deputy head, you 
have a taste of how it might be if, in effect, there were no 
restrictions to your influence, your responsibility and your 
capacity to direct the school’s development. As a head, 
you will work closely with your governing body, but in 
many respects you are the school – you represent what 
the school stands for and you take it on the journey you 
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believe to be right for that particular school at that par-
ticular stage in its development. This is a huge privilege 
and a weighty task. But if you have the right temperament, 
it is, I would suggest, the best job in the world.

So as your career progresses and you move from one lead-
ership role to another, your sphere of influence gradually 
grows. You will be required to take on new challenges and 
will, in every new job, be called upon to do things you may 
never have faced before. You will have the chance to learn, 
to grow, to prove yourself. You will make mistakes and sur-
vive them. But I believe that the qualities that make you a 
good teacher are closely related to those which will serve 
you well in leadership. Every teacher is, in fact, a leader 
of learning within their own classroom. If you decide to 
move to middle leadership, to senior leadership, to head-
ship ultimately, you will continue to refine these skills, but 
in my opinion good leaders are good leaders at whatever 
level.

What makes headship distinctive? It is undoubtedly a 
big job. You need a clear grasp of the big picture – what 
the school stands for and where it is going – because no 
school stands still. During the course of a working week 
you may experience a huge range of different tasks: a gov-
ernors’ meeting debating future strategy; a finance meeting 
looking at budgetary priorities and constraints; leading an 
assembly; interviewing staff; meeting parents. You might 
be working within the community as a representative of 
the school you lead and a spokesperson for education. You 
will certainly spend considerable time with your senior 
leadership team, making the most of their complementary 
skills and ensuring that, in the words of Dylan Wiliam, 
they work ‘as a team’ rather than simply ‘in a team’. Heads 
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