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For my grandmother, my mother, my mother-in-law, and my sister – three generations of women who have consistently modelled courage, determination and strength, and taught me just how important it is to be ‘fearless in the pursuit of what sets our soul on fire’. I hope to pass these learnings onto my darling daughter Ava, shine bright little one!
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Kate Jones, Senior Associate for Teaching and Learning with Evidence Based Education


Knowledge is power. Culture is key. This wonderful book by Lekha Sharma offers school leaders knowledge and guidance, from experience and evidence, to build a culture in schools for everyone to thrive. From psychological safety to trust, flexibility and wisdom, this book captures key messages that are essential to supporting wellbeing and empowering staff. Interesting, insightful and informative. A recommended read for all school leaders and aspiring leaders.
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Nicole McCartney, Director of Education, Creative Education Trust


Lekha does a wonderful job of straddling theory and practical example to show that gone are the days of the saviour or the cape. Effective leadership is instead clearing the path, ensuring your teams know what is at the end of that path, what part they play in the journey and that you will give them everything they need to be successful when you reach the destination together.


[image: Inline Image]
Tom Bennett, Lead Behaviour Adviser for Schools to the Department of Education, Founder of ResearchED


An extremely good and long-awaited book that finally addresses whole-school issues at the right level and through the right lens. How can something as complex as an institution be run with any kind of success without this vital framework? Lekha Sharma has written a readable, evidence-informed discussion of the subject that is both accessible and rooted in research and practice which makes it an important read for anyone whose business is raising the bar for student and staff standards in a sustainable and meaningful way. I commend this to you.
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Peps Mccrea, Dean at Ambition Institute, Director at Steplab


Beautifully written, tons of fresh thinking, eminently practical, and stunningly put together – seriously, what more could teachers and leaders ask for in an edubook?
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‘There is no such thing as a new idea. It is impossible. We simply take a lot of old ideas and put them into a sort of mental kaleidoscope. We give them a turn and they make new and curious combinations. We keep on turning and making new combinations indefinitely; but they are the same old pieces of coloured glass that have been in use through all the ages.’
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INTRODUCTION



Setting the scene.

Knowledge is power. As school leaders, despite the dirty connotations that come with the word, we all aspire to having the kind of power that effects positive change in our schools. In 2022, 59% of pupils met the expected standard in reading, writing and mathematics. Post-pandemic impact aside, this means that in 2022, 41% of pupils nationally were not academically prepared for the next stage of their education. Now more than ever, school leaders need to be equipped with the knowledge, skill and, most importantly, support to drive standards up and make strides in recovering from the COVID-19 pandemic. High expectations must be met with high levels of support.


[image: Plus Sign]
There are four leadership NPQs and four teaching NPQs.


We’re in an exciting age of professional development for leaders with reforms meaning that a suite of National Professional Qualifications is available for leaders at all levels to support their leadership journey. Despite this access to knowledge-rich professional learning, leaders are still very much up against it on multiple fronts. In a survey conducted by Teacher Tapp (Greany et al, 2022), two out of five leaders (42%) said they had been ‘mostly surviving’ when asked about their experiences of working in school since the start of the pandemic. Leaders are not only dealing with the academic fall-out of the pandemic but also have the task of supporting their staff with the emotional fall-out that the pandemic has left behind (UCL News, 2022).


[image: Plus Sign]
UCL News (2022): 
35% of 18-29s said that they felt in control of their mental health, compared to 47% of 30-59s and 61% of older adults.


As we navigate this complex educational landscape, what has become clear is that leaders not only need knowledge of the what of curriculum, assessment, pedagogy, and a host of other domains but also need knowledge of the how. How can school leaders bring together the theoretical knowledge they possess and mobilise it on the ground so that they can have a positive and tangible impact on pupil outcomes? Teachers are increasingly equipped with the awareness and knowledge of cognitive psychology but what other areas of psychology could support those that lead those very teachers? And what elements of human nature can we harness in order to build the kind of school cultures that are conducive to improving outcomes for pupils?

This book isn’t an in-depth analysis of culture and how to get it right but it does highlight some key aspects of cultivating the kind of culture that leads to great pupil outcomes, rooted both in my own experiences as a senior leader on the ground and from the report by the Evidence Based Education (2022) ‘School Environment and Leadership: Evidence Review’. My aim in writing this is to urge leaders to consider the far-reaching impact they have on those they lead and to consider how they do things, not just what they do. Ultimately, systems and knowledge are crucial but, mobilised by wallies in weak school cultures, they simply aren’t enough for us to make sufficient gains for the pupils we serve. I don’t claim to know how to get leadership and culture ‘right’ and I openly recognise that as humans we are all flawed, but I do strongly believe that without exploring this territory we leave stones unturned and any stone unturned in the pursuit of improving outcomes for pupils is always worth exploring.

This isn’t about ‘gaming’ leadership and isn’t intended to be interpreted as a collection of manipulation tactics to be employed blindly by leaders. Rather, I hope this acts as a tool to prompt careful consideration of implementation in schools. It offers just one perspective that, despite being distilled into chapters, is fraught with complexity and nuance. I, therefore, attempt to offer counterpoints and challenges as well as further notes in the margin of the book. Physicists call this reference-frame dependent: the ability to accept the complexity of something and examine it from different perspectives.

And if even one leader reflects on their practices and rethinks how they are behaving, interacting or ‘doing something’, I’ll consider the job done.


Educational leadership – what is it anyway?

What is leadership? How do we define leadership? Is educational leadership different to leadership in other fields? How do we equip leaders with the knowledge and attributes they need to lead their teams well? These are just some of the questions that have been posed and debated in the world of education for many years and educators continue to do so. It is not my aim, nor within my reach, to ‘solve’ the problem of educational leadership in this book. Instead I aim to offer some important human components of school culture that school leaders may benefit from having an awareness of. To set the scene more broadly, I would like to draw upon the work of David M Gurr from his paper entitled ‘Educational Leadership Research: Is there a compelling reason to change?’ Gurr synthesises his research in the field of education and educational leadership over the course of 55 years. He opens by sharing the nature of his research and his use of multiple, perspective, observational case studies to uncover whether current research questions around leadership are worthwhile, in response to the earlier work of Scott Eacott. Gurr points to the consensus around four key areas of common practice amongst school leaders:

1 | Articulating a vision

2 | Helping people develop and are people-centred

3 | Leading change

4 | Improving teaching and learning

He goes on to assert that there is no formula for ‘effective school leadership’ but rather these leaders take from several views of leadership to create their own personal leadership approach, bespoke to their context and circumstances. ‘They become a sense maker to help others understand a school’s place in a complex set of contexts.’

Gurr’s statement about educational leadership, rooted in his own and other researchers’ findings, highlights a key point about ‘the nature of leadership’. All the four areas of common practice require a human component; the ability for leaders to influence and change behaviour to achieve an end goal. The
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