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Executive summary 

This research explored the role of professional learning to develop the leadership capacity of middle management in secondary schools, with a focus on the impact of  individualised school-based learning as a powerful tool available to principals to not only increase leadership capacity, but also to develop consistency of school direction and goals, to improve school culture and student learning outcomes. 

Visits to a wide range of schools in Scotland sought to investigate any correlation between a professionally intense and structured principal (Headteacher) learning relationship and school improvement outcomes.

Current findings around the power of the professional conversation and the impact of directed coaching helped to inform the research base and the structure of the interviews that took place in Scottish schools.

It was found that that there is a strong correlation between a principal’s commitment to an individualised focus on the professional learning needs of individual executive teachers and a range of positive outcomes for a school. The less likely a principal was to spend planned and structured professionally developmental time with middle management, the less positive the outcomes.

Given that the professional learning needs of middle management are at times overlooked in the focus on professional learning for classroom teachers, or are left up to the individual executive teachers to identify and meet, the finding have powerful implications for where principals invest their time and the value of investing it in structured one-to-one professional learning opportunities with middle management. 
1. Overview of the research study
This research was undertaken by Louise Barnott-Clement, Principal, Ambarvale High School as a recipient of the State Leadership Fellowship 2010-2011 Jim Harkin Award, presented by the Deputy Director-General, Schools, New South Wales Department of Education and Communities.
The main purpose of the research was to explore models of professional learning in place for middle management in New South Wales and Scottish schools, and to assess their effectiveness in terms of leadership capacity, school culture and consistency of commitment to school goals and targets. These findings were then to be utilised as the foundations to develop a transferable and repeatable model or ‘package’ that New South Wales principals could adopt, modify and utilise to support the professional learning of the middle management in their school.
2. Background information

The purpose of this research was to investigate professional learning in place in secondary schools for middle management and to isolate the most effective practices.

This study builds on and significantly increases the context and learning relevant to the professional learning strategies for middle management developed at Ambarvale High School over the last three years.

My interest in this area was the result of a large, talented, but inexperienced executive team who required timely and effective skill development. What gradually began to evolved was an individualised coaching model of professional learning that proved not only effective as a method to quickly up skill a middle management team, but which also appeared to be producing some unexpected and valuable outcomes, including increased leadership capacity, a more unified and consistent understanding of and commitment to school goals and targets and improved school culture.

These preliminary outcomes aligned with Robinson’s research into open-to-learning conversations (Robinson, 2009) and with the work currently being done in Scotland by Professor Graham Thompson and his team at The Centre for Educational Leadership, Moray House, Edinburgh University, Scotland. 
3. Research questions
· What models of intensive, individualised professional learning for middle management exist in Scottish secondary schools?
· How effective are they in terms of building leadership capacity, building a unified school culture and improving student learning outcomes?
· Can an innovative and comprehensive model of individualised professional learning for middle management be designed for public secondary schools in New South Wales?
4. Research methodology

In Scotland, the role known in New South Wales public secondary schools as the principal is known by a variety of terms including the head of school, the Headteacher and the rector. For the purposes of this paper, the term Principal will be used in all instances.

Similarly, different terminology is used for middle management. In New South Wales secondary schools we use the term, head teacher or the executive. In Scotland, they are most commonly known as principal teachers. Again, for the purpose of this paper, the term, executive teacher, will be used throughout.

In Scotland, what in New South Wales secondary schools is called professional learning, in Scottish schools the term continued professional development is used. The term professional learning will be used within this paper.

A literature review was undertaken into relevant and associated fields including leadership, professional learning and professional coaching. However, whilst associated and at time pertinent research was plentiful, there appeared little treatment on an individualised approach to professional learning, specifically for middle management or leadership learning. 
Contact was made with Learning Teaching Scotland, and also with the Centre for Educational Leadership, Moray House, Edinburgh University, to ascertain the systemic approaches in place for the professional learning needs of middle management in Scottish schools.

Columba 1400, a private provider of leadership training was also contacted, largely because it appeared so frequently in Scottish secondary school literature and was highly valued by the schools that had accessed its services and resources.

An itinerary was devised to include a large number of suburban schools in the Glasgow area and of various levels of socioeconomic status (to align loosely with the characteristics of many of the secondary schools in the South Western Sydney region where I am currently a principal) and a wide and disparate range of secondary schools across the breadth of Scotland from the Scottish borders in the south to Banff in the far north of eastern Scotland. In addition to school visits, time was also spent with key personnel at Learning Teaching Scotland, including the Director Ken Cunningham and the International visitor contact, Nick Morgan. This time was spent establishing a contextual overview of current issues and challenges for executives in Scottish secondary schools as well as current supports and systems for middle management professional learning. A day and a half was also spent with Graham Thomson, the Director of the Centre for Educational Leadership, Edinburgh University. During this time I shadowed Graham as he delivered a leadership ‘toolkit’ to principals.
Initially, the intent had been to visit each school and to implement a questionnaire and conduct a structured interview, firstly with the principal (head of school) and then with the executive teachers (principal teachers or head teachers). However, it quickly became apparent that the questionnaire was thoroughly superseded by both the qualitative and quantitative data of the structured interview. Further, the questionnaire at times led to contradictory findings, and hence was abandoned.

An example of the questionnaire’s potentially contradictory and erroneous effect was summed up by a executive teacher at one high school. When asked a question in the structured interview that touched on an area covered in the already completed questionnaire, she said ‘…not that I put that on the questionnaire, because I know it’s not supposed to be that way…’. The structured interview proved the more powerful tool to delve deeply and authentically into participants’ beliefs and perceptions and hence became the central tool throughout the research. Copies of the structured interviews can be found in the appendix (pages 12–13).
During my research I visited 10 different high schools. In all instances I spoke initially to the principal and then spent time with a selected group of 5–6 executive teachers. In nearly all instances I was in each school for a full school day and in addition to the structured interview, spoke extensively and informally with executive teachers as I shadowed their daily practice.

5. Findings 

5.1
What models of intensive individualised professional learning for middle management exist in Scotland?

Contextually and as a system, Scottish schools are very differently positioned in terms of professional learning. In most instances, a school’s budget does have money specifically allocated to professional learning, however it is a much smaller percentage and much less in real terms than in New South Wales and this has been exacerbated by the Global Financial Crisis. Scottish schools also do not have the same consistent access to systemic tools for use in professional learning within the school as is available to New South Wales schools through the Professional Learning and Leadership Development Directorate. Individual schools in Scotland, or the Local Authorities who manage the schools, either create their own learning programs or buy in any number, range and quality of privately sourced professional learning packages. Some consistency across schools develops as certain professional learning opportunities or packages are valued and recommended. 
 In general, most secondary schools in Scotland are larger than those in New South Wales, with 1200–1500 students in a school common. The frequency of schools of this size and larger, is expected to continue as part of the process of planned amalgamations of 2 or more smaller schools. Ageing facilities are demolished and one large modern facility is built to take its place. 
Large schools require a large staff of middle management. The ratio of middle management to classroom teachers is also much larger than in New South Wales public high schools. In New South Wales, the middle management of a school of 900 students is 10 or 11 executive teachers, excluding any executive teachers funded through other sources.
A school of 900 staff in Scotland most commonly had a middle management of 20 executive teachers, for example Kings Park High School with 900 students and 20 executive teachers, Hermitage Academy with 1400 students and 26 executive teachers or Williamswood High School with 1700 students and 26 executive teachers. Ratios, whilst larger, do vary greatly as staffing is a decision for the Local Authorities who manage school groups rather than a centralised ‘formula’ of entitlement such as we currently see in New South Wales.
Scottish secondary schools therefore have a significantly larger middle management than the average secondary school in New South Wales and this brings certain implications and opportunities for, as well as restrictions on, professional learning.

For many executive teachers in Scotland professional learning is something that is externally delivered and an adjunct to their daily practice. In terms of leadership, many spoke of the various courses available through universities, in particular, the Scottish Qualification for Executiveship as a source of leadership learning. Other professional learning raised by executive teachers tended to have a curricula or pedagogical focus, and contextually this was understandable given the imminent introduction of the Curriculum for Excellence; a curricula paradigm shift that is a powerful focus for Scottish teachers at this point in time.

Many executive teachers saw professional learning as closely linked with supervision and spoke of the annual meeting with the principal at which they were expected to outline how well they had managed their “remit” or roles and responsibilities for the year. ‘When I meet with (the principal) it is my job to show him what I’ve done and how I have developed against our agreed areas and this is when we individualise professional learning.’
Without exception, all executive teachers reported that their professional learning was their responsibility. ‘Yes, now I think about it, I’ve been a bit slack I suppose, but my attention has been on my staff and their professional learning.’ This was a reoccurring message; that professional learning was very significant when you were first teaching, again when you were preparing for promotion, but once promoted, your focus was your staff and their professional learning rather than your own. Only when one was about to seek promotion again, was there a renewed focus on one’s own professional learning.
During the structured interview, questions were asked to probe deeply into school based practice and to identify the extent to which individualisation occurred. The results were often surprising and challenged executive teacher’s initial definitions of professional learning. Participants were usually able to identify instances of on-site shared learning with colleagues and most had established close mentor-style relationships with the deputy principal who was their line manager. All executive teachers who were able to identify with such occurrences valued them highly and reported a sense of organisational understanding and alignment when such learning occurred. All reported that an increase in individualised contact with their line managers would improve their practice.
Without exception, all executive teachers reported their principal’s willingness, commitment and availability in terms of executive teacher professional learning if it was requested, and this alignment of responses came from an enormous diversity in the level of contact between principals and executive teachers; ranging from executive teachers who reported seeing and conversing with their principals a couple of times a day, to those who reported contact with their principal ‘maybe once or twice a week’.
Structured interviews with principals resulted in some interesting patterns of response. Again, all valued the professional learning of middle management very highly, however perceptions of what form this learning should take, what the learning should focus on and whose responsibility it was, varied greatly. Many, although not all, saw middle management professional learning as something that naturally happened on the job and did not necessarily need to be specifically taught or delivered as it was occurring integrally within the school context. Most principals saw the focus of middle management professional learning to be predominantly on the executive teacher’s area of responsibility; that is, the subject in the executive teacher’s faculty or on issues pertinent to guidance and pastoral care.
‘Professional learning is extremely important for executive teachers. It is imperative they are up to date with the latest thinking and techniques to ensure their teachers are teaching their subjects well. It will soon become apparent if their results slip below those of other departments.’
Most principals perceived an individualised approach to executive teacher professional learning existed in their schools, however it was usually informal and a result of daily practice and was in most instances something that would be the responsibility of the deputy principal. Most principals cited a very real lack of time, due to both school size and subsequent numbers of executive teachers and the nature of the principal’s role, as the main impediment to an individualised learning relationship between themselves and their executive teachers.

Two schools visited were notable exceptions; Castlemilk High School and Williamswood High School. Although incredibly different schools in terms of size and socio-economic status, both schools displayed a unified and internal system of middle management professional learning that was individualised.
Castlemilk High School is a small school in a lower socio-economic area of suburban Glasgow. A combination of the size of the school, the individualised student learning programs in place to meet specific social as well as educational needs, and the natural people-focused leadership style of the principal, has led to a very individualised approach to the professional learning of middle management. With an emphasis on frequent, professionally intimate conversations, the principal has a focus on leadership learning as a tool to improve practice.
Structured interviews with executive teachers demonstrated a clear alignment of school purpose and goals. executive teachers reported a powerful personal and professional sense of trust between themselves and the principal; a trust that was not to be undermined by a failure to adhere to agreed directions and goals; ‘We talk all the time about how I am going to move that group of students [into a particular result band]. Every day we talk…I know what needs to be done and she is showing me how to do it.’
Williamswood High School is a very different school to Castlemilk. With 1700 students, it is situated in a highly aspirational area with powerful parental expectations of strong educational outcomes. The principal’s philosophy is that ‘the key thing to improve the school is strong executive teachers.’ The principal individualises the leadership learning for executive teachers with ‘his own 6 part course on the readiness to lead’, Leadership for Learning, personally delivered to new executive teachers as a series of after-school sessions. Executive teachers report great support for the course and a belief that they are being specifically and individually trained to lead, both their school and other schools in the future. Again, during their structured interviews, principal and executive teachers demonstrated an understanding of goals and targets that was aligned.
Professor Graham Thomson and his team from the Centre for Educational Leadership at Edinburgh University have developed a Toolkit for Executive Teachers that is delivered to Local Authority Principal groups using a train-the-trainer model. The principals I spoke to who were undergoing the training and then delivering to their own executive teachers within their own school, reported an increased individualisation of executive teacher learning as a result of the planned and strategic nature of the course. The course contains a range of sessions that deal with issues of educational leadership and management.
Columba 1400 is a private provider of leadership courses situated on the Isle of Skye. It became a focus in this research as it was both identified as a frequently mentioned resource during the literature search, but also because a number of the schools visited had used its services and reported very highly about the quality and impact (although many schools also used the centre for student leadership initiatives). The centre opened in 2000 with a focus on disadvantaged youth that continues today. Originally associated with the Free Church of Scotland, it functions as a secular organisation. One program that is very popular is a Principal Leadership program. This program interestingly focuses on conversations about learning and supporting principals in a respectful manner to self-reflect on why they originally entered the profession and what learning they need to do to reclaim that passion. Whilst the Centre proved somewhat outside the areas of research, it was still interesting to note the emphasis on conversations as a reflective learning tool and this resonated with Robinson’s open-to-learning conversations (Robinson, 2009). 
5.2
How effective are they in terms of building leadership capacity, building a unified school culture and improving student learning outcomes?

There certainly appears an efficacy of individualised professional learning for executive teachers, despite the disparate nature of secondary schools. The structured interviews revealed a consistent correlation between the extent of individualised professional learning and alignment of school directions and goals and perceptions of school culture. When executive teacher professional learning by the senior executive, in particular the principal, was largely left to chance or informal arrangements, there was often either a lack or only a slight alignment of agreed school directions and goals, as articulated by the two interviewed groups.
In other schools, particularly Williamswood and Castlemilk High Schools, where often quite different but planned and individualised professional learning was in place for executive teachers and was delivered by the principal, the differences were noticeable. Structured interview responses aligned, and both principals and executive teachers agreed on perceived school culture. This was not always the case in other schools.
In addition, at Williamswood, where the central and agreed target was the improvement of the school’s academic results, both the principal and the executive teachers reported that they believed the award of most improved school in Scotland 2010 was clearly linked to the school’s agreed and unwavering focus –a focus continually embedded by the principal into the leadership learning he delivers to his executive teachers.
The Toolkits being developed and implemented by the Centre for Educational Leadership adopt a different model; however they still deliver planned and potentially individualised learning for executive teachers by their principal, and are proving popular and successful the schools involved.
5.3
Can an innovative and comprehensive model be designed for Secondary Public Schools in New South Wales?
This research suggests that a flexible and transferable model can be developed for New South Wales public school principals using the findings and principles discussed in the paper thus far. 
Principals could introduce increased structure into their approaches to the professional learning of their executive teachers that reflects an intense and individualised approach including:

· a formalised and regular block of time committed to individualised and structured conversations with each executive teacher

· a formalised and individualised professional learning plan for each executive teacher that informs conversations held during each meeting time

· a focus during meeting time on agreed school directions and goals and the executive teacher’s role in delivering them

· a focus during meeting time on the explicit teaching of leadership as well as managerial skills

· ongoing opportunities during meeting time for executive teachers to reflect on and discuss their practice and performance and to receive critical and supported feedback

· that principals consider training in facilitative questioning and other coaching techniques to support their structured conversations with middle management.

A suggested framework can be found in Appendix 2.
6. Implications for leadership

This research presents a number of implications to strengthen a school via the professional learning relationship between executive teachers and their principals.

The professional learning of executive teachers is least effective if it is left as an informal self-driven occurrence or if it remains focused on curriculum issues only. To be able to contribute effectively to school culture, to the school’s agreed goals and directions and to improved student learning outcomes, executive teachers require an individualised plan for learning that ideally offers as much one-to-one time with the principal as possible and that this investment of time is valued.

Structured and individualised professional learning should address not only management skill development, but also the leadership skill development as well as a clear and agreed understanding of whole school directions and goals and the executive teacher’s role in achieving them.

Whilst a decision in some schools may be to have such a program delivered by a deputy principal rather than the principal, there must be an ongoing emphasis on and commitment to a planned, structured, formalised time for professional conversations and reflection, and that this time must be protected and valued by the school. 
There is also the leadership implication that senior executive (principals and deputy principals) may themselves need to develop the skills necessary to support such an intense model of professional learning.
7. Recommendations 
That the New South Wales Department of Education and Communities, Professional Learning and Leadership Development Directorate consider developing a Principal and Executive Teacher ‘Learning Conversations’ Package to supplement and enhance the range of resources already available to executive in the area of leadership learning.

That the principals of New South Wales public schools consider developing increased structure into their approaches to the professional learning of their executive teachers that reflects an intense and individualised approach. 
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Appendix 1:
Structured Interviews:
Principals
To begin the interview, information was gathered about the statistics of the school.

· Number of staff, including a breakdown of teaching staff, Executive Teachers and Deputy Principals.

· Socio-economic level

· General school context, including experience levels of Executive Teachers.

Questions:-

1. What are the professional learning requirements of Executive Teachers?

2. How are these requirements met?
1. Whose responsibility is Executive Teacher Professional Learning?

2. What are the most effective ways to professionally develop Executive Teachers?

3. How often do you speak one-on-one with Executive Teachers?

4. What are those conversations about?

5. How are Executive Teachers prepared for Deputy Principal positions and beyond?

6. Do Executive Teachers understand and work towards the schools main directions and goals (and what are those directions and goals)?

7. How would you describe the executive school culture?

8. Can you see any advantages to spending more time with Executive Teachers than currently occurs?

9. If so, what would you use the time for?

Structured Interviews:
Executive Teachers
To begin the interview, information was gathered about the Executive Teacher/s.

· Number of years as Executive Teacher

· Number of years at the school

· Curriculum/guidance area
1. Who is responsible for your professional development?

2. What do you see as your professional development needs?

3. Can you describe your current professional development in terms of frequency, style and focus?

4. How often do you have professional one-to-one contact with the Principal and what is usually the focus area? (eg curriculum, daily organisation, staffing, your learning etc)

5. If you could have any model of professional development for yourself, what would it look like?

6. If you were given one-to-one professional learning time with the Principal, how would you use it?

7. What are the school’s directions and goals?
8. What role do you play in meeting whole school directions and goals?

9. What are your future leadership aspirations (and do you believe the Principal is aware of them)?
Appendix 2:

Suggested framework for an individualised program of executive teacher professional learning
Principals allocate approximately 1 hour per fortnight per executive teacher for a program of individualised professional learning conversations and that:
· every attempt be made to honour and value the allocated time and to keep it free of interruptions or cancellations
· the hour is divided in the following way:
· the opening segment is devoted to executive teacher led discussion regarding current faculty issues including staffing, curriculum and organisational concerns
· the main body of the hour is devoted to the executive teacher’s Learning Project – previously negotiated with the principal. This Learning Project should be designed to place a ‘learning eye’ on a current practice and to build the development of leadership skills into that practice
· the next segment is devoted to the specific teaching, by the principal and for the executive teacher, of a particular skill or knowledge area relevant to the executive teacher’s current learning
· the last segment is an exchange of professional readings, one selected by the Principal for the executive teacher, and the other selected by the executive teacher for the principal
· executive teachers be given the opportunity at regular intervals to gather as a collegial group to share and discuss the leadership learning they have engaged in with the principal
· an annual event of Executive Teacher Celebration takes place to showcase their leadership learning to staff.
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