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Resource 7: A head's view of distributed leadership 

 
The text below is from a head in England explaining why she has been keen to develop the 
concept of distributed leadership as a core leadership strategy in her school. 
  
'We have a significant number of pupils on the Special Needs register and our Special Needs 
Coordinator works with a team of 17 teaching assistants. We've always understood their value 
to our school and I feel that we've put in place effective professional development support for 
them – so much so that half of them now have formal qualifications, and a number of them 
have developed areas of very particular expertise. At our annual whole-staff residential, two of 
them, specialists in pupils' self-esteem and behaviour, led our work on that at the conference. I 
want to give out a message that it is expertise and skill that dictates who leads on something, 
not status or 'role'. 
  
When I arrived at the school three years ago I was slightly concerned that there was no formal 
'leadership' structure for the year teams but at that time it wasn't a priority for me. Now, three 
years later, I'm really pleased that I didn't jump in with both feet and impose leadership 
structure on the teams – they work brilliantly as organic entities. They embody co-leadership. 
They meet at least once a week in year teams and share out the work according to their 
particular areas of expertise and interest. They share specific subject-teaching roles for the 
foundation subjects across the team.  
  
In any case, now the expectation in the school is that everyone works in team for almost 
everything they do – I don’t want anyone being isolated.  
  
We have a strange balance of staff – either young and relatively inexperienced, or very 
experienced, established and probably going to be here until they retire. Although there were 
one or two that I either encouraged to leave or I was pleased when they did leave, the staff I 
have now are good. But I do need to keep the skills of both groups honed and developing – the 
young ones because I want to keep them for a bit longer and the established staff because I 
want them 'on the ball', not coasting!  
  
I decided to take a 'fluid' approach to the leadership team. The core is myself and my deputy. 
The rest are there because either they need to develop enhanced leadership skills as part of 
their professional development or because they have particular skills and expertise that would 
be useful. No one is a 'permanent' member of the leadership team. This helps spread learning 
about leadership around the school and also makes for a very different atmosphere in staff 
meetings because over time more colleagues are developing an understanding of the 
complexities and dilemmas of leadership. All our leadership team meetings are open anyway – 
any member of staff can attend – very few do of course – but the invitation is genuine – and 
when a member of staff is thinking of 'sitting in' they come and see me first. It's usually 
because of their own career development – and I welcome that – but I make it reciprocal. 
Anyone who's going to attend must commit to attending the meetings for a full term – 
otherwise the learning is very limited. They can come to 'learn' – but they won't learn unless 
they do something with it – so each half-term I have a debrief conversation with them where 
they can ask me any questions about what we've been doing in the meetings and where I seek 
their impressions and find out what they think they're learning.  
  
Our last eight appointments were all internal promotions – which I see as positive. People don't 
have to move early to get promotion and experience because we're always trying to create 
opportunities here. 
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I recently took a risk and gave an extra point to a teacher who's been at this school for 25 
years to be 'in charge of research'. It's for a year in the first instance and I think it's a post that 
no-one will be allowed to hold for more than two years. I established the post because I wanted 
to begin to give a more explicit emphasis to our need to use research to inform our practice. I 
took a risk because this particular member of staff hadn’t really shown that much interest – but 
she's very good with ICT and so the starting point has been to use the web as our first way of 
keeping up with research. She has found herself becoming interested via the technology and is 
beginning to have some ideas for how we can inform staff easily about relevant research. 

  
When I look at the staff, with the exception of the three Newly Qualified Teachers, almost all of 
them are leading on something in one way or another – which makes me think we need to 
develop some whole-staff training in aspects of leadership – it's very bespoke at the moment. 
Something on emotional intelligence would be good – because we're not perfect! We do still get 
irritated with each other sometimes – and some EI work would help us I expect.' 
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