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international schools have become an increasingly important 
part of our client base.

Which is why we decided in 2016 to produce an international 
version of “The Art of Headship” – looking at the particular and 
additional challenges which leaders of international schools 
face and the qualities, skills and strategies they require to be 
successful, over and above those identified here.

The two reports can be read side by side, as they complement 
each other without repetition.

Research method and sample
During the course of 2012, the Heads of over 40 independent 
schools across the UK were invited to answer a series of 
questions online about the nature of their role and, crucially, 
to invite some other people to do the same who were 
connected with their school. The Heads and Governors 
who took part were encouraged to identify themselves, but 
there was no obligation to do so. Other participants were 
guaranteed complete anonymity. In this way, our research 
findings are based on the views of more than 160 people:

• 41 Heads
• 19 Chairs of Governors
• 15 Bursars
• 23 Deputy Heads or other senior members of the        

teaching staff
• 25 Teachers
• 20 Parents
• 21 Pupils

Background and aims
When we first published this report in 
2013, our aim was to: 

• Help current Heads become even better                               
   in their role
• Provide inspiration and ideas for those   

hoping to become Heads in the future
•  Help Governors as they go about supporting and 

developing their Heads
•  Guide Governors in the appointment of Heads
•  Help us develop new tools for assessing the suitability of 

candidates, thus giving our clients a distinct advantage 
when it comes to making headship appointments.

We know there are many instances and examples when these 
aims have been met.  

Looking back, it would be fair to say that we had no idea 
that ‘The Art of Headship’ would become such a widely 
used reference for Heads, Governors and senior leaders in 
schools looking to develop their career. And hearing from 
experienced and successful Heads who have pinned our 
‘ingredients of successful headship’ to the wall beside their 
desk has been humbling.

Since producing this report, RSAcademics has grown 
substantially as a firm, working with a greater variety of 
schools, across a wider range of consultancy services. In 
2015/16, for example, we worked with over 150 different 
schools, including several which are outside the UK. Indeed, 
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ideas and stories and contains a large number of direct 
quotations from the participants.
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The participating schools, which are listed in the Appendices, 
are boarding and day schools, senior, junior and all-though, 
from England and Scotland and of a variety of sizes, for girls, 
boys or both. 

A small number of the Heads and their Governors were 
later interviewed on the telephone to probe some of their 
comments further and some Heads were asked to comment 
on draft chapters.

The areas on which we asked the Heads and others to 
comment included:

• A general question about the qualities, actions, skills and 
attitudes of successful Heads

• Specific questions about how Heads should deal most 
effectively with staff, pupils, parents, Governors, decision-
making, communicating, managing difficult situations and 
managing their time

• The best Head they have ever known

• The parts of their job which the Heads most enjoyed and 
which they found hardest

• What the Heads would like to be remembered for

How this reports is organised
The opening section of the report is a synthesis of all the 
research findings in the form of a model for effective 
headship. We present a matrix which organises into four 
groups, what might be regarded as the 16 key components or 
ingredients of successful headship.

Thereafter, we have provided a synopsis of responses to 
each of the main questions in the survey about dealing with 
parents, making decisions, working with Governors and so 
on. Each of these chapters - 8 in total - is packed with advice, 
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Over 40 independent school heads took part in this research, 
the aim of which was to reveal new insights into what makes 
a highly successful Head. Each Head encouraged other 
members of their school to contribute as well: Governors, 
Bursars, Deputy Heads, teachers, parents and pupils. In all, 
over 160 people took part.

The report presents the findings in two ways, firstly a model 
containing 16 key ingredients of effective headship and 
secondly a set of ideas, suggestions and reflections on how 
best to deal with different stakeholders and situations.

THE INGREDIENTS OF SUCCESSFUL HEADSHIP
People’s expectations of Heads are that they should have 
a wide range of skills, be adept at handling many different 
situations and dealing effectively with a variety of people and 
challenges.

The Heads who appear to be most successful share 16 
important characteristics which can be grouped into four 
main categories:

1  Beliefs & values 
Self-belief - this gives resilience, courage and confidence
Drive - a determination and ambition to succeed and work 
hard
Integrity - clear values and consistency which bring the 
respect of others in the long term
Having the child at the centre of one’s thinking and deriving 
joy from being with children

SUMMARY
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DEALING EFFECTIVELY WITH DIFFERENT 
STAKEHOLDERS AND SITUATIONS
Respondents made suggestions, offered advice and told 
stories to illustrate how they felt Heads should deal with 
a range of different people and situations. A very brief 
summary of the main points follows.

Dealing with staff
“Remember the Duke of Wellington who, when asked what 
he would do differently if he had his life again replied

After investing time in appointing the best staff, the 
successful Head will also take time to get to know them, 
to share his/her vision with them and, more generally, to 
consult and keep them informed. He/she will need to tackle 
under-performance while praising those who do a good job.  
More than they might realise, Heads need to show all their 
staff, including SMT, that he or she values their contribution.

Delegating to senior staff

Effective delegation is key to successful headship. Done 
well, the delegated responsibility should be made clear to 
all concerned, including other staff. The Senior team should 
have or seek to develop the necessary range of attitudes 
and capabilities. The effective delegator will allow his or 
her colleague to get on with the job in question, meeting 
frequently to discuss progress and providing support or 
advice where necessary. 

 

2  Qualities 
Charismatic - that intangible power of attraction, presence 
and flair
Humane - a kindness, approachability and interest in other 
people and a willingness to show one’s human side
Positive - cheerful and energetic
Authoritative - commanding respect and being knowledgeable

3  Skills & abilities 
Intelligence - the ability to apply reason and judgement, to 
articulate complex points simply
Communicating - listening to others and speaking or writing 
well, building rapport
Visioning - able to see the bigger picture and plan a away 
forward
Efficient working - speed and reliability when managing the 
workload

4  Actions 
Be visible - get involved, be seen and get to know people
Delegate - share responsibilities with senior colleagues and 
others
Make decisions - big or small they need to be made and 
communicated
Manage under-performance - never ducked by the best 
Heads but tackled with compassion and following due 
process

‘I’d give more praise’“

“Don’t be a self-
barking dog-keeper”

SUMMARY
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Dealing effectively with parents

In general terms, the research participants advised Heads 
to strike the right balance between “the-customer-is-always-
right” on the one hand and “we-are-the-professionals-
so-back-off”, on the other. The excellent Head will know 
how to be firm but fair. When decisions are needed and 
parental pressure is felt, Heads should never sacrifice their 
integrity and should use the child’s best interests as the 
yardstick. Colleagues should not be undermined to placate 
a parent and Heads should delegate much of the day-to-day 
communication with parents, while nonetheless ensuring 
they are visible and accessible.

Working successfully with pupils

The main piece of advice here, from all respondents, 
was to maintain the right balance between authority and 
approachability. Heads must maintain sufficient distance 
to perform some of their “buck-stops-here” duties, but 

must never appear aloof or hard to reach. Heads should 
be visible, attending a range of events and activities, and 
should be present in lessons occasionally also, either as an 
observer or a teacher. Heads should make efforts to know 
the children, especially those who do not stand out, and 
whatever the size of the School. Fairness and openness 
were the qualities which pupils particularly respected. Heads 
should always remember that they are a role model.

Working successfully with Governors

All agreed that there was a difference between governance 
and management and that while Governors were legally 
responsible for the success of the School, they should not 
interfere in its day-to-day running. There is, however, a grey 
area between the two, and particularly around such areas 
as vision, strategy and future planning. The answer, it would 
seem, is excellent communication, openness, trust and 
mutual respect for each other’s expertise. It was important 
that the Chairman and Head invest time in their relationship.

“Listen to their 
concerns. Empathise.  
But don’t promise what 
you can’t deliver.”

“You must ensure that 
you have a Chairman with 
whom you can talk with 
absolute honesty. Otherwise, 
catastrophe can await.”

“No school ever went to the wall 
by having too high expectations of 
its pupils. Celebrate success but 
don’t be mealy-mouthed about 
shortcomings.”

DEALING EFFECTIVELY WITH DIFFERENT STAKEHOLDERS AND SITUATIONS
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Making decisions

Heads should take the necessary time to make a good 
decision but should never shirk from making one.  
Decisiveness (not impulsiveness, though) was a much 
admired quality. In general, the guideline seemed to 
be: consult, gather evidence, consider, then decide, 
communicate and implement. Heads should be prepared 
to change their mind if they have made a poor decision, but 
not too often. Keep people informed throughout.

Dealing with difficult situations

Difficult situations, like decisions, cannot be ducked. The 
Head, however, should remain calm and their response 
should be considered and carefully weighed up, even 
rehearsed with trusted colleagues and advisors in some 
cases. Heads are urged to take professional advice, 
particularly on how best to handle difficult situations 
regarding personnel and legal issues. Again, the school 
community needs to be kept informed, as far as possible, 
and face-to-face communication is generally better than 
a notice or email. If in doubt, Heads should look to their 
principles and values and remember that children’s interests 
should come first.

Communicating ideas & decisions
 

Decisions, ideas and visions are of little value if they are 
not communicated well. Indeed, good communication 
is at the heart of successful headship for a great many 
of the respondents. When done well, communication is 
well planned and systematic, although natural charisma 
helps. It is also a two-way process: listening and consulting 
are important here. Heads should also recognise that    
successful communication does take time and that it is 
integral to their role.

“Uncertainty creates 
worry and fear” “I am jolly good 

at making big 
decisions - ho, ho 
- but not so good 
at managing them.                                  
A good decision can 
be marred by the 
way it is made and 
communicated and 
carried through.”

“Don’t just do 
something.  
Sit there!”

DEALING EFFECTIVELY WITH DIFFERENT STAKEHOLDERS AND SITUATIONS
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Portrait of a Head
What are the characteristics of an excellent Head?

Is it possible to define or even just describe in broad terms 
what it takes to be a superb school leader?

Certainly, when the thoughts and suggestions of Heads, 
Governors, Bursars, teachers, parents and pupils are 
brought together it is perhaps no surprise that the resulting 
portrait is of a superman or superwoman.  To be the perfect 
Head, it would appear, one needs a huge range of qualities, 
skills and attributes. One needs, quite simply, to be someone 
who can do, and is good at, everything!

The Germans have a name for this 
– the eierlegende Wollmilchsau 
(literally the egg-laying wool-milk-
sow) – which has come to mean the 
ultimate all-in-one, the impossible 
combintion of worthy and sought-
after attributes.

Heads will read that and smile.  
They know that one minute they are 
observing a colleague teaching; the 

next they are addressing a group of over-exuberant 15 year-
olds (one of which is the new Chairman’s daughter); before 
their appointment with parents who have come to insist 
upon something the School cannot provide but which they 
claim you promised to deliver; which then allows 45 minutes 
to review the latest set of accounts with the afore-mentioned 
Chairman; and then it’s off to the car park to shake hands, 
reassure, inform, remember names... Different tasks, 
different audiences, different mindsets...all in one afternoon.

There is no question that the ingredients of successful 
headship are many and varied. But perhaps, while one might 
expect a very good Head to provide milk and lay eggs, to 
provide wool as well is asking too much.

CHAPTER 1 
PRINCIPAL RESEARCH 
FINDINGS: THE INGREDIENTS 
OF SUCCESSFUL HEADSHIP
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Each of those categories contains four further important 
components, as shown below:

We will now examine each of the quadrants and its 
component parts in turn, quoting extensively from the 
verbatim comments recorded during the research process.

And, in any case, schools will have different needs at 
different times in their development. 

But we still need to answer the question: what are the most 
important ingredients of a successful Head?

We believe we can do this and that, by examining carefully 
the responses in this research, we can provide something 
close to a blueprint of the perfect Head, as controversial 
as that might sound. We do not mean to say that one 
size fits all and that an excellent Head in one school will 
automatically be an excellent Head in another. But, at a 
certain level, this research suggests there are ingredients 
which every Head needs if he or she is to be highly 
successful.

Defining the ingredients of successful Headship
We have very carefully analysed the reponses from 
those who took part in this survey and concluded that 
the ingredients of successful headship might usefully be 
grouped into four categories, as follows:

1) Beliefs and Values

2) Qualities

3) Skills and Abilities

4) Actions.  

BELIEFS & VALUES

QUALITIES

SKILLS & ABILITIES

AC
TI

ON
S

MANAGE UNDER-PERFORMANCE

DELEGATE

MAKE DECISIONS

BE VISIBLE

SELF BELIEF

DRIVE
INTEGRITY

CHILD-AT-THE-CENTRE

POSITIVE 

CHARISMATIC HUMANE 

AUTHORITATIVE 

COMMUNICATING 

INTELLIGENCE

INSPIRATION

VISIONING

EFFICIENT WORKING

PRINCIPAL RESEARCH FINDINGS: THE INGREDIENTS OF SUCCESSFUL HEADSHIP
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Many respondents regarded inner conviction as a real 
strength in Heads. A junior pupil put it well: 

Courage and resilience were identified as essential, not 
least, as one Head pointed out, in areas such as staffing and 
finance, while another explained:

Keeping the child at the centre
It was striking how often reference was also made to the 
importance of keeping the child at the centre of a Head’s 
thinking. An excellent Head will invariably do this, while a 
less good school leader will focus more on their own career 
ambitions or image, placating a Governor or achieving a 
corporate objective first and foremost.

1  BELIEFS AND VALUES
This category is treated first, because it seems to underpin 
everything else. There is a sense that one cannot easily learn 
the four components in this category: they are intrinsic, 
integral to the character of the person.

Self-belief
This is particularly true of the first component: self-
belief. Many respondents identified that self-belief was 
fundamental. It lies at the heart of much of what a Head 
needs: courage, resilience, confidence.

Being at ease with oneself was another way of expressing 
the vital sense that so much of great headship comes from 
within. The distinction between confidence and arrogance 
was also frequently mentioned.  

“They should be 
confident in their 
ideas, yet open 
to suggestions.” 
(Teacher)

“A Head Teacher needs to have 
courage and determination to stand 
up for the values of the school, even 
when it is being questioned.”

“It is important to have a ruthless 
focus on what is in the best interest 
of the pupils. That is the sole reason 
for the school’s existence.” (Head)

“You must have self-belief but not so 
much that you fail to listen to the advice 
of others or be highly attuned to their 
needs. You must … be prepared to reveal 
your own values and emotions at difficult 
times, and yet cannot be arrogant.” 
(Governor)

(A successful Head is) confident in 
his/her decisions, without being 
dictatorial … open to the views of 
others in the common room, but 
ultimately [with] the confidence to 
go with whatever he/she feels is 
correct.” (Teacher)

“Top comes courage for me, because 
if you don’t have that, you can’t keep 
on course and drive through the things 
that need doing when things get tough.”

PRINCIPAL RESEARCH FINDINGS: THE INGREDIENTS OF SUCCESSFUL HEADSHIP
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Governors certainly want their Heads to be passionate 
about young people and to treat them with respect. It is 
the ultimate purpose of schools, and the yardstick for the 
rightness of the decisions that schools must take.

Drive
Closely related to self-belief, of course, is the notion of drive, 
determination or ambition. In the words of one Head, one 
needs “a capacity to work extremely hard and to keep doing 
it”. Others defined ‘drive’ as:

“the desire…to 
achieve great things” 
(Senior teacher)

“the ambition to provide 
the education which 
allows the pupils to 
flourish” (Governor)

“When making tough decisions about 
staff, I always go back to the impact on 
the children and allow that to make the 
decision for me.” (Head)

“a degree of 
single-mindedness 
and ambition 
transferred to the 
school” (Head)

One senior pupil was quite clear:

Drive and determination do not need to be loud or obvious.  
However, this research suggests that a highly effective Head 
needs to possess a strong internal desire to improve things, 
to raise expectations and generally to move forward.

Integrity
Integrity is highly prized. As one parent wrote: “He must be 
a man of his word and carry through what he promises.” In 
fact, for parents, this notion of integrity came up time and 
again: 

Consistency of approach, clear values, what might be called 
a moral compass are all highly valued as the elements that 
help Heads to gain the trust and respect of others.

Without integrity, a Head will soon struggle be effective.

“The best teacher I’ve had is in 
fact my current head teacher! I 
think her sheer ambition for the 
future of the school has been 
very unique.”

“She must be a 
woman of integrity.”

“Key personal qualities 
are integrity and 
humility in my view.”

“Somebody people 
trust. It is essential 
that those affected are 
confident that difficult 
decisions have been 
made for the right 
reasons (or) motives.”

PRINCIPAL RESEARCH FINDINGS: THE INGREDIENTS OF SUCCESSFUL HEADSHIP
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One senior manager thought that charisma and personality 
were needed “so as to inspire, enthuse and excite both staff 
and pupils”. 

Humane
One quality was very widely mentioned as integral to 
success, namely being humane. Indeed, it was probably this 
quality that people most referred to when describing the 
best Head teacher they have ever known or when Heads 
reflected on what they most wanted to be remembered for.

Kindness and compassion, openness and empathy, 
being interested in other people – all these were ways of 
expressing this humanity and were key to success.

Others spoke of the need for a “genuine love for all the 
people who make up a school” and being “open and 
transparent.”

2  QUALITIES
Qualities are different from beliefs and values because they 
are more visible. Indeed, they help create the image that 
others form of a Head.  

Charismatic
For some respondents, but not all, one of the most 
important qualities required by an effective Head was 
charisma. Even if they did not use this word, the concept was 
frequently voiced. 

Interestingly, Governors and parents ascribed much more 
importance to this than Heads; maybe Heads were just too 
modest to offer it as a quality they felt they had themselves.  
Or perhaps they felt – and we believe many do – that one 
can be an excellent Head without it.

One parent thought the right balance, though, was crucial:

Another prized “strong views and an air of authority”, 
stressing that there was “nothing worse than a dithering 
head teacher”.

Other key qualities emerging in this section which are 
equally hard to define – but equally recognisable when they 
are present - include flair, presence, warmth and attraction.  

“Essere umano…You have to 
be an obvious human being 
yourself – not a machine – and 
you should care about humans 
and the full range of human 
activity.” (Head)

“...compassionate and understanding … 
approachable and caring … supportive, 
using praise and encouragement, … 
making me feel important and valued..” 
(Senior teacher)

“It’s no good just being good at running 
the school without being a charismatic, 
inspirational head who is an excellent 
communicator. You need to have the 
balance to be a really excellent head.”

“Very good heads will 
have management skills 
in abundance, but it is the 
human qualities which set 
apart the excellent.” (Teacher)

PRINCIPAL RESEARCH FINDINGS: THE INGREDIENTS OF SUCCESSFUL HEADSHIP
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Pupils, parents and teachers in particular referred to this 
quality. It is a recognition that the buck does stop with 
the Head, and that authority comes from the Head being 
knowledgeable, experienced, a good role model and 
someone with clear expectations and the right degree of 
expertise.

A very successful Head needs to be someone whose views 
and decisions are respected.

There is no doubt that this human side to the figure 
of authority was seen as indispensable. Indeed, one 
fundamentally important ingredient which we have chosen 
to include under the heading “humane”, but which could 
very well have been separated out, such was the frequency 
with which it was mentioned, is being approachable.

Positive
Heads need to be positive, which might be shown in their 
being cheerful, energetic and retaining their sense of 
humour.  

An excellent Head must be one who is always positive and 
enthusiastic about the school in all situations.” (Senior pupil)

Heads recognised this too, of course.

Many recognised that “the Head leads and sets the tone and 
morale of the school,” which means of course not revealing 
to others when you are feeling less than positive yourself.

Authoritative
As well as being cheerful and approachable, Heads most 
definitely needed to be authoritative, according to this 
research.

“An ability to be relentlessly 
positive, endlessly sceptical 
and have a keen sense of the 
ridiculous allied to gravitas ...”

“An effective Head must be seen as someone 
who commands respect and, although 
someone who is obviously an authority 
figure, a person who is compassionate and 
understanding.” (Parent)

“Energy, or its 
appearance, 
is vital.”

PRINCIPAL RESEARCH FINDINGS: THE INGREDIENTS OF SUCCESSFUL HEADSHIP
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Communication featured very strongly in responses from all 
types of respondent, including Heads themselves.  

The Head needed to be able to persuade and to understand 
the importance of communicating to the right people in the 
right order at the right time.  

3  SKILLS AND ABILITIES
In this third category, we are concerned with the approach 
a Head takes to the job, the skills they need to use and/or 
display which, in some cases, may be learned but which are 
often innate or, at the very least, built up slowly over many 
years.

Communication
Foremost in this grouping is the notion of communicating 
well.  

Many wrote of the importance of a Head being “a strong 
communicator who listens”, for example, or the importance 
of “outstanding communication skills” if a Head is to “inspire 
others to share his vision”.  

Speaking and writing, as well as listening, were seen as vital 
in building rapport with others in the community.

“I think a Head should be 
skilled in communication 
with adults and children and 
particularly parents, because 
it is often by the impression of 
the head teacher that a parent 
forms an opinion on the 
school.” (Senior pupil)

“Where possible, make key stakeholders feel they were part 
of the decision through consultation and engagement. Even 
if ultimately someone disagrees, they will feel much better 
about it if they feel they had a chance to have their say and 
were listened to.” (Governor)

“Spend time on 
communication. 
ALL problems 
come from poor 
communication.” 
(Head)

“[A Head] must have the 
skills and the willingness, 
eagerness indeed, to get the 
message across.” (Head)

“The thing that sets [the best Heads ever] 
apart is being approachable, listening 
and taking advice from others, (i.e. not 
believing they know it all as they are the 
Head!), valuing ideas and creativity from 
all parts of the organisation.” (Bursar)

“I once appointed a Biology 
teacher and told the Head of 
Biology third instead of second.  
[It should have been] 1: the 
candidate; 2: the HoD; 3: the 
other staff. I got it wrong. She 
ran away from school in tears 
and I was a bastard for ages.” 
(Governor)

PRINCIPAL RESEARCH FINDINGS: THE INGREDIENTS OF SUCCESSFUL HEADSHIP
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Efficient working
Respondents also prized the more mundane skill of efficient 
working. Among the respondents who were not Heads 
themselves, this emerged because of the impact it has on 
others in the school: inefficient working can slow down the 
work of the school and individual colleagues, and lead to 
frustration among those who rely on you.  

For parents, dealing quickly and efficiently with difficult 
situations and disputes was an obvious plus. And even a 
junior pupil found it worth saying that a Head should “deal 
with issues as quickly and efficiently as possible”.

This emphasis on reliability, on speed, on professionalism 
ran through the responses. Among the Heads, it was more 
a recognition of the need for Heads to manage a huge and 
varied workload. 

Intelligence
Intelligence is an important attribute of a good Head but, like 
all of the ingredients we have identified, is not sufficient on 
its own. And we should add that the respondents were quite 
subtle in finessing the ways in which it is important and the 
ways in which it might be observed.

Judgement and reasoning were seen as essential for fairness 
and understanding, but so were the ability to present and 
explain with clarity, argue coherently and analyse rationally.  
Insight was highly valued, reflecting the role of the Head 
in offering a new way of looking at a problem, or even at 
something that has always been there but not recognised as 
the problem it actually is.  

The question of intelligence might mean something different 
in different types of school, of course. Some schools might 
expect extreme brightness per se; others merely ask that the 
Head be bright enough to make those reasoned judgements 
consistently.

“A Head should be able to make 
decisions quickly and staff should 
have reasonably quick access to 
[the] decision-maker.” (Bursar)

“Senior staff have 
to feel confident 
that their Head can 
make reasoned 
judgements.” (Senior 
teacher)

“Sadly for me, efficiency 
does win the respect of the 
Common Room. Try not 
to let them down by being 
useless.” (Head)

PRINCIPAL RESEARCH FINDINGS: THE INGREDIENTS OF SUCCESSFUL HEADSHIP
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Having a vision was one of the most consistently and 
frequently mentioned expectations. Governors, bursars, 
pupils, parents, senior staff, Heads themselves: they all 
agreed.  

Visioning
The word visioning should be seen as having three separate 
but complementary meanings, relating to the need to see 
the big picture and to think strategically, to put in place a 
robust plan, but also to have imagination and conviction to 
move a school forward.  

On the one hand, it was about developing a coherent and 
exciting picture of an alternative future towards which the 
school should aspire; and, on the other, being alive to where 
the school currently sits in the market, sensing the changing 
landscape of educational provision, and weighing up what is 
happening in the area and in other schools.  

In other words, the Head has not only to develop the vision, 
but firmly to believe in it.  

“An excellent Head must have a 
good vision for the future of the 
school and be able to instigate 
planning measures to achieve 
that vision.” (Bursar)

“One of the key skills is the ability to see and stick to the 
bigger picture/vision (‘What is right for the pupils in my 
school, what type of school are we trying to be?’) otherwise 
the temptation is to say yes to everyone. Thinking ahead is 
key (e.g. ‘If we do this, what will the impact be?’).” (Head)

“It’s crucial the 
person has foresight 
and vision of 
where the school is 
heading with less 
emphasis on the 
today.” (Parent)

“Develop a vision for the 
organisation for the next 
ten years. Then ensure that 
decisions taken are consistent 
with that vision and are applied 
sympathetically but with 
consistency. (Governor)

“My view of the essence of 
leadership is to have a clear 
vision of where you want to 
go and be able to describe the 
place in terms which others 
find attractive.” (Governor)

“A Head should lead from the 
front. They should have a clear 
view of the next 5–10 years 
for the school and strategise.  
They have the overall view 
of the whole school, with a 
vision created from personal 
convictions.” (Head)

“The head needs to have great visionary 
skills to be able to lead the school in a way 
that helps the school to thrive, but also does 
not lose sight of what is important about the 
ethos and traditions of the school.” (Parent)

PRINCIPAL RESEARCH FINDINGS: THE INGREDIENTS OF SUCCESSFUL HEADSHIP
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Under-performance has a quite disproportionate impact on 
morale if it is not tackled; it can undermine the effectiveness 
of the school; it certainly shows weak management. The 
rationale for dealing with it was directly referred to in a 
number of responses: concern for the child - which was 
identified as central to successful headship – means it has to 
be tackled. If it is not done, the pupils suffer.  

Managing under-performance is not easy. It needs self-
belief, and drive, and yet at the same time it needs 
humanity, perhaps more so than in other types of 
organisation.  

Staff have their own reasons for wanting Heads to tackle 
under-performance.

4  ACTIONS
These are the most visible ingredients in the matrix. To a 
great extent, we feel they can be learned. However, in the 
truly excellent Heads, experience suggests that these actions 
come more easily or naturally. Indeed, this is the area where 
many of the preceding ingredients – the beliefs and values, 
the qualities, the skills and abilities – are revealed as the 
base tiers of the pyramid, or the essential fundamentals, 
that enable the Head to act for the benefit of the school.

Manage under-performance
Let us consider first the task of managing under-
performance. This is an area identified by Heads as one they 
did not enjoy, and that they often tried to avoid, yet it is the 
task that only the Head can do and, this research tells us, the 
best Heads are more likely to tackle and carry out well.

“We are almost all useless at dealing 
with the useless members of staff.  
And I don’t know what to do about it.  
However, every Head needs to decide 
how gutless he/she is going to be.  
Being strong can work, but there is also 
a strong sense that the Common Room 
is a community, and morale, which is 
so vital, is easily damaged.” (Head)

“[An effective Head is] prepared to grasp 
nettles and understands that to allow 
poor performance to continue is unfair 
to high performing staff who are carrying 
the malingerer.” (Teacher)
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Proper delegation was seen as something that should 
be followed up, checked, verified, praised when the task 
is completed, and then in effect signed off, since that 
creates the environment in which colleagues can achieve 
satisfaction.  

Should things go wrong, the Head should sort them out 
privately with the colleague.  

Good delegation is seen as a factor of good and efficient 
time management, but, as one Head pointed out, “It is of 
course important to have the right people on the bus to 
enable this.”

Make decisions
Heads must also be able to make decisions. Responses to 
the survey frequently referred to the need for Heads to 
avoid procrastination. 

Delegate
Heads need to delegate. This too is not simple, and it is 
certainly not a matter of diverting unwanted tasks on 
to someone else. Heads need to empower staff to take 
responsibility for certain actions and then monitor them 
appropriately – which means ensuring that the actions have 
been carried out in the right spirit and the right manner, 
without being heavy-handed in that monitoring and 
destroying the trust that has been built up. Once you have 
delegated to staff, it is important to let them get on with it.

Senior managers are often on the receiving end of 
delegation and understand why it is needed. As one said:

It is rightly seen as important for Heads to allow staff to take 
the public praise when something goes well, and to deflect 
the blame if it doesn’t and take it upon themselves. Heads, 
it was felt, should let staff feel they’re in charge, that they 
have accepted the delegation with all the responsibility that 
comes with it, and that they are an important part of the 
school’s development.  

“An excellent Head is consultative and 
recognises the strengths of individuals, 
delegating effectively to secure effective 
accountability.” (Senior teacher)

“Don’t be a self-barking 
dog-keeper.” (Head)

“How many heads 
will use a perfectly 
good PA only as a 
secretary?” (Bursar)

“An effective Head must trust their 
senior members of staff, and must 
delegate tasks in order to avoid 
being overwhelmed by minutiae.”

“I never show anyone up in public; 
we look after each other and know 
we are there for support when the 
going gets tough.” (Head)

“Make a decision, but do not be forced 
into one by the importunate member 
of staff who runs by your side outlining 
a weird plan you are not really listening 
to. Always be prepared to ‘sleep on it’ 
and then decide!” (Governor)

PRINCIPAL RESEARCH FINDINGS: THE INGREDIENTS OF SUCCESSFUL HEADSHIP
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Be visible
Finally in this section, we can reveal that the need for a Head 
to be visible came up time and again. Responses showed 
how much people want Heads to get involved, to show an 
interest, to be seen around the School and to get to know 
people – especially the children, of course.  

A successful Head will always be able to find something 
positive to say about every child: to do so, the Head needs 
to be out there among them. Parents, pupils and teachers 
all want to see the Head; SMT members and Governors, by 
contrast, want the Head to be seen – a subtle but important 
distinction.  

It was also felt important that Heads should go to what one 
might call the little events, not just the high-profile, large-
scale events. That also shows the value the Head places on 
all the proper activities of the school and the pupils involved 
in them. 

In other words, decisions should not be made on the hoof or 
without all the relevant facts. As one Head recommended: 
“Don’t just do something: sit there.” 
On the other hand, a Bursar spoke for many when he 
pleaded: “Often no decision is worse than the wrong 
decision; don’t dither for too long.” 

Senior staff and teachers want their Heads to make 
decisions, and to make clear what the decisions are, and 
when they have been made; they want Heads to be decisive 
and clear on where they stand on particular issues. But at 
the same time, they want to be consulted, and listened to, 
before those decisions are made. 

Consultation was mentioned often. Even when decisions 
are not the ones staff want, they nonetheless appreciate the 
three-step process of listening – deciding – explaining (in 
particular why a specific decision has been reached).

“[A Head should] seek 
to help every boy; never 
be secretive with your 
motives for making a 
decision.” (Senior pupil)

“The difference 
between a good Head 
and an average one 
is ’presence’, in every 
sense of the word.  
Children and staff need 
to feel that their Head 
is someone who knows 
them, knows the school 
and whose face is 
familiar.” (Teacher)

“You have to make decisions 
and be brave in doing so.  
Uncertainty creates worry and 
fear. Even if you are going 
to delay a decision, tell them 
you will delay, and the reason 
why.” (Head)

PRINCIPAL RESEARCH FINDINGS: THE INGREDIENTS OF SUCCESSFUL HEADSHIP
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exceptional Head when working in a school and so it follows 
that ‘the fit’ needs to be right with the particular needs 
of the school at that precise moment in its history and 
development. 

At the point when Governors are appointing their next Head, 
does the school need someone to bring more humanity 
to the community, or someone who is ready to tackle 
under-performing staff? Does it need someone to put the 
child back at the centre of the school’s thinking? Clearly, at 
different moments in time, a different emphasis is required.

At a given moment, a Head with a particular range of human 
and professional qualities might be more suited to school 
A than to school B. This could mean, in other words, that 
the characteristics of an excellent Head which have been 
elucidated in this research are more of a reference list 
for establishing the right ‘fit’ between a particular Head 

In summary
The characteristics of a successful Head have been described 
in four categories, covering 16 different components. They 
represent a progression from the internal and the innate, to 
the external, the learned, the acquired. 

The research suggests that for those learned, acquired 
actions to have real force, they have to come from within, 
to derive in the first instance from the beliefs and values 
of the Head, which lead to the qualities, skills and abilities 
that make the actions possible. None of the four categories 
is enough on its own: it is the interlinking of all these 
categories in the right order that creates the model of a 

successful Head that everyone recognises 
when they see it.

When the 16 ingredients are all in place, then 
the School community is inspired. Only if a 
Head has integrity and charisma and can 
manage under-performance will the teachers 
feel inspired. A former pupil will be inspired 
to give if the Head can develop a compelling 
vision and communicate it well.

Inspiration is what everyone appeared to want from their 
Head more than anything else. It was, as it were, the raison 
d’etre of headship.

Far from being discouraging, the evidence reminds us that 
it is already difficult – and a huge achievement – even to be 
a good Head. It is the totality of the ingredients considered 
above that indicate the attributes of an exceptional Head.

Do the ingredients amount to a blueprint for an exceptional 
Head? Possibly, yes. But context is all: one can only be an 

PRINCIPAL RESEARCH FINDINGS: THE INGREDIENTS OF SUCCESSFUL HEADSHIP

INSPIRATION IS 
WHAT EVERYONE 
APPEARED TO 
WANT FROM THEIR 
HEAD MORE THAN 
ANYTHING ELSE.
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and particular school than a ‘blueprint’ that can simply be 
superimposed on any school. 

However, we would also argue that all schools – from the 
largest or most rural to the cosiest and most academic – 
require a Head with humanity and integrity. Surely all Heads, 
within the constraints of their particular circumstance, need 
to be visible and decisive, need to have drive, self-belief 
and the ability to communicate? More often, in reality, the 
question of ‘fit’ is not down to the sort of characteristics 
we have outlined in our model but is a question of the 
educational preferences of a candidate, cultural fit, the 
chemistry that exists with the Governors, the head’s 
background and experience, their affinity with particular 
aspects of the school’s heritage or the local area or, of 
course, their enjoyment of and suitability for particular 
tasks and challenges, such as raising pastoral standards, 
embedding the IB or closing down boarding.

It may be that a particular person is appointed Head 
despite some clear failings or gaps, because these are 
complemented by particular strengths and qualities 
already abundant in the SMT or Governing body. This is 
understandable and pragmatic sometimes. However, what if 
the SMT changes?

Perhaps there is a superhero who embodies to the full the 
characteristics described in this report; but superheroes are 
generally creatures of myth. In the real world, schools need 
to define their own requirements and appoint accordingly, 
for the here and now and then the Governors need to work 
to support and develop their school’s Head to become as 
effective as he or she can be.

CHAPTER 2 
WORKING SUCCESSFULLY 
WITH STAFF

PRINCIPAL RESEARCH FINDINGS: THE INGREDIENTS OF SUCCESSFUL HEADSHIP
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To meet this challenge, Heads must know their staff – closely 
enough to understand the individual (and to be understood 
by them) not so closely as to compromise the Head’s ability 
to criticise or even remove the individual if necessary.  

Staff look to Heads to be decisive, but also to consult and 
inform them. 

The ultimate test of a Head’s decisiveness is dealing with 
staff who have failed. This is a duty that only the Head can 
carry out, and other staff (as well as governors, parents and 
pupils) expect them to perform.

All groups of respondents who commented on this topic 
– serving Heads, Bursars, senior and less senior teachers – 
acknowledged the difficult balancing act that Heads must 
perform to work successfully with their staff. ‘Staff’, in this 
context, were almost always considered to be ‘teaching staff’, 
the rare exceptions are noted below.

We begin with a summary of the key points.

Key points
When working with staff, Heads need to be firm but fair; 
empathetic and approachable yet willing to take and carry 
out unwelcome decisions; authoritative and, at the same 
time, consultative; cognisant of the challenges that teachers 
face in the classroom (and unceasingly grateful for their 
dedication) while constantly seeking higher standards from 
them. Heads must be able to reconcile these sometimes 
opposing demands.

It helps, of course, to appoint good staff in the first place, 
and then to make it clear – by defining the direction and 
values of the school – how teachers can contribute. 

“Spend as much time 
and effort as possible 
appointing the best 
staff, it will reap huge 
rewards.” (Head)

“The Head needs to be aware of what 
is going on and how people are feeling. 
The Head being in the Staff Room at 
break time allows the staff access for 
a short chat and he/she is seen as 
approachable.” (Senior teacher)

“Staff disciplinary issues are always 
difficult. But leaving them causes 
resentment from those who see 
colleagues performing badly or simply 
‘getting away with it’.” (Senior teacher)

“You need to outline a 
clear vision for where the 
school is heading and must 
communicate effectively with 
your staff.” (Head)

“[Working effectively with staff] means 
communicating well with them, showing a desire 
to listen to them and to respect them – but still 
being able to make decisions, whether popular or 
unpopular, and then stick with them.” (Head)

WORKING SUCCESSFULLY WITH STAFF
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Ruling by fear does not work. Heads need to show staff, 
and constantly reassure them, that they are valued; the 
appreciation will be returned in the form of renewed 
motivation and commitment. It is not just the exceptional 
contributions that should be recognised, but the quality of 
work carried out routinely, day by day.

And, as with the pupils, staff want to feel that they receive 
fair and consistent treatment from the Head.

Finally, Heads owe it to staff (among others) to be 
reasonably efficient in doing their own work.

Where praise might be given publicly, criticism should always 
be addressed privately.

The test, in handling difficult situations with staff, is what is 
in the best interests of the pupils and the school as a whole.

The default attitude for Heads, however, should be to 
support their staff against criticism from others.

 “The key here is ... to have a clear 
understanding that you will always act primarily 
in the best interests of the school.” (Head)

“Staff must be made to feel valued 
personally and in terms of their 
contribution to school life.” (Head)

“Be well organised, so 
staff are not kept waiting.”  
(Senior teacher)

“[Working effectively with 
staff means] having ‘quiet’ 
words with people in the first 
instance before escalating 
anything.” (Senior teacher)

“Being consistent and fair is 
vitally important ...” (Head)

“An effective Head ... should be 
perceptive, not always taking things 
at face value, but must be able to 
show compassion and support when 
required. He or she should be loyal 
to staff who are having to deal with 
difficult parents or pupils. Staff should 
know that the Head is ‘on their side’ 
without being over-familiar with 
them.” (Bursar)

WORKING SUCCESSFULLY WITH STAFF
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A senior teacher drew on experience of several Heads to 
provide a nuanced prescription:

The key here is the repeated use of qualifiers such as ‘where 
they can’ or ‘when appropriate’. Staff know that Heads 
cannot be their best friend in every circumstance; Heads, 
too, need to know where to draw the line.

One Head wondered whether headship and empathy were 
mutually exclusive, but thought that empathy could be 
learnt to some extent:

Be close to staff – but not too close
Respondent after respondent emphasised that Heads 
should know staff well enough to deal with them as 
individuals and build on their strengths:

However, too close and sociable a relationship makes it 
harder (on both sides) when a Head needs to address 
difficult issues such as under-performance or dismissal; 
and (as one teacher said) Heads must “not appear to have 
‘favourites’ within a teaching staff”.

“Talking to staff is important.  
Knowing what they do, what 
they want to achieve and 
making them feel an important 
member of the staff makes a 
big difference.” (Teacher)

“Be friendly and listen to them – but 
not necessarily their friend.” (Head)

“The worst have dictated and then sought 
approval, seemed remote from the staff, are 
less than visible. The very best show genuine 
interest in colleagues, their work and their 
lives, are open whenever they can be, seek 
advice and opinion where they can, show 
awareness of the issues and difficulties facing 
colleagues, offer encouragement and support 
when appropriate, praise when they can, and 
criticise or discipline face to face.”

“[Working effectively with staff 
means understanding] what 
makes the staff tick – being 
able to bring out the best in 
them.” (Head)

“Empathy is the 
key here – but not 
sympathy.” (Head)

“An effective Head must know 
their staff and the strengths 
of individuals. The balance of 
management and friendship 
can be tricky and will depend 
partly on the size of the 
school. An attitude of ‘we are 
all in this together as a team’ 
does, in my opinion, help a 
lot.” (Teacher)

“Most Heads are ... decisive, robust characters 
(that’s why they’re Heads) and find it hard 
to empathise with more ‘emotional’ people.         
I think I am better at this now.”

WORKING SUCCESSFULLY WITH STAFF
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Awareness of what drives teachers to excel
Unless Heads are close to their staff, they may too easily 
forget what it is like to be a teacher and what concerns or 
motivates the teaching staff.

Sometimes the concerns and motivators can be 
straightforwardly material issues:

Do not stand aloof
There was a sense among several respondents that Heads 
who ducked this issue by remaining remote were out of step 
with the expectations of staff – and were correspondingly 
less effective as Heads.

“A former Head insisted on both 
staff and pupils addressing him 
as ‘Headmaster’ and, in turn, 
he addressed his staff by their 
job title ... This created a sense 
of intimidation and distance.”  
(Teacher)

“Heads need the ability to mix 
with the staff rather than spend 
all day in [their] office with a 
closed door ...” (Senior teacher)  
(Teacher)

 “Keep awarding 
pay rises that are 
over base line 
inflation.” (Head)

“Maintain some sort of teaching 
profile to allow you to say that you 
understand the problems in 3C and 
empathise with the teacher struggling 
to keep control or motivate pupils 
(unless that teacher happens to be 
you, of course!).” (Head)

“A remote Head has the advantage 
of avoiding the little squabbles, 
but ultimately this is not good 
for staff morale. The closed door 
is not good when dealing with 
staff – they should not be made 
to feel like naughty schoolchildren 
when entering the Head’s study ...”  
(Senior teacher)

“A successful Head understands 
that the success of the school flies 
or sinks under the qualities that 
the teaching staff present, and 
therefore prioritises staff pay and 
conditions.” (Teacher)

“An excellent 
headteacher pays 
specific attention 
to factors he/she 
knows are important 
to teachers, e.g. 
classroom space.  
(Teachers are very 
territorial, and a good 
headteacher should 
know this!)” (Teacher)

“The conventional wisdom that Heads need to 
keep a distance, mustn’t get too close to staff, 
is a fallacy. I get much closer now than I used 
to do. One gets a far greater insight into what 
makes people tick, the more you understand 
them. That is often best done socially.” (Head)
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Staff not only want to feel valued, they need it. Good Heads 
recognise this and acknowledge quality and commitment in 
the daily work of their staff, not only in the extra duties that 
staff perform.

Show staff they are valued
Good teachers give more than the minimum, and good 
Heads recognise this – publicly, frequently and (very 
important) consistently:

“They should recognise and 
acknowledge good practice and 
extra commitments for school 
purposes – my Head will always 
acknowledge anything extra 
you have done with a personal 
handwritten note which makes 
one feel valued. Trips, concerts 
and other achievements are 
always congratulated / thanked 
for publicly in staff meetings.”  
(Teacher)

“[Praise] after staff give up their 
time for parents’ evenings, trips, 
sports fixtures, etc. is essential – 
and must be genuine! And don’t 
miss anyone out – e.g. thank two 
departments for trips they ran over 
the summer and forget to thank a 
third.” (Teacher)

“Heads should recognise 
and acknowledge good 
practice ...” (Teacher)

“ It is vital 
that the staff 
should know 
that you care 
about them and 
what they do.”  
(Head)

“The level of time 
and support 
received from my 
head increased 
my work ethic and 
morale.” (Teacher)

“Thank 
regularly.” 
(Head)

“Remember the Duke of 
Wellington who, when asked 
what he would do differently 
if he had his life again replied. 
“I’d give more praise”. (Head)

“Heads should recognise 
and acknowledge good 
practice ...” (Teacher)

“Bottles of champagne for 
staff who produce something 
remarkable.” (Head)

“One Head I worked 
for had a catch phrase, 
‘Never thank anyone 
just for doing their 
job.’ I do the opposite.”  
(Head)

 “Make staff feel 
valued – if you have 
appointed good staff, 
you know they have 
much to offer. You 
are not necessarily an 
expert on everything. 
Harness their abilities.”  
(Senior teacher)
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Sometimes praise should be directed privately to an 
individual teacher, and this is also a powerful motivator:

Several teachers made the point that “a personal 
handwritten note ... makes one feel valued.”  

Do not rule by fear
Ensuring that staff feel valued is not only a motivator in 
itself: it removes the fear that they may not be valued. Fear 
is used by some Heads as a means of dealing with staff, but 
it is ultimately counter-productive.

“The thing I have most valued 
from my Head is when she has 
acknowledged something I have done 
... or praised me for something... 
This has been incredibly important 
in building my self-confidence and 
motivating me, as those types of 
comment mean so much when they 
come from a Head.” (Teacher)

WORKING SUCCESSFULLY WITH STAFF

“Teachers who live in fear of 
doing the wrong thing are 
bad teachers ...” (Teacher)

 “Develop 
a culture 
of honesty, 
respect, and 
a non-blame 
culture ...”  
(Head)

“It is important to 
be able to find that 
careful balance 
between praise and 
challenge.” (Senior 
teacher)

“The Head must not 
make staff feel like 
they are constantly 
being ‘checked up 
on’ and judged, as 
this can often make 
them stressed and not 
perform at their best.”  
(Teacher)

This is not to say that shortcomings in staff should be 
ignored, but there is a crucial difference between setting 
standards and instilling fear.

“Challenging missed 
deadlines, lateness to 
lessons, etc., promptly 
and discreetly – showing 
them you notice these 
things and expect high 
standards ...” (Head)

“Make staff feel valued, 
rather than fear for 
their jobs, and they 
will work harder and 
be less likely to move 
on if they’re good.”  
(Teacher)
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Be fair - always
Consistency is needed not just in praising staff but in all 
aspects of a Head’s work with them. It is perhaps the most 
important aspect of ‘being fair’ – a characteristic that all 
groups of respondents sought from a Head.

Inconsistency creates confusion and is demotivating.

Deal with under-performance
Respondents of all kinds were clear that Heads had to face 
up to their responsibility to deal with and, if necessary, 
remove teachers who were unsatisfactory. The Head’s 
responsibility was not only towards the school but towards 
other teachers, who felt diminished and let down if poorly 
performing colleagues were not tackled, or were tackled 
badly.  

Teachers were, if anything, more insistent on this point than 
the Heads themselves:

WORKING SUCCESSFULLY WITH STAFF

“Important to be 
and be seen to be 
fair and equitable in 
dealings with staff.”  
(Bursar)

“A Head must 
not allow staff to 
believe that he is a 
pushover and if they 
complain loudly 
enough something 
will happen.”  
(Bursar)

 “[Heads] must be fair 
with all staff ...” (Teacher)

“The head told us he was looking 
for exciting teaching which inspired 
the children – but at the same time 
demanded that we test our children once 
a month so that we could show progress 
... This is contradictory and wrong – yet 
somehow is also orthodoxy in some 
places.” (Teacher)

“The essence [of working effectively 
with staff] is consistency and 
not trying to be too popular but 
always being approachable and 
respectful. I have repeatedly seen 
this approach result in difficult staff 
unexpectedly falling in line without 
hesitation.” (Bursar)

“It is important to show empathy 
while at the same time keeping 
hold of your own values and 
priorities.” (Head)

“Be brave in dealing with failing 
staff.” (Senior teacher)

“Consistency of 
approach ...” (Senior 
teacher)

Consistency requires firmness of mind and firmness of 
purpose:
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As a corollary, the common room needs to be kept informed 
when it knows that serious action is being taken against a 
colleague:

In practice, however, the attitude of the common room 
might not always be so clear-cut. One Head drew attention 
to the cultural expectation in schools that individuals would 
improve if they were given a sufficient chance.                       
By implication, the common room would share that view.

Criticise privately and honestly
Being tough is generally seen as the last resort for dealing 
with a teacher who has, essentially, failed. For smaller-scale 
or temporary mistakes and inadequacies, which even the 
best teachers will suffer from time to time, more humane 
treatment is recommended: an informal discussion 
focussing on understanding the problem and offering 
guidance on how to avoid it in the future. And where praise 
should often be public, mistakes should be addressed in 
private.

“Be prepared to deal 
with under-performance.  
Professional, hard-
working staff do not 
take kindly to it in their 
colleagues.” (Head)

“Always a mistake to hang onto the 
wrong people for too long – but schools 
are encouraging places and we almost 
by definition give people too long before 
we decide they must go. My policy is to 
try to give the best more and more good 
opportunities and to be reasonably 
tough with those who just aren’t 
pointing in the right direction.” (Head)“A huge majority work 

really hard and those that 
don’t should be the ones 
reminded of their duties.”  
(Teacher)

“Heads must be able to identify 
weaker, under-performing staff 
and, if they are unable to improve, 
get rid of them. There should be 
no room for sentimentality, and 
if there is an older member of 
staff who is no longer performing/
interested/engaged/motivated then 
they should be ‘managed out’.” 
(Teacher)

“It is very difficult in this day and age to 
discipline any member of staff, but it is possible.  
When there is a difficult member of staff and 
matters are in progress, it is important for the 
headteacher to try to relay this to the staff room, 
otherwise they think that nothing is happening 
and become disillusioned.” (Teacher)

“When my pupils did not perform very well in a 
January module the head teacher was excellent.  
She didn’t criticise me, she said if any parents 
complained she’d back me up – and she did. She 
asked what I intended to do to improve the 
results and said that it was a good plan and that 
everything would ‘come out in the wash’. That’s 
just what you need! I think she behaved this way 
because she saw that I did actually work hard and 
I was beating myself up enough on my own. 
Perhaps if she was dealing with really lazy staff, 
things may have been different.” (Teacher)

WORKING SUCCESSFULLY WITH STAFF



32

THE ART OF HEADSHIP

Another Head talked of establishing a “culture of respect 
[which would encourage] two-way communication through 
the appropriate channels and allow concerns and 
suggestions to be aired in an open and transparent manner 
without fear or favour”. That Head was thinking of staff 
bringing concerns to the Head, but the process would work 
the other way round as well.

‘Respect’ was expressed slightly differently by other Heads:

Being able to deal effectively with ‘challenges’ depends in 
part on the quality of the relationship that the Head has built 
up with the member of staff: if there is mutual respect and 
fair dealing, it is easier for issues to be both conveyed and 
received successfully. Again, this applies to all difficult issues, 
whether they are raised by the Head or by the staff.

But it is a matter of judgement. As one Head pointed out, the 
aim is to deal with a difficult issue successfully, not to follow 
some principle of human-resource management 
unthinkingly:

A variant of this approach is to consult on the issue rather 
than delegate the conversation with the colleague:

  

“Support [staff] publicly if 
errors have been made and 
always manage challenges 
in private.” (Head) 

“The willingness to speak to a colleague 
directly is crucial...” (Senior teacher)

“You do need to be honest 
with your staff if you are 
not happy with something 
they have done, but 
always set an example of 
courtesy and kindness.”

“I try to use a collegiate approach, by which 
I will discuss difficult staff situations with 
my SMT, so we have rehearsed the options 
before I go into a meeting.” (Head)

“Keep calm, even when faced with 
the most outrageous of requests/
accusations. Rarely does losing 
one’s temper help bring a member 
of staff on board, although it may 
occasionally be necessary to bare 
one’s teeth.”

“Sometimes another SMT member will handle someone better 
than me and I delegate. This can avoid heightening an issue and 
allows the person to step down gracefully. I avoid cornering 
people at all costs and try hard to give them an honourable way 
out of a situation. This has served me well and makes for good 
long term professional relationships. It sometimes means 
swallowing one’s own pride – but worth it.”

WORKING SUCCESSFULLY WITH STAFF
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Remember: act for the good of the school
Consultation and delegation both allow the Head to gain 
some objective distance – to separate, perhaps, the personal 
relationship from the demands of the professional 
relationship. Some Heads achieved the same end through a 
dialogue with themselves, reminding themselves that it was 
their job to represent the best interests of the pupils and the 
school above the interests of individuals. 

The default is: stand by your staff
When teachers faced problems that were not a result of 
fundamental under-performance or inability, respondents 
agreed that it was essential for Heads to stand by them.

The importance of recruitment
Several respondents pointed out that the best way of 
working effectively with staff is to hire effective staff in the 
first place. Yes, Heads should monitor them with a light 
touch and support them as needed, but should otherwise let 
them exercise the professional skills and judgement for 
which they were hired – in other words, let them get on with 
the job.

 “Inevitably it can be difficult 
to balance the wishes of the 
individual with the needs of 
the school – a Head needs to 
... try and ensure that staff 
understand the school’s 
requirements and demands.”

 “I expect to appoint staff 
who are specialists and 
passionately enthusiastic 
about their subject and 
therefore better at the job I 
have appointed them to than 
I would be.” (Head)

“Be supportive in 
matters involving 
parents.” (Head)

“When making tough decisions about 
staff, I always go back to the impact 
on the children and allow that to 
make the decision for me. You cannot 
allow a teacher to remain in post, for 
example, if the [pupils’] learning is 
suffering unduly.” (Head)

“A successful head 
teacher trusts his/her 
teachers to do a good 
job. Every appointment is 
rather like the US 
Supreme Court – it will 
probably outlast the 
appointer…. Thus, it is 
paramount to choose the 
right people, and, indeed, 
to cast the net widely to 
find them.” (Teacher)

“Set high standards but support them 
too... Never allow a parent’s 
grumbling to take priority unless it 
can be proven that their complaint is 
justifiable.” (Senior teacher)

“The staff need to feel that ultimately, 
unless they do something wrong, the 
Head’s default position is to be on 
their side if there is a parental 
complaint, etc., though the staff 
would obviously expect the Head to 
investigate it.” (Teacher)

WORKING SUCCESSFULLY WITH STAFF
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One Head said ominously, “Do not appoint in January if you 
can help it,” on the grounds that any teacher who would 
leave a school mid-year must be suspect. (To stick rigidly to 
this rule, in our opinion, is possibly a luxury not everyone 
can afford).

 “Procedures for professional 
review or appraisal should be 
light touch, and should work 
through a process of 
inspiration rather than a 
process of castigation.”  
(Teacher)

“Dealing with staff on whole 
school matters requires a 
level of open 
communication, where 
possible, so that staff 
understand how successfully 
the school is performing 
currently and where the 
vision of the school is going.  
This allows staff to work 
alongside the Head and the 
senior leadership team and 
drive the school forward 
together.” (Teacher)

“In challenging times a 
strong vision needs to 
be shared with staff.”  
(Senior teacher)

“Appoint in haste, repent at 
leisure. Usually after a 
two-year competence 
procedure has driven 
everyone to distraction.”

“Show them a 
vision of what you 
are wanting to 
achieve.” (Head)

 “Recruitment is everything. Get 
involved in every aspect of it. 
What are supposedly ‘small’ 
appointments – Teaching 
Assistants – can have a hugely 
positive impact and they can 
cause a great deal of damage.  
Make sure you become very 
competent in this area.” (Head)

“An effective Head must set an 
example re dress code, integrity [and] 
support for the teaching and support 
staff when necessary, [and must have 
the] ability to communicate the 
‘vision’, especially at an operational 
level.” (Senior teacher)

“Have expectations that staff will 
share the whole school vision – and 
make them part of developing the 
vision and strategies.” (Head)

“You stand and fall by the 
quality of staff you appoint.  
Somehow you have to be able 
to work out which one of the 
short list is a Messi or a Xavi - 
and which one is the Darren 
Bent. Then you need to be able 
to convince Messi that he 
should come and work for you 
rather than someone else.”

WORKING SUCCESSFULLY WITH STAFF

Vision
Heads are expected to formulate and articulate a vision for 
the future of the school that will guide and inspire staff and 
join them in a common cause. This expectation is held not 
only by Heads themselves, for whom strategic thinking is 
part of the job, but also by the staff who will be guided and 
inspired. It is one of the most abstract requirements that 
respondents listed in their definitions of a Head who works 
effectively with staff; what makes it more real is the clarity 
with which the Head communicates the vision to staff.
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The vision, encompassing values as well as more material 
developments, underpins the consistency of approach and 
attitude that staff look for in a Head, and it informs the 
expectations that Heads will have of their staff. The Head 
has to become a role model, exemplifying the beliefs and 
behaviour that correspond with the vision. As one Head 
described it, Heads need to be “credible in the role, so that 
[staff] have confidence in you”.  

“Heads who make their 
expectations clear and 
model those expectations 
and urge a collegiate effort 
are appreciated.” (Head)

“An excellent Head will ... 
keep the staff informed and 
clearly explain the rationale 
behind decisions. He will 
also often engage the staff 
in the decision making 
process. An excellent Head 
will be approachable and 
the staff will feel confident 
that he/she will listen to 
their thoughts/ideas/
concerns.” (Senior teacher)

“Don’t deliver decisions/new 
initiatives as a ‘fait accompli’, 
allow discussion to spawn 
staff ownership. Listen to 
opinions and try to 
accommodate reasonable 
requests.” (Senior teacher)

“Consulting is important, but 
staff need to be aware that 
consultation is a process 
and does not mean the right 
to veto.” (Senior teacher)

“A Head should be a good 
example in all professional 
areas, right from dress and 
organisation through to public 
speaking and classroom 
practice.” (Teacher)

“Respectful, listening, but 
decisive.” (Senior Teacher)

“I have seen it not work when the 
headteacher was, ‘It’s my way or 
no way.’ This leads to problems in 
the staff room. Through debate 
and discussion, often better 
decisions are made.” (Teacher)

 “Most staff respect in the end that the Head has 
to make decisions. In my experience, though they 
like and respond to careful, measured responses 
(‘I need to think about that.’) they hate 
prevarication (‘I still haven’t decided’).” (Head)

“Model how you expect staff to 
behave / speak to pupils / 
conduct themselves.” (Head)

WORKING SUCCESSFULLY WITH STAFF

Deciding and consulting
Respondents identified four requirements for good decision-
making on the part of the Head: openness, consultation, 
feedback and a consciousness that, in the end, it is the 
Head’s job (having been open and consultative) to be 
decisive.
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Be efficient
Working effectively with staff involves not just doing the 
right thing, but doing things right.  

Respondents (particularly Heads) did not generally expect 
Heads to be perfect, or even to be better at everything than 
their colleagues, but they did expect a basic level of 
efficiency and courtesy.  

Where Heads had fallen short, staff had long and savage 
memories.

One teacher still 
recalled, early in his 
career applying for a 
position in a boarding 
house: 

Too mechanistic a view of efficiency, however, may get in the 
way of effectiveness. As ever, the human approach is 
preferred:

Other advice to Heads

And, if all else fails:

 “Mistakes, whilst human, should be 
kept to an absolute minimum if one is to 
maintain credibility and trust.” (Head)

“Emailing is quick and effective but staff prefer to be 
talked to! As do I. Getting to the staffroom everyday is 
important ... keeps you in touch with the mood of the 
staffroom and approachable.” (Head)

“A bad experience with someone lasts an awfully long time.  
Real example: speaking to a Head about something a pupil 
had done that totally crossed the mark and nothing then 
being done about it. Really easy to lose confidence in 
someone but very hard to maintain it.” (Teacher)

“Nurture [staff] 
through 
encouragement 
and personal 
development.”  
(Bursar)

“Never let on that you’ve been for a 
job interview at another school – you’ll 
be seen as a traitor and a hypocrite, 
and the staff will see you as a failure if 
you don’t get the post.” (Head)

“Construct forums ... that work. Common 
Room meetings and HoDs meetings can 
be disastrous.” (Head)

“Heads must respond to emails, it is so 
de-motivating to be ignored.” (Teacher)

“Humour does work: 
my current Head, 
the best I’ve worked 
for, just smiles a lot!”  
(Senior teacher)

“Don’t be mean 
about leave for 
personal matters.  
It creates much 
goodwill.” (Head)

“Avoid making 
pompous 
announcements...”  
(Head) 

“[I applied] before summer half term, did 
not hear anything at all until the last week of 
term, when the position had long been filled 
and nobody had bothered to talk to me 
about it. This was, I think, a really awful way 
of dealing with a (then) very new member of 
staff. I was very demoralised afterwards and 
started looking for other jobs.”

WORKING SUCCESSFULLY WITH STAFF
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CHAPTER 3 
DELEGATING SUCCESSFULLY 
TO SENIOR STAFF

Heads must delegate.  They cannot hope to command all the 
detail necessary for the running of the school – and even if 
they could, they should not. Heads must save their time for 
the tasks that only they can carry out: principally, managing 
strategy, providing leadership and representing the school.  
By delegating to senior staff, they are also helping to develop 
future leaders and, as many Heads acknowledged in other 
parts of the research, this can be one of the most rewarding 
aspects of their role.

Key points
Delegation at a senior level operates on similar principles to 
the management of staff in general. It works best when: 

• senior staff have a clear remit (and all the other staff know 
what it is, and therefore whom to consult);

• the senior team covers the necessary range of attitudes 
and capabilities between them;

• the Head allows them to get on with the job – meeting 
frequently (jointly and individually) to monitor and discuss 
progress, and being available when a higher-level decision 
is needed;

• senior staff are given support and guidance to develop in 
the job.

“Heads must allow sufficient time 
to deal with big issues, and if they 
are too involved in school life they 
won’t be able to.” (Bursar)
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“Trust your senior colleagues; 
give them responsibility and 
the space to perform.  
Liberate and support them.  
You cannot do it all on your 
own or be vain enough to 
think you have the monopoly 
of wisdom or skill.” (Head)

“Make it clear to both the 
senior staff and the 
‘ordinary’ staff who you 
go to with what problems.  
Delegation is all well and 
good but it needs to be 
clarified to all staff.”  
(Teacher)

“Give clear direction of the 
tasks that need doing and 
what the expected outcome 
is to be. Senior staff need to 
feel that they have the 
autonomy and authority to 
carry out their role.” (Head)

“Some of the necessary things that a 
school needs to do which do not fit into 
departmental boundaries are difficult to 
develop – and, to be honest, some of the 
HoDs have been there a long time, and 
new ideas are not developing.” (Teacher)

DELEGATING SUCCESSFULLY TO SENIOR STAFF

Define roles clearly when delegating
Senior staff must be given a clear grasp of where their 
responsibilities start and end – and the scope of their 
authority must be explained to their senior and junior 
colleagues as well. This allows senior staff to take action 
confidently within their responsibilities; it avoids overlaps or 
gaps in the areas covered by the senior team; and it enables 
junior staff to know whom they should approach with 
questions or problems.  

Delegation can also be used as a critical weapon in the 
struggle to innovate. Entrenched structures, attitudes and 
people in some schools can be an obstacle to change; 
delegating responsibility or innovation to a senior teacher is 
one way of cutting through or circumventing the blockage.

Clearly defining the roles of different staff – at all levels – 
also has the advantage of avoiding ‘delegation upwards’, 
when senior staff pick up mundane tasks by default that no 
one else wants, or is required, to carry out.

“Having delegated, a good 
Head lets the delegatee get 
on with it. The Head needs to 
keep control of the big 
picture and operate a system 
of trust with his senior team.  
That said, he should act 
decisively if things go pear-
shaped.” (Senior teacher)

“Clarity of roles is essential.  
Who is responsible for pastoral 
care, academic? When do you 
ask the Head something 
directly?” (Teacher)

“In my current school, often senior staff are the 
toilet-cleaners of the professional body, taking on 
all the tasks that no one else wants to do (such as 
after-hours cover or emergency help).” (Teacher)

“A leader who can 
express clearly the 
outcome that they seek 
and allow the necessary 
freedom to those 
charged with its 
implementation will gain 
trust and recognition.” 
(Bursar)

“Heads should have the 
strategic overview and 
use senior staff to 
explore development 
issues, review policies, 
etc., through working 
parties.” (Senior teacher)
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“SMTs have in recent years become 
a thing apart; ‘Why don’t the SMT 
sort it out?’ Perhaps we should be 
working out of the SMT model into 
a more flexible way of dealing with 
different members of staff 
responsible for different things.”

“There have been occasions when 
another member of the leadership 
team has been talking about an 
area that they are in charge of in a 
staff meeting and my Head has 
jumped in and talked over them.     
I would have found this extremely 
frustrating if it was me.” (Teacher)

“Empower people with 
higher-level tasks.”  
(Senior teacher)

“Don’t delegate tasks 
only; delegate 
responsibilities and trust 
[the senior team] to 
improve, lead and 
manage without too 
much interference.”  
(Head)

“We [the SMT] look after each 
other and know we are there 
for support when the going 
gets tough. I never show 
anyone up in public. Managers 
need to trust the Head to be 
supportive.” (Head)

DELEGATING SUCCESSFULLY TO SENIOR STAFF

One Head identified an intriguing drawback to assigning 
clear roles to the senior team: it may lead other staff to feel 
distanced from any need to take initiative or responsibility 
themselves. The answer, however, is not ‘less delegation’, 
but perhaps additional delegation from senior to junior 
levels, spreading the benefits of greater involvement:

Mutual trust
‘Trust’ was cited often by respondents as a requirement of 
successful delegation. At the most basic level, the Head must 
trust the senior team to do the work; they in turn must be 
able to trust the Head to support them when necessary.

As a minimum, ‘support’ means ‘not undermining’. A number 
of respondents made this point bluntly and with feeling.

Trust, even at the basic level of letting someone do their job, 
means delegating real authority:

“Trust the senior team so 
they do not have to run 
everything past the Head.  
This empowers the senior 
staff and saves time in the 
long run. Keep senior team 
in the loop so they know 
what is happening. Trust 
them!” (Senior teacher)

“Senior staff have to be trusted to make 
their own decisions, etc., knowing that 
they will always be supported, right or 
wrong, and encouraged.” (Head)

“Staff exercising delegated 
authority must know that 
they will be supported 
publicly irrespective of 
circumstances. I have known 
a Head who consistently 
abandoned the senior staff 
once the delegation backfired 
in some way.” (Bursar)

“I impress on my SLT that 20% of their 
responsibility as SLT members is what 
they do. 80% is the way that they 
conduct themselves with other people 
– parents, staff, etc.” (Head)
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“Heads should be 
prepared to accept 
advice and constructive 
criticism.” (Senior 
teacher)

“A Head should be ‘in 
touch’ with all aspects of 
the School; they should 
remain a visible (if 
peripheral) figurehead 
in tasks which have 
been delegated.”  
(Teacher)

“Find a balance between 
allocating particular 
areas of responsibility 
with ensuring that 
everyone is ‘on 
message’ and that they 
are pulling together, not 
going off in their own 
direction. Keep control 
without appearing to!”  
(Senior teacher)

“You need to establish a 
team spirit ... where 
everyone can say 
anything round the SLT 
table with as little 
hierarchy as possible, so 
they are honest and tell 
me when ‘it won’t 
work’...” (Head)

DELEGATING SUCCESSFULLY TO SENIOR STAFF

Trust, however, goes beyond an almost ‘contractual’ 
understanding of the duties on each side. Many Heads and 
senior teachers noted that the senior team should be willing 
and able to disagree with the Head. Such a relationship may 
be based on respect for the capacity and qualities of the 
other person – but it also requires trust (that disagreement 
is professional, not personal, for example) if it is to be 
productive. This means, as one Head put it, that 
“relationships, not structures, matter.”

Trust does not mean an abdication of responsibility on the 
part of the Head. Heads must still take final responsibility 
and be seen to take it; therefore they must monitor, but 
without undermining their senior colleagues. They must 
maintain enough of a presence to remind others that the 
senior team has delegated responsibility, not autonomy. 

“Don’t surround yourself with 
yes men. Don’t surround 
yourself with conservatives. 
Don’t surround yourself with 
people who have only ever 
been in that school.”  
(Teacher)

“A Head should not 
abdicate responsibility, 
but keep in touch to 
understand the issues 
that have arisen and 
the solutions proposed, 
acting as a sounding 
board and taking final 
decisions where 
required. If a situation 
arises that needs their 
direct input they should 
ensure that they are 
available to support the 
other senior staff.”  
(Bursar)

“A successful head needs to 
feed off the ideas of others.  
A controlling head stifles the 
creativity of staff and saps 
their confidence.” (Head)
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“Appoint people who make you smile when they come 
into your study: radiators, not drains. Try to refresh 
portfolios if the team gets stale – create new posts or 
even just change the titles; it does work.” (Head)

DELEGATING SUCCESSFULLY TO SENIOR STAFF

Developing an effective senior team
Choosing the right people for the senior team is difficult, as 
is ensuring that together they have the right blend of skills 
and qualities. The difficulty can be so much greater if a Head 
at first has no choice but to work with senior staff who are 
already in post (and who may have been there for years 
already).  

Developing the senior team takes time, which may be spent 
more productively in informal discussion than formal 
meetings although, as one Head said, “Formal meetings give 
credence to what they are doing.”

“It is tempting to tend to 
focus on the senior 
colleagues who you feel 
most understand and 
sympathise with your 
particular vision for the 
school ... “ [but the 
temptation must be 
resisted.] (Head)

“We currently have a regular 
‘working lunch’ in which we 
often achieve as much as in 
a formal meeting – staff feel 
less under pressure of time 
and other constraints, and 
are often at their most 
creative.” (Head)

“I have learnt that a 
successful team has different, 
complementary attributes 
that bring a balance (de 
Bono’s hats). They aren’t 
necessarily people you would 
choose to be friends with, but 
you recognize the strengths 
they bring to the team.”  
(Head)

“Regular twice weekly meetings as an 
SMT, but the Head is also always available 
for discussion. Regular individual 
meetings e.g. daily ... with Second Master, 
fortnightly ... with each of the other 
deputies. Annual Away Days meeting to 
discuss targets and future development 
plans.” (Senior teacher)

“I meet with each one of my own 
SLT for 30 minutes per week 
without a pre-arranged agenda. 
Just so we can talk.” (Head)
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DELEGATING SUCCESSFULLY TO SENIOR STAFF

The very act of delegation will develop the skills and 
knowledge of senior colleagues. However, if they do not 
have the necessary aptitudes or experience to start with, it is 
the Head’s responsibility to guide them and arrange that 
they receive due training.

Care and appreciation
As with all staff, the senior team needs to feel valued.

At a practical level, Heads need to beware of over-burdening 
senior colleagues with delegated tasks.

And finally, on delegation:

“An effective Head ... 
ensures that senior 
staff are constantly 
developing their own 
skill set for future 
promotional 
opportunities.”  
(Senior teacher)

“Avoid social Darwinism in 
SMT – divide and rule tactics 
always backfire, as everyone 
will unite in hatred of the 
conniving, Machiavellian, 
unprincipled Head.” (Head)

“Take time to thank and 
congratulate, privately and 
publicly. A bottle at Christmas, 
with an appreciative note, ditto 
their birthdays. Entertain SMT 
at home.” (Head)

“[Heads need awareness] of the 
relative stresses under which 
senior colleagues operate – and 
an ability to alter the balance 
when needed.” (Senior teacher)

“Make every effort to 
provide and support 
opportunities for their 
personal and professional 
development, even at the 
risk that they will then 
leave to take up 
promoted posts 
elsewhere.” (Head)

“Holding people accountable 
vs developing them is, I think, 
what distinguishes the good 
Head from the excellent 
Head... They will need 
developing.” (Head) 

“Recognise and publicly 
celebrate their contribution.  
Involve and consult, 
particularly with school 
improvement/development 
plans, to ensure a sense of 
inclusion and ‘buy in’.” (Head)

“Have an understanding 
of others’ pressures, 
anxieties and support 
they might need.” (Head)
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CHAPTER 4 
DEALING SUCCESSFULLY 
WITH PARENTS

For many respondents, this was of fundamental importance 
to the role of Head. It was “the most difficult and tedious job 
that a head teacher faces”, thought one teacher. One Bursar 
went even further, by saying that:

Striking the right balance
In general terms, the research participants advised Heads 
to strike the right balance between “the-customer-is-always-
right” on the one hand and “we-are-the-professionals-
so-back-off”, on the other. Several Heads and others 
acknowledged that diplomacy and that intangible quality, 
called “judgment”, were often required to know when to 
defer to the fee-payer and when to stand up for one’s 
principles.

There were a number of different interpretations of this 
guiding principle:

“Few parents would tell a 
mechanic how to fix their car 
so Heads need to get parents 
to trust them too.” (Teacher)

“The School’s success stands or 
falls by the relationship between 
head and parents”. (Bursar)

“Be honest - in difficult situations don’t say 
what you think the parents want to hear, find 
a tactful way to tell the truth.” (Senior teacher)

“Any school that operates 
according to the principle 
that the customer is always 
right will soon be in trouble.  
Be firm, consistent and don’t 
breach principles for an 
easy ride.” (Head)
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DEALING SUCCESSFULLY WITH PARENTS

The excellent Head knows how and when to be “firm but 
fair”, “friendly but distant too” and is, ultimately, respected 
for achieving this balance. This is particularly necessary 
when it comes to standards of children’s behaviour and the 
application of rules and policies. One Deputy suggested that 
the trick was:

Above all, a Head should not be a “pushover”. It is apparently 
well known in staff rooms, that “the weakest Head is one 
who always sides with parents” (Teacher)

One or two serving Heads struck a different note, however, 
preferring instead to emphasise the importance of seeing 
things from the parent’s perspective.

Remember your principles
If in doubt, the child’s best interests should always be the 
yardstick. Integrity should never be breached:

While this approach may rile some parents who want to 
have it their way, having strong child-centred principles is 
not at odds with what most parents actually expect from 
their child’s Head teacher. As one parent put it:

“Listen to their 
concerns. Empathise.  
But don’t promise what 
you can’t deliver.”

“When dealing with parents, Head teachers should keep in mind 
that the parent is likely to be considering only the wellbeing of 
their child and not the school as a whole. They must listen with 
sensitivity and assure the parent that their issue is important, 
however they must not feel pressured into making a decision 
with which they are not comfortable. They should be able to 
stand back from the situation and make a fair, impartial decision.  
They must also reserve their actions pending further investigation 
when necessary. Although it would be helpful for Head teachers 
to be liked by the parents, the students and the school are their 
priority and therefore they should have the courage to make a 
decision regardless of the effect it may have on their popularity 
with an individual parent.”

“Listening to the parents, 
supporting them, and 
indicating clearly when 
behaviour of their offspring 
is not acceptable - but 
always with understanding.” 
(Senior teacher)

“It helps if you’re a parent yourself and treat 
parents as you would wish to be treated at 
your children’s school. Parents are forking out 
£150k for a boarding education when they can 
get a basic day education for free at the local 
state school. You have to remember you’re in a 
service industry and you are looking after the 
DNA, flesh and blood, of your customers.”

“Important to ensure parents feel they are 
listened to and appropriate action is taken as a 
result of the discussion. However, action must 
be that which is correct for the school and the 
student and not as a result of demands from 
the parents. All interaction and meetings must 
be morally right and the Head must show 
integrity at all times.” (Deputy)
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However, not every parent was quite so objective. For most, 
there was a very real tension between sticking to one’s 
principles and respecting the wish of each parent, to whom 
the School has promised to treat their child as an individual.

Working with your colleagues
Two strong messages about colleagues and more junior staff 
emerged in the context of parent relations. The first was 
how best to use and support one’s staff and the other was 
the importance of not undermining them, in order to please 
parents.

If a parent’s concern “is not wrong but just fussy” then a wise 
and busy Head might decide to delegate the issue to a 
“patient pastoral staff” member. The Head should “avoid 
becoming the default contact point” and should encourage 
parents to use the usual procedures and channels instead.  
Indeed, to not do so can undermine the staff who should be 
involved. This can also provide other members of staff with a 
challenge from which to learn and develop skills. On the 

other hand, stepping in to unravel a thorny issue with 
parents can also be a way of:

On the opposite end of the scale, where a Head was in 
danger of undermining a colleague, teaching staff expressed 
their views particularly forcefully. They wanted their Head to 
be strong in the face of demanding or difficult parents, never 
to “bow to unreasonable demands simply to save face or 
money” and generally advised “no molly-coddling”. When 
‘molly-coddling’ was perceived to have happened, it rarely 
went unnoticed:

Even worse if teachers feel undermined by a weak Head:

“Without being threatening 
that the important thing is 
the pupil not the needs/
wants of the parent.  
However, overall the Head 
needs to think of the 
parents as the shareholders 
and remember they can be 
good advocates or enemies 
for the school”. (Parent)

“The Headmaster, in general, does 
achieve this, although I am, on 
occasion, surprised when pupils are 
let back into the school when 
parents appear to have pleaded with 
the Head that their progeny has 
changed his/her ways.” (Teacher)

“Listening to the parents, 
supporting them, and 
indicating clearly when 
behaviour of their offspring 
is not acceptable - but 
always with understanding.” 
(Senior teacher)

“showing your staff that you really do 
make a difference and can support 
them in a tight corner” (Head)

“Whatever decision a teacher has made (barring 
anything unsafe, ill informed etc) should be fully 
supported, even if then the teacher is advised in 
private to take a different decision on the next 
occasion, or to re-consider their decision in the 
current situation. Otherwise the Head loses the 
trust and support of his staff.” (Teacher)
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Know the parents and be known by them
It helps parental relations if the Head has already met the 
parents, spoken to them about their child and, in a general 
sense, if they feel they know him or her because of the 
Head’s high visibility and presence around the School.             
It makes it easier for both sides, “when the spit hits the fan”, 
if they already relate to each other.

It is important, suggested one serving Head, not just to know 
who a child is but to be aware of their interests and a recent 
achievement. As one Head put it:

Attend balls, support the PTA, be present at the school gates.  
Or go further still, and do what this Head suggested:

One of the problems which several of the research 
participants acknowledged was that the Head tended to 
meet parents in formal situations and, on a personal and 
intimate level usually when something had gone wrong. For 
these reasons, the parent suggested:

Another parent related an example to illustrate the 
importance of knowing families:

While another said how important it was that the Head knew 
about the issues or challenges facing a family, whether these 
related to health, finance or other matters.

“Involve them – i.e. with focus groups. I have 
done focus groups on uniform, catering and 
marketing - in my first year of headship. Uniform 
and catering issues seemed to be the focus of 
many complaints, so this allowed me to find out 
more and make it publically known that 
something was being done about the issues.”

“I have dealt with a Head who not only knew all the parent’s 
names and occupations, but also the names of siblings and 
which schools they attended. This was an amazing attribute 
and really made you feel as if you were very valued.”

“I tend to win because I 
know their children - they 
can see that because I write 
100+ words twice a year 
about their sons”

“It might be appropriate to consider informal 
get togethers in the form of breakfast or 
drinks gatherings for parents to meet the 
Head and chat and build relationships outside 
the formal or situation specific context.”
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Consult and listen
The general advice from serving Heads was that “you don’t 
have to agree, but you do have to be open to what parents 
say”. Another even suggested that Heads should “go out of 
their way to seek parents’ views”.

Often, the facts will be known to the Head but the 
perception of the parent will not be so clearly understood, 
unless the Head pays particular attention to it. Hence this 
advice from one Head:

The right manner and tone
Heads should always be professional and aim to be open 
and transparent, wherever possible, explaining the reasons 
for their decisions while employing tact and demonstrating 
consistency. As a rule, thought one Deputy, a Head should 
be “someone whom their children respect but with whom 
they, as parents, can communicate freely and easily”.

Heads should be honest about information, wherever 
possible, and about how they are as people. One teacher 
advised:

Above all, for a Head to deal effectively with parents, he or 
she needed to be “confident in themselves and confident in 
their school.”

Dealing with parents was not always easy, of course, for a 
number of reasons. One Bursar surmised that part of the 
trouble lay in the imbalance of intellect that can arise 
between the two parties:

While Heads should be accessible and friendly, it was vital 
that they maintained a professional distance between 
themselves and parents.

“Be genuine, don’t be 
too smarmy and stick 
up for yourself”.

“I used to love gossiping. But when I became a head, 
I became privy to information from parents 
concerning attempted suicide attempts by 
husbands, mental breakdowns, drugs and gambling 
addictions. In many ways Heads offer a counselling/
chaplaincy role. As soon as that confidentiality is 
broken, your reputation will be in destroyed.” (Head)

“Listen - they must believe that they are 
being listened to and that their concerns 
are considered and taken seriously.  
Recognise their perception is formed from 
a number of indicators but often limited 
and inaccurate information, but that is not 
their fault! When addressing any concerns, 
the perception of the issue is what needs 
to be addressed and this may vary from 
what the truth of the matter is”.

“I think a head also needs a high degree of 
patience and tolerance - he may be dealing 
with people who are successful in their own 
fields but do not possess the same level of 
academic ability as a head teacher”.
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Heads should also have the courage and honesty to admit 
then they made a mistake or when the School has ‘got it 
wrong’. Several serving Heads chose to mention this:

Heads should attempt to see the situation from the 
perspective of the parent. They should make a special effort, 
particularly when it is most difficult to do so:

Indeed, a successful Head will often to try to see the 
situation from the parent’s perspective. A Head should have:

Be confident – you are the boss!
Parents, senior staff and some others who contributed to 
this study, emphasised how important it was that the Head 
had confidence in his/her school – in particular, the staff – 
and, above all, had confidence in himself or herself. As a 
couple of members of a senior management team put it:

Parents also acknowledged that they wanted someone who 
was confident:

“if the school has made a 
mistake don’t attempt to cover 
up, to admit it and apologise 
often disarms the parent.” “A Head can sometimes know 

what is best for the child and a 
Head should be able to 
inspire, or convince a child and 
parent to do what is right for 
their child’s personality and 
future.”

“Parents need to see 
someone who is in 
charge, knows what they 
are doing, has a vision 
and listens to them.”

“With regard to criticism - take it seriously rather than 
personally. The 11.53 pm email informing you that 
you have humiliated and destroyed Jasper, and you 
are not fit to work with children, needs to be taken 
seriously. What is making the parent send it?”

“Never defend the indefensible”

“Be prepared to lose 
the battle and admit 
mistakes in order to 
win the war.” “A Head can 

sometimes know 
what is best for the 
child and a Head 
should be able to 
inspire, or convince a 
child and parent to 
do what is right for 
their child’s 
personality and 
future.”

“the Head needs to 
come across as very 
sure of himself”

“An appreciation that the one thing 
that makes them feel vulnerable is 
their child and that some of them 
associate coming to the Head’s office 
as a thing to be frightened of. “
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Dealing with difficult issues
Many of the Heads chose to focus on this aspect of parental 
relations, perhaps because the most tricky situations land at 
their desk. They had much good advice to offer, which we 
have listed below in what might be considered a 
chronological order.

Some Heads also mentioned the situations when it was not 
possible to find a happy solution and that it was sometimes 
worth acknowledging that “you are just never going to win”.  
In extreme cases, therefore, two Heads recommended the 
following:

“Research potential 
problems and read the file 
before any meeting with 
parents - best to be on front 
foot rather than back.”

“If the situation is one of constant 
complaint, it is important that the 
head has the courage of his / her 
conviction to be able to suggest 
that maybe the school isn’t the 
right school!”

“I feel the best strategy 
normally is to listen first and 
then respond and to let 
parents have a clear 
opportunity to state their 
grievance and get things off 
their chest.”

“I always ensure that there 
are very clear ‘next steps’ 
following a meeting with 
parents and that the 
meeting is followed up in 
writing.”

 “Always try to do it 
face-to-face”

“Always beneficial if 
the Head appears to 
be one step ahead of 
the parents with 
regard to the pupil’s 
development.”

“Always have someone with 
you for difficult meetings…
serious complaints, seek 
advice from legal advisers 
and inform Chairman of 
Governors. I never hesitate 
to contact our school legal 
advisor over thorny staff or 
parental matters.”

“Tricky parents are a pain.   
In my experience two things 
matter: if the school has 
made a mistake don’t 
attempt to cover up, to 
admit it and apologise often 
disarms the parent; secondly 
if the parent is unreasonable 
let them know that and in 
the end remind them of the 
clause in the contract which 
says the relationship can be 
terminated by the school.”

 “Be as calm as 
possible”

 “Action complaints 
as efficiently as 
possible”



50

THE ART OF HEADSHIP

DEALING SUCCESSFULLY WITH PARENTS

The parents whom we researched also had good advice in 
this context:

Indeed, several of the parents mentioned how important it 
was that they should leave the Head’s office, or come away 
from the telephone, “feeling that their issues are being dealt 
with”.

Other tips for successful communications 
Respondents offered many useful tips and suggested some 
of the following guidelines to follow, to help ensure 
successful dealings with parents:  “When dealing with difficult issues 

– make sure you deal with them!  
Don’t just hope they will go away.    
I had concerns about my son going 
in to Year 7 so I wrote to the head.  
I waited and waited. I emailed. I got 
a phone call where he said he 
would be dealing with many of my 
points in a joint parental approach. 
I left the school 2 years later and he 
had never responded. It is not 
good enough particularly when he 
could easily addressed the 
situation with a few words of 
reassurance. Parents, like the 
children, need to feel important”

“Answer letters promptly. If 
you cannot, then send a 
holding reply until you can.”

“Keep communicating 
what the School does 
well.”

“Keep careful records of all 
meetings with parents.”

“Communication, communication, 
communication. Be proactive and 
limit the potential for the ‘car park 
mafia’ to misconstrue - particularly 
important in small communities.

“Expect the irrational 
and unreasonable.”

“Always try 
hard to meet 
new parents 
and visitors.”

“Have an 
excellent PA.”

“Don’t treat parents 
as a unit. Each will 
have their own 
perspective”.



51

THE ART OF HEADSHIP

CHAPTER 5 
WORKING SUCCESSFULLY 
WITH PUPILS

Spending time with pupils, seeing them develop and achieve: 
these were very often the aspects of their role which Heads 
said they enjoyed most. For some, it almost appeared to be 
a welcome release from the pressures of the job. It was 
expected, not surprisingly perhaps, that Heads should be 
very adept at knowing how best to deal with the children at 
their school – they should be experts in children.

Respondents to the questions in this section included Heads, 
senior teachers, teachers, Bursars, parents and pupils (from 
both senior and junior/prep schools).  

Key points
Opinions on how Heads should work successfully with pupils 
were so consistent across these groups that it was often 
hard to tell, from the words alone, who was talking.

One parent said it all in fewer than a dozen words: 

Everyone – pupils, parents, staff – knows that Heads have to 
be authoritative, and have to exercise that authority from 
time to time. But they also want Heads, first and foremost, 
to be approachable: Heads are the figurehead of the school 
and they are a powerful role model, but they cannot perform 
these roles unless they are also seen to be human and to be 
taking a personal and human interest in their pupils. 

“Children should respect but not 
be in awe of their Head.” (Head)

“A balance of mentoring and 
motivation with fairness and 
discipline gains respect.”
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Heads should therefore be visible, attending as many 
activities as possible – including, of course, the core activity 
of teaching (whether as teacher or observer) – and they 
must be capable of engaging with pupils of all ages.  

Knowing the name of every pupil is always impressive.  
Parents and pupils understand that a Head may not know 
every detail, but they still hope for the Head to show an 
informed interest in the individual, especially those in the 
‘quiet middle’.

Authority
As one senior teacher said, “The Head must be the highest 
source of law and authority in the school.” The Head, after 
all, must be prepared to remove pupils for the greater good 
of the school.

Although the occasional intervention by a Head in a 
relatively mundane problem can be effective (showing that 
the Head is on the ball) generally it was considered better for 
the Head to delegate the handling of lower-level issues in 
order to remain the final arbiter.

When a problem is large enough to require action from the 
Head, that action must be quick and decisive. “Pupils are ... 
quick to pick up on people who are out of touch [and] are 
also very sensitive to weakness,” noted a Bursar.

A visit to the Head must remain a serious matter for pupils 
who are in trouble, but respondents agreed that the most 
effective Heads actively earned their authority; such Heads 
did not (by implication) believe that authority accrued to 
them merely by virtue of their office.

Likewise, authority does not depend on the severity of 
punishments. Loss of regard is a strong enough sanction 
from a Head who is liked and respected.

“It is ... important that the 
Head is kept as a last resort 
or someone to whom a pupil 
can appeal, so I now try to 
delegate ... more effectively 
and only intervene when 
necessary.”  (Head)

“A Head should be stern when 
necessary, not too often so 
people don’t respect the warning, 
but not too little so that people 
get away with unreasonable 
things.” (Senior pupil)

“Telling a child I am 
disappointed is enough 
to make them quite 
upset...” (Head)

“A modern Head no 
longer needs to be 
feared but does need 
to be respected.”  
(Head)

“Striking the balance 
between allowing the 
students to feel they can 
approach at any time and 
yet, if needs be, present a 
very disappointed or 
disapproving demeanour 
when students have got it 
wrong.” (Senior teacher)
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Authority is earned by setting clear and high standards, 
adhering to them and inspiring others (staff as well as 
pupils) to do so. Standards must be applied fairly and 
consistently.

Consistency in dealing with problems can refer as much to 
the spirit of the rules as to the letter of them. Heads need to 
take into account the whole child.

Authority that is earned is founded on mutual trust and 
respect. This means, for instance, being willing to explain to 
pupils why the school chooses to take one course of action 
over another (especially, over the one the pupils would have 
preferred) or admitting when something has gone wrong.

“Pupils need to know what you 
stand for and what you value.  
They need to be clear on the 
standards the Head expects and 
that there are clear boundaries 
and frameworks.” (Head)

“Never defend 
the indefensible.”  
(Head)

“[Hear] all 
sides of a 
story.”  
(Junior pupil)

“Remember fairness and 
natural justice; equally 
do not be swayed by a 
temptation to be more 
tolerant as you get older 
or serve longer in the 
job.” (Head)

“An excellent Head I have worked for 
... was prepared to listen and explain 
to pupils, in an adult fashion, various 
decisions whilst still maintaining a 
clear line.” (Senior teacher)

 “Earning/deserving 
the respect of pupils 
through consistent 
application of 
authority results in 
fewer challenges and 
problems.” (Head)

“I try to be as honest as I 
can to pupils in what I say 
and what I write, and I try 
to ensure that I explain 
why we are doing what we 
are doing and not what 
they want to do.” (Head)

“[An effective Head should] be able to see a 
360-degree picture and be able to confront 
negative behaviours for what they are, 
without running the person down or 
destroying their self-esteem. Have an 
understanding of human error ...” (Parent)

“No school ever went to 
the wall by having too 
high expectations of its 
pupils.” (Head)

“The general consensus of opinion was that [a 
pupil accused of bullying] was unfairly expelled 
and that another pupil equally guilty was 
allowed to remain. This one incident has most 
definitely changed the way my [child] looks 
upon the headteacher. The incident was never 
fully explained to the pupils. I think it could 
have been dealt with better.” (Parent)
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Approachability
Heads should know their pupils. This allows them to offer 
guidance to pupils as individuals, to deal with issues more 
generally among the pupils in ways that are appropriate to 
them and – as many parents emphasised – to discuss pupils’ 
prospects and progress confidently with parents.  

In short, knowing the pupils is a prerequisite of being a 
Head: it is at the heart of the school’s academic, 
developmental and pastoral purpose. 

One Head contrasted two models of headship: the 
‘Overgrown House Master’ and the ‘CEO’. With the 
Overgrown House Master:

If you are the CEO, “someone else does all this for you.” It is 
clear which model was preferred by the Head in question.    
A teacher – perhaps from the same school - took the same 
view:

“It is essential that the headmaster appears as the 
figurehead of the school. They should provide the 
students with a role model and a point of respect. 
However, they should also be approachable and be 
seen to be available and not just a name above the 
door. They must be able to communicate with all age 
groups and provide parents with the reassurance that 
they have heard of their child!” (Parent)

“A Head should be able to act as 
a kind of extra parent, with 
whom it is possible to talk openly 
and honestly [about application 
to university and the world 
beyond... A Head who has built a 
personal relationship with his/
her students is much better 
placed to be useful in these 
circumstances.” (Senior pupil)

“A good head teacher always puts the 
interests of the pupils first, and is 
approachable and open to them. He 
knows the pupils well. Our current 
head writes over 800 reports a year, 
including all the final UCAS reports.”

“Build relationships – so that the 
Head’s office is not just a place where 
the troublesome pupils go.” (Head)

“You need to know your pupils and deal with 
them direct. You do that by teaching and 
supporting and attending and writing 
reports and holding school councils doing all 
you can for them. I want every boy to know 
that I personally wrote his UCAS form.”

“It is important that pupils feel they can talk 
to the Head about academic problems in 
particular. The Head should be 
approachable and make an effort to be free 
at certain times for pupils to come and see 
them; they should care about the welfare 
and success of the pupils.” (Senior pupil)
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To know pupils so thoroughly, a Head must be 
approachable, capable of being trusted and seen to be 
human – but within limits.

Respondents acknowledged that in large schools there is a 
limit to how well a Head can know every child. Even so:

It is important also that a Head takes notice of all pupils, 
including those who do not naturally stand out (for whatever 
reason).

 “Pupils need to know who 
the Head is and feel that the 
Head knows them. At the 
same time, they are also the 
Head and not the pupils’ best 
friend.” (Senior teacher)

“Showing interest in the quiet 
middle as well as supporting 
those with difficulties and 
praising the high fliers.”  
(Senior teacher)

“Children need to feel 
important. It is great to know 
their names and their 
interests. Reports that are 
personalised are a comfort to 
kids. It is hard to relate to 
children ranging from 2–13; a 
successful Head needs to 
shine at that.” (Parent)

“Pupils should be 
confident that they can 
confide in the Head and 
that he/she is genuinely 
interested in them.”  
(Senior teacher)

“Need to ensure it is not 
just the very brilliant or 
very naughty that get 
the Head’s time.” (Head)

 “The Head knows the [pupils] by 
name even though there are 450 of 
them. In the upper school this gives 
confidence that your child is 
receiving the personal treatment 
you expect from a private school.”  
(Parent)

“The Head has to be something of a role 
model for pupils but also needs a ‘common 
touch’ to sustain their respect. Pupils are, 
from what I have seen, quick to pick up on 
people who are out of touch, but the Head 
has to tread a fine line between familiarity 
and distance.” (Bursar)

“[Students] appreciate the opportunity to talk to the 
Head about their concerns, interests and successes, 
and ... it is important for the head to be accessible in 
this way and not just someone who students are sent 
to when they are at either extreme, e.g. have been very 
successful or are a cause for concern.” (Senior pupil)
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Being approachable means being seen and being available, 
formally and informally.

Listening to pupils was considered (especially by pupils) to 
be as important as talking to them.

“Set up a time each 
week to reward good 
work” (Head)

 “Listen to them and 
take their ideas into 
account.” (Junior 
pupil)

 “Listen to them and 
let them know that 
you take notice of 
their views.” (Head)

“Attending nearly 
everything – sport 
matches, concerts, talks 
– so pupils see him 
regularly and he talks to 
them... Taking part in 
things, e.g. the Charity 
Sleep Over outside in 
December... Regular 
School Council meetings 
so topics are discussed 
and decisions explained.”  
(Senior teacher)

 “If a Head has ... delegated effectively he 
can be very visible with the pupils, not just 
on the grand occasions and assemblies 
and not just in the traditional tone-setting 
sense, but in walking the school, chatting 
to pupils, praising and cajoling, supporting 
events, seeking and treating seriously 
pupil ideas and so forth.” (Senior teacher)

 “It is important to have 
exposure to the pupils, 
whether through 
meetings with prefects, 
teaching classes, 6th 
form lunches, etc., in 
order to understand 
their views and to 
ensure they feel the 
Head is approachable 
and there for them.”  
(Head)

 “Listening and giving time 
to pupils, showing humour 
and understanding of each 
age group and their needs.”  
(Parent)

“Give them a voice 
(assemblies, etc.).”  
(Head)
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Several respondents reminded Heads that the world looked 
different to a pupil; it was important for Heads to share the 
pupils’ perspective.

Just as Heads gain by being visible, they lose by being 
invisible. This point was made by several respondents 
(mainly teachers) in very similar terms – which may suggest 
they have had very similar experiences!

Being approachable has to come from within: it is not a duty 
that can be carried out without conviction.

“If the Head does not 
know what makes 
students tick then 
they cannot deal 
successfully with 
them.” (Parent)

“Should have 
presence around the 
school...  It is nice to 
see that they interact 
with pupils and I 
think the pupils really 
appreciate this also.  
I think it can be so 
easy to be distracted 
from the paperwork 
and just hide in a 
nice office.”  
(Teacher)

“You have to like 
young people and 
want the best for 
them.” (Senior 
teacher)

“Hiding in an office, avoiding the 
common room and never visiting 
departments during the school day 
could be perceived as a weakness 
amongst pupils and staff.” (Teacher)

“[Remember] they 
are young!” (Senior 
teacher) they cannot 
deal successfully with 
them.” (Parent)

“Do be around for things 
they consider important. See 
things from their point of 
view and take their ideas and 
suggestions seriously.” 
(Head)

“I think a Head should try to deal 
with people as individuals: 
different year groups and houses 
always have much different 
needs, and a Head should 
understand this.” (Senior pupil)

“Knowing every pupil in the 
school is important and not 
locking yourself away in your 
office. A greater presence around 
school instils confidence in the 
pupils and staff.” (Teacher)

“An excellent Head will ... 
be eager to spend time 
with them both in the 
classroom and in around/
school.” (Senior teacher)

“Be genuine: youngsters are 
the best at spotting a fraud.”  
(Teacher)
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And Heads must be prepared to show that they are human.  
This view is not only born of the long experience of staff: 
pupils also understand very clearly why it is valuable and 
necessary.

Generally, showing a human side was regarded as a definite 
advantage in working effectively with pupils. At the least, it 
was not a disadvantage.

Teaching the pupils, especially in their first year at the 
school, was considered by several respondents to be an 
effective way (and, for some, a necessary way) of 
establishing contact and getting to know pupils.

“Don’t be stuffy.” (Head)

“Don’t just be fearsome 
but also motherly, and 
have the ability to 
share a joke.” (Head)

“I teach all year 7 students so I get 
to know them all at the start and 
learn all their names – and they 
get to know me in a more 
intimate way than at assemblies 
etc... They really like this, as do 
parents, and it is very helpful 
when I have to deal with them as 
‘naughty teenagers’.”  (Head)

“[Set] an example for the staff by knowing your 
pupils and taking opportunities to interact with 
them, by teaching or coaching or just talking to 
them in the lunch queue.” (Head)

“Being accessible to pupils and a ‘human’ 
figure. This earns the respect of pupils and 
they will co-operate.” (Senior pupil)

“Pupils need to respect you and to know that 
you are the ultimate authority but you 
should also be a role model. It is OK for 
them to know that you are human too, e.g. 
at times of collective grief.” (Head)

“Important here that they get to 
know you as a person... With 
older pupils the key is just talking 
to them, I have lunch with the 
sixth form every Monday and this 
helps to break down barriers and 
for them to understand you as a 
person. Let them know the real 
you, not some façade as a Head.”  
(Head)

“In a large school it’s 
difficult to know all of 
your pupils – in a 
smaller school you 
should do. Teach.  
Observe lots of lessons.”  
(Senior teacher)
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However, teaching does not have to be a regular 
commitment – and it is only one possible means of getting to 
know pupils.

The Head as role model

This Head noted that Heads must be supported by staff in 
embodying the ethos of the school; other respondents 
emphasised that, just as staff must act as inspiring 
exemplars to the pupils, so the Head must set and exemplify 
the standards and the tone for everyone: staff and the 
pupils. Parents were particularly emphatic on this point.

“[Don’t] allow the job to make you 
become distant from the children.  
That doesn’t mean you have to 
teach. Just be systematic about 
getting to know them and from 
an early age.” (Head)

“Try to do some 
teaching – or at least go 
on the ‘cover rota’. One 
Head gave me this 
advice, and it works: no 
reports, cover when you 
are free and it is so 
enjoyable.” (Head)

“The Head and staff should be role 
models for the pupils in the values 
and attributes that they represent 
and put into practice.” (Head)

“The Head needs to effectively 
communicate expectations to 
pupils, and also be the ‘face’ of 
the school’s ethos; i.e. the 
ultimate role model.” (Teacher)

“The values of a school are 
inevitably and inextricably linked 
with the efficacy and leadership 
style of the Head. It is therefore 
critical that key values are 
communicated effectively to 
pupils on a regular basis and are 
demonstrated to be effectively 
applied in practice.” (Parent)

“Heads should inspire 
and encourage.”  
(Bursar)

“The Head is watched all 
the time and therefore 
should be very 
conscious that they 
leave a wake behind 
them similar to a ship.  
This needs to be positive 
at ALL times. They must 
walk the talk.” (Parent)
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There are two facets of an effective role model: defining 
values and standards (which includes communicating them 
clearly) and inspiring pupils to attain them. The first depends 
more on intellectual clarity and the power to communicate.

The second depends both on the Head’s personal qualities 
and on constant encouragement of the pupils.  

Praise is a more successful incentive than punishment – but 
Heads must still be prepared to punish when necessary.

A senior pupil recognised the duality of a Head’s role, both 
representing the school and caring for the individual – a 
point also made by some other respondents. The pupil also 
had a touchingly downbeat definition of what it means for a 
Head to inspire pupils:

“[Don’t] allow the job to make 
you become distant from the 
children. That doesn’t mean 
you have to teach. Just be 
systematic about getting to 
know them and from an early 
age.” (Head)

“Praise and 
celebrate success 
wherever and 
whenever you 
find it.” (Head)

“Always dealing with a pupil 
honestly and with the school’s 
and the pupil’s best interests in 
mind at the same time. Never to 
give up on a student’s potential.”

“Praise them as 
much as you can 
but be firm in 
dealing with 
those who let 
themselves 
down.” (Senior 
teacher)

“Clear communication 
and clarity about ground 
rules and standards.  
Fairness and consistency 
in terms of discipline.”  
(Senior teacher)

“Praise is important; 
rewards, etc., much better 
than sanctions.” (Head) 

“Positive encouragement, such 
as public praise of people who 
have done well academically, 
with charities, sport, etc., is a 
good way of motivating others 
to do well.” (Senior pupil)“The Head has hit the exact note with my 

child to bring the absolute best in him in 
more ways than I can say. He is 
inspirational for him, a role model, and 
has made him actually admire a teacher 
for the first time in his life! He works hard 
to be acknowledged by the headmaster 
and is in a cycle of self-improvement that 
we had never seen before.” (Parent)
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And finally, on working effectively with pupils

 “Punishments should not be 
meaningless. I find the old-
fashioned detention provides 
little incentive for people to 
change their behaviour.”  
(Senior pupil)

 “When there’s a big conundrum 
and everyone’s up in arms the 
Head must seize the situation by 
the horns and make very sure 
that everyone knows what the 
situation is.” (Senior pupil)

 “Give them huge 
amounts of tuck on their 
birthdays.” (Head)

“I always say: ‘Please, tuck your shirt 
in,’ and then ‘thank you’.” (Head)

“Be kind.”  
(Junior pupil)

CHAPTER 6 
WORKING SUCCESSFULLY 
WITH GOVERNORS



62

THE ART OF HEADSHIP

WORKING SUCCESSFULLY WITH GOVERNORS

Heads, Bursars and governors were asked to comment on 
this issue, and there were no significant differences of 
opinion (only differences of emphasis) between them.  

Both groups agreed that it is a tricky relationship to get right.  
The governors (as owners or guardians of the assets of the 
school) have ultimate authority. However, the Head (as Chief 
Executive) is the educational expert, and for all practical 
purposes the school is in the hands of the Head.  

Governors and Heads must be constantly alert to the 
difference between their respective responsibilities: for 
strategy and for management.  

“Governors must let their Head 
act as Chief Executive. They 
must also get over the idea 
that their position grants them 
automatic rights to servility 
from the Head and [the] staff.”  
(Governor)

“You may have to remind some 
[governors] of the distinction 
between management and 
governance.” (Bursar)

“Governing bodies take legal responsibility for all 
that happens in the school and are unpaid 
volunteers who accept significant personal 
reputational risk. The Head must respect their 
right to know what is going on and be prepared 
to be challenged on his judgements and to 
explain what is happening. Governors must hold 
Heads to account for developing and delivering 
an effective strategy which sustains a long-term 
healthy school. While the Head is the leader on 
the ground, and the person who parents and 
pupils perceive is the leader of the school, the 
reality is that the governors are (usually) the 
directors of the entity which owns the school, 
and Heads must recognise this.” (Governor)

“Governors must avoid interfering; interaction not 
intercession has to be the way. No CEO, and the Head is a 
CEO, likes to be constantly told by his non-executive 
directors how to do things. Advice, support, counsel are 
all preferred. Sometimes, though, the governing body will 
have a sense that something needs to be changed ... and 
the Head must listen to this and act on it... At the end of 
the day it is governors who appoint the Head – not the 
other way round.” (Governor)
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As ever, regular communication and contact are vital to 
keeping the relationship smooth.

Strategy versus management
The key to effective collaboration between Heads and 
governors is, as one governor put it, “understanding the 
boundary between management and governance”. Both 
need to know where their authority starts and ends. It is for 
the Head and the Chair of Governors to resolve any 
territorial disputes in the first instance.

The Head is the one who must take the initiative to manage 
this relationship and to gain the benefit of the external 
professional knowledge and ‘critical friendship’ that 
governors can offer.

This does mean, however, that governors must be capable 
of developing strategy.

“Ensure there is absolute clarity 
on extent of authority – what 
can/should the Head approve 
without referring to the 
governors?” (Governor)

 “Don’t let them manage the school.” (Head)

“A supportive board allows 
the Head to operate 
effectively, but this 
requires effort on the part 
of the Head.”  (Head)

“A supportive board 
allows the Head to 
operate effectively, but 
this requires effort on 
the part of the Head.”  
(Head)

“Keep them involved and 
engaged and welcome 
their support.” (Head)

“[Making] it clear what 
decisions are needed 
from [governors] (and 
what aren’t!). Ensuring 
their role is strategic, not 
managemental.” (Head)

“The quality of your governors, and their capacity to 
see the Big Idea and back it, is very important. In 
recent times I have got three or four excellent people 
on and they have transformed the quality of debate 
and decisions.” (Head)
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Governors will be less tempted to intervene in day-to-day 
management if the school is demonstrably well run – a point 
made by both Heads and governors. It helps, in this respect, 
if the business of the governors’ meetings is visibly efficient.

Recognise, and use, the expertise available
Heads recognise (or should do) that governors bring 
valuable expertise from other commercial and professional 
sectors. Heads, along with the Chair of governors, should 
ensure that boards contain the right mix of skills.

Nonetheless, Heads must accept that governors may, and 
should, ask searching questions about the direction of the 
school – and governors must accept that Heads will stand up 
for what they believe is right.

“If the school is on track 
financially, governors 
tend to keep their 
distance.” (Head)

“Be strong and 
stick to your 
guns.” (Head)

“Efficient preparation 
of reports and delivery 
on expectations are 
also crucial!” (Head)

“The Head must respect their 
right to know what is going on 
and be prepared to be 
challenged on his judgements 
and to explain what is 
happening.” (Governor)

“A supportive board allows the 
Head to operate. Governors need 
to have confidence that the Head 
is in absolute control of the 
school, in terms of its day to day 
running, administration and 
financial stability.” (Governor)

“It is helpful to assume 
that they will ask the 
most astute questions...  
Governors provide vital 
accountability and the 
Head must respect the 
importance of being 
challenged as well as 
the benefits of the 
positive support 
offered.” (Head)

“We have got some 
massive decisions 
through by making the 
governors’ meetings 
purposeful and well 
informed.” (Head)

“I make the difference 
between day to day 
management and strategic 
direction clear to governors 
and then embrace the 
expertise that they have to 
offer.” (Head)
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The expertise can often be put to best use through 
specialised committees or working groups – but external 
experts also need to understand how schools work.

Governors also need to respect the expertise of the Head, 
and Heads in turn can use this authority to influence the 
governors’ thinking. It helps, in this respect, to have a 
governor who is also a Head.

In fact the relationship, handled well, may be quite even-
handed. 

Manage the relationship
Heads are clear: it is they who must take the initiative to 
ensure that the relationship with governors is successful.  

The key is frequent but relevant communication, especially 
between board meetings, and involving governors in the life 
of the school as far as is possible – which, to be realistic, may 
not be very far, as they are busy people in their day job.

“Use them to support 
your decisions by 
having smaller, more 
focussed groups, e.g. 
Education Committee, 
Finance, etc.” (Head)

“Vital not to regard 
governors as ‘them’ and 
the school or schools as 
‘us’.” (Governor)

“I inherited a ‘keep 
them at arm’s length’ 
attitude. I’m very glad I 
consciously walked 
away from it.” (Head)

“[Not] many [governors] 
are education 
specialists, so they ... 
should be respectful of 
the Head’s views. Many 
are experts and could 
be very helpful in using 
their professional skills 
to help with any issues 
in school.” (Head)

“Small groups do help. 
We now have a Buildings 
sub-group and an 
academic sub-group 
helps, too.” (Head)

“Having a professional 
partnership with 
governors rather than 
fearing them or 
regarding them as a 
threat. Genuine ‘critical 
friends’.” (Governor)

 “Good Heads lead 
and manage their 
governors.” (Head)

“Even when governors are all 
lined up against a particular 
course of action, a good Head can 
effectively make them rethink by 
raising the issue again at a better 
time... [If] he expresses concern 
at meetings – despite 
overwhelming Governor desire 
for an outcome – then they will 
often listen, as his concern will be 
apparent.” (Head)

 “Keep them informed of important 
matters, not unimportant... Invite them in 
all the time to see pupils in action, plays, 
concerts, etc. They will then know why you 
have to sack the Director of Music because 
the choir is so awful!” (Head)

“Few governors have a clear understanding 
of the way a school works and they should 
be briefed carefully...” (Head)
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 “It is important to ensure that governors do 
not get any nasty surprises, so I try to ensure 
that they are well informed and have a clear 
idea of what is happening in school.” (Head)

 “I try to keep my governors regularly informed and updated, 
by email, of recent events and developments. They should 
hear from you, before reading about it in the paper, or 
hearing it from a parent... Make sure governors know what 
events to attend, and make those events worth attending, 
by providing drinks before/after with an opportunity for 
governors to meet parents/VIPs, etc... provide the means for 
them to meet staff, professionally and socially. I like to have 
a Department presentation at GB meetings...” (Head)

Assessing the right amount of information to send to 
governors is important:

Heads generally meet regularly with the Chair of governors; 
some also ensure that they meet face to face with other 
governors too.

“I have found a danger 
in involving them too 
much – it always, always 
rebounds.” (Head)

“Keep them out of minutiae, especially 
governors who are parents.” (Head)

“ If they ever seem to 
become too operationally 
engaged, then usually it’s 
because one has given 
too much detail or not 
enough.” (Head)

“The best advice I could 
give would be to work on 
the relationships: I invite 
every governor in for an 
informal coffee once a 
term. It takes time but 
they love it...” (Head)



67

THE ART OF HEADSHIP

WORKING SUCCESSFULLY WITH GOVERNORS

A number of respondents emphasised the need for 
communication between Heads and governors (and 
especially between Heads and Chairs of governors) to be 
frank.

And finally, concerning effective collaboration between 
Heads and governors:

“Being open and 
honest, rather than 
defensive and 
secretive.” (Governor)

“In this as in all 
things, stickability is 
important – one 
doesn’t give up.”  
(Head)

“You must ensure 
that you have a 
Chairman with 
whom you can talk 
with absolute 
honesty. Otherwise, 
catastrophe can 
await... With the 
governors, too, I 
have tried to be 
honest about my 
fears.” (Head)

 “Longer serving 
Heads can get 
carried away with 
their own self 
importance and this 
should be avoided.”  
(Governor)

CHAPTER 7 
MAKING DECISIONS
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Decisions, big or small, can affect everyone in the school 
community, and there is indeed an art to ensuring that all 
either agree with a decision or at least agree to put up with it.

Key points
All groups of respondents – governors, Heads, Bursars, 
senior and junior teachers, parents, and senior and junior 
pupils – said the same thing: 

• Consult, gather evidence, consider – then decide, 
communicate (giving reasons) and implement.  

• Above all, take the decision.

When the decision is taken, be courageous enough to stick to 
it (or, if circumstances absolutely force your hand, 
courageous enough to reconsider it).

Decisive action need not be instant action; thinking time is 
valuable.

Consultation may extend no further than senior colleagues 
or a small working group, but in all cases it must be a sincere 
attempt to gather opinion. Staff and pupils resent being ‘sold’ 
a fait accompli under the guise of consultation; and they can 
always spot it.

“Teachers, by virtue of their training 
and education, are able to see all 
sides of an argument, and this 
quality is probably even more 
highly developed in head teachers.  
Decision making may therefore 
present something of a challenge...” 
(Bursar)

“Sometimes, those in a school can feel 
as though they are unable to influence 
the school in any particular way, even 
with bodies such as the school council...  
[On one occasion] everyone was asked 
their opinion, [but] some felt that ... the 
school had already decided the change 
was most definitely going to happen...  
This made people feel as though their 
opinions weren’t valued or respected.” 
(Senior pupil)

“Indecisive leaders are 
poor leaders and will fail 
to motivate and inspire 
their teams...” (Governor)

“A good Head listens. Takes 
advice. Then makes decisions 
and follows through. Does not 
accept that things are not done.  
Gets things done.” (Parent)

“It is better to have 
the wrong decision 
from time to time 
than have an 
environment where 
decisions are not 
made.” (Parent)

“Be brave and 
flexible in making 
decisions, e.g. 
stand up for own/
school principles.” 
(Junior pupil)
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Consultation, in itself, is not a sign of weakness; failing to take 
responsibility for the eventual decision is.

Communication gains and maintains goodwill. It is needed 
from the start (explaining why a decision is needed) to the 
last (explaining why it was taken).

Some decisions are hard; the yardstick is always what is right 
for the pupils and the school.

Take time
Decisions must be made – but not hastily and without 
knowing the facts. Heads may have to take an instant view on 
the relative benefits of a speedy decision and a considered 
one. However, they must avoid the appearance of autocracy.

Decisions are usually better if Heads have allowed time for 
reflection – in effect, consultation with themselves – before 
making them.  

“[A Head should ensure] that everyone 
feels like they know what is happening 
and understands exactly why a decision 
has been made.” (Senior pupil)

“In a dynamic school a Head 
should be able to make 
decisions quickly and staff 
should have reasonable quick 
access to a decision maker, 
without going through the 
hoops...” (Bursar)

“If it’s a crisis: walk 
to the scene, don’t 
run, to give 
yourself time to 
think when you 
get there.” 
(Governor)

“Every decision I make has 
at its root ‘what best meets 
the needs of the children 
in my care’.” (Head)

“The autocratic Head 
that works 
independently will 
quickly lose the trust/
respect of the staff.” 
(Senior teacher)

“Working with others has convinced me that while 
the final decision needs to be made and be clear, 
this is best done when everyone knows that it is a 
considered and thoughtful response to the situation. 
Leadership yes, dictatorship no.” (Senior teacher)

“[A] decision slept on is often better, 
and sometimes if you can wait a day or 
two a tricky situation evaporates or a 
new perspective emerges. So, be 
decisive but take what time is available 
to get the decision right.” (Head)

“A head I worked with once asked me what 
my answer was to a question I was going to 
ask Heads of Department... I didn’t have 
one, which is why I was asking for the views 
of the others... [He] said that he had to know 
what the answer was because that was what 
was expected of him: ‘Staff expect a Head to 
lead.’ This completely missed the point of 
consultation, which he regarded as 
something that could make him look weak.” 
(Senior teacher)
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Consult
Consultation, even if it is no more than a quick word with 
senior colleagues, automatically builds in thinking time.

The extent of consultation needed will also vary with the 
weight and urgency of the decision.

Small ad-hoc working groups can be an efficient means of 
gathering opinion; large groups and over-extensive 
consultation are not.

Consulting others improves the quality and range of 
information that a Head can take into account. It will reveal 
facts that have been overlooked and – especially useful – 
identify things that could go wrong in the wake of a decision.

“There is no decision I would 
take about almost anything 
without rehearsing it with the 
SMT.” (Head)

“You can’t make 
decisions in a Common 
Room meeting.” (Head)

“In urgent/crisis situations, calm and decisive 
action once in possession of essential facts is 
vital. In less urgent situations, time spent 
ensuring as much information as possible is 
gathered and potential precedent or unexpected 
consequences are considered will be well spent.” 
(Head)

“It can often clarify the 
Head’s own thinking to 
have to set out the 
situation to a sympathetic 
listener.” (Governor)

“Look beyond the specific question and 
immediate need to where the decision 
might lead. Assess the benefit of each 
outcome in relation to the ‘costs’ in 
terms of consequences.” (Head)

“Strike the balance 
between autocracy 
and death by 
consultation.” (Head)

“The best big decisions I have carried through have used the 
tactic of passing the matter to a small and diverse group of 
staff. We did this with ... electronic reporting, the Lower School 
Curriculum and it really can work as a means of getting good 
answers which the Common Room will then back.” (Head)

“The purpose of consultation is to gather views and discover any 
nooks and crannies of the decision which haven’t been thought 
about, particularly unforeseen consequences. This is perfectly 
normal. A good Head will listen to the consultation and then decide 
which feedback to embrace and which to discard.” (Governor)

“For day-to-day tactical, listen to 
the Senior Leaders and Middle 
Managers and make them 
quickly... For strategic, make it as 
open and transparent as possible, 
invite all staff to be involved in 
some way.” (Senior teacher)

MAKING DECISIONS
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However, Heads still have to assess the relevance of the 
information they have gathered.

Consultation can soften the resistance of those who dislike 
change and can improve ‘buy-in’ by those whom the decision 
will affect.  

Consult sincerely
Consultation should not be an insincere sop to pupils, staff, 
parents or governors.

“Watch out for 
sycophancy.” (Head)

“Maximum staff/parental involvement does 
enable you to embed meaningful change. It 
will take time, but you will be more 
successful in the long run... When I first 
started I was far more ‘dictatorial’ than I am 
now. [Now] I trust in the process of decision 
making far more. It results in better buy-in.” 
(Head)

“Don’t be swayed by a 
vociferous/influential 
minority...” (Head)

“Make pupils and staff feel included 
by holding student councils and staff 
meetings regularly that let everyone 
express opinions openly. This way 
everyone feels they are valued and 
make a difference.” (Junior pupil)

“No opinions should be dismissed 
as frivolous by a Head, and any 
member of the school community 
should feel they can talk to an 
honest, discreet Head.” (Teacher)

MAKING DECISIONS
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It only generates resentment if people believe they are being 
asked to comment on a decision that has already been taken 
– and especially if it appears that ‘consultation’ is being used 
to sell a decision to them rather than merely seek their views.  

Accept responsibility for the decision
However, consultation is not the same as democracy. Some 
decisions have to be taken, even if they are contrary to the 
popular view as revealed by consultation. Heads need to 
explain clearly what the purpose and limits of consultation 
are.

Sometimes consultation can spread the burden of an 
unpopular decision, leaving the Head less exposed. The same 
applies to a decision that turns out badly, for whatever 
reason. (A few respondents noted that, however carefully a 
decision is reached, no one can know in advance what its 
consequences will actually be.) Of itself, consultation is not a 
sign of weakness, but it should not be used to duck 
responsibility for taking difficult decisions.

There is a more beneficial variant of ‘spreading the burden’, 
and that is forewarning governors or senior colleagues of 
decisions that may have weighty consequences.

“Big decisions need to show 
consultation with staff, and staff 
should feel like their views matter.  
During [discussions on a major 
change,] many teachers reported that 
whenever they voiced concerns the 
responses from SLT suggested that 
that teacher was being told why their 
decisions were wrong, rather than 
having their viewpoint listened to...  
[Staff] need to feel that their concerns 
have been considered rationally. This 
way they will be more likely to support 
an idea, even if they don’t fully agree 
with it.” (Teacher)

“[It is always helpful] to ensure that at 
least the Chairman of Governors is in the 
picture, so that if something escalates 
and becomes really messy ...the Chair is 
not taken by surprise.” (Governor)

“The buck really does stop [with 
the Head], and both staff and 
pupils need to know this and to 
know that a decision will be taken 
when necessary.” (Governor)

“Staff don’t mind 
being told. They 
do dislike being 
‘sold’ a decision 
when you are 
actually telling 
them a decision 
has been made.” 
(Head)

“I find it very helpful to 
talk things over with my 
SMT. Sharing the 
responsibility for decision-
making can help, but in 
the end you have to face 
the fact that you carry the 
ultimate responsibility...” 
(Head)

“A school is not a democracy 
and cannot be led by 
consensus.” (Senior teacher)

MAKING DECISIONS
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Consultation should not be used as a means of putting off a 
difficult decision.  

However, consultation can be used to regulate the speed of 
change, ensuring that controversial decisions are approached 
at a pace with which the school community is comfortable.

The role of instinct
Finally, a few Heads questioned whether consultation should 
be the default approach at all.

Communicating decisions
As in so many aspects of managing a school, communication 
is key.

“A benign despot is 
better than a 
tortured democrat.” 
(Senior teacher)

“I have tried a 
number of 
approaches to 
decision-making but 
will generally end up 
making the decision 
that my instincts 
directed me to quite 
early in the process.” 
(Head)

“I have tried a number of approaches to decision-making 
but will generally end up making the decision that my 
instincts directed me to quite early in the process.” (Head)

“Trust your instinct. I have learnt that 
on most occasions my initial gut 
instinct is right, but it is always worth 
pausing for reflection before 
communicating your decision.” (Head)

“A decision-related 
failing is to send an issue 
out to consultation and 
then offer a consultation 
on the result of the first 
consultation.” (Governor)

“[Instinctive] ‘feel’ for the 
correct outcome without 
analysing a situation to 
death also helps at 
times.” (Bursar)

“I am jolly good at making big 
decisions – ho, ho – but not so good 
at managing them. A good decision 
can be marred by the way it is made 
and communicated and carried 
through.” (Head)

“My big idea: tempo is all, and very 
hard. There is a tempo for a school 
and its staff and you have to decide 
how quickly you can change things 
and make decisions.” (Head)

MAKING DECISIONS
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Respondents identified five stages of communication:

1 Explain why a decision is needed.

2 Explain what the proposal entails.  

3 Explain how a decision will be, or has been, made, including 
the purpose and limits of any consultation. Are 
stakeholders being consulted, or are they being told what 
has already been decided? 

“Important to consult 
parents, governors, 
teachers, etc., to be 
informed, but at the 
end of the day a 
Head has to lead...” 
(Parent)

“Form a ‘working party’ if 
your mind is made up 
beforehand. Just make it 
clear: ‘My mind is made up 
on this, but what I want to 
do is ...” (Head)

[When pupils were consulted on changing the school 
timetable, some felt that] the school had already 
decided the change was most definitely going to 
happen... [The] situation could have been massively 
improved if my school had clearly explained to 
everyone what was going on and that the decision 
that was going to be made was in the best interests of 
the school but they would see what people thought.  
Yet, if the feedback was negative and they still strongly 
thought the change was beneficial, it would be carried 
out...” (Senior pupil)“Decisions taken by a Head are 

usually only apparent post 
decision and implementation.  
It would be of benefit for 
parents to be aware of 
potential considerations and, 
to the extent it is feasible, be 
involved in a consultative 
capacity/process...” (Parent)

“Consult, showing that 
you are doing this and 
showing those you are 
consulting with when the 
consultation ends – then 
explain why you have 
taken that decision.” 
(Head)

“Be prepared to spend time laying the ground with 
the staffroom ‘dinosaurs’ or ‘cynics’ so that decisions 
for change go smoothly; get possible dissenters 
(usually nervous of change) on board early.” (Head)

MAKING DECISIONS
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4  If a decision has to be delayed, explain why.

5 Once the decision has been made, explain the rationale.

Be firm of purpose
Heads know that they must make hard decisions and, 
generally speaking, agreed that reversing a decision, or 
apologising for a decision that turned out badly, was not a 
sign of weakness as long as it did not need doing too often.

Several respondents urged that Heads should, if they were in 
two minds about a decision, always use the interests of the 
pupils and of the school as their final fixed point of reference.

“The Head will need to 
justify his decisions – 
and to make his 
colleagues aware of the 
reasons. Clarity and 
communication.” 
(Senior teacher)

“[You] can, very 
occasionally, apologise for 
a wrong decision.  But only 
very occasionally!” (Head)

“Being courageous 
enough to reverse 
decisions is also 
important...” (Bursar)

“A Head MUST explain why they make unpopular 
decisions. Yes it’s trivial .. but when Christmas 
decorations were banned there was absolute 
outrage. ‘Christmas cancelled’ was the pupils’ 
outcry. The decision why was not well explained 
and it didn’t seem to justify such drastic Grinch-
likeness.” (Senior pupil)

“Develop a vision for the organisation for the next 
ten years. Then ensure that decisions taken are 
consistent with that vision and are applied 
sympathetically but with consistency.” (Governor)

“Uncertainty creates worry and 
fear. Even if you are going to delay 
a decision, tell them you will delay 
and the reason why.” (Head)

“Make decisions. Even if you get 
some wrong, aim for a positive % 
right: well over half!” (Head)

“Never be afraid to review 
and amend.” (Parent)

“[A Head must] understand all 
decisions are not popular but 
be willing and able to accept 
challenges to it and manage 
others’ disappointments and 
move on united.” (Parent)

“All decisions are made with 
regard to ethos and the acid 
test of what is right for the 
children. This sometimes means 
not giving staff or parents what 
they want.” (Head)

MAKING DECISIONS
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And finally, concerning decision-making…

“Even decisions which seem to be 
what the staff wanted don’t 
always cheer them up. Beware of 
the disappointment.” (Head)

“If asked for permission for something by a 
well-respected and hardworking member of staff 
when you are minded to agree, think first whether 
you would give the same response/concession to 
a less favoured member of staff. If not, what 
makes the situation different? The reverse 
situation also holds.” (Head)

“One thing that is true is that what 
you do will bear no relation to your 
presentation to the governors in 
your final interview for the job.” 
(Head)

“Heads need to make decisions when 
they must, but must not make decisions 
because they want to throw their weight 
around. A successful school demands 
few decisions from the Head – just a tug 
on the rudder.” (Teacher)

MAKING DECISIONS

CHAPTER 8 
DEALING WITH          
DIFFICULT SITUATIONS
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‘Difficult situations’ were not defined any further by us, when 
seeking responses from the research participants. They were 
usually taken to mean matters concerning the future career 
or well-being of staff or pupils or, occasionally but much less 
often, the future direction of the school as a whole.

Key points
All groups of respondents, from governors and Heads to 
staff, pupils and parents, were in agreement: difficult 
situations must not be ducked or postponed.  

At the same time, Heads must set an example to others of 
calm, considered reaction. They must not jump to 
conclusions or be swayed by emotion – their own or others’. 

Whereas Heads might sometimes benefit from consulting on 
decisions that arise in the normal course of a school’s 
business, it is seen as imperative that they take advice on 
‘difficult‘ situations, and from a narrower range of people, 
particularly senior colleagues, the Chair of governors, 
lawyers, human resources specialists or unions.  

Heads are aware that they must protect themselves and the 
school against trial by law or by media, and that this is done 
by sticking meticulously to procedure and fully documenting 
every step.

“[Be] in the firing line 
for tough choices.” 
(Governor)

“Know when to take advice, 
whether from professionals 
or governors.” (Governor)

“Know the law. What 
you can do and what 
you can’t.” (Head)

“I have seen complaints 
from parents repeatedly 
go to the bottom of the 
inbox and be left for 
weeks and even months.  
Likewise with staff 
issues. I am quite 
surprised how often 
Heads keep putting off 
difficult tasks.” (Bursar)

“Always have someone 
with you in a tricky 
interview and take notes.  
All the time. Think: ‘How 
would this go down in a 
Court of Law?’” (Bursar)

“Being calm (on the outside) 
and taking time to hear what 
is being said/happening is 
necessary, as is the ability to 
take time to make any 
response.” (Bursar)

DEALING WITH DIFFICULT SITUATIONS
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As ever, the school community should be told quickly and 
clearly if there is a difficulty that threatens serious 
consequences. Talking will be more effective than  
impersonal written announcements; although in ‘difficult’ 
situations the details that can be disclosed may be very 
limited.

Heads should be guided by their own and the school’s 
principles and by considering the greatest good. They should 
be fair and proportionate: to pupils, to staff and to the others 
most closely involved.  

Face up to the problem
Tempting though it is, Heads must not procrastinate over 
staff performance or discipline issues, parents’ complaints or 
dealing with unruly children – the most common ‘difficult’ 
situations.

It is understandable that Heads may fear alienating the 
common room over a staffing issue, but that is no reason to 
duck the decision. These and other ‘difficult’ decisions cannot 
be delegated.  

Although staff, parents, pupils and governors all want to see 
leadership and decisive action from a Head, ‘decisiveness’ 
does not always mean ‘deciding the outcome’. The right 
action may be to broker a solution, not to impose one.  “Be fair, be consistent, stick to the rules of 

the school: you made them!” (Governor)

“[Ensuring] as fair an outcome as possible 
... may require careful mediation between 
two or more people instead of any 
decision or judgement by the Head, and 
sometimes it may require that the Head 
take full control. An effective head 
teacher will know when to step in and 
when to help from the sidelines.” (Parent)

“Dealing with staff issues as they 
arise is very important and not 
procrastinating, because the 
required action is uncomfortable it 
is very important to ensure that a 
situation does not escalate or cause 
long term damage to the school.” 
(Bursar)

“[Early] warning is essential, and the courage to 
make a quick announcement to parents and staff 
using modern media has helped to avert the worst 
effects of difficult situations.” (Bursar)

“Doing the ‘dirty 
work’ and not 
delegating the 
tough stuff down 
the management 
line.” (Governor)

“My own experience is that the most difficult decisions 
about people have only been taken with [a governor’s] 
direct involvement in the process – almost as though the 
responsibility for taking the decision has been deflected.  
This is weak leadership... Again experience shows that while 
dealing with confrontation when it arises may be an 
excellent skill, there is a reluctance to be the cause of 
confrontation. Again this is weak leadership.” (Governor)

DEALING WITH DIFFICULT SITUATIONS
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Set an example of calmness
Heads must not only have the courage to tackle a thorny 
issue. All parties look to them to set an example of cool and 
thoughtful action under pressure. Others may panic: they 
must not. All groups of respondents insisted on this point.

Staying calm means not taking things personally. Heads must 
keep their own emotions under control at a time when, by 
definition, others are not.

Calmness is demonstrated by taking as much time and care 
as possible and necessary to listen to both sides, weigh all 
the evidence and come to the best decision. Sometimes, 
when a Head is facing calls for quick action, the best 
response is to reply quickly that more time is needed for 
deliberation. As one senior teacher said, “Everyone tends to 
accept a delay whilst things are properly investigated if the 
initial moves are open and quick.”“A Head cannot 

crumble or crumple 
when the pressure is 
on.” (Senior teacher) “Be prepared to 

devote a huge 
amount of time to 
the situation. Be 
cautious. Be 
patient.” (Head)

“Difficult decisions need plenty of time, 
which is rarely available, to think, 
consult and if necessary obtain legal 
advice... If one can write a letter and 
leave it for a day before coming back to 
it that can be helpful: time helps 
improve perspective.” (Head)“Don’t take things personally. Either 

challenging people wish to cause offence 
– so don’t let them – or they do not mean 
to, and any offence taken is self-inflicted.  
A pupil, parent or staff’s best interests are 
served by remaining in control of 
emotions and setting the right tone/
atmosphere.” (Head)

“Calm, calm and more 
calm!” (Governor)

“Effective heads should display a 
calm and understanding 
approach and seek all evidence 
before dealing with difficult 
situations. Never leap into a 
situation without hearing all the 
viewpoints.” (Senior teacher)

“Justice, 
judgement, 
thought, full 
information. 
No snap 
decisions.” 
(Head)

“To be able to distance 
oneself emotionally, but 
still retain empathy.” 
(Parent)

DEALING WITH DIFFICULT SITUATIONS
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Take advice
One of the judgements Heads must make in a difficult 
situation is when to ask for help or advice and whom to ask.  
Senior colleagues, the Chair of governors or another Head 
would typically provide generalised support.  

Another Head pointed out that unions may be an under-
recognised source of support for the school, not only for staff 
who may be involved in a contentious issue.  

Prepare and plan
Heads must ensure that schools are equipped in advance 
with the policies, procedures and expertise to deal effectively 
with difficult situations – such as a crisis management plan – 
and that the procedures are followed when they are needed.  
This is another way in which Heads can draw on existing 
wisdom and experience, instead of feeling that they must 
work out momentous decisions from scratch and in the heat 
of the moment.

“In difficult situations it is 
imperative that [the Head] knows 
he can call on advice from the Chair 
or any other suitable governor to 
help aid his understanding, share 
the burden, or have the benefit of a 
second opinion – if required.” 
(Governor)

“Follow established 
procedures carefully 
where a situation 
requires it.” (Head)“In difficult situations, experts help.  

However, lawyers aren’t right. They are 
there to help you think and make the 
decision: they are not there to make it for 
you.” (Head)

“Use resources, 
including specialists 
or experienced 
practitioners to 
support you and 
others involved in the 
situation – i.e. do not 
be afraid to admit you 
need others to help.” 
(Head)

“Use resources, 
including specialists 
or experienced 
practitioners to 
support you and 
others involved in the 
situation – i.e. do not 
be afraid to admit you 
need others to help.” 
(Head)

“If possible, develop good relations with unions;  
I always try to involve unions in difficult staffing 
issues, because the Union Rep knows from past 
experience that I have been professional and 
fair, and it reassures the Common Room that the 
Head is not bullying vulnerable members of 
staff.” (Head)

‘Difficult’ situations are distinct 
from day-to-day problems in 
that they are also likely to 
require specialised professional 
advice – although one Head 
cautioned against letting the 
specialists determine what is 
right for the school. 

DEALING WITH DIFFICULT SITUATIONS
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Part of this preparation is that Heads themselves must be 
familiar with the legislation and other mandatory procedures 
that apply to schools.  

Taking care and time over procedure and process has other 
benefits. Every step should be documented, as a safeguard 
against later arguments (or lawsuits). In some situations, 
such as trouble with pupils, Heads can anticipate the 
outcome and set the terms of engagement – e.g. where 
meetings with parents will be held, what will be discussed – 
to improve the chances of achieving it.  

“If the situation is one concerning a 
member of staff, helpful to check 
on the legal framework before you 
begin to talk; to ensure that in 
critical phases there is someone 
else present as witness; and then to 
ensure that the paperwork is 
adequate and up-to-date.” 
(Governor)

“Get parents in for a 
face to face ...  
always better on 
your territory than 
on the phone.” 
(Head)

“You should think through 
whether, at the end of the 
day, you want to retain the 
pupil and give him/her 
another chance, or 
whether it would be a 
relief if the pupil was 
withdrawn. A view on this 
is likely to inform your 
dealings and your 
willingness, or otherwise, 
to try to reach some 
compromise.” (Governor)

“Difficult meetings, script often 
prepared in advance – what do I 
want out of the meeting, what 
are the issues likely to be raised.  
Always have a witness present, 
often to take notes (not minutes).  
Follow up difficult meetings with 
a letter... Press releases prepared 
in advance.” (Head)

“S/he must have a good 
understanding of Safeguarding / 
Health and Safety / Educational Visits 
requirements.” (Senior teacher)
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Similarly, it helps to plan for possible obstacles and mishaps, 
in particular, unwelcome publicity. Today, electronic media 
make it almost impossible to keep incidents, documents and 
meetings confidential.  

Communicate
The speed and ease with which news will leak out of the 
school make it more important to tell parents, staff, pupils 
and the Chair of governors (as appropriate) what is 
happening, quickly and honestly. The community needs 
reassurance that difficult situations are under control.

Up-to-date and open communication from the Head will 
reduce the risk of rumours taking hold. Respondents from 
within schools (i.e. Heads and teaching staff) were emphatic 
that communication is best carried out in person, with 
individual parents, for example, or in meetings with the 
common room. Heads must talk to people, if not face to face 
then over the telephone; they must not just write to them or 
put up a notice on a board.  

Another benefit of meeting face to face is that Heads can 
listen as well as talk. Listening – to both sides but not to 
anyone who may be a distraction – was regarded as critical, if 
a Head was to defuse a situation or come to a full and 
accurate assessment of it. ‘Listen’ occurred again and again in 
the responses. This was a further instance of Heads needing 
to take due time to resolve difficult issues.

“The ability to think before 
you speak, e.g. dealing with 
Child Protection issues and 
the Press which could be 
potentially damaging to the 
school.” (Governor)

“Clear communication 
to all parties involved; 
and speak about it – 
don’t just put a notice 
up.” (Teacher)

“To avoid, as quickly as 
possible, any rumours 
circulating by being open 
where possible...” (Teacher)

“Listen carefully and let people have their 
say. Many difficult situations get easier once 
the protagonists have had their say.” (Head)

“Excellent communication skills...The Head 
needs to firstly speak with confidence that 
the problem will be sorted and then very 
importantly follow through with actually 
sorting the problem and then communicating 
back with the parents to let them know what 
has been done. On a handful of occasions I 
have been told that ‘There’s no point in going 
in because they won’t do anything anyway’.  
This leaves parents disillusioned with the 
leadership.” (Parent)

“Consider the media (and 
be capable of facing them 
authoritatively).” (Senior 
teacher) “Detailed information gives the 

confidence to deal with 
concerns. People often react 
badly because they are upset 
and do not know the full facts.” 
(Senior teacher)

“Resisting the temptation to 
write the defensive letter but 
picking up the phone instead!” 
(Governor)
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Hold to principles
As with making more mundane decisions, Heads were urged 
to be guided by, and remain true to, their principles in 
handling difficult situations. Pupils and their parents gave 
particular emphasis to the principles of fairness and 
consistency. The same misdemeanours, for example, should 
be treated in the same way. Perceived unfairness clearly 
rankles long after the event, and it potentially diminishes the 
Head’s relationship with all pupils, not just those who have 
most directly gained and lost from the unfairness. 

However, to complicate matters, fairness is contingent: two 
pupils committing the same misdemeanour should receive 
different treatment if there are mitigating circumstances for 
one of them.  

“Listen first; get as 
much information 
as possible...” 
(Head)

“Heads will need to 
uphold the values of 
the School when 
making decisions.  
E.g. if a boy has 
flouted the school 
rules then there 
should be a 
consistent way for 
dealing with this.” 
(Parent)

“No bias should ever be seen. A decision 
should be made completely fairly and 
irrespective of those involved, it should be 
based on principles. However, [pupils’] 
situations must be thought about as they may 
have impacted behaviour, for example; and in 
this case, help and advice could be better than 
a punishment... In this case, listening is vital.” 
(Senior pupil)

“Deal with trouble makers 
and worriers separately 
and do not get driven off 
course.” (Head)

“I know of many parents who 
feel that ... incidents have not 
been dealt with in a fair or 
effective way. Head teachers 
should not be afraid of sticking 
their neck out a bit and showing 
integrity.” (Parent)

“Take time to analyse. Look at the 
impact of going one way or the other. 
If there is any doubt, exercise caution 
when excluding or disciplining pupils. 
Even situations which seem at first 
sight to be clear may not require the 
‘full weight of the law’.” (Parent)

“It is better to show concern for reasons 
behind the attitude, not to condemn their 
actions aggressively: this will just provoke 
an even worse response from the 
student.” (Senior pupil)
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Moderating fairness according to circumstances is a variant 
of the advice to ‘be proportionate’ in redressing or punishing 
wrongs: as one pupil urges (below), never be strict when it is 
not needed. To be proportionate in their actions, Heads need 
to see the big picture, not just the small details of the matter 
in hand; and it also helps if they do not assume from the 
start that, because something has gone wrong, someone 
must have done wrong.

‘No blame’ was a principle that clearly struck a chord with 
staff, several of whom (reading between the lines) felt that 
they or colleagues had been used as scapegoats in the past.

“Achieving the best 
outcome for the 
greatest number 
rather than placating 
an individual.” 
(Governor)

“Adopt a ‘no blame’ culture unless there 
is a serious breach of rules.” (Parent)

“A Head must be diplomatic but 
ultimately support their school, 
staff and students.” (Teacher)

“Always be fair, open, flexible. If 
needed show discipline/strictness, 
but never be strict when it is not 
needed or unfair. This will mean 
there is no respect from the student 
body and will only cause situations in 
the future.” (Senior pupil)

“An excellent headteacher 
... never undermines staff 
in front of parents or 
pupils.” (Teacher)
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CHAPTER 9 
COMMUNICATING IDEAS    
AND DECISIONS

Key points
Ideas serve no purpose if they are unspoken, unheard or 
unrealised. Decisions are diminished or negated if they are 
resented or misunderstood.

 “ALL problems 
come from poor 
communication.”  
(Head)

“Communication with 
parents & communication 
with pupils is absolutely 
critical, [and] lack of it 
often causes disgruntled 
parents. Problems quickly 
escalate if they are not 
dealt with immediately or if 
there is lack of 
communication...” (Parent)

“Communication can make the 
difference between a successful 
headship and an unsuccessful one.  
Time taken to make the message 
clear, and to ‘get everyone on 
board’, is never wasted. This 
applies to communication with all 
sections of the school community 
– governors, staff, pupils and 
parents.” (Bursar)

“Very good ideas and 
decisions can be undermined 
by the failure to explain and 
communicate them widely 
and in a timely manner.”  
(Senior teacher)

“Most of the complaints and anxieties I have heard in 
the school are around misconceptions!” (Senior pupil)
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Heads must be able to communicate their vision for the 
school, carry the various stakeholders with them (from 
governors to pupils, or even the local community) and ensure 
that the vision is implemented. Communication is at the 
heart of this process. 

Successful communication is:

1 aided by charisma and natural ability, but much more so by 
planning and being systematic

2 adapted to the recipient

3 two-way – which means listening and consulting (though 
only as much as is appropriate)

4 not an alternative to the Head’s responsibility to make 
decisions

5 time-consuming – and rightly so, because the message 
always gains from being considered thoughtfully, both 
before and after it has been communicated

“I can persuade in argument and it is 
important to be able to convince and speak 
with passion. However, I can be utterly 
useless at making sure people know what 
has been decided, and that lack of clarity is 
really frustrating for people.” (Head)

“[Every] time I talk to parents, whether in the 
study or by the netball court, I never forget 
that I am imparting messages and that what 
I say may well be taken in and regurgitated 
to others later.  So key messages are subtly 
being reinforced each time.”  (Head)

“Communication is a two way 
process, and the best Heads are also 
listeners and receivers as well as the 
stump speaker.” (Senior teacher)

“Make sure there has been sufficient 
consultation/discussion. Allow 
sufficient time to communicate with 
everyone involved.” (Senior teacher)

“Try to think how others 
wish to be communicated 
with.” (Head)

“Good communication 
builds a more cohesive 
staff/parent/pupil body 
who have a sense of 
belonging...”  (Parent)

“Despite the management theories, staff do not 
welcome too much consultation – they have got their 
job to do and expect the head to do theirs (i.e. make 
the decisions). Balance is the key: the staff need to 
know where the school is going and must be involved 
in discussion of changes which affect them; on the 
other hand schools are not democracies, more 
benign dictatorships!” (Head)

COMMUNICATING IDEAS AND DECISIONS
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Expound the vision
Schools look to Heads for leadership, but leadership is 
difficult to put into practice if Heads cannot, or do not, 
communicate the direction in which they want to lead the 
school.

It is not just that good communication is better than none: a 
lack of communication is actively damaging.

It is not enough for people to know that decisions have been 
made: they want to know why.

 

Be capable and organised
One parent set out the scale of the challenge to Heads if they 
are to communicate effectively:

“I have worked in four 
schools with around 7 
Heads. Only one was able 
to tell me when I joined 
what made the school 
special and what their 
vision was.” (Bursar)

 “Communication is of immense 
importance. Head teachers must possess 
outstanding communication skills, 
including but not limited to good public 
speaking skills, the ability to mediate 
within meetings and around the school, 
good listening skills and a facility with 
language that allows them to convey ideas 
easily to both adults and children. They 
should be able to express themselves and 
answer questions with sensitivity, clarity 
and persuasion.” (Parent)

“Try not to 
cancel a staff 
meeting.”  
(Head)

“Ideas are great but Heads have to understand how those ideas are 
to be put into effect, and this requires an appreciation of the 
mechanisms and process of change – not difficult but not to be 
toyed with, as to get a key change wrong is to put the organisation 
back in time and perhaps delay the improvement for years.” (Bursar)

“Parent events are 
great opportunities to 
reaffirm the ethos and 
guide parents in their 
thinking...” (Head)

“This has to be the area that can 
cause the greatest frustrations 
within a school...Very good ideas 
and decisions can be undermined 
by the failure to explain and 
communicate them widely and in a 
timely manner.” (Senior teacher)

 “The communication of the 
decision is often as important as 
the decision itself (something I 
underestimated when I started out 
as a Head) and people react very 
strongly if they feel they have been 
left out of the loop...” (Head)

COMMUNICATING IDEAS AND DECISIONS
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A number of respondents noted that, whatever innate ability 
Heads possessed, the effectiveness of communications often 
also depended on the practical skills of planning, preparation 
and monitoring.

Indeed, a natural ability to communicate is valuable only 
when it is supported by more solid virtues:

Communicating in the classroom is not the same as 
communicating to a larger and more diffuse audience.

Perhaps because it is assumed that experience of one form 
of communication is enough for all other forms, schools may 
underestimate the time, care and training needed to 
communicate effectively to a larger and more diffuse 
audience – within the school and without.

It follows that Heads should be willing to take professional 
advice.

“Prepare – deliver – 
reinforce. Introduce – 
Explain – Recap.” (Head)

“Many commercial entities invest heavily in 
developing the skills of their people in 
communication. My own experience is that 
this is not perceived as a very important area 
in schools – and the consequence has been a 
disconnection between the discussions and 
agreement reached between the Head and 
the governors and the Head and the 
Common Room.” (Bursar)

“Take external 
advice on 
important 
issues...”  
(Bursar)

 “Communication skills come easily to 
some and can mask deficiencies in 
more important areas. For those less 
gifted, transparent commitment and 
goodwill can more than 
compensate.” (Bursar)

“Develop a culture of 
checking and reviewing 
communication: is the 
message delivered the 
message that was 
received?” (Head)

“Heads should not be too proud 
to take advice on the best way to 
send out a message. 
Communication managers and 
PR consultants can be very 
helpful to ensure that the 
message a Head is sending out 
is both relevant and interesting.”  
(Bursar)

“Succinct communication might not come easily 
to people who are used to the classroom and 
Heads, presumably, are not used to dealing with 
large numbers of staff so effective use of 
departmental structures and cascading 
information might demand a new way of 
thinking.” (Bursar)

COMMUNICATING IDEAS AND DECISIONS
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Adapt to the audience
Heads should communicate by the methods that particular 
audiences find familiar or effective. This means, as one 
parent said, using “a variety of media to communicate with a 
wide variety of audiences.” 

One Head may have voiced the reservations of others in 
being wary of certain modern media:

This is not to imply that there is a single perfect medium of 
communication for each audience; on the contrary, each 
audience may need to be addressed in many ways.

Senior teachers, in particular, were emphatic that 
communication with staff is usually best done by talking; one 
noted cryptically that writing may not merely be less 
effective: it may be damaging. Another made the rare 
acknowledgement that ‘staff’, in this case, should include 
those who are not teachers (and who, as one Head pointed 
out, “are often the mouth piece for communication in the 
local area”).

 

“Use all the tools including 
email and social media. 
Pupils do these things so 
why shouldn’t Heads?”  
(Bursar)

“Keep parents well informed ... regular letters 
from Head, update website daily with news, 
events, etc., good Newsletters, thorough reports 
on progress. Hold parents’ information 
evenings, open events, make them welcome at 
concerts, plays, Friends’ events, etc.” (Head)

 “A Head who 
fails to see the 
importance of 
marketing has 
problems.”  
(Governor)

 “Using the most appropriate 
medium of communication to 
the circumstances. Face to 
face rather than written for 
some of the more difficult 
decisions which may involve 
people.” (Bursar)

“Don’t run a 
school by e-mail.” “Talk face 

to face.”  

“Verbal – to 
colleagues and 
non-teaching staff 
(who are often 
overlooked).” 

“Be careful what 
you put in writing.”

 “One of my daughters attends a 
school which is brilliant at 
communication. Lots of emails 
keeping us up to date – really first 
class. My other daughter brings 
paper notices home which often 
languish in the bottom of her bag...”  
(Parent)

“Avoid tweeting or social media 
– Heads need to keep a modicum 
of dignity and you’re not as witty 
or interesting as Stephen Fry.”

COMMUNICATING IDEAS AND DECISIONS
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Adapting the communications to the audience goes beyond 
the medium of communication to embrace the tone (the 
manner of delivery), the register (the nature of the language), 
the content and the timing. Sometimes adapting the 
communication to the audience will mean changing all four 
aspects (tone, register, content, timing) in order to convey the 
same message most effectively to different recipients; 
equally, there will be times when everyone ought to hear and 
receive exactly the same message. The context will determine 
what is right.

One junior pupil had a clear and insightful view of tone and 
register:

A parent made the related point that parents and pupils may 
need the same information but need it delivered differently:

“Need to segment audience when 
communicating ideas and decisions; [one major 
decision] required a very nuanced approach 
given the range of stakeholders!” (Head)

“Pupils need to be included but don’t always 
inform parents, so a separate line of 
communication is needed for them.” (Parent)

“S/he must be 
able to employ 
user-friendly 
language rather 
than edu-speak.”  
(Senior teacher)

 “Communicate decisions openly and 
consistently to all parties – don’t have one 
version for one group and another for another, 
it just causes confusion.” (Governor)

“It is very useful as a 
pupil to have a Head 
teacher who finds it easy 
to speak in front of 
everybody and in this 
way the pupils find it 
easier to understand the 
message that the Head 
teacher is conveying 
about his ideas and 
decisions.”

“At parent events such as induction evenings, etc., 
[it] helps if you can inject some humour into the 
proceedings but also talk sense.” (Head)
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Listen as well as talk
Effective communication is rarely just one-way, i.e. from the 
Head to others. Two-way communication requires the Head 
to listen to and take account of each audience and its needs.

Two-way communication therefore requires clear 
mechanisms or channels for communicating and a 
sufficiently open relationship between the Head and others 
for ideas and opinions to flow freely.

Open consultation also means, as one Head said, “admitting 
that you were wrong when it is clear you were.”

Consultation is the most common way of ensuring a two-way 
flow of information.

 

“Communication should be two-way in 
all but exceptional situations.” (Head)

“They sometimes seem 
to find ‘dialogue’ difficult 
and instead opt for a 
one-way process.    
There ought to be a 
Headmaster’s ‘question 
time’ opportunity but 
generally it’s just a letter 
home when the strategy 
has been set!” (Parent)

“Good communication requires good listening and 
consistent output. Emotional intelligence is an 
essential skill in good communication – awareness 
of self, and perception of others of self, ability to 
understand others and the way they feel/think and 
an appreciation of group dynamics are all key 
aspects of good communications and leadership.”  
(Bursar)

“Where possible make key stake holders feel 
they were part of the decision through 
consultation and engagement. Even if 
ultimately someone disagrees, they will feel 
much better about it if they feel they had a 
chance to have their say and were listened to.  
Explain the rationale for decisions.” (Governor)

“If lines of communication are not 
clear, the ideas and enthusiasms 
of the Head will not flow down to 
others. By the same token, if a 
Head is too formidable she will cut 
herself off from good ideas flowing 
up... All staff should feel that they 
will get a thoughtful response to 
suggestions.” (Governor)
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However, consultation is not appropriate in all cases and 
certainly does not mean Heads should abdicate their 
obligation to lead and decide.

Allow time to be thoughtful
Taking time to reflect generally makes for better decisions; 
consultation automatically builds in such time. ‘Away days’ 
are a particular form of well-paced deliberation: they were 
commended by one governor as an effective means of 
helping governors and the senior staff to clarify and gain 
agreement on the major issues facing a school.

One senior teacher pointed out perceptively that those on 
the receiving end of communication also need sufficient  
time “for absorption and discussion of ideas/decisions”.       
As another teacher said:

And finally, concerning the communication of ideas

 “A Head should share his ideas with his staff 
and see if they think they are good. Then he 
should share them with the pupils and see if 
they think the idea is good. However there are 
some ideas that a Head should not share, 
sometimes they have to make decisions on their 
own, an important part of this is understanding 
which ideas should be shared and which ideas 
should be kept secret.” (Senior pupil)

“Everyone in every school I 
have ever been in 
criticises communication. 
It’s all very well to have a 
communications plan (we 
do) but nothing beats 
being available and 
approachable.” (Head)

“As someone once 
said, only when you 
are sick and tired of 
saying the same thing 
might you be getting 
through.” (Head)

 “Involve as wide a range of opinion without 
diluting the Head’s own sense of purpose.  
Impossible to run a school by consensus.  
Remember, not everyone has the right to a 
viewpoint in a situation, even though that 
won’t stop them having one!” (Governor)

“I find that our Head (a good 
one) manages to persuade 
the Common Room that they 
have thought of a course of 
action which he has already 
decided upon. This is a 
marvellous way to manage 
people and one that we 
women often use on our 
husbands.” (Governor)

“We all think we have 
communicated 
effectively until we find 
out that we haven’t!”  
(Head)

“It is important to let staff know 
about stuff a long time in advance. 
Teachers are great planners...”
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APPENDICES 
The following Heads have agreed to be named as 
participants in this research. We thank them and those 
who took part anonymously for their support and time.




