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Becoming and staying an
educational leader

4 )

n this chapter | will:

o explain the structure of the book;

e discuss and define the idea of a leadership narrative and how it could
be useful to you;

e suggest that you may wish to consider a reflective journal, or compan-
ion, as a tool for development so that you can continually reflect as you

read through the book. /
Near and far

This book is about educational leaders, and specifically about those
who lead schools, both in England where I live and in other countries
and international contexts. There are also, I hope, aspects of the book
which offer useful insights for those of you who work in educational
settings other than schools. This book is based around the idea of a
reflective journey into your own development and aims to make you
think about how your past learning as a leader relates to your present
needs as a professional. Inevitably, I will draw upon my own experi-
ences, which will be contextually and time bounded. However, you
will also be offered many opportunities to compare and contrast my
experiences, and those included in the vignettes, with your own pro-
fessional learning journey. This journey is captured for me in the
phrase ‘personal leadership narrative’.

The book is divided into five sections. The first three sections and the
final one, focus on the ideas and issues that concern educational leaders,
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4 DEVELOPING AS AN EDUCATIONAL LEADER AND MANAGER

and the fourth reframes the role of the leader within the context of
research. Throughout the book, but especially in Section 4, I will discuss
some of the dilemmas and discussions that educational leaders have
around theory and practice, touching on definitions, debates and contro-
versies. I will discuss the extent to which leaders can use their experience
to work with theory and vice versa, covering areas that I think leaders
and potential leaders will find most useful and sometimes difficult. The
book thus differs from others that are about leadership development gen-
erally, as it adopts the individual perspective so that the leadership roles
in the organisation can be examined more clearly. In that, the perspective
I adopt is rooted in the organisational, in both social and psychological
aspects. Chapter 17 goes into more detail about my own personal
approach.

Other perspectives are also introduced and examined because I will
argue that very capable leaders can articulate their own perspectives
clearly and know that research and practice are intermingled.
Although there will be reference to practical processes that leaders
may have to deal with, this is not the main focus of the book. Instead,
the book is more akin to an inner, intellectual journey to illuminate
leadership and management for you as a developing educational
leader. Your written reflections in the companion will augment this
journey.

The personal

In previous writing, I have noted that we should take as a starting
point the fact that leaders lead from themselves as people, albeit
within particular organisational and policy contexts (Crawford, 2009).
Educational leaders globally share many of the same dilemmas and
challenges because they are all dealing with people while dealing with
dilemmas and challenges specific to their own contexts. The common-
alities of those who choose to take up leadership roles all over the
globe are often to do with their own values such as concern for young
people and the life-enhancing side of education. Three different
aspects of leadership — the person, the place and the policy context —
make up a narrative that is woven together over time. As in all good
stories, there are times when the plot thickens and out of it may come
an effective educational leader, while at other times an ineffective
educational leader may appear. The complex issues involved are some-
thing that any aspiring educational leader needs to understand,
because such understanding can determine whether a leader succeeds
at the task in hand, but is also able to sustain themselves and their
organisation over time.
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BECOMING AND STAYING AN EDUCATIONAL LEADER 5

Policy context

Any policy context for education has its challenges, as changes and
external mandates bring with them difficult choices for educational
leaders as well as new opportunities. It may be going too far to suggest
that policy-makers in some countries seem to assume that school lead-
ers can change course, make policy implementation quickly and with-
out strain, and have a work ethic which puts students, parents and the
community ahead of the leader’s own family. Leaders can be offered
leadership courses but few clear opportunities to sustain themselves as
they try to balance their life and work. I argue that educational leaders
need to sustain themselves before they can help others to work
together creatively, and need to grasp this need for reinvigoration early
in their careers before they are completely overtaken by the demands
of the job. This is especially true of the job carried out by head teachers/
principals. To give you an example, regular annual surveys have high-
lighted the decline in applications for senior posts in England and
Wales, particularly in primary schools (Howson and Sprigade, 2011).
The figures for your country may be similar or radically different.
Whatever your context, there is no doubt that the woman or man at
the top has many stakeholders holding them to account, with all the
attendant pressures that brings. Inevitably this leads to what Gronn
has called ‘greedy work’ (2003b: 147). MacBeath and Townsend
(2011) quoted one school leader who articulated what many, certainly
in England and Scotland, feel: “We now seem to be responsible for a lot
of society’s well-being, as well as education issues, and in many ways it
is becoming an impossible job’ (p. 106). Leaders in schools are not
responsible for the whole of society’s well-being, but they do need to
attend to their own-well being, and I will look at this more closely in
Chapters 9 and 17.

Whenever a book on leadership comes out, it is usually in the midst
of some educational change or other, whether you are in England,
Scotland or elsewhere in the world. This makes it challenging to write
a book on developing as an educational leader because of the impor-
tance of context in leadership. However, because my foremost intent is
to write a book for and about the individual, I hope it will be relevant
to any reader who is either thinking about or beginning to think of
themselves in some kind of leadership role in an educational organisa-
tion. Parts of the book may also be relevant if you are a more experi-
enced leader, but its key focus is on developing leaders. Instead of
looking at the process of leadership as an individualist concept, the
book is focused on working with others and challenges you to be
dynamic as an individual leader enhancing your own practice by
reflecting on your self-development at each stage of your career.
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6 DEVELOPING AS AN EDUCATIONAL LEADER AND MANAGER

Leadership as a narrative

Why people become educational leaders and how they sustain that
commitment and energy over months and years is of interest to both
policy-makers and to individual schools intent on growing and sustain-
ing their own leadership teams. In a fast-moving educational world, the
challenges for leaders are great and the policies ever changing. This
book does not intend to proselytise, suggesting everyone should aim to
become a principal or head teacher, because there are many facets of
leadership which are worthwhile in themselves and which may or may
not lead to that particular ‘top’ post. Leadership is a term that will run
through the book rather than leaders per se, because leadership should
be seen, I will argue, as part of an understanding of organisations
(Ogawa and Bossert, 1997) and not just as a personality trait of an
exceptional individual. I regard leadership as an organisational quality
but, at the same time, I ask each reader to consider the personal leader-
ship qualities they can bring, or develop, so that their organisation is
able to adapt and change over time in whatever their particular context.
As you read through the book, you will see that the view promoted sees
leadership and the organisation as woven together. A key assumption I
make is that one of the roles of leaders is to see that the people that
make up the organisation are valued and recognised. This assumption
can be interpreted in many ways, some of which I will return to later,
but it focuses on the centrality of people and the leadership of people
to any well-run organisation. Valuing people could mean helping an
individual towards promotion or, in a more difficult sense, helping
them move with dignity out of their role if leadership is not for them.
In this, the book takes a humanistic perspective on leaders and leader-
ship. This comes from my own leadership narrative.

Your resource

This book can also be viewed as a resource that can be used at different
times in an evolving leadership journey. In fact, my aim is to set out a
book that prospective, developing and current educational leaders can
dip in and out of. If there were a book to compare it with, my sugges-
tion would be my one of my favourite fictional travel books, The Hitch-
hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy by Douglas Adams. If you have read this, you
may remember that the Guide had inscribed on the back, ‘Don’t panic’,
and its alien guide, Ford Prefect, suggested you always carry a towel as
well. This book agrees with the sentiment, but instead of asking you to
bring along a towel for your journey, I will be asking you to instead take
with you: an open mind, a questioning voice and the desire to learn
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BECOMING AND STAYING AN EDUCATIONAL LEADER 7

more about yourself as an educational leader. Like the Guide, the way
you use this book will be different for each person, as life will be for you
as a leader. If I were to be a coercive leader, I might suggest that you read
this book from cover to cover but, realistically, parts of it will be used
more at some times than others. So, read the first and second chapters
and then plot your course through the chapters that are most relevant
to you.

Narratives

This chapter highlights the centrality of your own narrative to your per-
sonal development and by thinking of your life as a story you can begin
to examine more closely your own leadership style and your relation-
ships with others. I will suggest that developing yourself over time
involves you not only becoming more aware of your strengths through
this kind of narrative, but also allows you to learn from critical incidents
that take place in your life as you develop to your fullest potential as a
leader. Developing such self-reflection is crucial to enriching your own
leadership. This chapter, then, serves as an introduction, establishing the
idea of your career as a story you tell to yourself and others, and which
you can use to reflect on as you move forward — a leadership narrative.
Initially it may seem strange to think of storytelling as something that
can help with both personal development and organisational analysis,
but storytelling is very powerful.

Many [accounts] ... are highly charged narratives, not merely recounting
‘events’, but interpreting them, enriching them, enhancing them, and
infusing them with meaning ... such accounts can be seen as an attempt
to re-create reality poetically. (Gabriel, 2000: 31)

School leadership takes place in a myriad of contexts around the globe
and some of the examples in this book are drawn from that rich inter-
national context. There are many opportunities in the book to com-
pare and contrast your experiences with that of others. Engaging with
the personal meaning of your story — and, importantly, the stories of
others — can be very useful for you in understanding more about how
and why leaders make meaning for their organisations.

A view of leadership or management
For me, leadership is at once an organisational quality and a personal qual-

ity. This is true for leaders at whatever stage in their career they find them-
selves. As you read this, I have no idea whether you are an experienced
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8 DEVELOPING AS AN EDUCATIONAL LEADER AND MANAGER

educational leader in Hong Kong looking for inspiration, a teacher in rural
Canada or a newish year head in England wondering what the future may
hold. Crucially, this book aims to promote critical thought and construc-
tive analysis about what it means to be a leader in schools, over time, in
different contexts and with radically different government accountability
structures. Later in the book, I will look at whether there is any difference
between being a leader or a manager, and if there is, why it may not matter.
For now, I will be using the terms interchangeably because I see them as
creatively entwined and complementary. Different terms are used at differ-
ent times because of the recent emphasis by many policy-makers on leader-
ship as a ‘magic bullet’. This will be discussed in Chapter 3. For now, it is
worth bearing in mind any differences that you see between the two and
noting them down in a journal.

The importance of reflective writing

As a way to begin to understand your own narrative while reading the
book, whether you read it through sequentially or in chunks, I suggest
you start a companion for your travels in the form of a journal. This
could be a notebook or a virtual space somewhere. Whatever you
choose, there are specific activities in the book where I will suggest that
you spend time, maybe even just a few moments, with your journal. I
am assuming that you are reading this book in the first place because
you see yourself as someone on a leadership journey, who is willing to
be reflective in order to best benefit from the professional development
opportunities that the book affords. To start you off, here is your first
opportunity to tell your own story, in writing.

Activity 1

Briefly sketch out your educational journey, starting with your own school-
ing. Then, look back over your career so far and note down significant
people, places and events. Note the nature of their significance to your
leadership journey. Were they significant because they moved your ideas
and career on positively, or were they difficult and/or traumatic and made
you change your own thinking about leadership? At this early stage, try to
identify one event of each kind, and what it taught you about yourself, as
a person and professionally. In the following section, | will ask you to add
to this activity.

[introduced the idea of a personal leadership narrative in a previous book
(Crawford, 2009).This has also been called the ‘personal interpretative
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BECOMING AND STAYING AN EDUCATIONAL LEADER 9

framework’ (Kelchtermans et al., 2011). Both of these similar concepts
invoke the way that leaders and their ideas develop over time: they take
into account retrospective views of experiences as well as the importance
of the here and now in personal development. Your identity as a leader
is formed partly through such narratives. Just like schools as organisa-
tions use narratives to manage meaning, communicate core values and
negotiate social order and identity (Armstrong, 2011), so leaders use
them to do similar things at the personal level. Narratives can help
express emotions and help the reader begin to understand the current
organisational context or lived reality of schooling. At the same time,
narratives help construct new ideas, not just for the leaders themselves
but for those they work with.

Telling your story

Narrative is linked to leadership in many significant ways, through past
events, through talk, through the personal sense of self, and in the cul-
ture of schools and schooling. For each person, this narrative will be
different and personal. Roberts (2002) sums up this process of recalling
events and putting them in a particular personal context:

In our own personal conceptions of our biographical time we are aware of
our own mortality but not our actual end; we also remember the ‘past’ but
cannot live it again except in the imagery of recollection. (p. 171)

In particular, he suggests that an individual life is full of events never
completed — interpretations that lie within the consciousness of the
interpreter. Interpretation and consciousness together make up a key
frame for the way leaders see their own narrative. This will inevitably be
full of ambiguity about the past, present and future.

Recognising the role of memory is important to this book because the
personal leadership narrative involves what Briner (1999) calls ‘our history,
present and anticipated future’, and memory will be shaped by other
forces. So leadership narratives are not memories per se, but much more
about the stories that people use to make sense of situations. Several
authors (Pascal and Ribbins, 1998; Southworth, 1995) have over time
given very clear accounts of leaders in action, speaking in their own
words. You might like to read some of these accounts yourself.

Sparrowe (2005) has a useful idea to think about, which relates to the
activity that you have just completed. He suggests that using the idea of a
narrative crystallises the fact that the self changes and moves through time
and events. ‘The narrative self is not a constant self, identical through time,
but the subject that experiences change, reversal, and surprise’ (p. 426).
Change, reversal and surprise are very important parts of the educational
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10 DEVELOPING AS AN EDUCATIONAL LEADER AND MANAGER

leadership narrative. Sparrowe also usefully outlines how a narrative works
in practice. To make sense of our lives we use different kinds of stories to
tell others about events and to relate each event in our lives to the ones
that have preceded it and will come after. He notes:

One way to do that is to recognize an event as the outcome of an intention —
this happened because I intended it to. Another way is to construe the event
as the effect of the intentions of some other individual, entity, or contextual
factor. Put another way, when we think about ourselves in relation to our
actions, we often do so in small plot segments [...] Plot is the organizing theme
of a narrative. It weaves together a complex set of events into a single story.

It could be argued that recognising the plotline becomes easier as you
become an experienced leader, partly because there are only so many
plots, but also your self-awareness will be more developed. Sparrowe sug-
gests that self-awareness can be aided in many ways, and work, such as
writing your own life story and keeping journals, can be seen as the most
common form of accessing narrative (Bush and Glover, 2003; Crawford,
2004). It also offers a space to reflect. Sparrowe suggests that writing your
own obituary can help you see the plot of your life, but perhaps this
should only be attempted when you are in the right frame of mind!
Other activities build on the basic reflection in Activity 1. One such is
‘The Reflective Best Self Portrait’ (Dutton et al., 2006) where people get
feedback on their unique strengths as individuals from significant others,
not just by listing them but by relating three stories of when they feel
they were at their best. Sparrowe calls this ‘the narrative construction of
an esteemed self’. Adding this idea to your journal could be a useful extra
exercise. He also advocates engaging leaders in understanding what
Luthans and Avolio (2003) refer to as trigger events. In Activity 1, consid-
eration of these may have informed your understanding. These events,
like a denouement in a soap opera, represent transitions in the plot of
your narrative identity. He notes: ‘Enriching the variety of alternative but
positive plot lines enables developing leaders to find in others new ways
of being.” For me this is important. A book that was totally introspective
about the leader and his/her own narrative would not be very useful, I
believe. The leadership narrative should not be viewed in isolation, as
others are very much engaged in the process, from students, to staff, to
the wider community. Later in the book I will look more closely at the
role of the wider community in such engagement.

Writing or telling a narrative is all about reframing situations in order
to understand them better. The reframing process is ongoing in a career.
One of the theoretical structures that you may find useful in your lead-
ership development is to frame your choices and opportunities in dif-
ferent ways, using some of the resources given in the book. When I
work with education leaders on postgraduate courses, I have found that

01_Crawford_BAB1404B0058_Ch-01_Section 1.indd 10 @ 22-Jul-14 9:57:57 AM



BECOMING AND STAYING AN EDUCATIONAL LEADER 11

the concept of reframing has proved very useful to students of leader-
ship, especially when applied to organisations (Bolman and Deal, 2003)
as well as to your own narrative. I will return to Bolman and Deal’s
conception of framing later (in Chapter 5), because frames are a useful
starting point for analysing any particular management problem that is
concerning you, perhaps starting with the one of the four frames that
you feel you use least often in order to give yourself a new viewpoint.
You may want to briefly scan that part of the book now.

The idea of story and narratives is one that most of us are familiar
with, and the personal leadership narrative is complex, many layered
and ever evolving. It chimes in with much of contemporary leadership
theory and practice that describes authenticity. Although authenticity
can be seen as a contested concept (Fineman, 2000), as an idea it can be
useful if it is viewed in relation to self-awareness of one’s fundamental
values and purpose rather than what others judge to be authentic. Lead-
ers’ sense of self will be framed by government policy, parents and the
community, students and teachers and their own life experiences.
Awareness that this is so is vital, and one of the most helpful aspects of
personal leadership development to understand from the start if educa-
tional leaders are to become more resilient and less reluctant to take up
challenging leadership positions. In terms of narrative, the plot of your
leadership story may be at the beginning, or at the end of Act Two.
Wherever you are in the plotline, this book will endeavour to help you
make sense of your narrative, and look at ways of enhancing your
knowledge of both theory and practice.

Of teaching and learning

Teaching and learning is at the heart of all that education is about and
should be central to why you want to lead and manage effectively. Your
personal leadership narrative will draw upon both your own experiences
as a learner at school and beyond, and on your ability to work with oth-
ers. The book will discuss how school leaders can develop and nurture
talent in curriculum leadership, and foster a climate for professional
development for all staff whether they are teachers or not. There is not
a specific section in this book that deals with leading teaching and learn-
ing. That is because my own core values assume that the educational
leader is a leader of teaching and learning, and this is the key core func-
tion of a school leader. I take this for granted because I believe that the
best educational leaders come from a background that is enriched by
their own work with young people on teaching and learning. This expe-
rience offers them real pedagogical insight, which makes them able to
identify and tackle key learning and teaching aspects of schools. This

01_Crawford_BAB1404B0058_Ch-01_Section 1.indd 11 @ 22-Jul-14 9:57:57 AM



12 DEVELOPING AS AN EDUCATIONAL LEADER AND MANAGER

insight comes from their training, from experience of being a teacher in
the classroom and from professional development opportunities perti-
nent to the classroom. My viewpoint means I have difficulty with poli-
cies that suggest it should be otherwise. For example, it is part of English
government policy currently to suggest that those from a non-teaching
background, e.g. school business managers, ex army officers, etc. can
take up headship. Such people may have many of the skills required to
lead a school, but at the heart of the job, I would argue, is someone that
is passionate about learning and helping young people develop both
their knowledge and their skills. I would probably argue that a non-
teacher head would need a teaching deputy, who would have a very
important role as regards curriculum management and delivery. Before
you read on, add the following notes to Activity 1.

Activity 1 (cont’d)

Do you agree with my viewpoint concerning teaching and learning experi-
ence? Note why, or why not. Add one example of how this viewpoint
might influence your own journey through leadership.

Becoming and staying a leader

Teachers are socialised into their profession, and moving into more
formal leadership roles can require a period of re-socialisation as the
expectations of colleagues, parents and children change. This process
of socialisation leads to the establishment of occupational identity
both in teachers and in leaders (Weindling and Earley, 1987; Draper
and McMichael, 1998). The path to leadership is situated in long-term
and informal socialisation, with many transitions between different fac-
ets of leadership (Duke, 1987: 261). It is worth looking more closely at
what this process of socialisation entails, and this is covered in Section 1.
Classroom teachers also have leadership roles, some of which are infor-
mal and may be the start of their own personal story towards more
formal leadership roles. This complex interplay means that becoming
an educational leader is a complex business, and is dissimilar for each
person, but there are also many similarities in the paths people take to
leadership roles (Cowie and Crawford, 2008). Some of the major differ-
ences may be due to the cultural context in which the leadership role
is developing and the book will reference several as the major practical
and theoretic issues are discussed. Throughout, you are asked to apply
what you read to your own contextual specifics, and ask: “What is it
that is different here and now for me and the people I work with?’
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BECOMING AND STAYING AN EDUCATIONAL LEADER 13

Any educational library is replete with books and articles about leader-
ship theory. A casual reader might observe that there appear to be fash-
ions in theory. For example, many articles have looked at how schools
both in England and the US have distributed leadership. Distributed
leadership has also been the focus of a great deal of research and debate
(Spillane, 2006; Harris, 2008). It is worth noting that in countries with
high accountability regimes, such as England, these discussions about a
more flexible, distributed pathway of leadership have occurred at a time
when the final accountability of the head teacher has never been greater.
In other countries, where there is more local accountability and auton-
omy through a district or province system, such as Canada, it could be
argued that there is still some flexibility in the structures for principals
to work in and through their organisation by a distributed leadership
framework. Chapter 3 will discuss these theoretical debates about leader-
ship in more detail.

Your role

Another factor, if formal leadership roles are your aim, is how leadership
roles are described and constructed in your particular context. In some
countries it would seem that both systemic and personal factors might
be stopping people becoming ‘formal’ educational leaders. Kelly and
Saunders (2010) suggested that developing people for headship is a com-
plex process which is a mixture of on the job informal learning and
more formal courses. The traditional route in many countries is to
become a deputy then a head so that you can take advantage of such
developmental opportunities. However, if you wish to become a head
teacher or principal, the number of deputy posts available may affect
your pathway, both in terms of how many are available, and also how
many are filled at any one time. For example, in England, the annual
survey of leadership posts by Howson and Sprigade (2011) noted a
decline in the number of advertised deputy posts and they worried that
this would reduce the number of candidates for headship in the future.
We also know from Howson that in England in particular, record num-
bers of primary school headship vacancies were seen during the
2009/2010 school year. He points out that the annual readvertisement
rate for heads in primary schools reached 40 per cent, the highest in the
26-year history of the survey. The secondary rate rose by a smaller
amount, 28 per cent. For the first year in the survey Scotland was
included and its vacancies levels rose slightly but remained lower than
in England and were mostly in rural areas. So, becoming a head teacher
is not as easy as one might first assume, certainly in parts of the UK.
There is developing evidence that in other countries, such as Ireland and
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14 DEVELOPING AS AN EDUCATIONAL LEADER AND MANAGER

parts of Canada, some middle leaders and deputies are also reluctant to
move upwards (Anderson et al., 2011). What is the situation in your
context? I will return to leadership qualifications and development pro-
grammes specifically in Chapter 9, as well as addressing specific contex-
tual challenges.

To travel hopefully

Nothing in the world of educational leadership stands still, whether you
are in Chile, Botswana or elsewhere, and change is ever present. The
purpose of this book is to help any potential or current leader in educa-
tion to develop practical strategies and a developing ability to articulate
ideas that will aid them through the differing contexts that will arise
over the length of a professional career. By asking you to read and reflect,
I hope that the book will have a useful part to play in your own con-
tinuing professional development planning. It aims to help you think
and research ideas and practices, and tailor your development to the
particular context that is uniquely yours.

I have stressed that this book views leadership in education as an evolv-
ing journey over time, set within a personal leadership narrative.
Although it could be argued that the journey narrative is hackneyed and
overused in education and elsewhere, it does sometimes serve a useful
purpose. When we travel we have a choice of routes and transport — we
can take the shortest route to our destination, usually by plane, or take
the train and admire the landscape, or cycle in teams for charity, or a
plethora of other options. All of this assumes of course that we have a
destination in mind when we set out. I would argue that many teachers
set out to work with children and young people, and often only gradu-
ally do they realise that their journey is taking them towards leadership
positions. So your journey and that of your contemporaries will be differ-
ent in the ways that travel is different — mode, destination, purpose,
equipment levels and so forth. I have argued in this introduction that
this journey is actually only partially about an external mode of travel
through some sort of educational landscape, and more a journey through
relationships with others and a continuous reflection on self — a narrative
journey. The narrative journey this book takes will draw on concepts
from the educational leadership and management literature, personal
narratives from around the world, and my own reflections from my expe-
riences as a teacher, lecturer, governor, parent and student. I will invite
you to examine and illustrate some of the routes that you have discov-
ered. The next chapter will look at values and frameworks of meaning, so
that you can begin to position yourself as an educational leader.
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