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Aims: This pamphlet explores what the new professionalism means for the 
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should be designed and operated, and how the success of that design can be 
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Leaders in education must be willing to engage with all key stakeholders to achieve 
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a professional body focused on developing pedagogy and the profession, not 
regulation. 
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What the new professionalism means for England

The teaching profession is being dragged down and divided. Instead, 
it needs to be united and uplifted. A house divided against itself cannot 
stand, and nor can an educational system built on tiny grains of shifting 
sand.

This is the heart, soul and spleen of Sue Williamson’s cut-to-the-chase 
pamphlet on the need to create a new professionalism in teaching – for 
teachers, with teachers and, not least, by teachers themselves.

We were pleased and proud to support – and also, to some extent help 
stimulate the vision of SSAT and its director for a stronger profession – 
more than two years ago when we began sharing our own ideas and 
evidence on what we call professional capital with some of SSAT’s most 
dedicated school leaders. 

Professional capital, we said, is about finding and fostering stronger 
human capital among individual teachers, not by bringing in unlicensed 
enthusiasts with indecent haste, but by finding and inspiring highly 
qualified, well prepared and solidly grounded young people who will 

Foreword by
Andy Hargreaves and Michael Fullan
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Foreword

become responsible for the minds of England’s future citizens. It is 
about lifting up the profession with the very best people it can attract.

More than this, professional capital is also about developing social 
capital – the strength that teachers have when they cooperate together 
in the school day, circulating their best ideas and enquiring into their 
practice and how to improve it. And the way to unleash social capital is 
through outstanding, uplifting leadership in systems where people do 
not compete against each other but raise standards teacher-to-teacher, 
school-to-school and peer-to-peer.

No-one in their right minds, except in wartime, would come up with 
ways to convert teachers into troops in an instant. Why would we 
do the opposite? Only the desperate or destitute would commit their 
bodies to a doctor who had only been trained in just a few weeks. Why 
would we do this with children’s minds? 

These are the questions that Sue Williamson asks about the teaching 
profession in England. This visionary pamphlet calls for a new 
profession, a true profession, where knowledge is valued, skill is 
developed and academic qualifications are not disparaged; a profession 
where teachers and schools work with, not against each other; and a 
profession which is willing to raise up itself quickly before it is razed to 
the ground by others.

Read this. Think hard. Open your mind. Ask, then, what others should 
do for the profession. But more than anything, ask what you and the 
profession will do for yourselves. 

Andy Hargreaves and Michael Fullan
Advisers to the Premier and Minister of Education of Ontario

October, 2014
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Introduction

What the new professionalism 
means for England

For England to have a world-class education system, we need 
confident, outward-looking schools led by thoughtful school leaders, 
who are passionate about securing the best outcomes for all students. 
They need to pay appropriate attention to every aspect of the school’s 
leadership and the teaching and learning it enables for all its students. 
The quality of our schools needs to be endorsed by students, parents, 
policymakers, employers, higher and further education and other 
stakeholders. 

To achieve this position, schools and the education system need 
outstanding teachers who are well qualified and committed to their own 
learning, as well as developing their students both academically and 
personally. 

Sadly we are not yet in this position. The current situation is that:

• The system is fragmented and there is little evidence of a coherent 
strategy to develop England into a world-class system – school 
autonomy on its own is insufficient.
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• Many school leaders are fearful of Ofsted and, instead of taking 
advantage of the greater autonomy they now have, allow the 
accountability framework rather than the needs of students to 
direct their actions.

• The introduction of the national curriculum in 1988 and the 
national strategies in 1998 have deskilled teachers in terms of 
curriculum design, assessment and pedagogy.

• Schools in difficulty do not have a support system. Quite the 
reverse, in fact – even those that may be in temporary difficulty 
are subjected to draconian measures. Too many schools have 
reverted to being inward-looking.

• There is a shortage of high-quality teachers in many subject areas, 
particularly English, mathematics and science.

• Teachers do not feel valued as a profession.

• There is a crisis in initial teacher training – Professor Sir Tim 
Brighouse has said that this is a government-induced crisis. 
Perhaps even more worryingly, the current government does not 
see the need to train teachers at all (highlighted in initiatives such 
as Troops to Teachers and Teach First). 

• There needs to be greater recognition that students in England 
will have to compete with students from across the world for 
university places and employment.

• Schools are not seen as successful organisations. Both employers 
and higher education institutions state that young people leaving 
school are not well prepared for their next steps.

These factors are particularly worrying as international studies tell us 
that in high-performing countries and jurisdictions such as Finland, 
Singapore, Alberta and Ontario there is a high level of trust between 
the teaching profession and the government. These countries and 
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jurisdictions have superbly qualified, well-trained, and effectively 
supported teachers. Sustainable improvement can only be achieved by 
and with teachers.

Teachers and schools must be accountable, but it has to be intelligent 
accountability, based on professional standards not political whims 
or bureaucratic rules. A climate of fear – whether based on real or 
imagined threats – is not conducive to innovative practice and a 
developing profession. The system has to allow creation of a climate for 
teachers to establish a professional culture built on pedagogical thinking 
and practice, collaboration and research. The profession must reach 
out to other stakeholders, including parents, employers, academics 
and policymakers in order to reach consensus on the outcomes of 
schooling, and to promote the different routes to success. 

To become world class we have to develop the ‘new professionalism’ – 
characterised by a relentless focus on improving the quality of teaching 
and learning, innovative practice, and engagement with research. 
The new professionalism will mean:

• Implementing SSAT’s and David Hargreaves’ definition of system 
leadership: ‘System leadership in education has to be ... about 
how all those with claims to be the system’s leaders come 
to agree about the purposes of the system, how it should be 
designed and operated, and how the success of that design can 
be judged.’1 This means the redefining of relationships between all 
stakeholders.

• Developing the leadership capacity within the school and the 
system.

• Committing to developing, in partnership with higher education, 
a fully qualified, high-quality teaching profession that is capable of 
leading on pedagogy, curriculum design and assessment. 
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SSAT’s definition of an outstanding school

Focusing single-mindedly on performance measures gets you so 
far. But being outstanding in every sense of the word – for your 
students, teachers, parents and community – requires a bigger, 
more courageous vision.

It means having your own principled plan based on what you 
know is right for your own students. It means subjecting that 
plan to constant challenge and innovation. Above all, it’s about 
liberating your teachers to perform brilliantly in the classroom.

At SSAT our view is that outstanding schools concentrate on one 
overriding goal: ensuring students can fulfil their potential in an 
increasingly complex world.

• Developing a willingness to engage with all key stakeholders, 
including students, employers and parents as well as higher and 
further education, to achieve successful outcomes for all students.

• Ensuring that all teachers’ professional development includes 
research that contributes to ‘next practice’ in teaching and 
learning.

• Enabling and also expecting school leaders and teachers to 
foster focused collaborative cultures internally and in wider 
networks externally.

• Putting students at the heart of all we do. 

This pamphlet explores what the new professionalism means for the 
system, school leaders, teachers and students in England. 
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Chapter 1

The system and system leadership 

It is very difficult to describe the English education system – largely 
because it is extremely diverse. The main thrust of the coalition 
government’s policy has been creating more academies; introducing 
free schools and university technical colleges; and giving greater 
autonomy but within a very tight accountability framework. 

There are now many multi-academy trusts and chains of schools, and 
many school leaders see this as the way forward. Take for instance 
Stephen Tierney, executive head of St Mary's Catholic College & Christ 
the King Catholic Primary School, Blackpool:

‘Every system needs its basic building blocks. But the single 
school, single governing body is a system for the history 
books – in that system, autonomy and competition mattered 
more than coherence and collaboration. To facilitate the 
move to the next phase of development, we need to build 
the system around local families of schools with shared 
governance arrangements. With shared ownership and 
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responsibility for students and staff, they will be part of the 
regional or national landscape.

‘Wider alliances will evolve from these families: adding value 
to the education we offer young people and adding values to 
the ethos and culture of our schools. It is in these tight local 
families of schools and looser wider alliances that system 
leaders will be formed and found.’

In Mr Tierney’s case, the next few months will see the 
establishment of a small multi-academy trust involving St Mary’s 
Catholic College, Christ the King Catholic Primary School and 
St Cuthbert’s Catholic Primary School. ‘The opportunity for 
us to work together and look at the child’s journey from 
3-19 years old across our schools will be fascinating. We 
have already appointed an assistant headteacher to lead on 
mathematics & numeracy from key stages 1-3. In the next 
12 months we intend to appoint an assistant headteacher to 
do the same for literacy and another to lead on professional 
development. These are shared interests that we can act on 
more powerfully by working together. Over the coming years 
we hope more schools will join the trust.’

His school is also involved with two teaching school alliances, 
to ‘increase the professional capital available to us through 
an extended professional development offer for current 
teachers and the opportunity to help develop the next 
generation of teachers, from the start of their career. 

‘The network is more powerful than the single school trying 
to do its best against the odds,’ he points out.
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System leaders have the skill and expertise to customise 
their systems and processes when working with other 
schools, but also the strength not to compromise on what 
must happen.

Stephen Tierney highlights the benefits of joint appointments, 
joint practice development and joint utilisation of resources. Other 
headteachers are less enthusiastic, perhaps because they are leading a 
school in challenging circumstances and feel that they are being taken 
over or done to. School-led MATs are producing good examination 
outcomes, as reported in Professor Daniel Muijs’ research. However, 
some of the larger academy chains (for example E-Act and AET) have 
run into difficulty, and have even had to relinquish a number of schools. 

Rather like local education authorities, chains can be strong or weak. 
The answer is not ‘chains or no chains’, but in what makes them 
strong or weak. It is not surprising that there are a variety of models, 
considering that successful headteachers are often mavericks and 
entrepreneurs who have created a brand/school that is very successful 
within their context. These headteachers have the skill and expertise 
to customise their systems and processes when working with other 
schools, but also the strength not to compromise on what must 
happen.2

David Carter, formerly chief executive of the Cabot Learning Federation 
and now DfE’s regional commissioner for the South West, was one of 
the first system leaders. He writes: 
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‘System leadership is not a new conceptual addition to 
the educational leadership debate. The definition can be 
as broad or as narrow as we wish to apply it. My view 
is that you become a system leader when you generate 
high impact on the lives and outcomes of young people 
who attend schools that you either never visit or do so 
less frequently than the school you perhaps used to lead. 
System leadership involves the influence and clarity of your 
expressed leadership aims, the ways in which you hold 
others to account and the capacity with which you grow new 
leaders. This makes the definition both real and relevant. 

‘In practice, I am not sure people set out to be system 
leaders. I cannot remember seeing an advert to become 
one. However, since the point at which I became the CEO of 
the Cabot Learning Federation, that is in effect what I have 
been. I no longer lead one school, but have a presence and 
impact in eleven. I am no longer responsible for one set of 
children’s results, but am accountable to my board, the DfE 
and the taxpayer for the KS2, GCSE and post-16 results 
of 6000 children as they move through the different year 
groups in their academies. I hold my principals to account 
for the performance in their academies and that is one of 
the differences between my current role and single school 
leadership. 

‘The system itself is complex,’ he adds, because it ‘includes 
schools beyond our organisation, FE colleges, universities, 
business partners and individuals with whom we connect 
for specific reasons. The sphere of influence both to us and 
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from us when we operate as system leaders is bigger and 
more dynamic than the leadership of one single part of our 
network. This is why system leadership has to be placed at 
the heart of our leadership thinking. 

‘The future will need more system leaders. Leaders of 
educational systems will be outstanding strategists, highly 
competent financial managers, and knowledgeable about 
school improvement while never losing sight of the moral 
purpose that defines the core business. System leaders will 
create legacy. They will have developed new leaders, new 
opportunities for children to learn in different ways as an 
outcome from horizon scanning across a rapidly changing 
landscape. The post-2010 political arena will focus on 
holding the system to account in a more mature and localised 
model than before. System leaders will be in the vanguard of 
this and will determine the speed with which our education 
system can rightly call itself world class.’

The introduction of regional commissioners and regional headteacher 
boards may mean that we have to evaluate our system on a regional 
rather than a national basis. Undoubtedly they should provide 
opportunities for headteachers to exercise system leadership.

David Carter and Stephen Tierney are outstanding headteachers who, 
over the years, have innovated and developed their expertise and skills to 
become system leaders. Part of their work will be to continue to develop 
the next generation of school leaders. Both have done so within their own 
institutions and by contributing to national leadership programmes run by 
SSAT and NCTL. 
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Curriculum, pedagogy and behaviour management must 
be owned by the profession

Stephen Tierney

And they share a vision of the way system leadership must develop. As 
Stephen Tierney puts it: 

‘Leading in the system and leading the system are two different 
things. If we want to be great, it’s time to move to the next phase 
of development for our education system. This will see the 
profession taking responsibility for the education system at an 
unprecedented level. Currently many of the controls and much of 
the accountability is done to schools. To become world class we 
need to:

• move towards a rigorous peer accountability system

• take responsibility for the quality of people entering the 
profession 

• co-construct their development to ensure they become 
expert teachers. 

‘Curriculum, pedagogy and behaviour management must be 
owned by the profession,’ he insists.

This is the vision that is a crucial part of the new professionalism – the 
profession leading. SSAT strongly advocates this, but recognises that 
not all school leaders are ready to be system leaders. As mentioned  
earlier, many school leaders simply want to comply with the latest policy 
initiative and be told what to do. Nor is there a political will or enough 
confidence from other stakeholders to encourage a change in the 
status quo. 
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In the new professionalism, school leaders need to demonstrate that they are 
prepared to invest time and resources in solving the difficult problems, and 
that they will work with all stakeholders to prepare young people to be learners 
for life. Further, all teachers, from the time they enter the profession, must 
seek and exemplify the new professionalism in their work with peers within 
and beyond their schools.

Broader outcomes

SSAT believes that we need to develop a common viewpoint on our education 
system. The CBI, under the leadership of John Cridland, is offering its support 
for a more rounded approach to the education of young people rather than a 
rigid focus on examinations:

‘The next government should require schools and colleges to work 
towards a broader set of outcomes – which prioritise academic progress 
and the development of ‘character’. These outcomes, which should be 
driven by reform of the Ofsted framework, would still incentivise schools 
to focus on rigour in academic achievement but would also encourage 
them to think more about developing rounded and grounded young 
people.’3 

In the new professionalism this would be the norm. SSAT is strongly 
advocating that schools must engage with parents, students, FE/HE, 
employers and other stakeholders to agree the principles and outcomes 
by which they will be judged. SSAT also strongly believes that collaboration 
and networking are important for developing our education system. This is 
imperative for the redesign of schooling. 

Collaboration has to have a hard edge – there has to be real purpose 
otherwise it is no more than a talk shop. A good example of collaboration is 
the Somerset Challenge – this is a practitioner-led partnership of 38 secondary 
schools set up in 2013 with the goal of significantly raising standards of 
achievement for young people in Somerset. It has been characterised as a 
‘bottom-up’ example of regional challenge.4
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The Somerset Challenge aims to:

• Achieve better assessment and examination outcomes at 14, 
16 and 18

• Close the gaps between ‘disadvantaged students’ and their 
peers

• Increase the proportion of schools judged to be good or 
better in Ofsted inspections

• Secure system-wide transformation led by school leaders.

The rate of improvement in educational outcomes in Somerset 
had fallen below national and regional figures. Gaps between 
students eligible for the pupil premium and their peers are still 
unacceptably wide. In 2012 just 65% of schools were judged 
to be good or better by Ofsted – with a lower proportion of 
outstanding schools than regionally or nationally. At this time 
there was extremely limited access to teaching schools and 
there were no secondary national or local leaders of education in 
Somerset.

Headteachers decided to work together and the Somerset 
Challenge was formed, drawing on highly successful school and 
system transformations in London, and Alberta and Toronto in 
Canada.

A prospectus set out the offer to schools and invited them to 
commit to membership of the challenge. Somerset County 
Council provided financial support. A Somerset Challenge 
board was established to drive and monitor the work. It has an 
external, independent chair – Dr Vanessa Ogden, headteacher of 
Mulberry School for Girls in Tower Hamlets.
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Internal and external learning partnerships now foster 
collaboration, challenge and support. Each school is a member 
of a family group, which is working together to improve the 
quality of teaching and learning, raise achievement and close 
gaps. A number of schools that are ‘keys to success’ of the 
challenge will receive bespoke support.

Key strategic partnerships have been developed with the 
London Leadership Strategy, the Behavioural Insights Team 
and RM Results. The London Leadership Strategy is supporting 
‘keys to success’ schools and family groups by deploying 
national leaders of education to work with schools. This will 
provide external challenge and support while developing local 
capacity. The Behavioural Insights Team, part of the Cabinet 
Office, is developing a range of interventions to boost aspirations, 
enhance communication with parents and improve teacher 
recruitment. An infrastructure to support knowledge sharing and 
mobilisation between families of schools, schools and teachers 
will be provided by the RM Collaborate platform.

What impact has there been so far? 

• Collective agreement to ensure all young people have the best 
possible education and to challenge each other to improve. 

• A framework for school-to-school support and engagement 
of experienced NLEs. 

Improvements in outcomes will take time. But inspection 
outcomes have already improved: three schools have come out 
of an Ofsted category, and the proportion of students attending 
schools rated good or better schools has risen by 12 percentage 
points.
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The Somerset Challenge at little over a year old is still in its infancy but 
it is a major achievement to get the agreement of 38 school leaders to 
work together in such an open way. This has to be the first part of the 
journey to raise standards in an area, and it will be interesting to see 
how parents, employers and policymakers react. Will the Challenge be 
allowed to support a school that drops into an Ofsted category, or will 
other interventions be introduced? 

The Somerset Challenge does not affect the schools’ governance 
structures. They all have their own governing bodies, and this is seen 
as an important element in accountability to their local communities. It 
is a good example of system leadership. In the new professionalism, 
structure is less important then collaboration.

However, there is a professional journey that every system leader and 
school leader must undertake to build the toolkit that they need to be 
an outstanding leader. SSAT has always supported the view that the 
profession has to take on the main responsibility for developing the 
next generation of teachers, but that this should be done in partnership 
with schools of education. There has to be an organisation that has the 
strategic view of teacher recruitment.

The profession has to take on the main responsibility for 
developing the next generation of teachers. 


