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The Power of School Partnerships: Putting the 'Why' Before How and What – 
Executive Headteacher, Rob Carpenter 

 

The Royal Borough of Greenwich LA has some of the highest performing primary schools nationally and is one of 

the most improved authorities in the UK.  Standards have risen exponentially in the past 6 years and the 

proportion of good and outstanding schools is higher than the national average.  However, it faces the same 

challenges as other boroughs in maintaining improvements and evolving in a climate of increased uncertainty 

and change.  Staring headlong into budget cuts and diminishing LA services, rising pupil numbers, limited places 

on offer, and meeting the demands to maintain standards amid headteacher recruitment shortages – something 

has to change. 

Recent meetings with Greenwich headteachers have started to focus on the benefits of deepening collaboration 

between schools and the benefits of school partnerships.  Facilitated by a pro-active local authority, working in 

partnership with the Royal Greenwich Teaching School Alliance, leaders are beginning to express a willingness to 

embrace the future with all of its uncertainties.  Schools are sharing experiences of how cross school 

collaboration works in different contexts (including federations and clusters); they are exchanging ideas about 

creating hubs of excellence and, more widely, tackling the thorny issue of how to move forwards collectively in 

adapting to life without local authorities.  

However, there still remains an element of fear, scepticism and doubt within schools as to why our schools 

should look beyond their existing organisation in order to succeed and why we need to engage in a debate 

about the benefits of partnership.  In a climate where historically, most school partnerships have been born out 

of necessity rather than choice, these fears are genuine and need to be listened to.  The main concern is that 

partnering schools together is an imposed solution rather than a mutually agreed and mutually beneficial 

agreement between schools.  The argument follows that one school (or school leader) becomes more dominant 

or is seen as the ‘donor’ school.  The challenge for school leaders and local authorities in the coming 

months is to ensure the why of school partnerships is articulated fully and is at the forefront of the 

debate rather than the ‘what’ or ‘how’ of partnerships.  (See visual below). 

http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-32062578
http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-32062578
http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-32062578


2 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For many, the perceived threats of partnership have a far greater impact on leaders’ thinking and behaviour 

than the reality.  Assumptions about change in education, coupled with perceptions about the agenda for school 

partnerships has a paralysing effect; prohibiting leaders in seeing the reality of fundamental changes taking 

place in the organisation of school support and improvement services.  In Greenwich for example, the model for 

partnerships has been framed historically around standards and leadership failure.  The phrase ‘partnership’ has 

become synonymous with ‘take over’ in some minds.  The perception of some is that school partnerships lead to 

increased competition and personal gain rather than deepening whole organisational learning through 

collaboration.  It’s a case of the perception being more frightening than the reality.  
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It wasn’t too long ago that we believed the world to be flat.  This played into people’s fears, inhibited travel, 

limited trade and exploration and challenged theories of change – nobody wanted to fall off the edge of the 

world!  The same thinking is dangerously close to leading schools and leaders to the precipice.  The reality is 

that local authority resources are diminishing and resources are stretched.  With pressure on schools to meet 

increased demands, schools would be wise to focus on the possibilities of collaboration and the benefits this can 

create rather than allow perceptions to control our thinking. 

The research from Robert Hill on the changing education landscape and potential for working in new, exciting 

ways is compelling.  For the first time, in our recent education history, school leaders have the potential to 

become designers and architects of our education future.  We have an opportunity to evolve into more dynamic, 

creative, self-determining organisations where learning and teaching is improved from within our own resources 

based on research and evidence about what works.  It is leadership based on moral purpose, values driven and 

designed to meet the needs of our communities.  In order to help everyone understand these possibilities 

though, we have to start with why change and why collaborate.  (See Fig 1 and Fig 2). 

Fig. 1 

 

Since launching our own Inspire Partnership, the why has become increasingly clear.  In just 3 months we have 

subject leaders creating shared resources, teachers joint planning, staff expertise being utilised across 

schools.  Staff are recognising that together we are stronger when we “hike in teams”.  They value being 

learners as well as leaders and are being inspired and challenged by exposure to excellence in different 

areas.  School improvement is both more rapid and sustainable because practice is developed and matured 

across schools.  We are now engineering the future of our partnership; examining how we recruit, train and 

deploy staff across our partnership, as opposed to just one school.  

 

http://roberthilleducationblog.com/about/
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Fig. 2 

 

We are also impacting on the future of schools beyond our partnership and are making a significant impact 

more widely.  This ranges from hosting school visits to deployment of specialist leaders working alongside staff 

for school improvement delivery.  This has resulted in us revising our own leadership structure so that we have 

increased capacity for in reach school improvement as well as outreach improvement.  Teachers have travelled 

hundreds of miles to work with staff and children from other schools, co-constructed medium term plans and 

developed resources to share.  They have given away their best teaching and leadership ideas, sharing their 

personal philosophies about education and learning.  

Yet, if you asked me which schools have benefited the most from extended collaboration, my answer would be 

the same every time.  Us.  It has tested our thinking, challenged our theories about learning and forced us to 

answer WHY.  Why do we do what we do?  What is our school moral purpose?  What are our values about 

teaching and learning?  Why do we believe children benefit when we are working in partnership with other 

schools? 

If we are going to support schools in meeting the education challenges of the next twelve months, and if we are 

going to remove the genuine fear caused by perceptions of partnership, then we first have to start by answering 

why school partnerships are right for schools and children.  Perceptions will not change because of what we do 

or how we do it.  They will change because of why. 


