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DEEP 
LEADERSHIP
FOR SOCIAL 
JUSTICE

This is the last pamphlet in this initial 
series of publications on fighting for 

deep social justice. We have done an in-
itial exploration of deep learning, deep 
experience, and deep support for social 
justice. The importance of leadership at 
all levels is highlighted throughout all 
four pamphlets and in this pamphlet, I 
want to focus on the role of school lead-
ers – in their school or MAT, in their local 
community, and nationally – to secure 
social justice for every child. At SSAT we 
have always advocated that school lead-
ers must lead the system, and we believe 
that this must be real or authentic lead-
ership. Not a tokenistic role of simply im-
plementing the policies of the secretary 
of state. 

In SSAT’s initial work with Professor Da-
vid Hargreaves on personalising learning, our 
definition of deep leadership, which drew on 
the two gateways of school design and organi-
sation and workforce development, was:

“Deep leadership means redesigning ed-
ucation so that, through a culture of person-
alisation and co-construction with shared 
leadership, the school secures deep experi-
ence, deep support and deep learning for all 
its students.”1

When we talked about organisational 
design, we were not referring to bricks-and-
mortar, but about an educational philosophy 
or vision from which would flow an organisa-
tional design. Hargreaves used lessons from 
the business world to test with school leaders, 
and stated that in recent times many organi-
sations have:

• Focused more strongly on their core 
business

• Outsourced some activities

• Redefined relationships with customers

• Redefined the units into which they are 
divided internally
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• Started to tap the knowledge of their 
staffs more fully

• Increased horizontal relationships and 
reduced vertical ones

• Redesigned jobs and the nature of work

• Done all this in order to improve 
performance.

QUESTION 

How many of these have you done 
in your school? Why did you do so? 
What were the effects?

As we developed the thinking and practice 
around personalising learning, we discovered 
that school leaders were redesigning their 
schools – firstly on the basis of the nine gate-
ways and later on the four deeps. Ministers 
such as David Miliband advocated personal-
isation, and headteachers took on the chal-
lenge to determine what this would mean in 
their schools ie, they adopted personalising 
learning as the school’s strategic intent, and 
on that basis set about any organisational re-
design that they considered necessary. Some 
schools and MATs still use the deeps as an im-
provement tool and an organisational struc-
ture. 

The Coalition and Conservative govern-
ments have changed the structure of school-
ing with a drive for academisation and the in-
troduction of multi-academy trusts (MATs). 
Within this framework, are we promoting 
leadership, or restricting it to a few leaders of 
large MATs? Do school leaders have the time 
to focus on the core business, ie, teaching and 
learning, or is power more centrally focused? 
How might deep leadership secure social jus-
tice?

Strategic intent is critical to taking the 
ambition for deep social justice forward. Stra-

tegic intent, a concept devised by Hamel and 
Prahalad, describes an ambitious and com-
pelling dream, one that generates sufficient 
intellectual and emotional energy for the 
journey to realise a long-term high aspiration. 
Hargreaves described the three attributes of 
strategic intent in Deep Leadership - 1.

A sense of direction: In many organisa-
tions staff do not share a sense of purpose 
above and beyond the short-term unit per-
formance, because most organisations are 
over-managed and under-led. Strategic intent 
provides clarity about ends, but is unspecific 
about means.

A sense of discovery: Strategic intent 
offers staff an enticing spectacle of a new 
destination. It is broad enough to leave room 
for considerable experimentation in how to 
reach the destination. It contains the ‘where’ 
but not the ‘how’, so creativity is unbridled.

A sense of destiny: The goal must be 
worthwhile to command the respect and al-
legiance of all the staff. Strategic intent must 
stimulate the passion in staff so that they can 
make a real difference. It represents an ambi-
tion that stretches beyond current resources 
and capabilities.

Strategic intent demands more of the or-
ganisation than it currently believes is possi-
ble, and thereby creates a spur for the ingenu-
ity out of which new practices will arise.2

At SSAT, we hope that all schools would 
adopt the strategic intent of ensuring that all 
students, whatever their ability or context, 
leave school fully prepared to lead fulfilled 
and purposeful lives. This is ambitious, long-
term, and there will be considerable scope for 
innovation and experimentation, as context 
is critical. It is certainly an ambition that the 
majority of the school workforce will support. 

We are not saying that schools alone can 
secure social justice – this will require gov-
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ernments of all persuasions to work in a rad-
ically different way. This includes adopting a 
strategy of cross-department and cross-party 
working that focuses on the long-term goal of 
achieving deep social justice, and recognising 
that educationalists in all phases should be 
heard in designing and delivering policy. 

ACHIEVING SOCIAL 
JUSTICE WILL REQUIRE 
GOVERNMENTS OF ALL 
PERSUASIONS TO WORK IN 
A RADICALLY DIFFERENT 
WAY, AND RECOGNISE 
THAT EDUCATIONALISTS 
IN ALL PHASES SHOULD BE 
HEARD IN DESIGNING AND 
DELIVERING POLICY

Collaboration between schools, health 
and social services, youth services, employ-
ers, and local communities is essential to 
maximise limited resources.

The first part of this pamphlet will view 
how we can work towards achieving deep so-
cial justice in the current system of schooling 
through principled leadership and collabora-
tion. The second part is based on Professor Sir 
Tim Brighouse’s recommendations to trans-
form the school system to one with ‘hope and 
ambition.’



THE FOUR DEEPS FOR PERSONALISING LEARNING
REDEFINED AS VEHICLES FOR DEEP SOCIAL JUSTICE

4

THE DEEPS:
DEEP LEADERSHIP
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It is important to recognise the climate 
in which schools are operating. We 

have repeatedly said that schools cannot 
solve all the ills of the world, but there is 
no doubt that schools have to deal with 
many of them. 

At a recent SSAT discussion dinner with 
Sammy Wright, Social Mobility Commission-
er, headteachers spoke about the issues they 
were facing:

• Racism and intolerance of diversity: 
since the vote to leave the EU in 2016, 
students have reported that there has 
been an increase in racist experiences 
in their community which was 
corroborated by a number of the dinner 
attendees.

• Poverty: Four million children are 
living in poverty in the UK – that is 
around nine in the average classroom. 
The situation is getting worse, with the 
number set to rise to 5 million by 2020. 

Shockingly, two-thirds of children living 
in poverty have at least one parent 
in work.3 Woodside High School, for 
example, is working with Oxfam to hold 
an Inequality Hearing. They highlight 
that 37% of London’s children live below 
the poverty line, and that Haringey 
Council has seen a 59% reduction in its 
budget since 2010. “Our young people 
are being excluded from fulfilling their 
potential and achieving their dreams.” 
Woodside and Oxfam are partnering to 
make Haringey a fairer place to live.

• Knife crime: has increased by 7% in 
the 12 months to the end of June 2019. 
Schools are dealing with the victims and 
families of knife crime plus, in many 
cases, the perpetrators.

• Lack of access to CAMHs: there are 
long waiting times for access to these 
services – 6 months appears to be the 
average waiting period.

CURRENT 
CLIMATE
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• Lack of resources for children and 
young people with SEND: 1.3 million 
pupils in England are identified as 
having special educational needs and 
disabilities. Over a million (79%) do 
not have Education, Health and Care 
(EHC) plans. Deaf pupils in England 
are struggling “at every stage of their 
education”, with fewer than half leaving 
school with two A-levels, compared with 
almost two-thirds of their hearing peers, 
according to a report by The National 
Deaf Children’s Society (NDCS). 
Campaigners say deaf education has 
been blighted by deep cuts to support 
services. Susan Daniels, the chief 
executive of NDCS, said: “For years the 
deepening crisis in deaf education has 
been brushed off, with the government 
pretending it didn’t exist. However, the 
government’s own data now shows in 
black and white how dire the situation 
is for deaf children. Every child deserves 
the chance to shine at school and deaf 
children are no exception.”4

• Accountability framework, with 
so much emphasis on examination 
results: this has led to behaviours 
such as off-rolling and refusal to admit 
students with special educational 
needs. 

• Lack of positive role models including 
the political class.

• The forgotten third: we need systemic 
change to a system problem: in the 
current examination system, 35% of 
students will always fail.

Our schooling system requires principled 
leadership even more than before. The next 
section on principled leadership is written by 
Dan Belcher, senior education lead at SSAT.
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PRINCIPLED 
LEADERSHIP 
DAN BELCHER

Principled leaders feel a natural desire to engage with social justice. They rec-
ognise that the world is not as it should be and want to make a difference. They 
see inequities all around them and realise that something must be done to break 
the cycle, no matter how difficult that may be. 

What can be more difficult for our profession to admit is that our school system 
has contributed to perpetuating these inequalities for generations, and knowingly or 
not, we have played a part.

In Why teachers must become change agents Michael Fullan (1993) said, “Teaching 
at its core is a moral profession. Scratch a good teacher and you will find moral pur-
pose” (Fullan, 1993, p1)5. This is also true of principled school leaders. The leaders SSAT 
has the pleasure of working with demonstrate many of the 10 moral values described 
by Roger Steare in his book Ethicability (2011)6 - wisdom, justice, courage, self-con-
trol, trust, hope, love, honesty, humility and excellence. And yet there is tension. In 
fact, a series of tensions. The system they operate within is characterised by compe-
tition, market forces, exclusion, separation, labelling and short termism. The unethi-
cal practices of off-rolling and gaming are examples of how the system has incentiv-
ised and rewarded people for doing bad things. Even moral and ethical 
school leaders can feel a need to ‘keep the wolves from the door’ 
and ‘play the game enough’ in order to preserve their school 
communities, staff and jobs from the perceived threats of 
accountability. 

How do principled leaders promote social justice? 
There are four levels at which leaders can demonstrate 
their commitment and make a positive difference. 
Firstly, on a personal level through the values they 
model and celebrate; secondly through the way they 
lead their organisations; thirdly by their engagement 
with system level issues; and finally through recognising 
the full breadth of the social justice agenda.
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 Personal leadership for social justice (micro level)

“One child, one teacher, one book, one pen can change the world”
      Malala Yousafzai

Above all, who we are matters. The values we live by, the things we say – and, more 
importantly, do. We must ask ourselves: do we model principled leadership? Are we in-
creasingly demonstrating the 10 moral values referred to above? This requires person-
al introspection, honesty and humility. It may mean confronting some uncomfortable 
truths. Love and justice demand that we champion fairness and take care of the most 
vulnerable. On a personal level, have our hearts become hardened to the injustices 
around us, or is compassion stirring us to action? Have we accepted the status quo 
and belief that things can never be any different? If we are not personally convicted of 
our responsibility to bring social justice and our ability to make a difference, then we 
cannot meaningfully expect to lead and inspire others to do so. It is easy to become 
preoccupied by to-do lists and performance, and in doing so lose our sense of purpose 
and people. What, and who, are we doing all this for? 

The parable of the star fish
One morning an old man was walking on a beach. He came upon a 

boy surrounded by thousands and thousands of starfish that had been 
washed up by the high tide. As eagerly as he could, the youngster was 
picking them up, one by one, and throwing them back into the ocean.

Puzzled, the older man looked at the young boy and asked, “Little 
boy, what are you doing?”

The boy replied without looking up, “I’m trying to save these 
starfish, sir.”

The old man chuckled aloud, and queried, “Son, there are 
thousands of starfish and only one of you. What difference can you 
make?”

Holding a starfish in his hand, the boy turned to the man and, 
gently tossing the starfish into the water, said, “I made a difference to 
that one!”

Organisational leadership for social justice (meso level)

“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful committed citizens can  
 change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.” 

      Margaret Mead

There are lots of people doing wonderful things at personal cost to make a differ-
ence at an individual level. But while this is laudable and inspiring, we need solutions 
that act at scale, otherwise we will merely continue to treat the symptoms rather than 
search for a cure. 

A principled school leader can inspire and support the whole school community to 
be one that promotes equity and champions social justice. 

It may be helpful to develop a shared framework and consistent nomenclature 
that cements these values. Nevertheless, values are to be ‘lived not laminated’. It is not 

DEEP LEADERSHIP FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE
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enough to make a pledge or write a mission statement – it must be actioned, which 
requires leadership and a genuine commitment of time, effort and resources. It means 
considering all decisions through the lens of social justice – will this decision promote 
equity and inclusion, remove barriers and benefit the disadvantaged? 

Excluding a child from the school community is one of the most difficult moral de-
cisions that a school leader makes. It should be so, a last resort, a recognition of failure. 
Statistically we know excluded children are far more likely to come from disadvan-
taged contexts and have SEND. Leaders face very real tensions – how do we support 
the individual while upholding the needs of the bigger group? How many chances do 
I give a child/young person to turn the corner before I say we cannot cope and can do 
no more? Those who exclude argue that it is for the greater good – out of their respon-
sibility to other students who may feel unsafe or have their learning disrupted. This 
may be so, but a principled leader will always ask themselves – have I truly done all I 
can? Is there anything more we could do?

Arguably the way we organise for education is more important than its content 
in addressing inequity. This thinking requires us to re-examine much of what is nor-
mative in education and ask ourselves to what extent these things reinforce existing 
social power structures and injustice. For example, does setting by ability groupings 
teach children that they can only associate with those of similar ability and outlook, 
and in doing so reinforce ideas of class as a way of organising society? Do extrinsic 
reward systems for good work or behaviour reduce intrinsic motivations for learning 
and communicate that it is about satisfying people in power in the hope that they 
will notice and bestow a reward on us? While we may promote messages of aspiration 
and agency, is it possible that in such ways we subtly remove the agency and locus of 
self-control from the individual?

We should also consider the importance of curriculum. There is a strong pressure 
on schools to address performance targets as laid out in national accountability sys-
tems, and to put in place a curriculum that effectively delivers on those measures. 
Some will argue that doing so is in the ‘best interests of children’, giving them a pass-
port to the next stage of education or employment. Others will say we should not put 
‘glass ceilings’ on children’s achievement. These arguments, while sounding like strong 
moral justifications, might mask other motivations. As Stepkovich and Begley (2007)7 
remind us, what is in the ‘best interests of children’ is contested; different perspectives 
and interests are at work. The curriculum narrowing following the EBacc measure has 
resulted in an increasingly ‘one-size fits most’ approach that has left little space for 
personalising learning, for creativity and the arts. Is this really in the best interests of 
children – or someone/something else?

These areas are all within the influence of leaders. 

System leadership for social justice (macro level)
To make social justice a reality requires system level solutions – the big levers need 

to be pulled. At a system level it is not surprising that the education system continues 
to perpetuate social inequalities. Overt and covert selection among schools is preva-
lent, whether private, grammar or faith schools, or by fair banding or postcode. The 
system separates people from one another and tells them their place and value in so-
ciety. This is compounded by a qualification and testing system that advantages those 
who already have access to benefits easily taken for granted, such as books at home 
and a suitable place to study and revise. Then we have league tables that encourage 
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schools to compete with one another and seek short-term tactical approaches to se-
curing a high position. These tables continue to favour those from more advantaged 
contexts and secure adherence to political goals in accordance with the ‘expect and 
inspect’ mantra. 

We have an academies system in which schools judged as failing cannot find a 
sponsor, the problems and risks considered too great. These schools have been dubbed 
‘orphan’ schools. This language is deeply damaging. Such schools are located dispro-
portionately in communities of high poverty and disadvantage, and this situation can 
do nothing but reinforce a sense of disillusionment and rejection. A community that 
no one wants or cares about. 

The question must be asked; do those with the power to change things at a sys-
tem level – politicians, policymakers, influencers – really want the social justice they 
enthusiastically speak of? When the system is working for you, it can be difficult to 
see the urgent necessity to improve how it works for others. Philosopher John Rawls 
in A Theory of Justice (1971)8 addressed the issue of distributed justice and suggested 
that to ensure fairness and impartiality, decisions should be made behind a ‘veil of 
ignorance’. Behind this hypothetical veil you know nothing of yourself, your abilities 
or place in society. This model can be useful for all principled leaders to reflect upon. 

In Leading a self-improving school system (2011)9 Professor David Hargreaves out-
lines the basis of system leadership: 

“A leader is committed to the success of all schools and their students, not just the 
leader’s own, and is willing to act on that commitment and is willing to work with oth-
ers so that the whole system benefits. A self-improving school system requires that all 
leaders in the school system adopt the philosophy and practice of system leadership. 
In other words, system leadership, like all leadership, has to be widely distributed.” 
(p.20)

Societal leadership for social justice (mega level)
For social justice to be realised requires a radical shift in thinking and action. Ex-

treme inequality and poverty are on the rise, while the rich get richer. Inequality is not 
inevitable – it is a consequence of political (and personal) choice. Governments and 
policymakers should ask themselves: who are we seeking to serve? 

While attention has rightly been given to closing the gap in our own country, we 
risk ignoring the bigger picture of global inequity. According to Oxfam, last year 26 
people owned the same as the 3.8 billion people who make up the poorest half of hu-
manity10. The United Kingdom is both one of the world’s richest nations and among 
the most unequal. In The Spirit Level – why equality is better for everyone (2010) the 
authors, Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, outline the far-reaching cost of inequal-
ity for societies, including: community life and social relations, educational perfor-
mance, mental health and drug use, physical health and life expectancy, violence and 
imprisonment.11

Of course, while the current status quo cannot remain, there is an opportunity 
cost associated with a genuine pursuit of social justice. We live in a world of limited 
resources. For social justice to become a reality those that have more – and not just 
the super-rich – must be prepared to live with less, so that those who have least might 
have enough. We can all have what we need, but we cannot all have what we want. In 
The Beautiful Risk of Education, Gert Biesta (2015)12 calls for ‘grown-up-ness’ a para-
digm shift requiring our ability to be in the world without being in the centre of the 

DEEP LEADERSHIP FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE
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world, going from an ‘egological’ to a ‘non-egological’ state. He challenges educators to 
consider the pedagogy of interruption, stopping to ask – is this right, is this desirable, 
for me and for others? 

The reflection questions below (Steare, 2011)13 are helpful for principled leaders in 
all fields when deciding what is right:

• What are the Rules?

• Are we acting with Integrity?

• Who is this Good for?

• Who could we Harm?

• What’s the Truth?

Ultimately, principled leadership requires both knowing the right thing to do and 
finding the courage to do it. 

PRINCIPLED LEADERSHIP
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Despite all the challenges schools are 
facing which Dan Belcher has artic-

ulated so well, we see numerous exam-
ples of principled leadership in action. 

We see an overwhelming commitment to 
success for every child, no matter what their 
background or their ability. There is usually a 
commitment to the locality and still, in some 
areas, a commitment to working together. 
However, in some areas there is more com-
petition and a drive for higher places in the 
league tables. I see this in my role at SSAT and 
as a chair of a MAT. I asked Stephen Munday, 
chief executive of CAM MAT, chair of SSAT’s 
Leading Edge group and president of the 
Chartered College of Teaching, to share his 
thoughts on the development of the school-
led system and the drive for deep social jus-
tice.

CASE STUDY 1

HOW MIGHT WE EVER MAKE THE 
SCHOOL-LED SYSTEM WORK AND 
HELP TO DELIVER SOCIAL JUSTICE?
STEPHEN MUNDAY
 

One key part of the answer must be that 
if there is to be any prospect whatsoever of 
achieving this, we must be serious about it. 
We have to want to and be prepared to lead 
the system rather than simply exist within it 
and react to whatever pressures may seem to 
come through it. If we do want to do it (and 
surely we must, especially when one reflects 
on the alternatives) then we have to ask our-
selves what that might actually mean. I could 
suggest that it might mean some of the fol-
lowing:

 »On a personal level, being clear as a leader 
of an organisation (school, trust or other) 
what it is we are really seeking to do and 
then seeking to ensure that our actions are 

PRINCIPLED 
LEADERSHIP 
IN ACTION
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in line with those fundamental aims. If we 
have a core belief that we seek ‘excellence for 
all’ (as is at the heart of our own trust) then 
that is what we must seek. It will mean not 
being fine about ‘good’ while doing enough 
to keep regulators and others off our backs. 
It will mean being concerned for every single 
pupil’s education and their positive progress, 
not just some of them, and certainly not just 
those that might most obviously help certain 
performance measures. 

 »Remembering and strengthening the 
real, positive reasons why we entered the 
profession rather than becoming distracted, 
or perhaps even ground down, by what may 
go on and be suggested from elsewhere. 
Ultimately, this is likely to come down to a 
clear ethical outlook and commitment. This 
for me is why the Chartered College’s recent 
work establishing a framework for ethical 
leadership for our profession is both really 
important and highly encouraging. 

 »Taking collaboration as the default 
position: if we do really want a school-led 
system, then of course we must collaborate. 
Not only that, we must do it because we 
genuinely want all schools and all young 
people to do well. The school-led system just 
won’t work if we do not have that attitude. 
We are happy to share our ideas, knowing 
also that we benefit ourselves when we all 
work in this way. This applies at all levels: 
local, regional and national. It most certainly 
needs to go beyond the ‘walls’ of our own 
organisation, be that multi-academy 
trust or other. Locally, it might mean full 
collaboration around effective behaviour and 
inclusion partnerships, where all schools 
properly agree protocols to look after all 
young people in their area – and not in any 
way to be unhelpful to each other. That would 
be the school-led system working properly.  

 »Nationally, it suggests the importance of 
proper networks for mutual support and 
improvement. There are no ‘official’ such 

networks. In a school-led system, we should 
probably not expect there to be. It is up to us 
to create them and make them work because 
it is the right thing to do and because we 
are all better off working within them. 
The Leading Edge network, run under the 
auspices of SSAT, is a good example of this. 
Our schools have been involved in it for many 
years now. Having originally been an ‘official’ 
group with some government funding, it is 
now entirely unofficial and voluntary, relying 
on a (modest) annual subscription. Schools 
share ideas and practice, visit each other, 
produce publications for each other and have 
other set-piece events, all in order to learn 
and do better together. It is the school-led 
system in action.

THE LEADING EDGE 
NETWORK IS AN EXAMPLE 
OF THE SCHOOL-LED SYSTEM 
IN ACTION

So where might we need to head next 
if we are really serious about the 

school-led system working and contrib-
uting to social justice? 

Perhaps most important must be the role 
and status of the teaching profession. We 
want great teachers in all our schools, teach-
ing all our young people. We want them to 
have a clear sense of professional commit-
ment, pride and clarity about their funda-
mental importance in developing the sort of 
positive, socially just society that we all want. 

Given this, developing a school-led system 
must go hand-in-hand with developing a pro-
fession-led system. They are two sides of the 
same coin. The profession must want to lead 
the system and to take responsibility for it. I 
believe this is where we have to see the devel-
oping Chartered College of Teaching as funda-
mental in giving a positive way forward for the 
profession of teaching and in properly estab-
lishing a school-led and profession-led system. 
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We really need a proper, independent pro-
fessional body. Other professions very clearly 
have their professional bodies (such as the 
royal colleges in the medical profession). It 
seems a peculiar accident of history that the 
teaching profession has until now never had 
such a professional body. The Chartered Col-
lege can change and is changing that. With 
more and more teachers joining, it can lead 
the profession and be its expert voice in the 
areas in which the profession is expert: teach-
ing, learning, curriculum and assessment. It 
can and should set its own high standards, 
and support and guide high-quality profes-
sional development for all teachers. Through 
this, the status of the profession is raised and 
the profession itself can lead great education 
that seeks to achieve greater social justice. 

Ultimately, it is up to all of us in the teach-
ing profession to do this if we believe that this 
is what we want.

QUESTIONS

How can we ensure collaboration 
within the current system?

Is it easier to be a principled leader 
in a successful school/MAT?

How might the Chartered College 
of Teaching develop the teaching 
profession so that it has a stronger 
voice in policy and system 
development?

The second case study shows how a school, 
with the strong strategic intent of deep social 
justice for all, focuses on the recruitment and 
retention of staff. They recognise that to be 
successful in their drive for deep social jus-
tice, they need to recruit staff who share the 
same ambition, and give them the opportuni-
ties to develop as professionals and thrive as 
individuals. 

CASE STUDY 2

HOW ONE ACADEMY OFFERS FLEXIBLE 
WORKING TO ATTRACT OUTSTANDING 
STAFF AND BOOST RETENTION
MANCHESTER COMMUNICATION 
ACADEMY

The vision of Manchester Communica-
tion Academy is to mitigate the effects of 
social disadvantage in the area. One way of 
doing this is to remove any barriers, such as 
restrictive working patterns, that could pre-
vent the recruitment and retention of the 
very best staff. Part-time work and flexible 
hours for staff have been a priority for the 
school. The school has a full-time equivalent 
of 126 staff (100 teachers), of whom 21 work 
part time (including 12 teachers). All staff are 
on permanent contracts. Its approach to flex-
ible working is to:

1. Adapt systems and processes, 
such as the timetable and cover 
arrangements, to allow for flexible 
working and encourage outstanding 
teachers into the school.

2. Welcome part-time, flexi-time and 
job-share applicants when recruiting. 
The key question for the school 
is ‘What can this person offer our 
pupils, and how can we support them 
to do this?’

3. Help any staff whose circumstances 
change, by adapting the timetable 
where possible – for example, if a 
staff member needs to care for an 
elderly relative or support a young 
family.

In terms of school design, the school is or-
ganised into faculties. This means it can offer 
a simple, formulaic timetable that allows for 
flexible working and shared planning oppor-
tunities, without restricting the range of sub-
jects offered.
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• The school has six faculty areas: 
maths; English; science; creative 
arts including technology; global 
understanding including history, 
geography, religious education and 
modern foreign languages; health and 
wellbeing (PE, fitness and cookery).

• The timetable has four periods every 
day from Monday to Thursday, and 3 
periods on a Friday.

• Each year group is timetabled to one 
faculty area per period (for example, 
all year 10 pupils will be in maths for 
the first period on a Thursday).

• This means each faculty has two free 
periods every week – 4 ‘free’ hours in 
total, which departments use to co-
plan lessons, moderate each other or 
do subject-specific CPD.

• The timetable is staffed with a ratio 
of one teacher to approximately 20 
pupils, as well as support staff.

• The timetable is adjusted on a case-
by-case basis to make free periods 
fall earlier or later in the day for those 
staff members who need to drop 
their children at school or have other 
commitments.

In addition, teachers are contracted to de-
liver two one-hour after-school and/or break-
fast clubs each week. This removes the need 
to rely on a ‘volunteer culture’ and ensures 
that pupils are exposed to wider opportuni-
ties. 

Each member of staff is given one day off 
per year during term-time, to spend however 
they wish. They must book this at least two 
weeks in advance. There is no cover board or 
cover supervisor, and the simple timetable 
means that most cover lessons can be taken 
by a member of staff from the same depart-
ment. Occasionally the SLT has to refuse re-

quests, but this is rare because the staffing 
ratio supports the staff to have a flexi day.

EACH MEMBER OF STAFF 
IS GIVEN ONE DAY OFF PER 
YEAR DURING TERM-TIME, 
TO SPEND HOWEVER THEY 
WISH

The school can afford flexible working be-
cause:

• Approximately 75% of pupils qualify 
for pupil premium funding, enabling 
higher staff-to-pupil ratios that 
ensure disadvantaged children get the 
attention they need.

• Being open to part-time and flexible 
working means that the school 
spends less money on expensive 
supply staff, and/or on sickness pay.

• The school has reduced its supply 
cover budget by 73% and this is 
improving year on year.

• The school cuts back in other areas so 
it can prioritise flexible working – for 
example, it doesn’t have a large back-
office team and the principal does not 
have a personal assistant.

• The school buildings are relatively 
new and so do not have high 
maintenance costs.

The benefits of introducing flexible work-
ing include:

• The school is fully staffed, with 
specialists in all key areas.

• A staff survey revealed that staff 
are happier: as one teacher stated, 
“Flexible working means that I can 
have quality time with my child 
and fit the job I love around her. It 
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has in no way affected my career 
progression, as I have recently been 
made head of faculty.”

• Retention rates are good – less than 
10% of staff left the school in 2017/18 
academic year, many to pursue 
teacher training or further education, 
or take up promotion elsewhere.

The school has strategic leaders for both 
staff and pupil wellbeing, to define clear 
outcomes for any initiative introduced. The 
school offers a staff-only bistro and workroom 
and access to the school nurse and counsellor 
(and an ironing service, which is run by com-
munity partners). There is a strong focus on 
the professional development of all staff and 
everyone is valued as a member of the team.

QUESTION

If your strategic intent was 
achieving deep social justice, 
would you need to rethink your 
structures?

We intend to publish more examples of 
schools and MATs working to ensure deep 
social justice. There are some excellent exam-
ples but, if we are truly to achieve deep social 
justice, I believe we need a radical change to 
our system. We certainly need a Chartered 
College of Teaching to promote and develop 
the teaching profession. We need principled 
leaders, but we also have to demand chang-
es to the role of the centre and rethink local 
and regional accountability. We cannot moan 
about the current system without pushing 
proposals for change.

QUESTION

What might you learn of value to 
your school/MAT from the two case 
studies?



SYSTEM 
CHANGE

We need to understand how the role 
of government has changed and 

how this has impacted upon education. 

The following is an account of the political 
journey to our current system of schooling by 
Professor Sir Tim Brighouse, one of the most 
respected educationalists of the late 20th and 
early 21st centuries. 
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HOW WE HAVE ARRIVED AT 
OUR CURRENT SYSTEM OF 
SCHOOLING
PROFESSOR SIR TIM BRIGHOUSE

The first explicitly educational legislation (Forster’s in 1870) was made reali-
ty through Robert Lowe, the architect of the notorious Revised Code, who assert-
ed that the ‘education of the lower classes should be just sufficient to give them 
that sense of awe of higher education which the leaders of the nation demand’.14

It’s important to remember that these views, intertwined as they were with the 
philosophies of both main political parties of the Victorian era, embodied the belief 
that it was for the individual to survive through their own best efforts and that the 
state should intervene only as the provider of last resort. It coloured the approach 
which the state and political parties took to the provision of state education until 
recent times. And it still lingers within the unspoken assumptions of many, despite 
the present unprecedented, and often unremarked, cross-party agreement that our 
schooling system should be based on ‘equal opportunity’ and ‘equity’ which will lead 
to ‘social mobility’. This agreement about the purposes of the educational system gov-
erns many of the think tanks – EPI, IPPR, IFS and the Social Market Foundation, for 
example – established to inform the policies of the main political parties. The implica-
tions for how we run our schools are considerable. But first a little more history.

If the Victorians and those that followed them in the early years of the 20th centu-
ry saw the state as ‘provider of last resort’ to be involved only when all else failed, the 
Butler Act of 1944 and the Beveridge-inspired embrace of the welfare state changed 
that view completely by establishing the state as the main provider of public services. 
Being a public servant was an unselfish and honourable occupation devoted to the 
public good whether in housing, health, education, social services, the uniformed ser-
vices or public utilities such as water, electricity, gas, railways, coal and steel – in short 
much of the available employment field. So far as education is concerned, it ushered 
in an age of trust and optimism where three partners – central government (through 
ministers and civil servants), local government (through councillors and education 
officers) and schools (through headteachers and teachers) each played their part in 
building and expanding the reach and ambition of a schooling system to create a 
better society – what Attlee described as a ‘New Jerusalem’15. In higher education it 
found expression in the new universities of the 1960s and the expansion of the sec-
tor through colleges of advanced technology and polytechnics, which with colleges 
of further education provided ladders of opportunity for the expanded horizons of 
young people leaving the schooling system.

However, then came the doubts and disillusions of the late 1960s and 1970s, in-
volving the student riots of 1968 and the oil crisis, as well as concerns about the effec-
tiveness of schools evidenced by the very public failures in William Tyndale Primary 
School and Risinghill Secondary School in the Inner London Education Authority, to-
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gether with the so-called Black Papers. So James Callaghan’s Ruskin speech preceded 
a second post-war educational age very different from the first. It coincided with and 
was coloured by what some call the ‘neo-liberal’ reforms of the Thatcher years. A pro-
cess began and gathered pace whereby services, accepted as part of the public realm, 
were either privatised or outsourced to private providers. Council houses built for so-
cial need were sold off and local government precluded from further house building. 
Utilities previously nationalised were privatised. State-provided schools were encour-
aged, first to become grant maintained (GM) and then, after a gap reasserting schools 
as part of the local community in the early years of New Labour, to become ‘academies’ 
– in effect independent schools funded by the state but ‘nationalised’ and answerable, 
by regulation, to central rather than local government. During this time right up to the 
present, all manner of jobs – architects, engineers, lawyers, accountants, carers, psy-
chologists, administrators, ICT technicians – formerly employed as public servants 
have been outsourced to the private-for-profit sector where inevitably motivations are 
different. If the high point of public service employment was the 1950s and 60s, it is 
much diminished now. 

As with other public services, schooling was affected by neo-liberal ideas. Suc-
cessive legislation encouraged a market in schooling: choice (for parents), autono-
my (of schools), diversity (of types of school) and accountability became the driving 
themes. White Papers preceded legislation which introduced a plethora of measures, 
such as a single national curriculum, national tests at ages 7, 11 and 14 with GCSE at 
16 so that results could be published and compared in league tables. Ofsted, which 
was established in 1992, first published school inspection reports and then graded 
the outcomes, at first in seven grades before settling for four. While initially Ofsted 
considered broader aspects of school life, they soon focused more narrowly on pupil 
outcomes. Poor exam or test results in practice correlated to schools’ placement in the 
Ofsted ratings of ‘outstanding’, ‘good’, ‘requires improvement’, and ‘inadequate’. 

By these measures, governments in this second post-war period introduced a qua-
si-market, which required continual attention as its operation inevitably produced 
both failures and successes. Tinkering and interfering has become a habit enabled by 
increasing the powers of the secretary of state16, whose consequent managerialism 
interferes in many aspects of school life – extending not just to what is taught but how 
it is taught.17 This second age – the prevailing background to our present considera-
tion of what’s needed to enable schools to make ‘equal opportunity’ and ‘equity’ and 
‘social mobility’ now the uncontested goal of our schooling system – can be charac-
terised as one of markets and managerialism, reflecting both the underlying competi-
tive market within which schools operate, and the constant tinkering as governments 
wrestle with the failures of markets. 

Centralisation threatens democracy
Markets and managerialism is an inadequate description, however, since another 

paradoxical feature is a centralisation, which threatens the subsidiarity on which a 
healthy democracy depends – ie, central authority should perform only those tasks 
which cannot be performed at a more local level. After all, a sense of powerlessness is 
the enemy of democracy and in a population of 47 million, citizens in England – as op-
posed to Wales, Scotland and in normal circumstances Northern Ireland, where there 
is much smaller population and strong devolved and local government – are at risk of 
feeling dangerously alienated from government. Our present impasse over Brexit tes-

SYSTEM CHANGE



20

DEEP LEADERSHIP FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE

tifies to this condition. Our schooling system is a good illustration of the weaknesses 
induced by over-centralisation.

It was Sir Keith Joseph, ironically the politician credited with being the instigator 
of neo-liberal ideas supporting a social market economy as well as believing that the 
‘market itself will find the solution’, who introduced the idea that central government 
should directly fund what he deemed desirable changes in schools. He announced his 
intention to do so at the Council of Local Education Authorities (CLEA) Conference 
in 1982 where, to a surprised audience18, he announced his intention to spend up to 
0.5% of the schools’ budget on projects to enable schools and their local authorities to 
address issues which required attention as a result of changes in society. Joseph’s first 
two priorities in this form of specific as opposed to general grant funded in 1983, were 
the Low Attainers Project (LAP) and the Technical and Vocational Education Initiative 
(TVEI). These were managed through, controversially, not the DfE but the Manpower 
Services Commission (MSC), as part of the Department of Business, while simultane-
ously introducing the first computers into schools.

The second need for intervention in a competitive market arises when inevitably 
some schools fail as others are seen to succeed. The consequent need to make arrange-
ments for pupils in such ‘failing’ schools became obvious. This task was initially left to 
local authorities but the emergence of academies has increasingly involved central 
government, through a set of regional commissioners, having a role in clearing up the 
mess involved in failing individual academies or multi-academy trusts (MATs): a pre-
scriptive hands-on management occurs in these cases. 

It could be argued that management does not necessarily imply managerialism. 
Over the years however the product of so much legislation – there were just two Ed-
ucation Acts of Parliament between 1944 and 1980 and there have been almost 50 

since – has been to centralise power at the expense of 
local government and, in some important respects, 
the schools. Successive secretaries of state in conse-
quence, empowered by so many education acts, have 
not been able to resist meddling in what schools do. 
They were aided in doing so by Joseph’s trail-blazing 
initiatives with LAP and TVEI.

It is tempting for a secretary of state to want to 
make a mark, not just for reasons of legacy but some-
times as a means of political advancement and occa-
sionally as a personal whim. Almost all incumbents of 

the post since the Education Act of 1988 have been guilty of unnecessary and unwar-
ranted interference in matters formerly left to local decision, whether by the schools 
themselves or local authorities.

Local authorities since the 1988 Education Act have been steadily stripped of ed-
ucational powers and responsibilities. First the colleges of further education were re-
moved from their influence along with the colleges of advanced technologies, poly-
technics and colleges of education. Successive iterations of the rules of local financial 
management of schools, as a means of distributing money for schools’ budgets, then 
stripped LEAs of the capacity to have their own priorities for education. Since 2010 
and the imposition of austerity measures and the simultaneous encouragement of 
schools to seek academy status, local democratic influence has diminished further 
as shrinking local authorities have been stripped of powers and cash by cuts in gov-

THE PRODUCT OF ALMOST 
50 EDUCATION ACTS 
SINCE 1980 HAS BEEN TO 
CENTRALISE POWER AT 
THE EXPENSE OF LOCAL 
GOVERNMENT AND, 
IN SOME IMPORTANT 
RESPECTS, THE SCHOOLS
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ernment grant and centrally imposed limits on their capacity to increase revenue via 
household and business rates. In schools the perverse outcome is that those which 
have acted on central government’s encouragement to become academies or free 
schools are no longer dependent on (and – it was alleged – controlled by) local au-
thorities but have ended up being more dependent on (and controlled by) a distant 
but nevertheless interfering national government in the form of the DfE and the Edu-
cation Funding and Skills Agency (EFSA) through which they have a contract direct-
ly with the secretary of state. In doing so, this group of academies – about a third of 
state-maintained schools in 2018 – are obliged to become in effect a hybrid of private 
limited company and charitable body. 

It is difficult to overstate the huge change in the relative importance of the main 
players beyond the school. Local authorities – the word ‘education’ was symbolically 
removed through legislation in 2006 – have only re-
sidual powers left. The secretary of state and his/her 
appointed officers in the civil service in the DfE and 
its agencies, however, have enormous power. Mean-
while the schools themselves have exchanged power 
over the curriculum, which in the first post-war age 
was left almost entirely to them, for almost complete 
power over how they spend ever-diminishing (in real 
terms) budgets.

To preserve our democracy, we need to suggest 
ways to reverse this centralisation of power as well 
as consider how the cross-party agreement about the 
desirability of ‘equality of opportunity’, ‘equity’ and 
‘social mobility’ might best be realised.

QUESTIONS

Do you agree with Brighouse’s analysis of the journey from Forster to the 
current day?

What has been the impact of academisation on your locality? Has 
collaboration improved or is there more competition?

Hope and ambition
Brighouse makes a number of suggestions to promote a more vi-

brant democracy and a reduction of centralisation. If they are enacted, 
he believes that they would mark the inception of a new age – one of 
‘hope and ambition’. He makes two contextual points; one obvious, the 
other overlooked: both affect our schools, especially secondary schools 
and how they may in consequence meet future needs. 

First the obvious: changes in societies continue to accelerate. 
Schools need now to prepare pupils/students for a world of accelerating 
change where precise predictions are foolhardy but where solving mul-

TO PRESERVE OUR 
DEMOCRACY, WE 

NEED TO REVERSE 
CENTRALISATION AND 

CONSIDER HOW CROSS-
PARTY AGREEMENT 

ABOUT THE DESIRABILITY 
OF ‘EQUALITY OF 

OPPORTUNITY’, ‘EQUITY’ 
AND ‘SOCIAL MOBILITY’ 

MIGHT BEST BE REALISED
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ti-disciplinary problems, working in teams and adapting their lives to 
and helping shape a world increasingly influenced by the growing im-
pact of artificial intelligence, nanotechnology, robotics, social technolo-
gies, the internet, climate change and political turbulence are essential. 

The second is about adolescence and its complications when young 
people are no longer children and not yet sure about the adults they are 
to become. A hundred years ago adolescence was scarcely noticeable, 
as a school leaving age of 12 or 13 was followed by employment for 90% 
of the peer group. Now maturation occurs earlier and earlier and the 
school leaving age has been successively raised to 14,15,16 until the ear-
liest date for leaving school or FE college is 18. Higher education partic-
ipation has reached 45% of an age group, so adulthood for many is not 
reached until the early 20s. 

We have not thought seriously enough about the combination of 
activities and experiences most suitable for navigating adolescence 
– witness the huge pressures on the mental health of teens and early 
twenties and the well-publicised prevalence of crime and drugs in ur-
ban areas where cuts to Youth Work budgets have made things worse, 
especially for young people most at risk.

Below, Brighouse addresses these issues, considering governance 
structures (national, regional/local, and school level), school admis-
sions and finance.

Governance structures: national
At present, governance structures exist at three levels; national, middle tier and 

school. Nationally, in order to limit the power of the secretary of state we need to estab-
lish a statutory Standing National Education Advisory Council (SNEAC). This would 
advise variously on the national aims and values underpinning our public schools and 
on national decisions affecting curriculum exams and accountability, as well as school 
admissions. It should be representative of teacher and other staff unions, HMI, Char-
tered College of Teachers, Universities, CBI and Chambers of Commerce, TUC, the Lo-
cal Government Association (LGA) and bodies representing Churches and Faiths. Its 
chair should be appointed by the Select Committee for five-year terms. Select Com-
mittee and HMCI’s reports would be considered by SNEAC and advice given to the 
secretary of state annually. It should advise initially on the new governance arrange-
ments at the regional, local and school levels and subsequently on each of the other 
matters prior to decision-making. 

Governance structures: middle tier, regional and local
In the relatively settled consensus years following the 1944 Education Act, the 

key role of the middle tier was exercised by the LEA. Its relationship with individual 
schools came to be represented as one of undue ‘control’ on its part and ‘dependence’ 
on the other. This however masks subtle regional variations. Some LEAs – mainly 
counties – ensured each school had individual governing bodies mostly consisting of 
local ‘worthies’ and inevitably with limited powers although always playing a strong – 
sometimes too strong – role in appointing headteachers and other staff. Other LEAs 
– mainly urban – made a token effort in discharging their obligations to have indi-
vidual governing bodies by including within the remit of their schools’ sub-commit-
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tees the ‘school governing body’ role and received reports, one after the other, from 
individual primary headteachers in long sessions on a termly basis.19 An Act of 1986 
following the Taylor report ensured that every school had its own governing body with 
prescribed rules for composition to ensure fair representation of various stakehold-
ers such as the local community, parents, staff and the LEA. One of the details of the 
1986 Act arguably had a large and positive impact on school improvement – a topic 
that was receiving attention for the first time in some LEAs. There was a nationally 
prescribed method of appointing headteachers, the detail of which – three governors 
and an equal number of LEA councillors – went some way to ensure that the best per-
son was appointed to headship. Such an arrangement, which minimised the chances 
of either the LEA or the school governing body having undue and perhaps improper 
influence, was abandoned after the reforms of 1988, which pushed the pendulum in 
favour of the school making the appointments without reference to the wider view, 
which had been provided by the LEA. 

With the emergence of academies, a more complex position of local governance 
has arisen. On the one hand, in self-standing academies there is the danger that head-
teacher appointments are made without a wider perspective. On the other, in mul-
ti-academy trusts (MATs) with which the DfE has a direct contract and to which the 
budgets of all the academies with the MAT are disbursed, there is the danger that 
school autonomy is negated and MATs behave in a way in which the worst LEAs be-
haved in the earlier period. In short, too much power is in Whitehall (tempting it to 
ever more managerialism) and some schools20 are not answerable to a local democrat-
ic voice, while the middle tier is a confusing muddle of overmighty, prescriptive mul-
ti-academy trusts and impotent local authorities together with eight regional school 
commissioners, agents of the secretary of state. 

There is a strong case for establishing two democratically accountable bodies be-
tween the national and the school. The first, using the existing network of local au-
thorities (unitary and county councils) would be responsible for school admissions 
and the planning and building of new schools. This level would also ensure some gov-
ernors on each school were nominated by that body as well as retaining responsibility 
exercised by themselves with representatives of the local schools for funding at pres-
ent determined by the Schools Forum. The second would be regional, embracing the 
traditions of the regional development agencies and the local enterprise partnerships 
so as to include university and employer interests. This body would be created along 
the lines of the old police authorities, with local council representatives and based on 
the areas of the existing regional schools commissioners (excepting London where 
the geographical boundaries should be adjusted to honour the integrity of Greater 
London). This council would be responsible for SEND provision and school improve-
ment, using finance through a regional precept on the rates. Performance scrutiny of-
fering local accountability would be exercised at both levels according to the issue to 
be scrutinised.

Governance, school level
I have already rehearsed some of the excesses of some of the MATs in exercising 

unnecessary managerialism and centralisation of decision-making. There is a strong 
case at a local level for saying that all schools should have governing bodies with clear 
budgets and responsibilities. There is no shortage of school governance models tried 
over the years since 1944: in my experience that of the voluntary aided (VA) school has 
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the most to commend it. The aided school combined representation from sponsor – in 
the case of the VA school usually the faith – and the local authority, the community, 
parents and staff. Existing school governors’ responsibilities, although considerable, 
seem sensibly arranged and understood – although there is something to be said for 
adjusting appointment arrangements when it comes to appointing a headteacher, to 
ensure there is no undue bias towards internal appointment. This could be achieved 
by making it a joint responsibility of the local middle tier, but the exact detail will re-
quire the advice of the SNEAC before any legislative change. SNEAC should also ad-
vise on whether MAT chains are ‘value for money’ and if they are, how they should be 
locally democratically accountable.

School admissions 
A pupil’s admission to a school is influenced by parental preference (often mis-

leadingly called ‘choice’), and by the various policies adopted by different schools. 
Some of these are mutually incompatible, leading to some parents having less choice/
preference than others. Admissions are also influenced by the body – sometimes the 
local authority, sometimes the academy itself – administering the admissions system. 
Governing all their efforts in an attempt to provide ‘equity’ through a school admis-
sion code of practice and an appeal system involving a schools adjudicator, the code 
of practice stipulates that all admission policies must give priority to children who are 
looked-after and those with SEND. Other priorities are at the discretion and choice of 
the school, within certain guidelines intended to serve the interests of ‘equity’. It is a 
complex and confusing system and can and does lead to unfair outcomes, disadvan-
taging children and parents living in the poorest communities.21 Perhaps the worst 
failure is the almost universal prioritising of ‘distance’ as the third (after SEND and 

looked-after children) tie-breaker. This inadvertently 
has applied a catalyst to inequity since schools – es-
pecially secondary schools – in areas of social housing 
have progressively closed as they have ‘failed’ Ofsted 
inspections and/or the verdict in the court of public 
opinion as a result of their position in the league ta-
bles of tests and exams. This has meant that parents 
in the better-off communities are surrounded by more 
schools and are nearer to every one of them than par-
ents living in social housing estates, who are thus con-
demned to sending children out of their local commu-
nity, often at public expense, to schools far from home.

There is a strong case to be made for parents to 
have the right to attend the school closest to their home (unless of course it is sin-
gle-sex and their child is not of that gender!). Their right should also apply to faith 
schools, which should be prohibited from selecting pupils on the grounds of faith, just 
as the law requires in Northern Ireland. In the so-called United Kingdom, surely rights 
of admission to faith schools should be the same? 

Clearly, contexts are different and rural areas will demand different answers in the 
name of equity from those suitable for heavily urbanised areas. This suggests that it 
should be for the regional tier of local democratic control to approve the criteria for 
determining who should be admitted in the case of over-subscription and that the 
system should be administered at local authority level – never the school itself. Such 

SCHOOL ADMISSION 
PROCEDURES ARE 
A COMPLEX AND 
CONFUSING SYSTEM 
WHICH CAN LEAD TO 
UNFAIR OUTCOMES, 
DISADVANTAGING 
CHILDREN AND PARENTS 
LIVING IN THE POOREST 
COMMUNITIES
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arrangements would safeguard the interests of equity, equal opportunity and social 
mobility for parents and children; and would guard against any individual school put-
ting its own interests ahead of those. 

Finance 
Until 2006 the financing of state schools was a matter determined variously by the 

c150 separate LEAs, which used government RSG (revenue support grant) to decide 
locally how much was spent on schools among their various educational provisions. 
Then, having so determined, they would apply the school funding through a formula 
originally approved when local management of schools (LMS) was introduced after 
the 1988 Act. Since funding had diverged over the years after 1944, the post-1988 for-
mulae exposed significant differences in funding of apparently similar schools in dif-
ferent parts of the country. In 2006 the government took school budgets out of local 
authorities so that it would no longer be a charge on the rates; so naturally the ques-
tion of establishing a fair national schools’ formula has assumed greater importance.

Given this history it seems sensible to have a national schools funding formula 
regarded as a percentage of the total cost of schools – say between 85 and 90%, with a 
variable amount extra being raised and spent locally. The need for some local funding 
is necessary for two reasons. 

First, there needs to be a democratic local involvement to give voice, as happened 
until 2006, if there are cuts in funding nationally (which ministers and DfE naturally 
wish to present in the most favourable light). It is noticeable that now it is mostly the 
teacher unions and informal headteacher groups that are drawing attention to educa-
tional cuts affecting schools: in the past it would have been education officers in local 
authorities. 

Second, however there are services to learners, such as those requiring SEND, 
which cannot be settled within a school’s budget. So educational psychologists and 
other specialist and expert services need to be provided from a wider perspective. 
These could be funded at a regional level by the democratic body outlined above. 

When Keith Joseph introduced specific grants to stimulate desirable and urgent 
change – in his case LAP and TVEI – he was justified in doing so since the speed of 
change to which society and schools need to respond accelerates. The introduction 
of computers and their use in schools would not have happened fairly without the 
stimulus of government’s specific grants. How such grants are administered and for 
how long is important and needs to be known from the outset. These initiatives could 
be administered through the regional authorities suggested as part of the middle tier. 
In effect the London Challenge (2002-2011) was a regional initiative even though ad-
ministered through the DfE22. It involved the closest collaboration with the 32 London 
Boroughs and the City of London as well as close working with the Greater London 
Authority and the Mayor. It is generally regarded by Ofsted and researchers as a great 
success and certainly the school outcomes, where London is now performing better 
than any other region, would support that. It makes a strong case for regional demo-
cratic input. 

That said, it avoids the question of how the funding of regional authorities should 
be raised. Is this a case where a proportion of the business rate could be held for the 
activities of the regional authorities, with supplementary specific grants from central 
government when they want attention paid to particular school improvements?
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The next three of Brighouse’s changes are pitched in the order of ac-
countability, exams and tests, and finally and more extensively cur-
riculum because one of the consequences of the second age of markets 
managerialism and centralisation is that making schools accountable 
dominates both firstly assessment and then inevitably curriculum.

Recently the schools minister, in defending the forthcoming contentious intro-
duction of mandatory baseline assessment as children enter schooling, admitted that 
it was being implemented not to help individual children but to hold schools account-
able by comparing baseline assessment with results of SATs at age 11. Since a lack 
of accountability was an undoubted weakness of the first post-war age of ‘trust and 
optimism’, accountability is rightly unavoidable. I stick to that order ie, tests, exams 
and curriculum following accountability; but I hope the reforms suggested here will 
lead to a better balance among the three.

Accountability (1): background and the need for reform – changing Ofsted’s role
At present, accountability functions both to facilitate the operation of the market 

and to identify blame. The easiest way to hold schools accountable is to find things 
that are measurable, such as results in externally marked tests and exams where 
candidates regurgitate memorised knowledge, and some easily assessed skills. If the 
knowledge, skills, attitudes or values are not susceptible to relatively simple uncon-
tested examination, then not only government but the school and its pupils, which get 
judged on the published exam and test results, tend to regard them as of second order 
importance. School improvement is important but tends to be measured by what is 
measurable – namely exam and/or test results. Curriculum has taken a back seat, until 
now.

It was only in the 1980s that accountability, which was signalled as a concern in 
Callaghan’s Ruskin speech in 1976, started to gain national prominence. Oxfordshire 
in 1979 introduced a systematic school self-evaluation process where schools were 
required to give a four-yearly account of their activities involving a self-chosen peer 
headteacher, reporting outcomes to their governing body and a panel of the educa-
tion committee. It was an initiative taken to head-off more punitive possibilities as the 
council had decided to require the publication of exam results ‘in order that parents 
could make a better choice of school’. Other LEAs required a more tick-list self-eval-
uation; yet others renamed their advisory services to schools an ‘inspectorate’. At the 
time HMI (Her Majesty’s Inspectors) did not publish inspection reports on schools, 
which were themselves very rare since HMI were engaged on survey work leading to 
publications which, with HMI-run conferences, influenced schools’ practice and in-
formed the basis of their advice to secretaries of state.

Accountability arrangements for schools changed radically in 1992 when Ofsted 
was created and regular schools’ inspections with rankings –started, with school exam 
and test results published nationally in league tables from 1993. While at first Ofsted 
considered broader aspects of school life, they soon focused more narrowly on pu-
pil outcomes. Poor exam or test results in practice correlated to their placement in 
the Ofsted ratings of ‘outstanding’, ‘good’, ‘requires improvement’, and ‘inadequate’. It 
wasn’t until late 2018 that HMCI Amanda Spielman identified Ofsted’s role in the dis-
torting and narrowing impact on the curriculum and changed the school inspection 
framework from September 2019 in order to encourage schools to consider the wider 
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aspects of schools’ purposes and to demonstrate their curriculum thinking. While this 
is to be welcomed, it needs to be complemented by other reforms to examinations and 
the accepted means of assessment, which have always influenced schools’ curriculum 
practice.

The first post-war age of optimism and trust was too relaxed on issues affecting ac-
countability, examinations tests, school improvement and curriculum. But the latest 
period of centralism, markets and managerialism has been too tightly prescriptive.

One of the first tasks of the ‘Standing National Education Advisory Council’ to the 
secretary of state should be to consider appropriate arrangements for new account-
ability arrangements – what should be determined na-
tionally, what regionally and what locally. There should 
be a shift from national to regional and local, and a 
redefinition of the role of Ofsted to carry out national 
surveys with an emphasis on advice to the secretary of 
state on the one hand and to the regions and local au-
thorities on the other. (Ofsted would inspect individual 
schools only when requested to do so by the regional 
body.) At the regional and local level, the use of scrutiny 
committees will be vital. The local and regional bodies 
should be held accountable by the secretary of state for 
their performance in providing educational services (in-
cluding national inspection and accreditation of those 
services) and for how well they inspire the schools and 
then hold the schools accountable locally and regionally for ever improved outcomes. 
The secretary of state would be aided in doing so by Ofsted inspections of regions. 

Tests and examinations
The use of externally set and marked tests and exams at once limits what can be 

used in accountability measures as well as what can be tested or measured. It tends 
to favour the testing of what can be easily measured in this way. So far as curriculum 
is concerned, knowledge and a small if vital range of skills are easily within its com-
pass. But values and attitudes tend to be overlooked – as does any assessment of what 
might be called the education of the spirit as opposed to the mind. And as people ac-
knowledge, even the assessment of the mind is restricted in the scope of our existing 
exam system, relying as it does so much on paper, pen and recall of an arbitrary set of 
information. Rather, it should embrace the possibilities offered (and demanded in lat-
er life) of computer-based uses of easily available information and the skills required 
both to navigate the reliability of that information and to use it creatively.

The question is, how can we change our existing unnecessarily burdensome, cen-
tralised and costly system which is so unfit for purpose?

Keeping track of national, regional and local standards could easily be ascertained 
through random sample testing. There is a precedent for this both historically through 
the short-lived Assessment of Performance Unit (APU) and presently through OECD’s 
PISA and various other international tests of literacy and maths (eg, PIRLs and 
TIMMS).

We could then replace tests and exams (for the school pupil and as part of new ar-
rangements for school accountability purposes) by setting tests nationally, marking at 
school level, moderating locally and regionally. A regional university and the regional 

ONE OF THE FIRST TASKS 
OF THE ‘STANDING 

NATIONAL EDUCATION 
ADVISORY COUNCIL’ 

SHOULD BE TO CONSIDER 
NEW ACCOUNTABILITY 

ARRANGEMENTS – WHAT 
SHOULD BE DETERMINED 

NATIONALLY, WHAT 
REGIONALLY AND WHAT 

LOCALLY



28

DEEP LEADERSHIP FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE

body of employers could jointly supervise arrangements and validate their reliability 
and integrity. 

Once again it is suggested that the exact detail should be determined after advice 
from SNEAC.

Accountability (2): the need for a balanced school scorecard as the basis of 
school accountability

It follows from what is outlined above in respect of exams and tests, and what 
follows in respect of curriculum and the values and aims that underpin them, that 
schools should be held accountable through a balanced scorecard which would sepa-
rately assess the following:

• Pupil outcomes in respect of progress made in graded tests and exams in 
skills and knowledge specified in the national curriculum – assessed and 
moderated locally and validated regionally.

• Pupil attitudes and motivation as assessed by using one of the many surveys 
(eg, Keele, Strathclyde) available for this purpose.

• Pupil progress in terms of wellbeing and health.

• Pupil participation in the school’s sporting and performing and expressive 
arts opportunities.

• Staff development and wellbeing.

• Pupil destinations after schooling.

• A validated self-review, externally moderated, of where the school is in its 
‘school improvement’ journey.

Such a balanced scorecard – with numerical/banding representations for each cat-
egory – would be available to all. 

School improvement
Until the research of Michael Rutter and Peter Mortimore in the late 1970s23 there 

was no research to back the idea that schools as opposed to individual teachers made 
any difference to children’s life chances. I guess the private schooling sector, especially 
the major ‘public schools’, thought there was a ‘school effect’. Differences in pupil out-
comes, which to modern eyes were very roughly estimated, were explained by socio-
economic background. There was no notion that, dealt with a similar student popula-
tion, some schools made more difference to pupil outcomes than others: and if it was 

noticed it was all thought to be down to the differing 
success of teachers.

After Rutter, Mortimore and others a whole liter-
ature and research has built up; the received wisdom 
may be summarised as accepting that the teacher ef-
fect is far greater than the school effect. If the school 

creates the climate, it’s the teacher who makes the weather.
In short, school improvement is how schools create an ever-better climate for the 

individual and groups of teachers to do their job in the most favourable circumstanc-
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es. To do this they have maps. The one which I pioneered in Birmingham between 
1993 and 2002 and in London from 2002-2007 involved school leaders and their ad-
visers trying to give daily thought and periodic attention to improving the following 
first seven of eight processes:

• Creative and courageous leadership

• Effective management

• Creative teaching, learning and assessment

• Collective review

• Creative staff development

• Creating an environment fit for learning

• Parental and community involvement

• Student involvement.

The eighth I have added and promoted widely since I stopped full-time work and 
have reflected on my many mistakes either of commission or omission. It seems to 
me that the context – always overlooked or misunderstood by government in creating 
policies – has changed and the involvement of pupils/students is now crucial to real 
school improvement.

National aims and values must be articulated as a background for schools’ cur-
riculum and work

I have already remarked on the conflict between the influence of the ‘market’ and 
the desire for equality of opportunity, equity and social mobility. It is surprising that 
historically there is no adequate expression of nationally agreed educational aims and 
societal shared values that underpin our educational system. An essential precursor 
to arrangements for curriculum supporting state-funded schools within a defined 
public education service should therefore be a discussion of the aims, values and atti-
tudes which underpin society. 

There are few examples to guide us. American schoolchildren daily stand and 
chant ‘I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America and the Republic 
for which it stands, one nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.’ 
Clearly it can be argued that such cursory words are not enough and that an explicit 
expectation that schools will go further is needed. This the Americans do, with guid-
ance from their local democratically elected school district and state.

In England the aims of the national curriculum laid down in 1988 stipulated that 
‘Every state-funded school must offer a curriculum which is balanced and broadly 
based and which promotes the spiritual, moral, cultural, mental and physical devel-
opment of pupils at the school and of society and prepares pupils at the school for the 
opportunities, responsibilities and experiences of later life.’ In 2013 Michael Gove, in 
introducing the revised aims of the revised national curriculum declared “The nation-
al curriculum provides pupils with an introduction to the essential knowledge they 
need to be educated citizens. It introduces pupils to the best that has been thought 
and said, and helps engender an appreciation of human creativity and achievement.”
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Each of these declarations contains fewer than 50 words. But it has not inhibited 
English governments from focused prescriptive advice to schools on the knowledge 
and skills defined by ‘subjects.’ Since the role of local authorities in the curriculum has 
progressively weakened to vanishing point, it could be fairly argued that our schools 
operate within a vacuum so far as clarity on aims, values and attitudes are concerned. 
This vacuum does not apply to faith schools, either within or outside the state fund-
ed system. These schools are very clear on values, which derive from their religious 
beliefs and contribute to youngsters’ future behaviour as responsible citizens. Other 
state funded schools are always operating within disputed territory so far as values, 
attitudes and behaviour are concerned, as we have seen all too clearly recently in two 
Birmingham primary schools. 

Connected to this is an absence of any national descriptive elaboration of what 
our youngsters are expected to become as adults. How youngsters turn out as citizens 
when they have left school is a concern of most teachers, yet such outcomes are not 
part of our school accountability system. Schools within the independent sector are 
more forthcoming. Haileybury for example was founded by the East India Company 
and for most of its first 100 years saw its explicit purpose as producing school leavers 
who would go on to serve the British Empire. All such schools for the privileged few, 
who are tacitly – sometimes overtly – expected to become the leaders of society, have 
value-laden school mottoes. Schools funded by the state tend to have ‘mission state-
ments’ analogous to slogans in the business and commercial world. They are often 
value-free. When Whitehall attempted a description of British values in 2011, it was 
in connection with the ‘Prevent’ strategy, which itself was a response to fears of terror-
ism. It was updated in 2014 in the statement: ‘A key part of our plan for education is to 
ensure that children become valuable and fully rounded members of society who treat 
others with respect and tolerance regardless of background. We want every school to 
promote the basic British values of democracy, the rule of law, individual liberty and 
mutual respect and tolerance for those of different faiths and beliefs. This ensures 
young people understand the importance of respect and leave school fully prepared 
for life in modern Britain.’

This statement, accompanied by examples of practice, appears at first glance un-
exceptionable, if incomplete. But its origins in Islamophobic terrorism are easy to 
guess and its imprecise thinking about ‘Britain’ – as opposed to UK or its four separate 
countries – is evident to any thoughtful reader. Ideally, we now need an England-wide 
discussion led by and reporting to the Standing National Education Advisory Coun-
cil about what we want all our schools to promote in terms of values and broad aims 
in the long-term interests of the pupil and the public. A general description of skills, 
knowledge and experiences must follow – but without clarity on values, aims and at-
titudes we make the jobs of our schools much more difficult. Table 1(overleaf) illus-
trates the sort of unifying statement which might be the agreed foundation of aims 
– though not values – on which the schooling system might be built. 

Complementing such aims should be a similarly brief statement of values and 
attitudes acceptable in childhood, adolescence and adulthood. All schools are deep 
into this territory of acceptable behaviours on a daily basis, but often in conflict with 
some of their families. Headteachers and teachers who have worked in both faith and 
community schools will, when asked, agree with the proposition that it is easier to 
establish ‘shared attitudes and values’ in the daily life of faith schools because they 
spring essentially from the faith and are uncontested. Values in public (community 
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and other state schools) would be less contested if they were more explicitly stated, 
whether ideally on a UK or English-only basis. Although some values seem timeless, 
others – such as respect for LGBTQ+ rights and lifestyle – change over time. Once 
these broad values and aims are articulated therefore, they will need periodic review 
through the SNEAC.

Table 1: School aims

We should want our children to understand through their schooling that:

• It will be their duty as adults to guard and participate in a representative 
democracy, which values national and local government. To that end schools 
will progressively involve students in many aspects of school life and the 
community in which the school and the families are located.

• Their religious faith and beliefs will be respected and they will be encouraged 
through their schooling to respect all faiths and the humanist position.

• Many differently rewarded careers, which are vital to the wellbeing and 
practical operation of our society and others elsewhere in the world, are 
open to them. These include carers, cleaners, cooks, designers, musicians, 
sportsmen and women, writers, composers, broadcasters, actors, builders, 
electricians, farmers, teachers, sailors, plumbers, other tradespeople, 
lawyers, accountants, doctors, nurses, other health-related jobs, bankers and 
providers of other financial services, shopkeepers, drivers and politicians. 
This kaleidoscope of employed and self-employed opportunities, available 
in the private, public and voluntary sectors, is ever-changing and expanding 
under the influence of accelerating political and technological developments.

• These careers require differing talents, and students’ schooling experience 
will be based on valuing them as individuals and equipping them with the 
values, attitudes, skills and knowledge to make a successful and rewarding 
contribution to society as adults in and out of work.

• They will be encouraged to think for themselves and act for others through 
their life at school and in the community. In doing so they will explore and 
understand the range of obligations, rights and choices open to them in our 
own and other societies.

• They will encounter, through their schooling experiences, expert help in 
acquiring a foundation of skills and knowledge which will allow them to 
survive and flourish in our own or another society.

• They will be equipped to make good arguments for a just cause and thereby 
influence their social and political environment. 

Curriculum reform
Having established aims and values and the attitudes we expect of our adult cit-

izens, there will be the need to set out a curriculum statement. As someone opposed 
originally to the introduction of a national curriculum, I acknowledge I am in a mi-
nority (although I suspect that Michael Gove, in explicitly removing the obligation 
to follow a national curriculum for free schools and academies, shared a mistrust of 
national prescription). What the schools have now is a description of curriculum in 
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terms which, technology apart, late Victorians in universities would have recognised. 
It is scarcely fit for purpose. 

The suggested Standing National Education Advisory Council should be asked to 
set out for the secretary of state’s approval a broad statement of the knowledge and 
skills present and future citizens will need to make sense of as they accommodate and 
seek to steer a world of accelerating change. Recent developments in artificial intel-
ligence, neuroscience and digital computer-enabled communication have made our 
present curriculum statements look sepia-tinted, and any attempt to predict future 
certainty ridiculous.

The curriculum itself needs to have three dimensions: global or international, 
national and local. 

The supply and retention of teachers 
This is arguably the most important point of all. After all, the teacher effect is so 

much greater than the school effect. If the school as a whole creates the climate within 
which learning happens, it is the teacher who makes the daily weather.

Until Michael Gove as secretary of state gave up his duty ‘to secure a sufficient 
supply of suitably qualified teachers’, there had been at least some national attempt 
to plan and assess the need for teachers based on differing factors such as geography, 
school populations and estimates of wastage and retirements. In the early years after 
the 1944 Butler Act there was the most extensive planning arrangement, with an Ad-
visory Council for the Supply of Education and Training of Teachers (ACSETT) backed 
by regional area teacher training organisations (ATTOs) based on networks of teacher 
training colleges (later colleges of education) and university departments of educa-
tion. As routes into teaching have proliferated (eg, Schools Direct, Teach First) there 

is no going back to a nationally managed system of this 
sort. But a set of regional plans may emerge from Sam 
Twistleton’s group which is reviewing ITT, and it should 
be a ministerial responsibility to ensure there is a suffi-
cient supply of suitably qualified teachers – a duty that 
Michael Gove, while shamelessly expanding ministerial 
powers across a range of issues best left to schools, irre-
sponsibly gave up. And it is surely a legitimate matter 
for the suggested Standing National Education Advi-
sory Council to consider in partnership with whatever 

middle tier/regional democratic body is established.
Finally, there is the question of teacher retention and their continuous profession-

al development. This has been a running sore since the second world war, and rela-
tively neglected when compared with other school-related issues. This too will need 
to be high on any future agenda and it would be worth re-establishing the scheme 
involving what was called the ‘uncapped pool’ whereby teachers could go off on term 
sabbaticals. This which lay largely dormant in the first age of trust and optimism, even 
after the James Committee report of 1971.

The thirteenth reform: the ‘elephant in the room’ 
I appreciate that my final reform will be regarded as the most controversial. I think 

the time is ripe for another look at the vexed issue of one sector of private schooling. 
I am not talking here of the myriad growth of second and third rate private schooling 
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which are rather like ‘pop-ups’, either in the backstreets of big cities as unregistered 
threats to their pupils’ physical and mental safety, or of the rather longer-living chains 
such as ‘Cognita’ run by the late Chris Woodhead, which appeal to parents with more 
money than sense. 

My concern is with those conveyor belts of privilege conjured up by names such as 
Eton, Harrow, Westminster, Winchester, Marlborough, Roedean, Cheltenham Ladies 
(sic) College not to mention Manchester Grammar, Oxford High, Magdalen College 
or indeed King Edward’s in Birmingham or nearby Solihull and Warwick schools. In 
short the hundreds of privileged schools where the fees are three, four or five times 
that spent in local state-funded schools. Compared with truly ‘public’ state-funded 
schools, their buildings and sports facilities are incomparably better and their staff – 
where the ‘child/student: teacher ratio’ is so much more favourable – stay longer and 
receive pensions from the state. Children attending such schools are advantaged, have 
richer school experiences and better prospects in life – all at the expense of the other 
93%24 of children not in the privileged schools. This is neither just nor does it provide 
equality of opportunity.

Short of closure of these schools – and others have pointed out that the two best 
chances25 of doing this have gone – what can be done to mitigate their malign effect 
on equity, equal opportunity and social mobility? Table 2 illustrates some of the meas-
ures which, if collectively implemented, would make private schools less destructive.

Finally, even when we have been explicit about the values and aims of a public 
schooling system, there will be a duty on those engaged in it – private as well as state 
schools – to subscribe wholeheartedly to realising those values and aims. In short, 
state/private school partnerships, especially for staff development, should continue.

 
 

Table 2: Making private schools less destructive

• (i) Stop giving rates relief (of £500 million) and remove charitable status, (ii) 
impose full business rates, and (iii) introduce a new local hypothecated tax at 
half the difference between the individual private school and the average of 
the local state school costs; and distribute the resources as a supplementary 
(top-up) grant to the state-funded schools locally. (Independent/private 
schools would make clear that this was an extra ‘equity’ charge which parents 
of their children are required to pay)

• Require every university to take no more than 10% of their undergraduate 
entry from those who have spent three years or more at private fee-paying 
schools.

• Require every fee-paying school to pay a ‘recruitment/transfer’ fee for 
teachers trained or working in a state funded school.

• Require every fee-paying school to run their own pension fund for all staff 
including teachers. 

• Give the local/regional democratically elected body (where the school 
is located) the right to nominate up to 10% of the ‘boarding’ entry at 
those private/independent schools with boarding. (Costs paid by central 
government and the requirement that at least half the nominated entry be 
from the local list – or another authority’s list – of looked after children).
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I hope you will agree with me that 
Brighouse’s proposals for the peri-

od of ‘hope and ambition’ are not only 
thought-provoking, but present a way 
forward that would make a major contri-
bution to securing deep social justice. 

In SSAT on Leading, I gave a list of actions 
for all stakeholders to achieve a school-led 
system – many of these are echoed in Brig-
house’s ideas. SSAT will be holding workshops 
for school leaders to debate these ideas. What 
do you and your senior leadership teams 
think?

I started the pamphlet by referring to stra-
tegic intent. I hope this and the other pam-
phlets have provided a sense of direction; 
highlighted that the ambitious target of deep 
social justice unleashes creativity and can 
be achieved in different ways; and that it is a 
worthwhile goal that stimulates the passion 
of all those who work with young people. 

The second part of the pamphlet, by Tim 
Brighouse, presents a bold vision for a new 
education era of ‘hope and ambition’. The 
original gateways – school design and or-
ganisation, and workforce development 
– are still relevant, although system design 
must be added, as it is essential if we are to 
achieve deep social justice. It is crucial that 
school leaders stay true to their principles 
and embrace the ambition of deep social jus-
tice for all. School leaders need to challenge 
policymakers and make recommendation for 
change; and they must do this in partnership 
with other stakeholders.

I hope you will join with us in fighting for 
deep social justice, so that it is truly led by 
school leaders working in partnership with 
other stakeholders, particularly young peo-
ple, parents, local communities, employers 
and policymakers.
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In this, the last pamphlet in this initial series on fighting for 
deep social justice, Sue Williamson focuses on the role of school 
leaders – in their school or MAT, in their local community, and 
nationally – to secure social justice for every child.

A section on principled leadership for social justice, by Sue’s 
SSAT colleague Dan Belcher, examines leadership at all levels, 
and provides key questions to help leaders. 

Case histories then spell out some of the practical elements 
needed to gain social justice in schools.

Finally, Professor Sir Tim Brighouse, one of the most respected 
educationists of the late 20th and early 21st centuries, 
analyses how we got to where we are, and emphasises the duty 
of all those in education – state and private – to contribute to 
realising deep social justice. 

Sue Williamson concludes: “I hope you will join with us in 
fighting for deep social justice, so that it is truly led by school 
leaders working in partnership with other stakeholders, 
particularly young people, parents, local communities, 
employers and policymakers.”


