Advancing School Leadership – the case for Distributed Leadership 
Applicants for PQH(NI) must have completed their Early Professional Development (EPD) stage and it is expected that those selected for PQH(NI) will have leadership and management experience in whole-school issues; that is by definition they have some experience of ‘distributed leadership’
The National Standards for Headship (NI) requires that principals must act as lead learners in the school and ensure that leadership development is an integral part of staff development.   This is aligned with the requirements of the staff development aspect of the PRSD scheme.  PRSD for schools in Northern seen to be directly linked to school development planning, underpinned by continuing professional development for teachers and principals 
In all of the agenda for change there is acknowledgement that good ‘leadership and management’ of schools is of vital importance and that none of the agenda for change, nor the achievement of government targets for educational attainment, can be implemented without it.  

Expectations from school leaders, at the various levels, need to be derived from consistency and coherence across the education service.  There must be a shared understanding of what school leadership is and a common language developed to describe it.  As the Education and Training Inspectorate takes a greater interest in leadership and management in schools, and not just at the level of principalship, this will be on a similar basis to these criteria contained in the National Standards.
Representatives drawn from all educational sector interests (Killyhevlin Conference, November 2006) had an agreed view of what school leaders must be able to do as expressed by

‘School leaders must distribute leadership through restructuring the school and in developing the

‘leadership capacity’ in individuals and in the school as an organic whole. In so doing they are

challenged to turn ‘followers’ into ‘leaders’
The Principal is responsible, in conjunction with the Board of Governors, for constructing leadership opportunities. These should be driven by the need to create an increased capacity for leadership within the school as much as by the need to complete particular tasks related to school improvement.  Increasingly Boards of Governors and Principals have given leadership opportunities to younger teachers on the basis of their skills and potential. In some schools two-thirds or more of the staff are involved in the leadership of other teachers.  Many will undertake short-term projects related to school development involving responsibility for the work of other teachers and a level of accountability at whole school level.  
If such a large percentage of teachers are willing to take on leadership roles we need to find ways to ensure that they are given the required knowledge, skills and opportunities to lead effectively.  The individual teacher should accept that there is an obligation to engage in professional development that includes the undertaking of leadership in aspects of the school’s provision and practice.  In parallel there is a need to increase the awareness of the contribution that a school leader can make to the social capital of a community and to society at large. The skills and experience gained through what might be temporary and short-term leadership roles can contribute to a portfolio that could lead to accreditation.  
The formal recognition of leadership as inherent in the roles of principal, vice-principal and senior management team is now seen as too narrowly focused to serve the needs of the system.  There is no longer a confidence that a heroic leader can single-handedly drive forward school improvement and manage necessary changes. A constructive approach to leadership has been developed in some schools where the great majority of teachers have undertaken leadership roles, if only in limited areas and on a short term basis. This contrasts with the norm of a hierarchical style of leadership underpinned by a system of payment of promotional allowances. 

If it becomes more widely accepted that it is necessary for school leadership to be distributed and

developed at all levels within the school, and that its definition is not to be restricted to the roles of the

principal and vice-principal as outlined in the 1987 Terms and Conditions of Service, then new forms of development must be determined. To a large extent this must be school-based both because of the large numbers of teachers involved and the need to align leadership activity with school improvement. This in turn makes the principal the key figure in building the leadership capacity of individual staff and of the school as a whole. That is schools will ‘grow their own leaders’. Therefore each school must develop a coherent, widely understood and shared programme for the development of staff, including their skills in leadership as well as in their traditional role as managers. The principle of voluntarism must remain but there is a need to encourage teachers to believe they have potential in leadership.

There is no well defined and common understanding of what school ‘leadership’ means or would entail in practice; the emphasis until recently being on the need for school leaders to be effective and efficient managers. The formal recognition of leadership as inherent in the roles of principal, vice-principal and senior management team is now seen as too narrowly focused to serve the needs of the system. There is less agreement on how leadership can be distributed, or the leadership capacity in individual schools, or in the system as a whole, can be developed.

What we are attempting to do through the ASL programme relates to the importance of developing staff, nurturing talent and, related to this, ‘distributing’ leadership throughout the organisation. Within the school’s context, distributing leadership is a potential means of ameliorating some of the workload issues which are currently being faced by school leaders, making the role more attractive and the size of the job more deliverable. 
But distributed leadership is about much more than just sharing out tasks. Rather, it also encompasses a shared approach to strategic leadership, in which professionals throughout the organisation are genuinely engaged and can influence its culture, ethos and strategic direction, to an extent that is commensurate with their position.

However a note of caution, the PWC research suggested a general consensus amongst school leaders, staff and other stakeholders about the need for distributed leadership in schools. Everyone they spoke to agreed with the principles underpinning the distributed model. The vast majority of school leaders (i.e.. 95% of secondary heads and 85% of primary heads) felt that leadership responsibilities were distributed, at least to some extent, in their own schools. However, there was also a strong message from the research that many teaching and other staff did not feel engaged and involved in a way that was consistent with the existence of distributed

leadership in schools. In addition, the evidence from the visits, where many school leaders were clearly over-stretched and taking on a large range of delivery-related responsibilities, also seemed inconsistent with the widespread existence of distributed leadership. A key finding from the research, therefore, is that there is a

need for broader and deeper distributed leadership in schools.

Your willingness to be involved in the professional development of a PQH(NI) candidate can be an exemplar of how many of these issues can be dealt with successfully to the benefit of the candidate, the principal, the school and its planned development and the NI system as a whole. 
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