Precis - Paradoxes of Leadership in an age of accountability – John MacBeath 

There is a new theology of leadership which seems to have emerged within the lifetime of this Millennium. Its premises may be largely wishful thinking or it may represent a genuine paradigm shift in our conceptions of leadership. This may be encapsulated in a number of key ideas. In terms of:

· individual qualities of outstanding leaders  

· experiences that shape leadership  

· qualities sought in the selection of leaders  

· the nature of well-led organisations
The qualities of outstanding leaders
The Hay group is generally credited with an approach into the competencies of successful leaders.  Research into successful companies, has discovered as an unintended by-product - corporate leaders who defied the normal heroic or narcissistic stereotype and were distinguished by 'soft skills' - " a paradoxical combination of personal humility and professional will".  There are resonances here with Goleman's (2001) 'primal leadership', trusting in intuition, an ability to recognise and use one's emotions to manage social situations, and empathy which allows you to see yourself through the eyes of others. The conventional wisdom which extolled a drive for consensus gives way, in the new paradigm, to living with uncertainty and managing paradox.
Experiences that shape leadership
Formative experiences in leadership, as seen by corporate leaders, are listed in McCall and Hollenbeck's research (2002). The source of influence most often cited was ‘significant others’,  ie people who modelled or mentored leadership behaviour. There was also the powerful influence of people one determined not emulate. The experience of 'turnaround' or organisational transformation ranked a close second, followed by culture shock- the collision of one's own value system with a different set of assumptions and practices. In a globalised world this is becoming one of the most significant tests of leadership's ability to rethink, to reframe, to see oneself from a different vantage point. 'Confrontation with reality' (in seventh place) is presumably where rhetoric and practice meet.'
There will be resonances here for school leaders who have participated in international visits, or exchanges in which they have been immersed over a period of time, coming to terms with new and different versions of the "way we do things round here". The subsequent failure to transplant new ideas into one's native soil may also offer a salutary lesson in how cultures work, while confrontation with reality in one's own backyard may prove to be an equally formative experience.
Qualities sought in the selection of leaders
In recruitment of new leaders, seeing things from new angles, adaptability and seeking opportunities to learn are the qualities most at a premium. These new leaders:
· seek opportunities to learn act with integrity 

· adapt to differences 

· are committed to making a difference seek broad based knowledge 

· bring out the best in people 

· are insightfulness- sees things from new angles have courage to take risks 

· seek out and using feedback learn from mistakes 

· are open to criticism. 

Emphasis on these qualities is not, however, always to the fore in the interviewing, selection, or training of new staff in educational settings. Criteria for selection tend to look backwards to past experience and acquired knowledge
The nature of well-led organisations
The value and efficacy of 'new leadership' is tested by the organisations they lead. The character of organisations should, in theory, be exemplified by those in charge. Such organisations are strong on social capital. They are characterised by high levels of interpersonal trust which allow people to listen sensitively to one another without fear to challenge or be challenged, and acknowledging differences rather than settling for easy consensus. Ideas are evaluated on their merits without regard for status or hierarchy. None of this happens without time and space for people to reflect, evaluate and learn.
Putting new leadership to the test: the educational context
There are at least six key distinctive features of the school world which contrast with the corporate world:
· an unfinished business  

· a custodial function  

· an inclusive remit 

· a multiplicity of accountabilities  

· a moral purpose 

· a subversive intent 

In the educational business there is never an end product despite our addiction to 'outcomes'. While the nomenclature of' clients' and 'consumers' has been borrowed from business, pupils are not in schools by choice nor able to walk away from the 'service' whose function is often custodial and its learning day tailored to the needs of working parents. Schools' inclusive remit means that all children regardless of ability and disability are clients and often reluctant consumers.
The clients of the educational service are, however, not only the pupils. Schools serve the interests of parents; they owe allegiance (although decreasingly) to their local authorities; they are inspected by government or independent agencies; they are beholden to national curricula and assessments and held to account for their performance not only by government agencies but by the media.
Ultimately it is in the core the purpose of schools that the greatest difference lies. The educational purpose is a moral one. Schools are founded on a set of essential values - about people, about society, about learning and about worthwhile knowledge. And as such their mission is necessarily subversive. They struggle, often futilely, to offer a counter culture, to question thinking and to disturb, rather than simply meet, expectations.
The context and structures within which schools sit may act systemically to inhibit the development of trust and shared leadership. The current policy context in many countries may be described under three headings.
1. The Manufactured Crisis
2. The Improvement Illusion
3. The Magnificent Myth
1. The Manufactured Crisis
The notion of the manufactured crisis is owed to the American context where crises have resurfaced on a cyclical. basis ever since the 1957 Sputnik launch which impelled a wave of curricular reform. The assumption that these two (technological advance and school curricula) are integrally related appears to have continued largely unchallenged to the present day.  It is also expressed as the ‘Rising Tide of Mediocrity’  e.g.


"Like 'A Nation at Risk, PISA results must serve as a wake-up call for our Nation's leaders and educators. The next step is to look within our school walls, particularly at student work, comparing teaching and learning internationally to learn what really works in educating all students."

The 'crisis' is however an international one, illustrated by headlines from around the world; the belief being that pupils and therefore schools are under-performing

The three questionable assumptions are:                                                                            (1) that the nation is, and continues to be, 'at risk'.                                                                       (2) that the source of the problem is to be found "within our school walls".                           (3), that the solution is to be found within the classrooms of other nations. 

These are not only profoundly misguided but also dangerous in the illusion they create.

2. The Improvement Illusion
As the above quote from the U.S. illustrates, school improvement is now deeply entrenched in policy thinking. That schools should improve and continue to do so on an upward trajectory is a basic tenet of policy in many countries. Improvement is defined in terms of what has lazily come to be termed 'hard' data. "Improvement' we must remind ourselves, was born in the house of school effectiveness and its progeny is a view of school, measured primarily, and sometimes exclusively, by attainment measures at given ages and stages of schooling (ages and stages tending to be, at least in the UK context as synonymous).  For improvement to be validated over time it must be able to demonstrate a series of consecutive rises in test scores, or at least value-added measures, a feat claims John Gray, that no school in England has been able to show over a three year period. Yet few if any 'improvers' would dare to point to schools that had improved without reference to that signal indicator. A school that shunned testing could, by such a definition, never improve.  

Attainment data aggregated to group, to year, to school, to authority and then to national level loses meaning which each step away from its source  Governments around the world appear not to have learned this lesson, however. Cherry picking and selective use of evidence is often intentionally misleading.  The evidence close up, at individual pupil level, does tell a different story. Researchers into assessment for learning (.e.g. Harlen and James, 1997) conclude that summative outcomes cannot be arrived at by aggregating formative assessments.  The consequence is an uncomfortable downward pressure on teachers and on pupils who, wiser than their political masters, know that these two forms of assessment serve quite different ends.

3. The Magnificent Myth
Governments around the world invest great efforts in the reconstruction of myths that will bring new commitment. These may be the myths of nationality, the creation of new enemies, the demonisation of other regimes. Recent post 9/11 events are difficult to view dispassionately when our responses are shaped so powerfully by dominant discourses and collusive media (Chomsky, 2003, Moore, 2002, Stiglitz, 2002 ).
Education too needs it myths. The demolition of the 'straw people' of 'progressivism', Thatcher's demonisation of the enemies out there - academics and teacher educators, the local authorities, and the magnificent myth of the private sector. A whole universe of demons was created by her Majesty's Chief Inspector, naming and shaming any source of dissent from his own purblind dogmatism, writing a fiction, or confection, ostensibly for parents but simply resurrecting old devils and settling old scores. 

A classic example of the magnificent myth is Michael Barber's (now of Blair's Cabinet Office) proposal of the following matrix to describe leadership in different historical periods:
	uninformed prescription 1980s
	uninformed professionalism 1970s

	informed prescription 1990s
	informed professionalism 2000s


It has been apparently often met without demur by audiences to which it has been presented, perhaps because the myth has by now been so well established.
The challenge to school leadership
If these ideas, at least in part, describe the political context within which many of us do our work how helpful are the big ideas - of trust, humility, empathy, servant leadership, risk-taking, rule breaking and distributed leadership?
Trust is one of the canons of thought that may be seen as emanating from the business world, but one that has been more implicit than theorised in a school context. What does trust mean in the prevailing policy climate? How different is the political and policy environment in which schools carry out their business?
Trust is a slippery concept and has to be understood in relation to its critical twin - power.
"The two forces threaten each other and they presuppose each other: power without trust eats up its own basis and trust without power cannot survive. (Moos, 2003, p.67).
What leadership does is to develop trust in other people's exercise of power.
The complementary addiction is acquiescence to power, a need to be led and to be relieved of responsibility. Roger Martin (2003) describes this as the 'responsibility virus', the too-eager acceptance of others' authority. This virulent strain has four main governing values:
· To win and not lose in any interaction 

· To always maintain control of the situation in hand  

· To avoid embarrassment of any kind 

· To stay rational throughout. 

Foremost among his tools for inoculating against the virus is a recognition of the destructive potential of this learning disability and a redefinition of leadership and followership.
Educational literature has its own examples of leadership which lost touch with the teachers' work and stifled opportunities for their exercise of initiative and influence. In numerous projects in which we have presented heads or senior management with responses from teacher questionnaires, these data have been met with classic Freudian defences - denial ("I don't accept a word of it") , projection ("Well, they would say that wouldn't they") rationalisation ("it was after all a wet Friday in November when it was completed"), or introjection ("I am the only one to blame here").
Why senior management and head teachers are so often shocked by the feedback they get from staff surveys is because they have lost touch with the day to day concerns .of teachers, and because they do not practice (or have perhaps never learned) the 'soft skills' of empathy and emotional intelligence. This may be down to a lack of trust in staff or perhaps lack of confidence in themselves to take risks, to loosen the grip on power. The power and trust sit together in uneasy tension, in which pushing trust up is achieved by pushing power down. Pushing down does not of itself vouchsafe higher trust because teachers may have settled comfortably, or perhaps uncomfortably, into a dependent state, fed by a production line of materials and strategies to be 'delivered' rather than created. The power/ trust equilibrium needs to be understood strategically and in context.
A matter of social trust
If trust is one of the keys to successful organisations it is important (a) to have a firmer grasp on what this means conceptually and in practice and (b) what it means to develop trust in a mistrustful climate.
Bottery (2003) suggests a hierarchy of meanings, from the need for trust that is hard wired into our genes to the highest level of trust which is only born out of a constant testing of our faith in other human beings or institutions.
· primordial trust 

· calculative trust 

· practice trust  

· role trust  

· identificatory trust. 

Essential to social survival is a need to have some basic level of trust in our fellow humans but the further we go in consolidating trust the more it needs to be based on weighing the evidence, a studied calculation The more we work together the more trust may develop, as we come to rely on evidence of their trustworthy practice. With developed confidence in people's professional role, trust means putting yourselves in the hands of someone to make decisions on your behalf (airline pilot, chemist, doctor, lawyer, or head teacher) in some cases potentially life and death decisions. The highest level of trust is when trust is taken as axiomatic in any given situation - a totally trust worthy friend, a group or an possibly an institution who will act with your best interests at heart.
It is perhaps a question for what it is reasonable to aim at in developing trust and what it is realistic to settle for in developing trust within a school. 

Within a small face-to face unit identificatory trust may be seen as essential rather than preferable. In a large institution it might be reckless to try to build contrived trust. It is, however, always possible to build trust within departments and cross-departmental teams, particularly those that come together spontaneously because there already exists a high level of trust. What it is legitimate to expect is that there be role trust because a professional culture in which people, understand and accept the legitimacy of others' roles is a prerequisite of an improving school. Improvement as capacity-building which now seems to be a preferred definition (Gray et al., Hargreaves, 2003 ) posits a climate in which challenge and disagreement are legitimised because listening, being heard and critical friendship can only work on the basis of professional, or role, trust.
Soft skills such as empathy become more and more salient the more emphasis is placed on teamwork the more schools aspire to distributed leadership, and the sharper the issue of recruitment and retention becomes. When tensions are high and morale is low that the essential component of empathy comes into its own accurate listening. In our four country study of what made for effective leaders (MacBeath,1998) the ability to listen came consistently at the top of the list. It is captured most eloquently in Steven Covey's admonition "seek first to understand before seeking to be understood" (1993), Seeing the school, and yourself, through others' eyes, is a source of power and trust - power because such knowledge can be exploited and manipulated, trust because when used with integrity is likely to engender trust and diffuse power.
When power is diffused through a school opportunities to lead and share leadership can be grasped by teachers and students. This is capacity building, shifting focus from what those at the apex of the hierarchy do to what teachers do, why they do it and the set of conditions which promote agency and attack the responsibility virus.
‘It is not a matter of delegation, direction or distribution of responsibility, but rather a matter of teachers' agency and their choice in initiating and sustaining change’. (Frost and Durrant, 2003)
The extent to which teachers are able to be proactive and to take the initiative is dependent not only the role trust they have in others, and the trust they are accorded by others, but by the way they themselves construct their professional role and where they perceive the role boundaries to lie. As Frost and Harris (forthcoming) point out:
"Head teachers' perceptions and expectations will play a major part in the construction of the professional role of teachers. They have the advantage of their formal position enabling them to initiate the development of the structures and processes that shape the expectations of all members of the school staff. This raises the question of the legitimacy of teachers' exercise of leadership, particularly where the teacher does not occupy a formal leadership position.
As they go on to argue, teachers will continue to be "at the mercy of the organisational arrangements of the school" if they underestimate or underplay the importance of human agency; if they fail to recognise that leadership is simply a fundamental dimension of what it is to be human and the capacity that we all have to make a difference to our world, however closely or widely defined that worlds is, or is allowed to be.
The celebration of new leadership in the business literature is, perhaps, simply a rediscovery of what it is to be human. It perhaps simply a rediscovery of the fact that that organisations thrive when they are human places and when they are led with humanity and integrity. If that has not always been the character of school life then it my be time to return to first principles.
