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Guidance for Principals of Placement Schools 
 

 

1. Overview of PQH (NI) 

 
Underpinned by the National Standards for Headteachers (NI Edition), the revised model 
has been designed for passionate, highly motivated people who aspire to, and are focused 
on, becoming headteachers within the next 12-18 months.   
 
The PQH (NI) model is designed to enable individuals to identify their strengths and areas 
for development and so create a personalised leadership development pathway through to 
graduation.  It can take between 6 and 12 months to reach graduation, depending on an 
individual’s development priorities.  Applicants attain the status of trainee headteacher on 
successful completion of an initial assessment and development event.  They are 
responsible for directing their own learning through the Development Stage, with the help 
and support of their principal, their coach and the principal of their placement school.  The 
structure of the PQH (NI) programme is outlined in Figure 1 on the following page. 
 
All trainee headteachers are expected to attend a Regional Introductory Day, access seven 
hours of coaching and undertake a placement in another school or setting.  Placements 
are a critical part of the core offering within PQH (NI) and RTU acknowledges the very 
important role schools play in the scheme. 
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Figure 1.   PQH (NI) Structure 
 

Pre-entry 

 
Applicants visit the pre-entry section on the RTU website to access a range of resources designed to 

determine their readiness for PQH (NI) and for headship. 
 

 

Entry 

Entry is determined by a two-part assessment process: 

Application: completion of an online application with evidence of expertise and experience across the 

six key areas of the National Standards for Headteachers (Northern Ireland Edition). The Applicant’s 

principal or line manager will also contribute to the online application. 

Entry Assessment and Development Event:  if successful at application, individuals will be 
asked to complete a Personal Development Record (PDR) before attending an Assessment and 
Development event.  The event consists of a range of activities designed to reflect the role of a 
principal.  A summary report called decision and feedback form is given to each applicant.  Once 
an individual has successfully completed both parts of the Entry Stage, her or she becomes a 

PQH (NI) trainee headteacher. 
 

 

Development 

 

At the beginning of their pathway, individuals attend an Introductory Day to meet other trainee 

headteachers. Here, they find out more about what PQH (NI) offers and consider what actions they 

will take to meet their individual development needs. 

Each trainee headteacher will then determine their own personalised pathway, including: 

• A placement in another context. 
• Peer learning with other trainee headteachers. 

• Work-based learning in their current school or organisation. 
• A range of regional and local development events, such as conferences, seminars and 

master classes. 

Trainee headteachers will be supported by: 

• Entitlement of one-to-one coaching. 
• A range of PQH (NI) facilitators. 

• A range of RTU learning materials, research and online activities. 

• Access to RTU’s online communities, where they can engage in professional dialogue.  
 

As they progress through PQH (NI), they will build up a portfolio of evidence to demonstrate 
their learning in relation to their identified development needs. 

 

 

Graduation 

 

When they think they are ready, trainee headteachers present a summary of their evidence to a 
Graduation Board. The board takes the form of a panel interview, with assessors including serving 
principals.  If successful at Graduation Board, trainee headteachers will be awarded the 
Professional Qualification for Headship (NI). 

 

 

  

http://www.rtuni.org/core%20studies/pqh/page.php?page_id=3
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2.  Principles and Aims of the PQH (NI) Placement: 

 

Through PQH (NI) the Regional Training Unit aims to extend trainee headteachers’ 

ambitions for headship and to enable them to develop further their leadership skills in 

different contexts.      

 
The provision of placements in the redesigned PQH (NI) recognises both the significance 
and diversity of school contexts. Placements also provide opportunities for trainee 
headteachers to gain insights into unfamiliar contexts and experience different leadership 
styles. 
  
The aim is that placements will provide trainee headteachers with opportunities to develop 
further their leadership expertise and practise the skills of contextual literacy – the ability 
to read context accurately, make judgements about priorities and recognise the leadership 
behaviours required to address school improvement priorities.  To extend their leadership 
expertise and challenge their thinking, trainee headteachers are encouraged to select 
schools outside their own “comfort zone”.    
  

The PQH (NI) placement has been designed to support the above aim and to provide all 

trainee headteachers with opportunities to: 

 

 Be further influenced by good and outstanding school leaders. 

 Gain insights into unfamiliar context(s). 

 Develop their capacity to lead in different environments. 

 Observe and experience different leadership styles. 

 

All trainee headteachers should also undertake a leadership task for the placement 

school and this task should enable them to: 

 

 Conduct an audit of provision, undertake related research and explore 

options in order to complete the activity the school has identified as a 

priority. 

 Prepare and present a report to senior leadership and/or governors.  

 Practise communication skills with colleagues outside their own school/setting.  

 

Depending on their circumstances, the placement may also allow trainee headteachers to 

address some of their development needs as potential headteachers.  
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3.   The Placement 

 

3.1    Role of the Placement School  

 

The role of the Placement School is to host a placement for a trainee headteacher for up 

to 5 days [subject to negotiation between host principal and trainee head].  These days 

may be consecutive, in one or more blocks, or dispersed over a number of months - 

depending on the needs of the trainee head, the focus of the trainee head’s leadership 

task and what the host school can accommodate.  Experience to date has shown that 

placements taken as either blocks of time or days can be successful depending on the 

nature of the leadership task and the circumstances of the host school and the trainee 

headteacher.  

 

3.2 Role of the Principal  

 

The principal of the leadership development school should: 

 

 Negotiate and agree the purpose and format of the trainee headteacher’s 

programme during the placement, which must include completion of a strategic 

leadership task with a specific focus of value to both the host school and the 

trainee headteacher. 

 Arrange access to and support from the senior leadership team, including the 

principal, other staff and relevant stakeholders. 

 Share reflections, invite feedback and debate leadership issues with the 

trainee headteacher. 

 Be a positive, influential role model as a successful school leader. 

 Provide an opportunity for the trainee headteacher to report back to a 

group of the senior leadership team and governors, to share his/her experiences, 

findings and any recommendations. 

 Provide feedback at the end of the placement on the trainee headteacher’s 

learning and contribution to the school – to the trainee headteacher and in a short 

report for the PQH (NI) Graduation Board.  

 

 

NB: Schools hosting more than one trainee headteacher should note that each 

must have a separate and distinct leadership activity.  No leadership activity 

should be shared. 

Sharing an activity with another trainee headteacher will compromise their 

ability to graduate.  
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3.3   Benefits to the Placement School  

 

In addition to making an important contribution to developing the next generation of 

headteachers, hosting a placement gives a Leadership Development Partner School access 

to an additional experienced professional, who:  

 

 Has expertise as a senior school leader.  

 Will be able to audit an aspect of the school’s activities, research the policy context, 

review resources, consider alternative solutions and present findings to senior 

leadership and other relevant stakeholders.   

 

Through evaluation studies, schools hosting placements for trainee headteachers report a 

beneficial impact on the quality of debate and dialogue about leadership issues, amongst 

senior leaders and other stakeholders.   

 

 

4.   Procedures 

 

4.1  Finding a placement 

 

Each trainee headteacher, seeking to set up a placement, consults the PQH (NI) database 

of Leadership Development Partner schools to find a suitable school to approach. The 

trainee headteacher then makes contact with the principal of the school of his/her choice 

to discuss the possibility of a placement in that school.  If the school is willing to go ahead 

the trainee headteacher immediately registers the potential placement online.     

 

4.2    Selecting a suitable placement  

 

When selecting a suitable placement, trainee headteachers are advised to look for a 

school that contrasts with their own that will provide them with an opportunity to 

experience and explore a different context.  The difference in context could relate to a 

range of criteria, for example, in terms of size, phase, intake, location, internal 

organisation, staffing structure, curriculum, extended provision and/or links with the 

surrounding community.   

 

In some cases the placement may be the beginning of a longer term relationship between 

the trainee head and the placement school and/or between the two schools involved.  

Exchanges between members of a PQH (NI) peer learning group have worked well, as 

have ‘multiple placements’, which involve two or three trainee heads visiting a school at 

the same time – each focusing on their own particular leadership task or working as a 

team to look at different aspects of the same area of activity.   
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5. The placement programme  

 

5.1   Constructing a programme 

 
Evidence indicates that the placement programme should include: 
 

 The opportunity to negotiate and undertake a specific leadership task designed 
to address a particular strategic leadership activity, which is a priority for the host 
school and may or may not reflect an area of the trainee headteacher’s current 
expertise. 

 Access to relevant members of staff, including the senior leadership team. 

 Access to a range of stakeholders and relevant documentation, to enable the 
tasks to be completed effectively. 

 Opportunities to engage in professional dialogue with the principal.  

 

If feasible, experiences which will help the trainee headteacher to address areas for 
development identified at the initial assessment and development event are also 
welcomed by trainees. 
 
5.2    Features of successful PQH (NI) placement  
 
Evidence to date suggests that successful placement leadership tasks, focused on an 
identified priority of the host school, have a number of features. For example they: 
 

 Address a whole school strategic issue. 

 Give trainee headteacher access to the host principal. 

 Provide two-way benefits i.e. to both the trainee headteacher and the leadership 
development school. 

 Respond to a need recognised in the host school’s improvement plan. 

 Are tangible, measurable and do-able in the time available. 

 Have clear planned inputs. 

 Have clear expected outputs. 

 Are flexible and could be adapted to align with audit findings and research into 
possible options and solutions. 

 Add value to the host school in a way that could be monitored and evaluated.   

 Involved communication with students/pupils, staff and other relevant stakeholders. 

 Involve presentation of findings to a group of senior staff and/or governors. 

 Provide a real challenge to the trainee headteacher i.e. took trainee headteachers 
out of their ‘comfort zone’. 
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5.3    Effective support for successful PQH (NI) placements 
 

Effective support can be given to trainee headteachers in a wide variety of ways.  For 

example, a pre-placement visit to the host school, to include an initial planning 

meeting between the trainee headteacher and the host principal.  This is essential to: 

 

 Negotiate the nature of the leadership task to be undertaken. 

 Agree an appropriate programme of experiences designed to meet the 

development needs of the trainee headteacher. 

 Establish a relationship of mutual trust and confidentiality. 

 

 

Other identified key factors for success included: 

 

 Timetabled meetings with the principal and other members of the senior leadership 
team, to chart progress and address issues arising. 

 Provision of clear information to all members of staff in the school, so that everyone 
knows who the trainee headteacher is and what he/she is doing in school. 

 The trainee headteacher being considered as an additional member of the senior 
leadership team for the period of the placement. 

 Access to administrative support to enable the trainee headteacher to set up 
meetings with pupils, members of staff and other stakeholders, as appropriate. 

 Access, during the period of the placement, to staff briefings, team meetings, staff 
meetings, meetings of the senior leadership team, governors’ meetings, partnership 
meetings and inset days. 

 Factoring into the programme of time for research and writing up. 

 Access to a list of staff, a plan of the school and relevant policies, reports and other 
documentation, such at the School Development Plan. 

 Opportunities to ask questions and discuss leadership issues, such as staffing 
structures and leadership styles. 

 A space to work in and access to ICT. 

 An opportunity for the trainee headteacher to make a presentation/present a report 
to senior leadership and governors in the placement school, on his/her findings and 
recommendations. 

 A debriefing meeting at the end of the placement.  

 
5.4    Leadership Task  
 
As stated above, all trainee headteachers are expected to undertake a leadership task 
negotiated with the headteacher whilst on the placement.  This task should: 
 

 Reflect the school’s priorities and potentially add value to the school. 
 Be self-contained with clear outcomes identified. 
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 Be challenging and strategically focused. 
 
To support the trainee head, the negotiated task should be achievable within the 
timeframe and understood by the wider staff team.  The trainee headteacher should also 
be required to report findings relating to the task to members of the leadership team and 
governors, if possible.  To date a range of activities have taken place and have included: 
 

 Reviewing a particular school policy or practice. 
 Assessing pupil progress.  
 Monitor impact of ICT on Teaching and Learning. 
 Review of Gifted and Talented provision.  

 Review of strategies for raising boy’s achievement.  
 Parent/Student/Staff Voice. 
 Developing a skill set to identify training needs for all staff. 
 Developing a range of strategies to build effective relationships within the school 

and with the wider community. 

 Using data to develop personalised learning programmes. 
 The experience of KS2 – KS3 transition, in particular groups of vulnerable students 

e.g. LAC’s SEN etc. 

 Developing knowledge of working with EAL children and families. 
 Analysis of attendance data and strategies for improvement. 

 The use of assessment practices to inform school improvement planning. 

 
5.5 Reports by Placement Headteachers [Graduation Board Placement Report] 
 

On completion of each placement, the host headteacher is asked to write a brief report 

(above) on the trainee headteacher’s performance for the PQH (NI) Graduation Board.  

PQH (NI) Graduation Board Placement Report Sample for your information. 

 

This document is, to be shared with the trainee headteacher.  The report focuses on the 

trainee head’s: 

 

 Understanding of the school’s context. 

 Capacity to complete the planned project and achieve the required outcomes. 

 Ability to make use of the learning opportunities provided.   

 

Effective reports, of high value to the PQH (NI) Graduation Board, clearly outline what the 

trainee headteacher did and its impact on the host school. They include evidence-based 

evaluative comments on the trainee headteacher’s professional skills, credibility as a 

potential headteacher and capacity to lead effectively.  

 

  

http://www.rtuni.org/core%20studies/pqh/page.php?page_id=12
http://www.rtuni.org/core%20studies/pqh/page.php?page_id=12
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6. Roles and Responsibilities  

 

To provide clarity, the roles and responsibilities of the different individuals and 

organisations involved in the placement scheme are listed below:- 

 
6.1    Trainee headteachers are responsible for:  
 

 Using the data base to negotiate and organise their placements within the 
structure provided by PQH (NI). 

 Accessing the data base, contacting principals  of potential placements and 
informing PQH (NI)  of the agreed placement. 

 Agreeing an appropriate placement with their coach and line manager. 

 Drawing on PQH (NI) expertise to resolve any problems relating to finding a 
placement. 

 Working with their principal or line manager’s to agree arrangements for the 
placement. 

 Working with the placement school in a productive, professional way. 

 Undertaking appropriate preparation for the placement. 
 Evaluating the placement, as well as their experience on it, as part of their 

graduation process – trainee headteachers will be expected to show evidence of 
the impact the placement had on their leadership and evidence of the 
contribution they made to the host school. 

 Ensuring that they are aware of the health, safety and welfare policies 
implemented within the school  before they commence their placement. 

 
6.2 Leadership Development Partners are responsible for: 
 

 Ensuring they have the capacity to provide a placement for a trainee 
headteacher, offering between one and two placements a year. 

 Agreeing and signing up to the RTU protocols.  
 Providing information for the placement database online. 
 Providing an evaluation of the trainee headteachers’ learning and the 

contribution they made to the school at the end of the placement. 
 Ensuring appropriate personnel, including the principal, are available to work 

with trainee headteacher. 

 Engaging in evaluation activities in order to ensure RTU’s placement policy is “fit 
for purpose”. 

 
In order to influence trainee headteachers’ thinking about and practice in leadership it is 
important for all placement principals to play an active part in the placement process.  In 
addition to the above, RTU would like principals to commit to: 
 

 Negotiating and agreeing the purpose and format of the programme with the 
trainee headteacher. 

 Negotiating and agreeing the leadership task to be undertaken by the trainee 
headteacher. 
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 Ensuring the placement programme works effectively. 

 Working with the trainee headteacher during the placement as a influential, 
positive role model 

 Sharing reflections, inviting feedback and debating leadership issues with the 
trainee headteacher. 

 
6.3 RTU is responsible for: 
 

 Determining and managing the quality assurance framework and evaluation 
strategy for placements. 

 Identifying the format and structure for PQH (NI) placements (including 
protocols for all parties), reviewing and developing in the light of evaluation 
evidence. 

 Designating a school as a “Leadership Development Partner”. 
 Hosting and managing the database online.  
 Quality assuring the work of PQH (NI).  

 
6.4    PQH (NI) is responsible for:  
 

 Ensuring their coaches provide appropriate support to trainee headteachers re: 
placements. 

 Providing support for individual trainee headteachers who cannot find a 
placement. 

 Implementing agreed QA processes gathering QA data, reporting regularly to 
RTU Lead Body and acting on outcomes. 

 Ensuring there are sufficient schools to provide placements for trainee 
headteachers to access with different and appropriate contexts. 

 Ensuring schools  provide appropriate information for the database so trainee 
headteachers can make appropriate choices.    

 Ensuring trainee headteachers and schools complete documentation for 
graduation following completion of a placement. 

 
6.5   Trainee headteachers’ schools (line manager) are responsible for: 
 

 Discussing possible placement and subsequent outcomes with trainee 
 headteacher. 

 Gaining governing body support for the scheme. 
 Linking placement, if appropriate into trainee headteacher’s performance 
 management. 

 Supporting and enabling the trainee headteacher to undertake placement.   
 
 
 


