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Headteacher Recruitment Working Group 
 

Routes to headship 
 
Background  
 
1. The recruitment and retention of headteachers in Scotland was a key theme 

emerging from the Scottish Government’s Education Governance Review1, in 
particular given the planned introduction of a mandatory qualification for new 
headteachers from August 2020.  ‘Education Governance: Next Steps 
Empowering Our Teachers, Parents and Communities to Deliver Excellence and 
Equity for our Children2’ made a number of commitments intended to ensure the 
role of headteacher is an attractive and fulfilling career, and to support teachers 
to become headteachers, including:  
 

“We will develop a mechanism to identify aspiring headteachers early in their 
career and develop a programme of professional learning and work 
experiences to lead them to the Into Headship course – this will provide a 
fast-track leadership route for talented teachers providing a clear pathway to 
headship”. 

 
2. The Headteacher Recruitment Working Group was tasked with advising the 

Strategic Board for Teacher Education on how to take forward this commitment.  
This paper summarises the work undertaken by the group during 2018 and its 
recommendations.  As there is a significant interaction with the work of the 
Independent Panel on Career Pathways on pathways into, within and beyond 
headship, the paper will be shared with both the Strategic Board for Teacher 
Education and the Independent Panel.   
 

Review of accelerated leadership development in education and other public 
services  

 
3. In order to inform the group’s discussions, Professor Christine Forde of Glasgow 

University was commissioned to review recent work on accelerated leadership 
development in education (paper attached at Annex B).  Professor Forde 
explored recent attempts to introduce accelerated routes into leadership within an 
education setting.  As there were limited examples of accelerated leadership 
routes in education, and in order to bring a wider perspective, the review also 
considered examples from the NHS and the civil service.     
 

4. The review identified two main rationales for the development of previous 
accelerated leadership development schemes:  
 

 attracting and retaining talented staff who might otherwise leave the 
profession; and 

                                            
1
 Empowering teachers, parents and communities to achieve Excellence and Equity in Education - A 

Governance Review www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/09/1251/0  
2
 Scottish Government (2017) Education Governance: Next Steps - Empowering Our Teachers, 

Parents and Communities to Deliver Excellence and Equity for Our Children 
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Education/thegovernancereview 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/09/1251/0
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Education/thegovernancereview
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 addressing shortages in the number of experienced applicants for 
leadership roles.  
 

It found relatively few examples of the use of accelerated leadership development 
schemes across the public sector, with schemes tending to be short-lived.  
Professor Forde concluded that the evidence base at this stage does not point to 
an established and effective model which can be relied upon to increase 
recruitment into leadership positions.   
 

5. In considering the literature on different approaches to accelerated development 
schemes, the review identified a number of common issues:  
 

 how to assess the developmental readiness of an individual to progress 
into leadership early in their career; assess leadership potential; and select 
candidates in a transparent and fair way;  
 

 the impact of an individual’s current school and management context on 
their participation in the scheme and on others in their school;  
 

 how to create opportunities for participants to acquire leadership skills in 
advance of taking up a leadership post to help them ‘think themselves into 
headship’ and gain breadth of experience; and  
 

 how to set aside the more traditional expectation of a certain amount of 
‘time served’ before it is appropriate to think about headship, whilst still 
ensuring individuals have acquired the maturity of judgement and wisdom 
needed to handle a complex leadership role.   
 

Views of the Headteacher Recruitment Working Group  
 
6. Professor Forde presented her findings at the April 2018 meeting of the 

Headteacher Recruitment Working Group, and the group had an initial discussion 
of the implications.  In this initial discussion, the working group agreed that there 
has been significant progress in the support available for aspiring headteachers 
through the Scottish College for Educational Leadership, and the focus now 
should be reinforcing and building on this to increase confidence and overcome 
any remaining barriers that may be preventing teachers from aspiring and 
progressing to leadership positions.   
 

7. The group felt that the establishment of the Independent Panel on Career 
Pathways was an important and relevant development which emphasises the 
need for creativity and breadth in considering teacher career progression.  It was 
particularly struck by the significant delivery challenges outlined in Professor 
Forde’s review of other public sector initiatives.   
 

8. The group’s early conclusion was that the creation of a new ‘fast-track’ scheme 
would not best meet the needs of the teaching profession in Scotland.  The group 
felt such a scheme would not represent the best use of resource and time, given 
the supporting scaffolding now in place through the Scottish College for 
Educational Leadership and the forthcoming recommendations from the 
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Independent Panel on Career Pathways.  The group would instead prefer to see 
a coherent package of actions that would meet the shared aspirations reflected in 
the Next Steps ‘fast-track’ commitment – the early identification of talent, timely 
progression, opportunities to gain breadth of experience and clarity about career 
pathways.    
 

9. A sub-group comprising ADES, SPDS, Education Scotland and Scottish 
Government was tasked with considering possible approaches.  This group met 
in August 2018 and recommended the following key components of a package to 
encourage leadership progression.   

 
Accelerated leadership development: a recommended approach  
 
10. During the sub-group’s discussions, the group identified three components of an 

accelerated leadership development route for Scotland’s teachers, and 
associated actions for partners:  
 
1) High quality and well-informed professional dialogue between teachers 
and managers  
 

11. The group felt that Professional Review and Development (PRD) must be a 
central component of accelerated leadership development, and welcomed the 
General Teaching Council for Scotland’s (GTCS) intention to update the PRD 
guidance during the coming year, along with the work underway to update the 
Professional Standards.  There was much discussion of the responsibility of both 
individual and manager to prepare for these conversations, and that good PRD 
involves ongoing, informal dialogue rather than simply a one-off annual 
conversation.   
 

12. There was particular emphasis in the discussion on the headteacher’s 
responsibility for the professional learning of their team.  The group felt that 
practice varied widely, meaning teachers were not consistently involved in high 
quality professional dialogue, and perhaps missed out on opportunities in or 
beyond their current roles.   
 

13. The group agreed that PRD should be a safe space to talk about an individual’s 
immediate and longer term career aspirations, if they wish to do so.  In order for 
this to happen, managers need to be equipped with the tools and information to 
facilitate such a discussion – including understanding where to go for more 
information and opportunities to help individuals develop particular 
expertise/acquire particular experience.  The group reflected on the need for PRD 
reviewers to be objective and self-aware with regard to the risk of unconscious 
bias.  

 
Recommendations: 
 

a) In updating the PRD guidance to support individuals and reviewers, the 
GTCS should look for opportunities to emphasise the role of PRD in 
consistently encouraging and supporting good quality, constructive 
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discussions about immediate and longer term career progression, drawing 
on the Professional Standards.  
 

b) During the upcoming PRD revalidation process, the GTCS should consider 
with local authorities how their PRD plans support individuals and 
reviewers to have constructive career conversations, including how PRD 
reviewers are supported to prevent discrimination or unconscious bias.   
 

c) At each level in the SCEL-ES Framework for Educational Leadership 
(teacher; middle; school; system) an individual should have access to 
advice and suggestions to support their progression to the next level.  
 

2) Breadth of experience  
 
14. The sub-group discussed the unavoidable tension between the concept of 

accelerated leadership development and the need for individuals to have 
significant classroom and leadership experience under their belts before 
embarking on headship.  Traditionally Scottish teachers spend a long time in a 
specific role, rather than moving regularly to roles with different dynamics and 
challenges in order to broaden their experience.  The group felt that it was 
important to encourage greater breadth of experience, and that the system could 
do more to encourage and facilitate teachers and middle leaders to seek e.g. 
roles in schools serving a different community; schools with different leadership 
structures and styles; schools of differing sizes; and roles that would offer 
different pedagogical opportunities.  The group hopes that options in terms of 
possible leadership experiences will increase as a result of the Independent 
Career Pathways Panel’s work.   
 

15. The group recognised that geographical constraints may affect teachers’ ability to 
experience a wide variety of roles.  Members did, however, cite a number of 
examples where local authorities had put in place schemes and mechanisms to 
enable teachers to broaden their experience (see Annex A).  The group also 
expect that the Regional Improvement Collaboratives will help facilitate 
movement of teachers across local authority boundaries in future.     
 

16. SCEL’s Teacher Leadership programme has demonstrated that there is great 
potential and enthusiasm for teachers to develop leadership skills and experience 
in the classroom.  This potential has been matched by a notable appetite across 
the teaching profession for professional learning in this area.  Participants’ 
experience of practitioner enquiry and peer to peer support will add value to their 
current role and also lay the groundwork for future progression, should teachers 
seek promoted posts.   
 
Recommendations 
 

d) Through their ongoing review of programmes and the Framework, SCEL-
ES should look for opportunities to signpost possible pathways and share 
examples of ways to acquire leadership skills and experiences.   
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e) ADES should encourage local authorities to explore different approaches 
to broadening teachers’ experience, such as the South Lanarkshire Acting 
Heads pool.  The group is keen to identify some areas willing to pilot 
approaches to teacher secondments, building a pool of aspiring leaders to 
take up Acting Head roles, job swaps and job shadowing.  Through 
evaluation, such pilots could help build understanding of what works in 
terms of developing leadership skills, overcoming barriers to progression 
and and increasing the diversity of school leaders.  
 

f) As part of their review and update of the PRD guidance, the GTCS should 
include guidance on professional dialogue before/during/after ‘acting’ 
roles, to help individuals and their reviewers reflect on what was learned 
from the experience and what happens next.   
 

3) Learning from experienced leaders  
 

17. In addition to aspiring leaders building their own practical experience of 
leadership, the group also discussed the positive impact of hearing about others’ 
personal experiences and understanding how leaders reached their decisions.  
The group also noted that aspiring leaders could benefit from discussing current 
challenges and future aspirations with someone outwith their line management 
chain.  In common with the rest of the public sector, coaching approaches and 
mentoring roles are becoming more prevalent in education.  Participants on the 
SCEL-ES Excellence in Headship programme found coaching to be an invaluable 
source of support and challenge. At least one education authority has introduced 
a voluntary local coaching scheme for deputes and headteachers (see Annex A).   
 

18. The group noted that initial work to embed coaching approaches had typically 
focussed on those who are either already in, or very near to, headship roles.  
They felt that while this was justifiable, it was important to think more broadly 
about an individual’s journey to headship.  Teachers aspiring to leadership roles 
in the longer term could also benefit from high quality coaching and mentoring to 
support their leadership development.  The group reflected on recent work 
undertaken by the GTCS to encourage the development of coaching and 
mentoring skills in relation to Professional Update.   
 

19. The group considered other ways in which teachers could access experienced 
leaders.  The forthcoming headteacher awareness campaign will feature a wide 
range of case studies where headteachers share their motivations for headship 
and reflections on the role.  These case studies will be available online and some 
individuals will be taking part in the Scottish Learning Festival to meet aspiring 
headteachers.  The group also discussed how to maximise the potential of the 
SCEL programme networks e.g. whether the SCEL Fellows and/or those taking 
part in the new system leadership programmes could in future play a more 
systemic role in supporting aspiring leaders.    
 
Recommendations 

 
g) As part of their expanded professional learning role, SCEL-ES should 

explore appetite for and practicalities of a national coaching and mentoring 
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offer for teachers in relation to leadership development, including potential 
cost implications.   

 
h) Scottish Government should promote the role of headteacher using a 

wide range of case studies, and make this information available online and 
to partners.  
 

i) SCEL-ES should consider potential future roles for SCEL Fellows/System 
Leadership/Evolving Systems Thinking participants in supporting their 
colleagues across a number of schools, to develop and enhance 
leadership capacity.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
Headteacher Recruitment Working Group 
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Annex A 
 
Case studies of steps to support progression to formal leadership roles  
 
Coaching offer for all headteachers and depute heads 
 
Angus Council has established a coaching offer for all headteachers and depute 
heads as part of Professional Review and Development.  The aim is to support and 
encourage individuals both in their current roles, and in their future career planning.   
 
The scheme is voluntary and has proved popular with headteachers and depute 
heads.  Angus Council invested in coaching training for council and education staff, 
and individuals take part on a voluntary basis.  Coaching sessions are arranged by 
individual partnerships and take place around teaching commitments.   
 
This programme has been in place for a number of years and the organisational 
development team is currently working with headteachers and other participants to 
refresh this offering.    
 
Development programme for teachers interested in headship  
 
Glasgow City Council and the University of Glasgow have taken an innovative 
approach to leadership development, including the secondment of an experienced 
headteacher as “Head Teacher in Residence”, developing and teaching on the Into 
Headship course.  This partnership has also enabled the development of a new 
leadership programme open to all senior school leaders.   
 
Enhanced Political Awareness for Senior Leaders is a course aimed at developing 
further leadership capacity and knowledge, exploring areas such as national policy 
agendas, political awareness and providing opportunities to reflect on these. As a 
result of participating in this opportunity, a number of participants have moved 
forward on to the Into Headship programme. 
 
Glasgow City Council have developed this further to offer a suite of programmes for 
school leaders at all stages of their journey, including “Thinking About Senior 
Leadership”, structured around three broad themes of leading people, leading 
strategy and pedagogical leadership and “Thinking About Headship”, structured 
around the themes leadership of people, pedagogy and change for improvement. 
 
Acting heads pool  
 
South Lanarkshire uses an Acting Heads pool to fill headteacher vacancies on a 
temporary basis. This gives aspiring headteachers the opportunity to develop 
leadership skills and gain experience ahead of or while taking part in Into Headship. 
 
This opportunity is offered annually, through internal communications and 
information sessions, and then teachers and Depute Head teachers go through an 
application process to become part of the pool.  
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The local authority offers a programme of headteacher induction training and this is 
extended to acting headteachers. Wherever possible, acting heads are linked with a 
more experienced headteacher as a mentor.  
 
Feedback from participants includes: 
 
“The acting pools programme has helped me to learn more about my leadership 
style and has supported me with dealing with challenging situations. I am much more 
confident in the role and I now feel ready for headship.” (Acting primary HT) 
 
“The Acting Pool had a huge impact on me: it was a valuable CLPL experience and 
a turning point in my career.  The preparation for interview and the reflection time it 
needed – that’s where it all started.  Being an acting HT gave me insight into the role 
and allowed me to reflect on my readiness for Headship and give me the confidence 
to go on to my substantive post.” (Primary HT) 
 
“As an aspiring head teacher, the Acting HT Pool played a significant role in my 
preparation for Headship.  This valuable CLPL opportunity provided the scope 
to draw upon the theoretical knowledge from SQH and put it into practice.  Through 
an Acting HT post, I developed a deep understanding of myself as a leader and 
benefited from increased confidence and resilience.  Having recently started a 
substantive HT post, I feel the experience ensured I was ready and prepared for the 
challenges ahead.”  
 
Introduction to Leadership and Management 
 
Teachers who join this programme in Angus have the opportunity to lead specifically 
on an aspect of their school improvement plan.  This requires working with 
colleagues at different levels within their school as well as undertaking research and 
development.  This supports leadership skills development and collaborative 
working.  
 
Tayside Regional Improvement Collaborative  
 
The leadership stream is focussing on 2 aspects of work.  One of these is induction 
for Headteachers.  There is a new and improved process for induction which has 
been developed and is now used uniformly across the Tayside Councils.  The other 
element is a leadership programme which has been developed for middle leaders 
across Tayside.  The work plan has been developed and is currently being rolled out.  
 
Teacher learning communities  
 
Teacher learning communities have been established across Angus.  These are 
teacher-led and focus on high quality professional dialogue.  The communities 
provide teachers at all levels the opportunity to lead on new developments involving 
colleagues from their own schools and others across Angus, hence building 
leadership skills and capacity. 
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SCEL exchange programme 
 
School leaders participating in the SCEL Excellence in Headship programme are 
given an exciting opportunity to walk in the shoes of a peer from another European 
country. 
 
SCEL is currently working with the European School Heads Association (ESHA), 
Association of Heads and Deputes (AHDS) and School Leaders Scotland (SLS) to 
provide programme participants with job shadowing opportunities in Slovenia, 
Norway, Finland and Denmark.  
http://www.scelscotland.org.uk/whats-happening/news/international-exchange-
opportunity-for-school-leaders/  
 
Other opportunities include small schools exchange programme between Scotland 
and Ireland and an opportunity to be part of the Workforce Scotland Leadership 
Exchange initiative which pairs leaders at middle, senior and executive levels in brief 
exchanges to learn from each other across sectors. 
https://workforcescotland.com/workstream/leadership-exchange/  

http://www.scelscotland.org.uk/whats-happening/news/international-exchange-opportunity-for-school-leaders/
http://www.scelscotland.org.uk/whats-happening/news/international-exchange-opportunity-for-school-leaders/
https://workforcescotland.com/workstream/leadership-exchange/
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Annex B 

 
A Review of Accelerated Leadership Development in Education: 

Schemes and Issues 
Professor Christine Forde, University of Glasgow and the Scottish College of 

Educational Leadership 
 
Section 1: Overview of the Review Process 
 
This review scopes out recent work on accelerated leadership development in 
education. The review begins with an outline of fast track schemes used in 
education. However, there are only a small number of short lived schemes to be 
found and so this review includes accelerated leadership development in other 
professions: the UK civil service, in nursing and the multidisciplinary accelerated 
leadership development in the NHS. The review describes various schemes reported 
in the academic literature (peer-reviewed journals and grey literature) in education 
and other professions. Various terms are used to describe these accelerated 
programmes. Among the most common are accelerated leadership development; 
fast track, fast stream, high-potential, ‘future leaders’ and ‘rising stars’. Other terms 
such as ‘early’ or ‘emergent’ leadership may also be used to describe leadership 
development provided for early career professionals but such programmes are 
largely about building distributed forms of leadership rather than an accelerated 
pathway for rapid progression to senior leadership roles.  The review also identifies 
several issues related to the fast tracking of qualified and serving teachers into 
senior leadership roles, particularly headship. These issues include: 
 

 selection for accelerated programmes 

 professional learning experiences and accelerated leadership development 

 the experiences of early career teachers as a senior leader 

 tacit knowledge, wisdom and acceleration 

 leadership potential 

 succession planning  

 the leadership pipeline 

 talent management  

 transitions into headship.   
 
Two broad purposes for accelerated leadership development are typically identified 
for schemes found in various professions. The first purpose is to attract and retain 
talented staff who, without career advancement opportunities, might otherwise leave. 
The second purpose is to address shortages in suitably qualified and experienced 
candidates applying for promoted posts particularly senior leadership posts. Some 
accelerated programmes relate to a specific career pathway but where a profession 
has differentiated career entry points, for example non-graduate and graduate, an 
accelerated programme is a means of attracting highly qualified graduates into a 
profession. Some accelerated leadership development programmes are at career 
entry level, while other programmes are for serving practitioners including early 
career professionals.  
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Section 2: Accelerated Leadership Development Schemes in Education 
 
There are few schemes for accelerated leadership development recorded in the 
recent literature. The overall trend in education systems is to build substantial and 
coherent provision for career-long leadership development. The schemes 
established by the National College for Leadership in England (and its successor 
organisations) (NCL) are probably the best known. Other systems have established 
accelerated programmes at points to address a specific issue of low recruitment to 
senior leadership but these tend to be small-scale and short term, as is the case with 
the examples from English education. Three accelerated schemes have been 
established in England since 2001; Fast Track Teaching, Future Leaders and 
Tomorrow’s Heads. 
 
Fast Track Teaching 
 
The Fast Track Teaching (FFT) scheme was established to address two issues in 
English education: firstly, to address a shortage of teachers and attract talented 
recruits into the profession and secondly, to retain talented early career teachers by 
providing them with a career development pathway to promoted posts. Here 
‘promoted posts’ included senior leadership roles and posts such as Advanced Skills 
Teacher (which included a leadership dimension) (Jones, 2006). The programme 
aims were recorded as being: ‘to recruit the brightest and best into teaching, and to 
retain serving teachers, particularly those of the highest calibre who are in the early 
years of their careers, and move them quickly into leadership positions’ (DfES, 2001: 
n.p.). Originally the Fast Track scheme had two entry points: the first entry point for 
recruits into the profession. They had to undertake a post graduate initial teaching 
qualification and the providers of the ITT programme were also expected ‘to provide 
an enriched programme for Fast Track trainees’ (Jones, 2006). The career entry 
programme closed in 2005. The purpose of the programme for serving teachers was 
‘to provide an enriched professional development route to early positions of senior 
school leadership’ (Jones, 2006: 3) which was personalised to match the 
development needs and circumstances of each participant. 
 
The Fast Track Scheme did bring about change in the serving teachers on the 
scheme including a readiness to take on responsibilities, greater engagement in 
leadership and management behaviours including transformational leadership 
approaches (Jones, 2006). However, in terms of an accelerated progression to 
senior leadership, this was not typically evident. Instead, these participants adhered 
to ‘a more established route to positions of responsibility and career progression’ 
(Jones, 2006: 3) with many working towards and through early promoted posts. As 
the programme went through a second and third cycle, cohorts of serving teachers 
could access the NPQH. Importantly, while the Fast Track Teaching programme was 
a structured approach, the programme did not bring into an accelerated pool 
additional teachers who were ‘new’ aspiring to leadership. Many were already 
working towards building a leadership profile. This seems to be a typical finding 
across the evaluations of the various schemes (Higham et al. 2015a). 
 
All participants went through a three stage selection process (see Selection below) 
and all applicants were provided with feedback after the first two tasks (the cut off 
point for a three stage process). In the first cycle of the programme all serving 
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teachers received an additional grant of £2,000 per annum for the length of their 
participation in the programme. However, this payment ceased in 2005. 
The programme for serving teachers consisted of: 
 

 an in-school mentor (member of the SLT)  

 a Personal Learning Tutor (PLT) who took on a coaching role and these tutors 
were managed by Lead Tutors 

 reviews of the work and progress of the participant by the mentor and PLT 

 a development project to build thinking, practice and engagement in whole 
school work 

 personal reflection and analysis – online diary. 
 

Following the pilot the programme was augmented and included an annual 
conference, regional fast track training events after work and at weekends. The 
participants could access development opportunities from a menu and also the 
NPQH. 
 

In a later study of participants’ experiences on the Fast Track programme, Jones 

(2010: 161) reports that for many this was ‘inspirational, motivating and supportive’: 

the FTT programme built participants’ motivation and confidence and provided 

support and challenge in a personalised framework. The participants felt that they 

were making a difference and appreciated the positive and creative approaches to 

which they were exposed including in-school development and external 

opportunities.  The personal learning tutors were a significant strength and in-school 

mentoring was also positive when this was well organised. However, there was an 

issue of access and time for mentoring for some participants. Many participants had 

made rapid career progression – though not necessarily to headship (Jones, 2010). 

Part of these teachers’ motivation to apply for the Fast Track Programme had been 

their previous interest in seeking a promoted post. The participants attributed their 

success in progressing partly to the breadth of their experiences on the programme. 

The FFT programme ended in 2009 and one issue noted in the evaluation process 

was the comparative lack of success of teachers from minority groups in the 

selection process. Also the cohorts were diverse in terms of career experience and 

so from the pilot programme more flexible provision was developed to address 

different areas of need including access to the NPQH. 

Future Leaders 
Future Leaders was the successor to FFT and drew from the New York Leadership 
Academy3 programme, New Leaders for New Schools (NLNS) (Earley, 2010). This 
programme was targeted at headship in urban settings, particularly secondary 
headship. The objectives of the programme were to: 
 

 expand the pool from which headteachers could be found for urban complex 
schools  

 recruit from non-traditional sources   

                                            
3
 Like many such accelerated schemes – this has been replaced by a suite of programmes designed 

to support the development of teachers on the leadership continuum. 
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 provide a model for culture change by changing attitudes to recruitment of 

senior staff in schools   

 offer a risk managed innovative approach   

 provide an alternative approach for teachers and those not currently in 
schools to gain a fast track to senior roles in a shorter time span (Earley et al., 

2011: 296-7).   
To enter this programme all candidates had to have held previously a teaching post 
in a school and Qualified Teacher Status (QTS). The programme consisted of a 
comprehensive selection process, a summer school for leadership training 
programme (two weekend sessions in the summer term and a two-week residential 
programme in the summer vacation). This training programme was followed by ‘a 
one-year full-time residential placement with a host school where the Future Leader 
(FL) joined the senior leadership team’ (Earley et al. 2011: 297). During this year the 
FL was mentored by the headteacher of the host school as well as having the 
support of an external coach who would visit the school to work with the participant 
and consult with the headteacher. There were also weekly afternoon sessions but 
some FLs could not attend because of commitments. A study trip to the USA 
supported by the NLNS programme was included for the FL and a leader from the 
host school – usually the headteacher. This was a complex programme with several 
components and partners. Earley et al. (2009: 303) argue that the success of the 
programme rested on the interplay of three elements: 
 

 the host school especially the headteacher mentor and the DHT professional 
tutor 

 the Future Leaders 

 the support offered by the coaches and the FL organisation  
 
The year long placement was a central component of this programme. Largely, this 
was seen as a positive experience from the FLs’ point of view and the host schools 
were generally supportive and welcoming, as was the reaction of the wider staff. 
Negative responses tended to come from an individual member of the senior 
leadership team. There were issues around access to mentoring – this was expected 
to happen on a regular basis but demands on the senior leadership team posed 
barriers for some FLs. As part of the second cohort’s programme, a deputy in the 
host school was to act as a ‘professional tutor’. While this was successful for some 
participants, for others the DHT was unclear about their role, did not possess the 
pre-requisite skills or did not meet regularly with the FL. A further issue for some FLs 
was access to meaningful leadership responsibilities during the placement 
particularly if a more hierarchical leadership style was in evidence in their host 
school.  
 
Tomorrow’s Heads  
Tomorrow’s Heads was a broad based scheme seeking to develop ‘future 
headteachers across all contexts: urban and rural; primary, secondary and special 
schools’ (NCL, 2010: n.p.). Participants were then expected to progress to the NPQH 
within four years of completing this programme.  A set of principles were set out for 
this scheme: 
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 Provision is based on what we know about the most effective processes and 
practice of accelerated leadership development and will develop in the light of 
new thinking and research 

 Learning focuses on developing the highest level competencies for headship, 
underpinned by a clear moral purpose to improve outcomes for children and 
young people 

 Learning is self-directed, personalised to the needs of individuals and action-
orientated – participants are expected to take responsibility for planning and 
following their own learning pathway, with support and challenge from a 
Leadership Development Adviser (LDA)  

 Participants need to demonstrate strong commitment and determination to 
achieve headship rapidly and to graduate from NPQH within four years 

 Tomorrow’s Heads is supported by a strong quality assurance framework to 
ensure the highest standards in relation both to participant performance and 
quality of delivery 

 Tomorrow’s Heads is coherent with and supportive of other key aspects of 
the National College’s work, including the Future Leaders programme, work 
with National Strategies on Primary Leadership, Middle Leadership 
development through school clusters and succession planning, and will 
ensure that the graduates of Tomorrow’s Heads are fit to lead 21st century 
schools (NCSL: 2010: 2). 

 
This programme was run in parallel with Future Leaders with candidates from both 
programmes being able to access the same leadership development opportunities. 
Specifically, the Tomorrow’s Heads programme comprised: 
 

 school-based learning 

 stretch assignments in external organisations and schools 

 intensive leadership school 

 targeted, personalised preparation for the NPQH and headship. 
 

In addition, each candidate would have an LDA who provided coaching, feedback 
and support in a 360 degree process; opportunities for networking and peer learning 
and an e-learning programme. 
 
Tomorrow’s Heads Today 
Under an umbrella scheme of Tomorrow’s Heads Today, various local programmes 
were established through the NCL working with headteachers in the design and 
delivery. Simkin’s et al. (2009) report on a programme targeting serving deputy 
headteachers (DHTs). They point to the significance of the ‘point of transition’ from 
deputy headship to headship. This professional learning programme centred around 
a work shadowing experience: the deputy headteacher shadowed an effective and 
experienced headteacher in another part of the city. Other local programmes were 
developed under the National College’s broad idea of Tomorrow’s Heads Today and 
are reported by Drummond (2009). One important facet of these local solutions is the 
involvement of the headteachers in working with the NCL to design and provide 
leadership development opportunities to staff. All these programmes, except Leading 
from the Middle, targeted early career teachers. 
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 Forging Ahead for early career teachers between 3 and 7 years’ teaching 
experience. Here headteachers worked to create and offer a menu of 
experiential leadership development opportunities such as mentoring, 
shadowing, attending appointments panels and meetings as an observer.  

 Putting Heads Together, where headteachers worked with the National 
College to devise a leadership preparation programme for teachers with at 
least five years experience which included a range of activities: self evaluation 
against a professional standard, coaching, shadowing and workshops. 

 Greenhouse Schools focussed on ‘growing their own leaders’. The school 
appoints young teachers and works with them to firstly, develop their 
leadership and secondly, promote them to leadership roles. This formed part 
of a wider leadership development strategy for all staff.   

 Leading from the Middle where the schools worked with the NCL to provide 
leadership opportunities for those teachers who are both interested in and 
have the potential for a leadership role. 

 
Section 3: Accelerated Leadership Development Schemes in Other 
professions 
 
While accelerated leadership development schemes have been used in the business 
and commerce sector, there are also examples of such schemes in other 
professions including the civil service, medicine and nursing.  
 
UK Civil Service  
One example of accelerated leadership development is to be found in the UK Civil 
Service with two areas identified: 
 

 the development of midcareer staff who may have the potential to progress to 
senior levels either within the short term (one to two years) or the longer term 
(broadly five years) 

 the Civil Service Fast Stream, a graduate entry scheme, has two purposes of 
attracting and retaining ‘high potential’ graduates and of providing them with 
an accelerated development programme over the first five years of their 
careers. 

 
The use of accelerated schemes as part of a recruitment and retention strategy is 
typically used in contexts where there is competition for high quality candidates. The 
purpose of the Fast Stream is to develop core skills by exposing ‘participants to a 
broad range of work across the Civil Service through postings across different 
functions, department, regions and secondments’ (Civil Service HR, 2016). The Fast 
Stream programme is very competitive, for example in 2015, there were 21,135 
applications and 967 appointments – broadly 5% of applications are appointed to the 
programme. Initial selection is through online assessment and a second stage 
assessment centre process. The Civil Service Competency Framework is then used. 
Adam (2017) highlights issues related to diversity ‘On some metrics, such as 
representation of disabled people and women, the Fast Stream performs particularly 
well. However, in terms of university and socio-economic background, more work 
needs to be done’ (n.p). There is also a gender divide with more women opting for 
HR and communication fast stream and more men in business, digital and 
economics streams.  
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A more recent development in the UK Civil Service is a ‘corporate talent strategy’ to 
make the connection between the career entry Fast Stream programme and the 
identification of ‘the top 200’, those employees who could progress to the most 
senior positions: ‘It will allow the most talented individuals to be deployed to meet 
organisational priorities and in the future, it will be the route through which internal 
candidates develop their capability, so that they can be considered for Director 
General or Permanent Secretary roles’ (Civil Service, 2017: 3). Leadership talent 
management is to become part of the responsibilities of line management. 

Medicine: NHS England 
The issue of accelerated leadership development is a focus for the NHS Leadership 
Academy in England. Here there has been an interesting process of evolution of 
provision. The task is to prepare leaders across the NHS workforce who can take 
forward the significant change particularly patient-centred approaches. This cultural 
change can be compared with the current emphasis in education on learner-centred 
approaches. 
 
The NHS Executive Fast Track 
The first accelerated programme was the NHS Executive Fast Track Programme 
(EFTP). Following a ministerial announcement in 2013, of the intention to ‘develop a 
group of outstanding leaders for the NHS’ (NHSLA, 2015: 9), 50 candidates were 
selected from 1,648 applications with 35 from an NHS background and 15 from a 
non-NHS background. This was to be an intensive leadership development process 
to prepare candidates for board/executive level leadership (equivalent of headship 
level). The learning outcomes of the programme were as follows: 
 

 To develop the knowledge, skills and experience to be able to step into an 
Executive Director position. 

 To develop a significant network outside the participants’ organisations. 

 To develop an understanding of the global and multi-sector trends and their 
applicability to NHS-funded care in England in the local environment. 

 An ability to re-imagine healthcare to support a new vision for the NHS, 
driving innovation (NHSLA, 2015: 9). 

  
The programme had four elements: 
 

 Executive Education: two blocks (four weeks and one week) in Harvard 
(School of Public Health and Harvard Kennedy School) and four UK based 
workshops. 

 Corporate Placement: for NHS staff in business and industrial companies; for 
non-NHS staff, placements in public sector organisations. 

 International experience: one week’s experience working in another 
healthcare system – South Africa, India, China, Canada, Netherlands, France, 
Singapore. 

 Transformational Change Project (TCP): candidates were placed in a Trust 
and undertook a change project the outcomes of which they reported to the 
Trust’s CE. 
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The evaluation noted benefits for individual participants notably in building networks 
and understanding healthcare at a system level and indeed, global level. The TCP 
was an important element but unlike the work-based projects used frequently in 
educational leadership development programmes, these projects were a mix of 
investigations and feasibility studies rather than a planned programme of change. 
One TCP, for example, was an exploration of ‘a seven day NHS service’ and 
identified issues of sustainability funding etc. Another example cited was the 
improvement of customer services in the NHS where several areas were highlighted 
to the Trust to be taken forward. Building the networks was accomplished through 
the placements in different UK organisations and in an international healthcare 
system. From these experiences participants understood the importance of networks 
– professional, corporate and political - in affecting change (NHSLA, 2015). 
Participants had begun to progress to executive positions but there was a concern 
about the balance between on-the-job learning and the development of leadership 
practice in context and external experiences. Clearly this programme provided a 
range of opportunities beyond the participant’s current role and organisation. 
However, there seems to be a disconnection between these experiences and the 
day-to-day role leading as an executive in the NHS. 
 
NHS Clinical Executive Fast Track 
Another example is the NHS Clinical Executive Fast Track scheme managed by the 
NHS Leadership Academy4. As part of an extensive suite of programmes for many 
different professional groups in the health services. (The suite includes other 
programmes for aspiring chief executives and board membership.) The NHS Clinical 
Executive Fast Track programme is described as ‘36-month talent scheme’ (NHS, 
2105). This scheme overall, is a three year programme, with a one year leadership 
development programme – an adapted Nye Bevan Executive Development 
Programme – and a two year talent management programme. The two year 
‘bespoke talent management support’ with a range of experiential development 
activities including coaching/mentoring, support in workplace, ‘stretch opportunities’, 
secondments, shadowing. These activities might also include opportunities to work in 
organisations other than medical facilities. The programme is multidisciplinary, 
designed for any medical professional (doctors, nurses and Allied Health 
Professionals, Clinical Pharmacists and Health Care Scientists) who are ‘one below 
board/governing level or equivalent’ (and so with a degree of leadership experience 
as well as professional practice). The scheme has a cohort of 30 annually and it is 
anticipated that those applying will be moving into senior or executive leadership 
roles within one to three years. (NHS, 2015). The programme was fully funded 
(though this has changed with funding shared by the Leadership Academy and the 
sponsoring employer) and has assessment including a final viva. The emphasis of 
the programme is clearly on leadership and administration: 
 

The scheme will specifically enable clinical leaders to develop commercial 
and financial skills as well as board readiness to equip them to progress into a 
variety of key leadership roles at executive level or equivalent in the NHS and 
wider health and care system (NHS, n.d.). 

 

                                            
4
 The NHS Leadership Academy has a national academy and ten regional partners in England. NHS 

Scotland has a leadership programme ‘Leading for the Future’ for senior leaders but this is not an 
accelerated route. 
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Ward Sisters 
NHS England has proposed a graduate entry level programme for nurses to move 
straight into ward manager positions (middle leadership role). The reasons for 
developing this programme chime with some of the discussions in teaching; there is 
a significant vacancy rate for these posts partly fuelled it is argued (Clover, 2012) by 
a perception that such a role means carrying all the responsibility. This is not a 
national scheme but was established in 2012 by ‘the academic health science centre 
UCL Partners, which comprises more than 30 NHS organisations and education 
bodies’ (Clover, 2012). This is a four year post graduate programme for nurses with 
a first class degree who – at least for the initial cohort – needed to have graduated in 
2012 and follow a bespoke career path. The four year course includes on-the job-
development with six month rotations in different areas: ‘primary care, mental health, 
general and specialist hospital settings’ (Clover, 2102). Each participant will be 
mentored by a director of nursing. The programme is assessed against 150 
competencies. It is clearly an ambitious programme: ‘Candidates will need to be very 
ambitious, bright and have high emotional intelligence. They will be passionate and 
reflect the kind and caring nursing profession that patients and the public need.’ 
(Robyn Hudson, director of strategic development at UCLP, quoted by Clover, 2012: 
n.p.). 
 
Section 4: Accelerated Leadership Development: Emerging Issues 
  
Several common issues have emerged from the examination of accelerated 
leadership development schemes in education and in other professions. These are 
now discussed. 
 
Developmental Readiness and Selection 
In teaching, as in many professions, there is a strong culture of practitioners needing 
to build their experience before moving forward. However, in accelerated leadership 
development schemes, the focus is not on the length of the career of potential 
candidates but on their readiness to be able to progress. Avolio and Hannah (2008) 
argue that it is essential that those providing accelerated programmes assess the 
developmental readiness of applicants for leadership development. They identify five 
different constructs which provide a framework to shape both prior preparation and 
selection onto a programme. These are:  

 learning goal orientation: here a distinction is made between performance 
goal orientation where the participant’s focus is largely on task completion and 
a learning goal orientation, where the focus is on learning from the 
experience. 

 developmental efficacy: the candidate has the confidence that they can 
develop the skills and abilities necessary for a leadership role. 

 self-concept clarity: being able to define and be consistent in their 
understanding of themselves and their abilities as a leader. 

 self-complexity: the greater the complexity of a leader’s understanding of 
themselves, the better able they will be to learn from and adapt to changing 
circumstances and roles. 

 metacognitive ability: the ability of a candidate to reflect on experiences and to 
understand their learning and thinking in changing and uncertain 
circumstances. 
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Selection Processes 
Selection is a key element of fast track schemes – both to identify suitable 
participants and to maintain a transparent and competitive process. The use of 
stated criteria and a standardised process is important. Tomlinson and Holmes 
(2001) trialed a battery of measures for the assessment of high leadership potential 
for multi-faceted assessment. They proposed the following groups of characteristics 
could be used to select suitable candidates for accelerated programmes:  

 Purpose: mission, responsibility;  

 Direction: focus, school awareness and communication;  

 Motivation and authority: credibility, achiever, activator, command;  

 Relationships: relator, empathy, individualised perception, developer, 
stimulator;  

 Workstyle: discipline, arranger (Tomlinson and Holmes, 2001; cited Higham et 
al 2015b: 16).  

 
Different schemes have used broadly similar tools and activities for selection. 

Fast Track scheme for serving teachers:  
FTT selection had three stages: 

 competency based application form  

 computer based tests of cognitive ability  

 a one day assessment centre for those who are successful at stages 1 
and 2, (In the pilot programme this was two days). Feedback was 
provided for all who attended the assessment centre. 

 
Future Leaders 
Selection for the programme was a significant element and included: 

 an application form 

 an essay question 

 online exercises (a picture story exercise and a personal values 
questionnaire) 

 interviews 

 participation in an assessment centre – including role plays, case 
studies, a coaching video lesson and reflective interview conducted by 
a serving HT (Earley et al. 2009: 298). 
 

Earley et al. (2010) note that the process was streamlined in the selection of the 
second cohort and that there were plans to include an observation of the applicant’s 
teaching. In the evaluation of the programme, coaches and some headteachers were 
concerned about the robustness of the processes for the second year. 
 
School Context and Support 

The context of the school was a significant issue for teachers on accelerated 

leadership development programmes. In each of the schemes on-the-job leadership 

experiences and in-school mentoring are central learning processes. Jones (2006) 

reported that for some participants on the FFT, there were issues about support in 

school and the quality of mentoring and access to leadership activities. Jones (2010: 

158) also reports that for some fast track teachers there were issues related to the 

reaction of other staff: ‘It would appear that the staff in some schools with fast track 
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teachers had issues to do with the relative age and inexperience of participants. 

They also displayed some cynicism or jealousy in relation to the accelerated career 

paths open to fast track teachers. Generally, such difficulties were faced for a period 

of time only and it was important that teachers had information on what it meant to 

be a fast track teacher (Jones, 2006). The responsibility of the fast track teacher in 

establishing their credibility was also critical. 

Professional Learning and Accelerated Leadership Development 
Glatter (2009) highlights the importance of tacit knowledge in leadership and 
questions whether this can be easily transferred through formal learning. The 
professional learning activities in the various programmes are designed to enable 
aspirant heads build their experience, tacit knowledge and confidence: the important 
mix of ‘experiential, collaborative and formal learning’ (Higham et al. 2015: 13).  A 
common thread across the various schemes is the central importance of on-the-job 
experience whether through placements, ‘stretch activities’, projects or job rotation. 
Typical activities include: 

 rigorous development plans including the use of 360-degree feedback 

activities 

 challenging job responsibilities 

 detailed feedback on performance  

 room to reflect upon and capture learning  

 working party membership or leadership of these to build leadership skills for 

change 

 work placements  

 work shadowing. 

 
There is a clear resonance here with the ‘Model of Professional Learning’ used by 
SCEL in programme design (Hamilton et al. forthcoming). Originally generated from 
work on the SQH, the model has four interdependent and interconnected elements:  

 reflection: the importance of opportunities for sustained exploration of 
experiences and the ‘theorising’ that comes from this 

 cognitive development: the importance of conceptual ideas and drawing on 
bodies of knowledge to plan and review practice 

 experiential learning: the importance of structured and sustained opportunities 
to plan, trial and reflect on coherent leadership strategies 

 social learning processes: the importance of engaging with the school 
community to enact improvement strategies and recognise the intensely 
political nature of this process (Reeves et al. 2002). 

 
Senior Leadership in Early Career  
Concerns are raised about the impact of the responsibilities of senior leadership for 
an early career teacher. One source of evidence about these experiences is the 
Bush Tracks research programme in Australia which looked at a teaching career in 
rural education in Australia, particularly in small and often remote schools. The study 
examined the transitions from student teacher to novice teacher, to rural teacher and 
to school leader (Cornish, 2009). In the rural sector there is a high turnover of 
teaching staff as well as a limited pool of applications to assistant principal and 
principal posts. As a consequence, these posts are often offered to and held by early 
career teachers. The case studies illustrate some of the issues of related to senior 
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leadership in early career and to school leadership in remote communities (Graham 
et al., 2008). All in the sample reported being offered formal leadership posts but 
some teachers did not take up the opportunity for two main issues: (1) the personal 
cost of leadership and (2) the dual role of leadership and teaching.  For those who 
did take up the leadership post, the high turnover of staff meant that there was little 
coherence in the mentoring support available – one teacher reporting having three 
different mentors. The other issue faced by these early career leaders was the 
experience of doubting their own abilities – whether they were capable of 
undertaking the role. Moving into a leadership role early in a career ‘can segregate 
teachers from colleagues and place leaders in positions that precipitate conflict 
between family and professional roles’ (Graham et al., 2008: 7). Concerns about 
isolation, feelings of vulnerability and of high accountability were noted similar to the 
findings of studies of aspirant and early headship (Gronn and Lacey, 2004). The 
remote nature of the educational context of these early career leaders added to 
these concerns. Miller et al. (2006: 36) argue that there is a ‘level of ultimate 
responsibility and financial, managerial and administrative accountability that is 
associated with being a school leader in an isolated setting’. In the Bush Tracks 
study, the early career status of these teachers was less an issue. More problematic 
was the limited access to leadership development and ongoing support and the 
nature of rural leadership where the boundaries between personal and professional 
are blurred. Importantly the ‘neophyte leaders’ of MacPherson’s (2010) study in New 
Zealand indicated that, despite the challenges they derived a great deal of 
satisfaction from their leadership role. 
 
Higham et al.’s (2015a) study of ‘new pathways to headship’ in England also looked 
at the experience of early career headteachers using three different groups: (1) 
‘Young Heads’ (headteacher before 35 in the primary sector and before 40 in the 
secondary sector); (2) graduates of the NCSL’s Future Leaders programme; and (3) 
‘Career Changers’ for whom teaching was a second career. Across these three 
groups the headteachers on average progressed to headship 8 or 9 years earlier 
than the average of 18-20 years. The challenges for these cohorts resonate with 
studies of the early stages of headship: the balancing of strategic and operational 
demands, dealing with the breadth of responsibilities and the high levels of 
accountability notably external accountability.  
 
The issue of credibility and suspicion by members of staff towards these young 
headteachers was noted by about a third of the respondents, particularly where the 
headteacher had been appointed over candidates with longer careers. Further, 
Higham et al. (2015a) confirm an earlier finding of Earley and Weindling (2004) that 

appointments panels had difficulty in appointing from non-traditional pathways.  
These early career headteachers, however, reported the importance of building 
aspiration in early career through in-school leadership opportunities, support from 
senior staff especially the headteacher and through formal leadership development 
programmes including the aspirant headteacher preparation programme (Higham et 
al’s, 2015a). What comes across all three groups was a readiness to build their 
credibility and authenticity as a headteacher. In two aspects these respondents felt 
their practice was different: they felt they were able to remain closer to teaching and 
learning and were more attuned to identifying leadership potential. The career 
changers indicated the ways in which they were able to build on their experience in 
their previous career particularly in leadership and management.  
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Wisdom and Tacit Knowledge: Breadth in Acceleration  
There is no doubt that experience remains a significant factor in the promotion of 
teachers to leadership roles. Indeed, Hay Group (2007) argue that leadership, 
especially of complex organisations such as schools, does demand a level of 
wisdom and maturity. Glatter (2009) highlights the personal nature of elements of the 
knowledge drawn on in leadership practice which is hard to transfer and so raises 
the issue of ‘maturity of judgement’ among candidates on accelerated leadership 
development.  However, here it is important to move beyond a ‘time served attitude’. 
If teachers are to progress more rapidly to headship than they have in the past, we 
need to consider ways of accessing, possibly through mentoring and coaching, the 
experience and wisdom of highly effective headteachers. Further, we need to look at 
acceleration as a means to also build breadth. Thus, potential candidates have 
opportunities to work across areas – as is the case in the UK Civil Service Fast 
Stream. Candidates on the Fast Stream programme complete different placements 
in different areas of specialism and departments. A similar process in Scottish 
education might include placements in different schools in different contexts with 
different school leaders (see the section on Transitions). 
 
Leadership Succession and Acceleration 
Pont et al. (2008) note that there is little literature on leadership succession in 
education reflecting the limited attention paid to the question of succession planning. 
Hartle and Thomas (2003) argue that the development of leaders for tomorrow calls 
for two processes: a leadership succession process which identifies individuals for 
leadership posts, and a leadership development process which provides 
development activities for specific individuals at different levels within the 
organisation (Hartle and Thomas (2003: 7). However, there are several issues 
related to both building a broad-based leadership capacity across different levels and 
ensuring that sufficient numbers of teachers are ready and motivated to progress to 
headship.  Underpinning such strategies is the idea of ‘leadership potential’, 
particularly for senior leadership. This issue raises questions also about the 
management processes an organisation needs to be able to nurture leadership 
potential:  the process of succession planning and pipelines to headship; talent 
management and transition to headship. These processes are about building 
leadership over the long term and might include accelerated programmes. 

Leadership Potential 
The Hay Group (2008) highlight the importance of looking at leadership potential in 
accelerated leadership development but issue a note of caution regarding the 
question of leadership potential. They distinguish leadership potential from the high 
quality performance in a teaching role: ‘Neither being the top performer in one’s 
current job, nor expressing great personal ambition and drive are particularly good 
predictors of long term potential’ (Hay Group: 2008: 7). However, this is a significant 
question given the importance of effective pedagogic practice in the credibility of a 
leader in schools. A further issue in accelerated leadership development is the 
difference between ‘leadership readiness’ (often described as ‘ready now’) and 
longer term potential. Leadership readiness is about the immediate next career move 
and the support to affect this transition. Leadership potential is making a judgement 
about ‘the ultimate destination of someone’s career’ (Hay Group, 2007: 2013).  
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In looking to assess potential, there is the question of whether it is about ‘promise’, 
that is a strong possibility of future effective practice in a top leadership role or is it 
about impact in the current role. Jones (2006: 29) argues that we need to make a 
distinction between ‘high performers’ who are achieving highly in their current role 
and ‘high potential’, ‘those that can develop into new and more challenging roles’. 
Jones (2006) describes teachers with high potential thus: they enjoy working hard, 
like to take on challenges and indeed, need constant challenge, are adaptive, 
respond to challenges and use feedback to improve their performance. 
Fundamentally, these are staff who look to learn and develop as professionals.  
 
Principal/Headteacher Disengagement 
Fink (2011a: 591) argues that the difficulty of recruiting headteachers is often 
perceived as an issue of supply and demand and, if the task was one of finding 
‘warm bodies’, there is potentially a ready supply. One of the significant dangers is 
the use of fast-track as a reactive measure to address these perceived problems of 
supply and demand. Fink (2011a) points to three critical issues creating some of the 
shortages: (1) shifting demographics (2) attractiveness of the role; and (3) 
generational collide. The first two issues have been explored extensively in the 
literature. There is substantial evidence that the causes of principal disengagement 
(Gronn and Rawlings-Sanaei, 2003) are complex. Changes to the role of 
headteacher/principal in many different systems (higher standards, greater 
accountability, more parent demands, and site-based management) have had an 
impact on recruitment and retention. Whitaker (2003) tracked the negative impact of 
changes on recruitment to headteacher posts in several systems including UK, 
Ireland, USA and Australia. Thompson et al. (2003) record the media scrutiny of 
headteachers and the impact on their well-being. The dominant perception by those 
who are not headteachers is of the significant challenges of the role (Smith 2011, 
Forde and Lowden, 2016). In Scotland suitably experienced DHTs were not applying 
for headship because of a reluctance to leave the parts of their role related to 
teaching and learning and interacting with young people (Forde and Lowden, 2016) 
as well as a concern about the increased responsibilities. Fink and Brayman (2006) 
argue that the central purpose of principalship/headship as leading learning and 
improving the life chances of young people needs to be placed centre stage in 
education policy and practice to address headteacher recruitment.  
 
The third area Fink (2011a) points to is ‘generational collide’. Using the constructs of 
‘baby boomer5’, ‘Generation X’ and Generation Y’, Fink argues that there are 
discernible attitudinal differences towards their careers typically expressed by 
teachers from different generations. The baby boomers are in leadership roles and 
have had long standing careers and have limited the opportunities for career 
progression for Generation X. Further, Generation X are more reluctant to sacrifice 
their home and personal lives for their careers and typically look for variety and 
interest in their careers. Generation Y are the digital generation and studies of early 
career teachers from this generation point to positive attitudes towards their careers: 
many express aspirations to progress and engage in leadership roles. Project Next 
Generation noted the readiness of early careers of teachers to engage in activities 

                                            
5
 Baby boomers: born between 1946-1963; Generation X born between 1963 and 1978; Generation Y 

1978- onwards (the millennials) 
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beyond the classroom (Moore-Johnson and Birkeland, 2003). Therefore, there may 
be an opportunity to build interest for leadership among early career teachers.   
 
The reluctance to progress to headship is not just a question of individual motivation. 
We need to set this issue in a wider frame of teachers’ careers. Farley-Ripple et al. 
(2011:789) propose that while some decisions are self-initiated, most decisions are 
influenced in part or entirely by other actors in the system: some teachers may well 
be given opportunities and actively recruited through ‘tapping’ or reassignment while 
others are passed over. Therefore, there is a need for a more coherent and 
structured approach to building leadership succession. 
 
Headteacher Pipelines 
An important development in the USA is the Wallace Foundation’s Principal Pipeline 
Initiative in 2011 (Turnbull et al. 2016) based on the need to appoint greater numbers 
of high quality school leaders. Kaufman et al. (2017: 6) define a principal pipeline as 
the set of activities ‘undertaken by a district to prepare, support, manage, and 
oversee the work of school leaders in order to ensure their effectiveness’. The 
activities undertaken by districts to establish principal pipelines include: 

 the development or revision of leadership standards as a tool for preparation, 
hiring processes and professional review and evaluation 

 building partnership with providers in HE to design and deliver programmes 

 reviewing and revising recruitment and selection procedures for leadership 
roles 

 revising professional review processes for serving principals utilising the 
standards 

 developing a leadership tracking system. 
 
A leadership tracking scheme is ‘a database and longitudinal information about 
current and aspiring principals that would potentially support data-driven decision 
making regarding principal selection, hiring and support’ (Kaufman et al., 2017:5). 
This data was also utilised in the evaluation of the principal pipeline processes. 
Turnbull et al (2016) noted that districts contextualised the broad pipeline scheme to 
their local circumstances and importantly, the management of the pipeline became 
the responsibility of the district leadership enabling them to work directly on school 
principalship and lead improvements. Districts also looked more strategically at the 
assistant principal’s role: the selection and development processes with interventions 
such as mentoring and coaching were designed to build capabilities and a readiness 
for principalship.  
 
Creating a principal pipeline can simply be constructed as a replacement strategy, a 
matter of filing a vacant post with someone from the pipeline. Fink (2011b) notes, 
however, that many jurisdictions internationally are refocussing their work on 
leadership succession by ‘growing their own’.  Leadership potential is identified 
through talent management and then invested in to create pools of potential leaders.  
 
Talent management and leadership potential 
Shortages of candidates raise issues about long term development and the 
sustaining of teachers through their leadership career. Talent management is a term 
used in organisations used to describe strategies designed to address two issues 
pertinent to the question of accelerated leadership development: the retention of staff 
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and the identification and development of leadership potential. Talent management 
is increasingly evident in public sector organisations (Garrow and Hirsch, 2008) and 
in education (Hartle and Thomas, 2003; Davies and Davies 2010). 
 
Garrow and Hirsch (2008) highlight the lack of clarity in this notion of ‘talent’ and the 
scope of talent management: does this refer to working with a small pool of identified 
staff or across the workforce, in which case talent management becomes part of the 
wider development of career paths and professional learning. However, the idea is 
more usually used in relation to the development and progression of a smaller group 
and this does raise significant issues about equality and transparency: 
 

people often fear that talent management within institutions cuts across 
equality of opportunity and transparent process that allow people to apply for 
higher level jobs to further their career’ (Garrow and Hirsch, 2009: 390). 
 

Nevertheless, Davies and Davies (2010: 418) highlight the importance of developing 
through fast track and in-house schemes in education in order to find ‘able and 
talented people who will create new and different leadership roles in the future’.  
Hartle and Thomas (2003) propose that a talent management strategy is about: 

 identifying ‘pools of talent’ within organisations that may be developed 

towards taking on key leadership roles within the organisation   

 identifying talent at different levels in the organisation   

 positioning individuals against future leadership roles (Hartle and Thomas: 

31).   
Hartle and Thomas (2003: 33-34 adapted) also identify ‘pitfalls’ in leadership talent 
management which, translated into a Scottish education context, include: 

 Staff unawareness of a ‘leadership talent management process’ and the 
opportunities available for them 

 A fixed view of what leadership readiness is and looks like 

 Limited recognition, appreciation or registering of the leadership skills and 
abilities of all staff 

 A focus on particular leadership skills especially ‘hard skills’ rather than 
looking for ability across different aspects of leadership 

 No clear processes of leadership talent management: instead a reliance on 
individual staff stepping forward 

 A disconnection between leadership talent management and line 
management responsibilities around PRD and Professional Update  

 Creating a stance that success is only in terms of ‘upward mobility’ 

 Leadership development programmes with no flexibility to address individual 
strengths and areas for development  

 
Rhodes and Brundrett (2006) found that the approaches in primary schools to talent 
identification and management tended to be unstructured. Part of the issue is that 
talent identification tends to rely on tacit knowledge of the educational professional 
informally spotting and encouraging leadership potential. Further, Rhodes and 
Brundrett (2006) found a disparity between what the headteachers identified as 
indicators of leadership potential and what the middle leaders thought they had to 
demonstrate. One of the issues of an unstructured approach to talent development is 
the danger of ‘tapping’. Myung et al. (2011) illustrate the way in which such 
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processes may lead to lack of diversity. They found that those ‘tapped’ tended to be 
male and have the same ethnicity as the principal spotting their talent. Myueng et al. 
(2011: 697) distinguish between ‘sponsored mobility’ and ‘contest mobility’. 
Sponsored mobility might address an immediate shortfall in leadership applications 
with the headteacher identifying and ‘sponsoring’ an individual to take up a 
leadership development opportunity. Myueng et al. (2011: 721) report that ‘tapping 
by one’s principal appears to motivate teachers to consider becoming a principal’. 
However, sponsored mobility can create or intensify inequities. On the other hand 
the difficulty of ‘contest mobility’ is a lack of interest by staff to come forward. 
Therefore, talent management is not simply about ‘spotting’ and ‘tapping’ talent but 
identifying, encouraging and developing and growing talent. Further, there needs to 
be a clear basis upon which talent is identified and developed. Standards or 
competency frameworks, available to all are tools for talent management. In Garrow 
and Hirsh’s view the engagement of the whole organisation in a ‘talent management 
mind-set’ (p. 400). They raise several questions which are useful when considering a 
talent management programme for schools and an education system. 
 

 How will a talent management process achieve the broad objectives of 
schools and the wider education system? 

 How would a talent management approach relate to values, purposes and 
ethos of schools and the Scottish education system? 

 What are the aspirations of staff to be served by talent management?  

 How might a talent management process challenge the expectations of 
employees of their employers – that unspoken psychological contract of 
career progression? 

 How does talent management fit with other human resource strategies and 
policies? 

 Is there the capability to design, develop and lead a talent management 
process in the school/educational system?  

 
Leadership Apprenticeships and The Transition to Headship 
In efforts to build pools of potential school leaders and to aid the crucial socialisation 
process (Crow 2007) in the ‘transition’ into headship, some programmes look to 
enable potential leaders to ‘think themselves into headship’ through structured 
programmes including work shadowing, internships and acting headteacher posts.  
This point of transition is for many aspirant headteachers critical. Gronn and Lacey 
(2004) record the vulnerabilities experienced by aspirant headteachers with 
concerns about what the role entails and whether they have sufficient ability to be 
effective. Gronn and Lacey (2004) identify three critical issues: (1) the sense of 
seeing oneself as a leader - building a leadership identity; (2) a sense of self-belief to 
be able to take on the challenges of leadership - ‘got what it takes’ and (3) the space 
to be able to reflect on their role as a leader and how it will impact on themselves 
and on others. 
 
The Hay Group (2007: 9) identify three key transition points in accelerated 
leadership development which we can translate into a Scottish education context. An 
important aspect of these transitions is not only developing the skills, knowledge and 
attributes for this new role but ‘unlearning’ some of the unquestioned assumptions 
that have underpinned the role the teacher is leaving. 
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 First line: moving into what Hay term ‘tactical implementation’. Within Scottish 
education we can see this as the equivalent of middle leadership and their 
role in ensuring improvement in pupil learning. This is the first time in a 
teacher’s career that the quality of their performance relies on the quality of 
the performance of other staff and part of the ‘unlearning’ is recognise this 
and build the skills and motivation of others thereby not relying solely on their 
own skills. 

 

 Top job: ‘strategic alignment’ where the person carries the ultimate 
responsibility for the school. Here the focus is on being able to align their own 
vision and values and build these with staff and to reconcile these with wider 
expectations and accountabilities. Among the unlearning here is 
understanding how to avoid being driven by a need to master the detail and 
instead maintain a strategic perspective. 

 

 Emeritus: this is the move into system leadership and exercising influence 
across several schools or working in collaborative entities. The important 
issue here is the realisation that the leader can no longer rely on authority and 
power – as in the case of the top job. Instead a leader must seek to influence 
by building connections, networks and genuine collaborative practice. The 
unlearning is to avoid the drive to be directing and making decisions.  

 
Work shadowing 
Work shadowing is either a stand-alone programme of professional learning, as in 
the case of Tomorrow’s Leaders Today (Simkin’s et al., 2009) or one of several 
methodologies used in a structured programme of preparation such as the Master of 
Secondary School Leadership (MSSL) in New Zealand (Victoria University, 
Wellington). Service et al. (2016: 256) describe this as a form of ‘cognitive 
apprenticeship’ but this is not simply observation - it includes discussion and 
reflection ‘to clarify the nature of the job, the skills and knowledge needed to do it’. In 
the case of Tomorrow’s Leaders Today, the participant spends between 4 to 5 days 
over a 3 to 5 week period shadowing in another school. Simkins et al. (2009) argue 
that this scheme provided a structured programme to allow the DHTs the opportunity 
to consider what it means move into headship, explore their capabilities for this role 
and begin to build an identity as a HT – essential elements in taking on a new 
professional role. In the MSSL programme, again the shadowing programme was 
undertaken in schools other than the participant’s own. In this case, the participants 
undertook a 4 week programme over two years, in one week blocks in contrasting 
contexts.  
 
Part of the purpose of work shadowing programmes was to provide different 
perspectives and to be able to see headship in action in different contexts. While 
senior or even middle leaders do have opportunities to observe their own 
headteacher in action, Service et al (2016) argue, that given their own duties, this 
observation is largely incidental and unstructured with little opportunity for 
discussion. Further, one of the issues that emerged from the Scottish study 
(MacBeath et al. 2009) on recruitment to headship, was the perception by staff 
based on these incidental observations - the pressures of the role and the stress 
experienced by the headteacher. Service et al. (2016) and Simkins et al. (2009) point 
to the importance of aspirant headteachers witnessing leadership being enacted in 
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different circumstances. The participants in the MSSL Service et al. (2016: 260) 
report they ‘were exposed to the intensity of the principal’s work…how the principal 
was able to manage his or her role, and which specific skills were required’. 
Discussion and reflection were essential elements of the process. In addition, in the 
case of the MSSL, there were clear structures and protocols regarding shadowing, 
taking notes and the subsequent discussion and reflection. What Service et al. 
(2016) found was that participants after work shadowing, ‘believed they could aspire 
to principalship without compromising their true selves’ (p. 262).  
  
 
 
Section 5: Conclusion 
 
The challenges around headteacher recruitment are to be found in many systems. 
From the literature, there are very few examples of the use of accelerated leadership 
development schemes. Those schemes recorded have tended to be short lived. 
Further, as Earley et al. (2010) suggest, it is not clear whether such programmes 
lead to additional numbers of teachers coming forward to embark on a career in 
leadership or whether such programmes provide a structured approach to those 
teachers who were already planning to pursue a leadership career.   
 
While there are few examples of accelerated routes in the different contexts there 
are efforts to create more comprehensive but flexible programmes of development to 
build career-long leadership development. Fink (2011b) argues that we need to 
move beyond a replacement strategy to a strategy for building leadership through 
succession planning and talent management. Many systems now have a leadership 
development framework similar to SCEL’s Educational Leadership Development 
Framework (Hamilton et al. 2018). Conceivably these frameworks can now be 
utilised to create talent management processes and succession planning for 
leadership in schools. 
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