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Foreword

In a bygone, deferential age when urban schools knew their
place, they turned out hundreds of thousands of young
people prepared to make a career in one of the plentiful
supply of unskilled and semi-skilled jobs. In those days the
role of headteacher was an easier one than it is today.

That world has gone. Now to be a leader in most urban
schools – especially those serving youngsters from families
facing socio-economic challenge – requires character and a
range of qualities including indomitable will and a passion
for success that brooks no denial.

Above all, such headteachers require serious professional
knowledge and experience backed by a belief that all
youngsters can succeed. They need to believe in the
‘transformability’ of youngsters and to be able to
communicate it with conviction to their staff, their pupils
and their community. They need to inspire. 

This document – and the move towards acknowledging and
accrediting the uniqueness of the urban school leader –
affirms the characteristics of existing successful urban school
leaders and increases the likelihood of finding more potential
leaders with the same character qualities and abilities.

The document provides an insight into what such leaders do,
and what is special about it. It’s true to say that what leaders
do, the time they spend on the task and especially how they
do it, has a huge influence on the climate and culture of the
school.

It has always seemed to me that urban school leaders are
perpetually carrying out, often simultaneously, six activities.

First they create energy by talking with, not about staff; by
asking ‘what if’, speculative questions; by being fussy about
appointments and ensuring that they don’t inadvertently
appoint ‘energy consumers’. They look for optimists – those
who say ‘How could we’ rather than ‘Why we can’t’.

Secondly they build capacity, for example, by teaching a
lesson when observed by other staff, by taking somebody’s
class to enable them to see another’s practice, by rotating
the chair of meetings to grow the skill of colleagues.

Thirdly they always extend the vision – by listening to others
and adding their ideas to the vision, by asking ‘why not’, by
circulating articles to read and above all, by telling stories
and speculating about possibilities.

Fourthly they seek and chart improvement by encouraging
benchmarking, by extending horizontal links and by using
critical review, systematically involving all the staff. They
celebrate real success.

Fifthly they secure the environment by ensuring classroom
teaching and learning materials are plentiful, up-to-date and

well-organised, by reviewing meetings schedules so that staff
are not overwhelmed by transactional business and by
getting the details right.

Finally they minimalise risk for others by taking the blame
when something goes wrong, by reminding people of all the
good things, by talking of the future as well as the present,
by ensuring that people feel appreciated whenever they do
things well and by acting as a mediator and ambassador
with the external world.

We are in the middle of an exciting journey of discovery
about the possibilities of urban schooling and what urban
school leaders can achieve. The journey started in the 1990s
and has been given a focus by the Excellence in Cities
programme introduced in 1999 and sustained and extended
since then. We are now showing that there is no necessary
correlation between socio-economic disadvantage and
educational failure. We have the statistics and the real stories
to show we are making a difference.

This venture is designed to ensure that those leading this
adventure are recognised and in doing so we hope attract
others with the same personal qualities and character to join
an educational expedition which is pushing back the
frontiers of what’s possible.

By Tim Brighouse, Chief Adviser to London Schools
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1. Introduction 

This document describes some of the attributes that
distinguish highly effective headteachers in challenging
urban environments.

It doesn’t describe all that they do. It doesn’t describe the
things they have in common with all headteachers,
successful or unsuccessful, urban, rural or suburban. Neither
does it capture the unique and individual ways they go
about their work.

Instead, it tries to describe the common core of values and
behaviours required to succeed in these specific
environments. These are the sort of attributes we need to spot
during recruitment and support through development
programmes. There are nine such attributes in this document,
ranging from conviction through resilience to judgement.

The findings in this document are based on many sources of
research and evidence – both dedicated interviews with
successful urban headteachers, and existing materials,
including the LPSH models of excellence, Leading on the Edge
by Alma Harris, Educational Leadership in London by Kathryn
Riley and John West-Burnham, Ofsted inspection evidence
and the National Standards for Headteachers.

The framework is intended to:

• contribute to the discussion about leadership and school 
improvement in challenging urban schools

• provide a clear framework and set of criteria for the 
selection and recruitment of headteachers for urban 
schools

• improve career choices

• inform the provision of training and development for 
current and aspiring headteachers

A Model of School Leadership in Challenging Urban Environments
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2. Why do we need this model? 

Schools are one of the most powerful tools we possess to
raise the aspirations, confidence and prosperity of
communities. As envisaged in the debate on extended
schools and the new Children’s Bill, schools create social
capital. They provide employment directly as well as
contributing to a more employable workforce. They can
widen horizons and improve understanding among different
groups. They can integrate and house a wide range of local
services, helping them to become accessible and responsive
to the local community. 

Almost uniquely among local government services, schools
focus on the future rather than dealing with past incidents
or the ‘problems’ of society.

The relationship between school and community works both
ways, of course. It is impossible to isolate the classroom from
the influence of home and community, to create an oasis of
learning inside a desert of ambition. Teachers’ ability to do
their job – and their satisfaction from the job – depends on
the engagement of families with the school.

Urban schools, therefore, can be victims of a wider legacy of
the neglect and alienation of whole communities, making
them front line targets of crime, vandalism and aggression.
Schools have also, at times, contributed to this legacy by
forging relationships of authority, hierarchy and dependency
with communities. Schools can be forbidding institutions to
some parents, conditioned by their own schooling experience.

In some urban environments children and their families may
be switched off from the whole concept of education,
finding it hard to see how it can make a difference to their
lives. This is compounded if local schools are
underperforming – struggling to enforce standards of
behaviour and achievement, troubled by poor facilities, high
staff turnover and absence rates.

Yet such disenchantment is not universally true, and even
where it does exist it is not inevitable. With passion and
dedication, talented teachers readily awaken the belief in
education as a creator of opportunity. It is not surprising
therefore that “many headteachers and teachers actively
choose to work in schools in difficult contexts and would not
wish to work in another type of school.”1

This is when we start to notice the other challenges of the
urban environment, however. Ofsted evidence indicates
difficulties with high pupil mobility, poor health,
unemployment and poverty, falling rolls, violent historical
associations and difficulties in recruiting staff. Ethnic
diversity can be a source of richness and strength if
nurtured, or a source of conflict and tension if neglected.
By contrast, excessive homogeneity can be an equal problem
in some areas.

Schools in neighbourhood renewal areas (NRAs), for
example, have three times as many children in poverty as
the national average. On average their communities have
30 per cent higher mortality rates and three times as much
burglary. Schools in NRAs often face very low attainment on
entry and may have high numbers of pupils on the at-risk
register. 

There are limits to the power of government to solve these
problems from the centre. Central reform efforts find it hard
to respond to local circumstances and can diminish the
motivation of professionals by reducing their freedom to act.
Sustained improvement in schools must be led by schools
themselves. “The role of central and local government is not
to run schools but instead to help them build capacity.”2

In seeking to describe some of the common problems and
trends, it easy to fall into the trap of presenting a single
urban environment for schools, and of imagining that all
schools face the same challenges, demanding the same
responses. This is far from the truth. Compare the issues
facing a school in a predominantly white ex-mining town,
facing high levels of long-term unemployment and the
destruction of their traditional sources of community with a
vibrant, ethnically diverse, highly mobile inner city
neighbourhood. Some urban schools are amongst the most
successful in the country, some have a long history of
underperformance. Other schools may have experienced a
recent trauma, disrupting otherwise steady progress.

The differences between urban schools may be as interesting
as their similarities. It raises the question: would the same
style of leadership work for all of these schools? 

There will be a common core – a need for a certain
robustness in the face of pressures and the ability to focus
on the key tasks for raising or maintaining standards.
Perhaps most important is an ability to read the community
itself, adapting the style and content of provision to local
needs and opening up appropriate channels of
communication. The capacity to recognise and respond to
differences is perhaps the common factor.

This makes the leadership of schools in the more
challenging urban environments one of the most important
delivery roles in government. In the words of the DfES, “We
know that without strong leadership, schools are destined to
struggle.”3 Alma Harris also points out that: “Evidence shows
that schools in challenging circumstances can improve levels
of student performance and achievement…and that the
quality of leadership is a major contributory factor.”4 The
long-term fortunes of a generation may rest upon their
stewardship. For this reason, we need the best headteachers
in these schools. We need them to join, to remain energised
by the challenge and to stay to see the job through.

1 Alma Harris, Leading on the Edge: Successful Leadership in Schools in Challenging Circumstances (2004).
2 David Miliband, Personalised Learning (2004).
3 Education and Skills: Investment for Reform, DfES (2002).
4 Alma Harris, ibid.
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To spot the best heads, and those middle and senior leaders
with the potential to become outstanding urban
headteachers, we should start with a clear definition of what
they do. What are the essential attributes and qualities that
lead to success? How can the challenges we have sketched
out be met? 

We can’t demand perfection in every sphere – no such
headteacher exists – but we can expect the highest standards
where it matters most. Nor should we demand conformity or
appear to provide a generic recipe for success. Rather than
saying ‘This is what you must do’ we must instead ask ‘How
will you meet these challenges?’

We should move away from evaluating performance as
generically ‘good’ or ‘bad’ but rather as ‘currently effective or
ineffective in a specific context’.

As well as ensuring a better fit between the existing pool of
candidates and the roles available, this framework can also
help to increase the pool of candidates – both by creating
targeted development opportunities for the next generation
and also by laying down a challenge. 

High standards attract the best, rising to the challenge and
the status. A common definition of the role celebrates
achievement, aids dialogue, reinforces commitment and
permits reflection, helping more people to thrive in the job
for longer.

Thus, the four key applications of the framework in this
document are:

• recruitment

• talent management and succession planning

• professional development

• celebration

Similar models have already been used successfully to
support headteachers and raise standards in other contexts,
most notably the models of excellence used by NCSL in
programmes like LPSH. These, too, describe the
characteristics and approaches that tend to distinguish the
effective performers among heads across the country.

Do we actually need another model? What is so different
about urban leadership that it demands such attention? The
fact that the job is difficult – perhaps more difficult than
leading a school in more favoured contexts – is not a
sufficient answer. This may only imply that urban heads
need more of the same. Surely schools, whatever the
context, are not so different as to demand utterly
incompatible types of leadership?

The evidence drawn upon in the production of this
framework suggests that, although the challenges in urban
schools are of the same kind as in other schools, their

intensity, volatility, frequency and variety create a distinct
leadership challenge, which demands characteristics and
qualities that may not be so crucial in other roles, and
changes the emphasis or combination of others.

All successful headteachers are guided by a moral purpose,
for example, and yet urban heads are often distinguished by
a burning desire to build opportunities for the most
disadvantaged, even in the face of opposition and despair. All
successful heads communicate a compelling vision for the
future of their school; urban heads must ensure this vision
remains tightly focused on key priorities despite daily
disruption. All heads must reach out to their communities;
urban heads must often read and reconcile multiple agendas.

Schools, like the students within them, are not helpless
victims of socio-economic circumstances. Some of the most
vibrant and successful schools in the country exist within so-
called challenging environments. They succeed not by
ignoring the ‘urban difference’ or by copying the tactics of
more favoured locations but by building on their unique
strengths, whether they be diversity in the community or
dedication among staff. There is a strong body of evidence
that schools in challenging circumstances can raise
standards, and that this occurs when initiatives take account
of their unique circumstances and take a people-centred
approach to change – distributing leadership across the
school community.
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3. Using the framework

Section five contains nine qualities or characteristics that
distinguish highly effective headteachers of schools in
neighbourhood renewal areas and other challenging urban
environments. This list does not capture everything these
heads do, nor attempt to provide a one-size-fits-all recipe for
success. Rather it presents the minimum number of qualities
which we believe:

• are essential to success in the majority of urban 
environments

• differentiate the most effective heads

Within this framework, different heads will develop different
styles and unique approaches. Different schools in different
contexts will emphasise and prioritise the qualities in
different ways; or even demand unique skills. It is therefore
essential that this model is used with the appropriate
amount of reflection. We suggest that it is a starting point
rather than an end point.

We have focused on the minimum number of qualities in
order to create a framework which can be rapidly
understood, internalised and used on a day-to-day basis by
role holders. It is also essential that any form of assessment
or selection focuses on a manageable number of attributes.

There is a strong correlation between this model of urban
school leadership and both the NCSL models of excellence
and the National Standards for Headteachers. To
demonstrate this we have cross-referenced these qualities
with their equivalents in the models and standards. 

An annex to the main document contains further
information on the connections. This framework differs from
the others, however, both in the intensity of some
characteristics, the way they are combined and in a small
number of entirely new characteristics.

In section five we present each quality or characteristic on a
single page with the following information:

On the next page, we present a graphical key to the
framework, indicating where each of the above sections is
placed.

Title The name of the characteristic

Description A summary of what it looks like, 
including important nuances.

How will you Positive and negative behavioural 
know it? indicators – what you might expect 

to see and what you would hope not 
to see in a headteacher who 
exhibited this characteristic.

Models of A cross reference to the relevant
excellence characteristics (with their level) in 

the NCSL models of excellence.

The urban What is it about this characteristic or 
difference the way it is applied that 

distinguishes successful heads in 
NRAs from heads in other contexts?

Sowing the The way the characteristic develops 
seeds over time; what you might look for 

in someone with potential; and how 
you can support people’s 
development. This section is also 
accompanied by some proposed 
levels for each characteristic.

Connections The connections between this 
characteristic and the other 
characteristics in the framework.

Core If you were recruiting a headteacher 
assessment for a school in an NRA, what
question evidence are you looking for that 

they possess the characteristic?



8

A Model of School Leadership in Challenging Urban Environments

Ti
tl

e

Ke
y 

to
 t

he
 L

ay
ou

t

D
es

cr
ip

tio
n

Su
m

m
ar

is
in

g 
th

e 
es

se
nc

e 
of

th
e 

ch
ar

ac
te

ri
st

ic
s 

an
d 

ho
w

 th
ey

 r
el

at
e 

to
 th

e 
ur

ba
n 

co
nt

ex
t

Th
is

 s
ec

tio
n 

de
sc

ri
be

s 
a 

ra
ng

e 
of

sp
ec

ifi
c 

be
ha

vi
ou

rs
 th

at
 w

ill
 in

di
ca

te
 th

e 
pr

es
en

ce
 o

r 
ab

se
nc

e 
of

th
e 

ch
ar

ac
te

ri
st

ic
. A

s 
w

el
l a

s 
‘p

os
iti

ve
 in

di
ca

to
rs

’ o
f

su
cc

es
s,

 th
e 

‘n
eg

at
iv

e 
in

di
ca

to
rs

’  
ca

n 
be

 h
el

pf
ul

in
 s

ho
w

in
g 

w
ha

t t
he

 c
ha

ra
ct

er
is

tic
 is

 n
ot

. I
n 

pa
rt

ic
ul

ar
 th

ey
 g

iv
e 

ex
am

pl
es

 o
f

co
m

m
on

 m
is

ta
ke

s
an

d 
al

so
 in

st
an

ce
s 

of
w

he
n 

th
e 

ch
ar

ac
te

ri
st

ic
 c

an
 b

e 
ta

ke
n 

to
o 

fa
r, 

or
 b

ec
om

e 
to

o 
un

ba
la

nc
ed

.

Ch
ar

ac
te

ri
st

ic
s 

lik
e 

th
es

e 
ar

e 
no

t o
n/

of
f

at
tr

ib
ut

es
 th

at
 y

ou
’v

e
ei

th
er

 g
ot

 o
r 

yo
u 

ha
ve

n’
t. 

Th
ey

 d
ev

el
op

 in
 c

om
pl

ex
 w

ay
s 

ov
er

tim
e.

 T
hi

s 
se

ct
io

n 
de

sc
ri

be
s 

ho
w

 th
e 

ch
ar

ac
te

ri
st

ic
s 

em
er

ge
,

co
m

bi
ne

 a
nd

 m
at

ur
e.

 T
hi

s 
ca

n 
be

 u
se

d 
to

 s
po

t p
ot

en
tia

l t
al

en
t

at
 a

n 
ea

rl
y 

st
ag

e 
an

d 
to

 a
id

 p
er

so
na

l r
ef

le
ct

io
n 

an
d

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t. 

In
 a

dd
iti

on
, t

o 
th

e 
im

m
ed

ia
te

 r
ig

ht
, w

e
su

m
m

ar
is

e 
th

e 
gr

ow
th

 o
f

th
e 

ch
ar

ac
te

ri
st

ic
 in

 fo
ur

 s
tr

ai
gh

t-
fo

rw
ar

d 
le

ve
ls

. T
he

se
 c

an
 h

el
p 

w
ith

 p
ro

fil
in

g 
an

d 
pl

an
ni

ng
de

ve
lo

pm
en

t.

Th
is

 s
ec

tio
n 

sh
ow

s
th

e 
le

ve
ls

 a
t w

hi
ch

th
e 

co
m

pe
te

nc
y 

is
di

sp
la

ye
d,

 g
et

tin
g

m
or

e 
co

m
pl

ex
 a

nd
ef

fe
ct

iv
e 

as
 y

ou
 g

o
do

w
n 

th
e 

lis
t.

Co
re

 q
ue

st
io

n 
fo

r 
as

se
ss

m
en

t:
If

yo
u 

w
er

e 
re

cr
ui

tin
g 

a 
ne

w
 h

ea
dt

ea
ch

er
, w

ha
t s

pe
ci

fic
 e

vi
de

nc
e 

w
ou

ld
 y

ou
 lo

ok
 fo

r 
to

 a
ss

ur
e 

yo
ur

se
lf

th
ey

 p
os

se
ss

ed
 th

is
ch

ar
ac

te
ri

st
ic

? 
Th

is
 s

ec
tio

n 
ta

ke
s 

th
e 

in
fo

rm
at

io
n 

ab
ov

e 
an

d 
co

nd
en

se
s 

it 
in

to
 o

ne
 o

r 
tw

o 
qu

es
tio

ns
 to

 a
sk

.

Po
si

tiv
e 

in
di

ca
to

rs
N

eg
at

iv
e 

in
di

ca
to

rs

H
ow

 w
ill

 y
ou

 k
no

w
 i

t?

So
w

in
g 

th
e 

se
ed

s

1 2 3 4

N
CS

L 
m

od
el

s 
of

ex
ce

lle
nc

e

Th
is

 s
ec

tio
n 

cr
os

s 
re

fe
re

nc
es

 th
e 

ch
ar

ac
te

ri
st

ic
 to

th
e 

ap
pr

op
ri

at
e 

en
tr

y 
in

 th
e 

m
od

el
s 

of
ex

ce
lle

nc
e.

Co
nn

ec
ti

on
s

Th
is

 s
ec

tio
n 

sh
ow

s 
ho

w
 th

e 
pa

rt
ic

ul
ar

 c
ha

ra
ct

er
is

tic
w

or
ks

 w
ith

 o
th

er
 c

ha
ra

ct
er

is
tic

s 
in

 th
e 

fr
am

ew
or

k.

Th
e 

ur
ba

n 
di

ff
er

en
ce

W
ha

t i
s 

it 
ab

ou
t u

rb
an

 s
ch

oo
l l

ea
de

rs
hi

p 
th

at
is

 d
iff

er
en

t f
ro

m
 o

th
er

 h
ea

ds
hi

p 
ro

le
s?

W
he

re
 m

ig
ht

 p
eo

pl
e 

ne
ed

 to
 ta

ke
 a

di
ff

er
en

t a
pp

ro
ac

h?

Su
m

m
ar

y 
le

ve
ls

 o
f

de
ve

lo
pm

en
t



9

A Model of School Leadership in Challenging Urban Environments

4. The story of urban leadership

We have suggested that leadership in schools in challenging
urban environments is characterised by its intensity. It is not
that the challenges are unique or the experiences alien to
other schools, but that they come with relentless pace,
variety and complexity. This poses a risk of drowning under a
sea of incidents, of distraction by ‘fire-fighting’, of missing
the wood for the trees.

It is not just the head, of course, who suffers this risk. They
must help sustain the focus and maintain the energy of staff
and pupils – greatly multiplying their burden.

No wonder we ask, ‘What exactly does it take to survive and
to thrive in this environment?’

The foundation of successful urban leadership is a 
robust sense of purpose. 

We can split this into two characteristics. Firstly, the successful
urban head has a mission. He or she is driven by the
courage and conviction to create opportunities for each of
their students. This can be spiritual or materialistic in origin
but is often seen as a desire for social justice, for helping the
most disadvantaged in society. Such headteachers are
unwilling to compromise principles or to accept excuses for
neglect. They are willing to stick their necks out.

This is not a brittle, fair weather passion; there will be many
obstacles along the way. Second, therefore, in the foundations
of leadership is an enduring personal resilience. This is
characterised by a sense of optimism – that change can and
will happen, and by flexibility in tactics – sticking to the goal
but trying new and creative approaches until something

“I lead through making my values explicit to others and
motivating them to believe in the same vision.”5

“The predominant culture in this school was one where
teachers discussed issues of teaching and learning very
rarely…The head has changed that. He has positively
encouraged debate and discussion on classroom issues.”

Despite the far reaching implications of their personal
beliefs, successful heads are tightly focused on teaching and
learning, seeing this as the process through which
opportunity is created and their core accountability to
society. They combine this expertise with their ‘no excuses’
attitude – a sense of urgency in targeting and applying
appropriate pedagogies to create opportunity.

5 All the quotes in this section are from Leading on the Edge by Alma Harris.

“The biggest problem we had was getting the community
to see us as a resource rather than the enemy.”

The second part of the urban difference is an open and
connected style of leadership. Successful urban heads not
only listen to staff, pupils and parents, they actively seek
their views and build them into plans – creating a vision that
belongs to everyone and speaks to everyone. They do so
because they believe in the power of people to change and
to take responsibility. In the headteacher’s eyes, they are not
a lone agent, struggling against ignorance and apathy, but
are charged with creating the climate in which the natural
potential for leadership will blossom at all levels. Critically,
however, the distribution of leadership is matched by an
investment in the development of staff and in clear
accountability.

“With the formulation of teams with clear targets, I’ve
been able to distribute leadership and to energise teachers
to take responsibility for change and development.”

The previous four attributes form the heart of successful 
urban leadership. The foundations set the intent for 
other behaviours, the urban differences address the 
unique challenge of their environment. The remaining 
four competencies have more in common with 
successful leadership in every school. They concern
sustaining the intent.

succeeds. These heads are determined but not stubborn. They
maintain their energy by creating balance in their lives and
through understanding their flashpoints and triggers. This
doesn’t imply coldness. They know when to let the passion
shine through – in praise, in persuasion, even in anger.

These two attributes get you into the game. Next, come 
two further attributes which seem to capture the 
distinctiveness of the challenge – the urban difference.

First, is an ability to read and engage with the shifting
currents of the external environment; to spot the
agendas, aspirations and tensions, to recognise and relish
the diversity of these needs. The outstanding urban head
brings this understanding into the school, acting as a
champion for the community – helping others to see it and
value it as well. They connect the school’s processes,
structures and activities to these agendas. Their school is not
an island and, in reaching out, they must be part politician,
part sociologist and part activist.
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Despite their high expectations and determination,
successful urban heads do not have an unbridled ambition;
they are not consumed with a hundred entrepreneurial
schemes. Rather, they excel at creating a focus on teaching
and learning – identifying the core of things that have to be
got right, and sticking to those goals despite distractions and
incidents. They prioritise, and they help others to prioritise
by distilling the big picture into simple, memorable
principles for action in the school. 

They can certainly hold people accountable and have the
courage to confront poor performance where necessary, but
this is balanced by the ability to recognise and celebrate
others’ achievement. It is their passionate belief in the
importance of educational opportunities that provides the
courage to hold others accountable.

The most successful urban heads are sophisticated and
purposeful influencers – tailoring their style and approach
to the many audiences they face inside and outside the
school. They also take a long-term approach – building
alliances, investing in relationships, working through others.
This attribute is founded on their ability to read the
communities around them. It is also rooted in empathy, an
ability to understand and connect to the aspirations of
diverse groups of people.

If heads are to improve standards, a deep knowledge of
strategies for teaching and learning is only the start. This
expertise must be combined with judgement for what will
work in their school with particular groups of students; with
the ability to convey these insights to others through
coaching; and a willingness to refresh their own expertise
through networks and partnerships.

Finally, a headteacher’s day constantly teeters on the edge of
chaos. There are any number of urgent claims on their time
and attention. Involving others in leadership helps, as does
the sense of focus on priorities, but a successful head is also
talented at filtering information and making quick
decisions – at spotting the vital incident that needs their
attention, at looking for just the data they need to make
decisions and no more. It is not that there is too little
information, quite the reverse, it is knowing what’s
important. 
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5. The framework

Focus and simplicity

Filtering, judging
and acting

Open and connected
leadership

Accountability
and consistency

Leading
learning

Purposeful influencing

Community engagement

Enduring resilience Courage and conviction

The Urban Difference

Foundations

Sustaining
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6. Developing leadership

Although oriented towards selection, this framework is also
intended to underpin development, and both these
requirements need to take account of the stage someone is
at in their career. We should have different expectations, and
provide different support, to someone new to headship than
to someone five years in – and, again, to a head with 15
years’ experience in their third school.

There are a number of ways this framework can help with
this task. 

Firstly, the ‘Sowing the seeds’ section for each attribute
describes how that attribute develops over time and with
experience. Often, particular aspects of the mature
competency appear first, before becoming integrated into
the mature whole. For example, influencing skills begin with
the interpersonal – the empathy to respond to individual
needs and expectations. But this is not sufficient for long-
term success in the most challenging schools. They must
develop into the ability to structure school-wide strategies of
influence and engagement, guiding the activities of many
people around consistent messages without losing that
individual empathy.

Different attributes develop in different ways. It is not always
a matter of ‘more of the same’ but often the integration of
different facets of the skills to work together more
effectively.

Each attribute also contains a number of levels, tracing this
development in summary form. These levels can help with
self assessment and personal problem-solving: ‘I’ve got some
talent here but can’t make the breakthrough. What’s missing?’

While the framework can help, in this way, to spot early
talent, it also has applications at the other end of the
spectrum. It is easy for highly experienced heads to over-
develop particular attributes at the expense of others, to use
an attribute without balance. So, for example, risk-taking
crosses the line into rule breaking, or dedication into tunnel
vision. This framework is not just for new heads, but can
help experienced heads maintain their freshness. Of
particular use in this regard are the negative indicators in
the ‘How will you know it?’ section of each attribute. As well
as obvious errors, and behaviours which people often
incorrectly think are hitting the mark, this also contains
examples of going too far.

7. Connecting up

This framework has many possible applications but is
specifically designed to support the recruitment of
headteachers for challenging urban environments. A number
of additional resources support this.

A Leadership Evaluation Toolkit to enable governing
bodies recruiting a new head to engage with the
framework and determine their own priorities. This
encourages structured reflection on how their school’s
culture, history, context and aspirations affect the sort
of leadership they need. The outcome of this exercise is
a unique ‘person specification’. 

An Assessment Centre to enable evidence to be
gathered against the framework, producing a candidate
profile which can be used by schools to improve their
selection process, and by candidates themselves to plan
their career. 

A mapping of the framework against current and
potential development opportunities for
headteachers.
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Annex 1: Summary of core
assessment questions

Are the candidate’s actions consistently motivated by
an urgent and compelling need to improve
opportunities for children – especially the most
disadvantaged – whatever the obstacles?

Has the candidate been able to sustain their energy,
optimism and motivation in face of pressure and
setbacks?

Does the candidate engage with the aspirations and
needs of groups in varied circumstances, understanding
their position while persuasively communicating their
vision for the school?

Does the candidate listen to others and incorporate
their views into plans? Does the candidate delegate
responsibility appropriately and effectively, while
creating the conditions for people to succeed?

Is the candidate able to focus consistently on a small
number of relevant and compelling goals for improving
learning, communicating these priorities to others to
create meaning and order out of a mass of incidents
and distractions?

Does the candidate hold people accountable for
appropriately high standards of behaviour and
performance? Do they do so fairly and consistently? Are
they also able to offer praise and recognise the
achievement of others?

Does the candidate consistently help others to improve
their teaching practice based on a realistic assessment
of the needs of specific groups of children, their
barriers to learning and the context of the school?

Does the candidate use a variety of tactics and
strategies – both interpersonally and organisationally –
to communicate their school’s vision and perspective
over the long term, tailoring their approach to match
their aspirations and reactions of their audience?

Does the candidate consistently spot what's important
in a situation or incident and act decisively and
appropriately on these insights? Do they stay in touch
with the situation and adapt their decisions as new
evidence emerges?

How would you spot a headteacher or potential headteacher
who could fit the model? The questions below connect to
each of the nine characteristics identified.
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Annex 2: NCSL models of excellence

The current framework has grown partly out of the NCSL
models of excellence for leadership in schools generally –
demonstrating the essential similarities. Obviously there are
differences in emphasis, intensity and priority, but all the
core characteristics of urban leaders can be mapped across
to the original models of excellence. There are more striking
differences in the manner of presentation, but this should
not prevent coherence among development programmes,
standards and expectations. This annex summarises the
cross-references, which are also available in the description
for each characteristic.

Possible Benchmark Levels in Models of Excellence 

Driven by a sense of social justice for children
Challenge and support, Level 3: “Strives for best 
possible provision”
*Driven to make a difference, Level 3: “Acts to create 
opportunities”

Resilient
Personal conviction, Level 4: “Relishes challenge”
*Self awareness/Self control, Level 3: “Takes steps to
manage motivation”

Reads and engages with the community
Respect for others, Level 4: “Creates a community of
mutual respect”
Understanding others, Level 3: “Understands ongoing 
behaviour”
Understanding the environment, Level 3: 
“Understands different agendas”
Challenge and support, Level 3: “Strives for best 
possible provision”

Open and connected
Teamworking, Level 3: “Gets input from others”
Transformational leadership, Level 4: “Gains 
commitment to vision”
Information seeking, Level 4: “Uses own systems”

Creates focus and simplicity
Drive for improvement, Level 3: “Focuses effort”
Initiative, Level 3: “Prepares for future opportunities”
Strategic thinking, Level 3: “Makes the complex simple”

Balances accountability and development
Holding people accountable, Level 4: “Confronts poor 
performance”
Developing potential, Level 2: “Provides tangible 
support”

Purposeful influencing
Impact and influence, Level 4: “Influences over an 
extended period”
Understanding others, Level 3: “Understands ongoing 
behaviour”

Filters information
Information seeking, Level 4: “Uses own systems”
*Filters information, Level 4: “Articulates underlying 
principles for action”

This list contains three new tentative competencies
(marked with a *). These are:

Self awareness/Self control
The ability to read and manage one’s own emotions 
and responses to maintain energy and focus and 
respond as the situation demands.

1. Takes into account own likely reactions to 
situations and people

2. Makes a realistic assessment of own strengths 
and weakness before taking action

3. Takes active steps to manage own energy and 
motivation

4. Adjusts tone and style to suit the mood of the 
audience and the needs of occasion

Information filtering
The ability to see the wood for the trees, to spot the
information, incident or event that really matters while
tuning out distractions.

1. Able to ignore insignificant or irrelevant 
information and incidents

2. Spots the relevant information to address 
current priorities

3. Reads the pattern of events to spot trends 
before they are obvious

4. Articulates underlying principles for action so 
that colleagues can also focus and prioritise 
appropriately

Driven to make a difference
A driving passion for the role of the school in creating
opportunities and making a difference in the lives of
those who need it most.

1. Wants to make a difference and to do good

2. Possesses a keenly felt sense of justice and 
principles, articulated convincingly to 
colleagues and stakeholders

3. Acts to create opportunities for those judged to 
need it most

4. Takes long term actions to build an 
environment of opportunity in the face, if
necessary, of personal/organisational cost, 
controversy and entrenched interest
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 m
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 p
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tiv
e 

an
d 

sa
fe

 le
ar

ni
ng

 e
nv

ir
on

m
en

t.”

3.
5 

Se
cu

ri
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 c
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 c
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l c
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 r
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g,

 ju
dg

in
g

Ac
co

un
ta
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er
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at
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 f
or
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ea

dt
ea

ch
er

s
Th
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w
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g 
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th
e 

re
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hi
p 

be
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ee
n 

th
e 

at
tr

ib
ut
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 d
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ew
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k 

an
d 

th
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N
at

io
na

l S
ta

nd
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ds
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H
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er
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e 
su

pp
or

tin
g
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m

m
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 d

ir
ec
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 c
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l s
ta

nd
ar

ds
 p
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 c
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 p
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 m
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 c
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l c
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t r
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; p
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 C
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 m
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