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Abstract
This research investigates the structure and practice of
a small number of federated schools. It concludes that
federation has a positive impact on the professional
development of staff and the engagement of governors.
The benefits of federation were found to be broader than
positions in league tables or the collection of awards, though
these were found to contribute to success. The research
found that federation required effective collaboration and
created more opportunities for talent to be identified and
nurtured.

Background
This paper summarises the findings from research into
the ways in which school federations can support the
professional development of new and existing school
leaders. More specifically it considers two questions:

� Do federations offer greater opportunity for staff
development to take place?

� How do federations contribute to the growth
of new leaders?

The study draws on the findings from a questionnaire survey
of federations and a series of interviews undertaken in six
federations, chosen to reflect a range of different contexts
[including hard and soft federation1]. A broad strategy of
appreciative enquiry was used in this research, which began
by focusing on areas of good practice, while also seeking to
undercover areas for further development.

This study was undertaken by two primary headteachers
who lead a three form school federation in Darlington.

Key findings
This study found that leaders believed federations worked
most effectively when they focused on promoting children’s
achievement and were structured according to this
overarching goal. In this way, federation was a means to
an end rather than the end in itself. This was supported
by a context, which helped all adults within the federation
understand their position in the ‘bigger picture’ and their
own purpose within it.

This study indicated that federations support professional
development and succession planning in a number of ways:

� They enable school leaders and governors to look
at their unique situation and use it to greatest
advantage for staff and pupils.

Each school in this study had a distinct set of qualities
of which school leaders and governors were aware.
Federations enhanced the flexibility of the organisation
and allowed diversity when planning strategically.
A culture had been established which promoted creative
thinking. Crucially, a number of schools in each federation
had chosen the same priorities for development – they
opened the same ‘box’ at the same time.

� They create opportunities for leadership roles that
would not occur in individual schools.

Small schools and large schools can seize upon this
outcome. The small schools visited were able to offer
leadership roles across federations where normally they
would not be available. In federations of larger schools,
more complex leadership structures allowed earlier
opportunities for middle leaders to take on
responsibility.

� Federations were in a position to offer highly
successful and effective CPD to all staff.

We have found that there were many examples of how
to organise Continuous Professional Development (CPD)
across federations and schools used expertise to enhance
peer-to-peer learning. Federations provided greater capacity
to adopt different organisational structures. Staff had the
opportunity to lead small-scale initiatives and shared the
outcome with a greater number of colleagues.

1 For the purpose of this study a simple comparison – A Soft
Federation is a collaborative where there are separate governing
bodies for each of the schools involved, but the schools share
committees with delegated powers, often a curriculum committee
or a strategic committee. A Hard Federation has one shared
governing body



� Federations supported staff retention.

Small schools in particular came across difficulties with
retaining staff, either for budgetary reasons or the fact
that promotional opportunities were non-existent.
Federations played their part in promoting the retention
of good staff as they provide greater opportunities in the
larger organisation.

� They created a culture which developed its own
succession planning.

There were varying lines of thought regarding leadership
progression. This study found many positive examples
of active succession planning. In general, the federation
model supported a wider range of succession planning
opportunities than was possible in a single school. A key
factor was that they offered scope to involve a broader
range of people in leadership. This in turn protected the
overall quality of leadership and helped to ensure that
new leaders could be initiated, while at the same time,
the wider work of the school did not suffer.

� Federations support greater diversity of leadership
structures.

We have found many different leadership structures
within federations. The federations supported creative
approaches to leadership by allowing governors and
school leaders greater scope in creating structures which
are fit for purpose. From our own experiences, the more
we worked in a federation, the more we saw possibilities
for leadership structures to be created to enhance the
working of the schools and how leadership qualities
were developed in a number of individuals.

� Contracting staff directly with the federations
cultivated a different outlook than when they are
contracted to the individual schools.

To some staff, moving to a federation model was a
concern and we encountered instances where members
of staff had left the school rather than be part of the
federation. In other instances, staff had embraced the
philosophy and found the vision and challenge exciting.
Staff appointed to a federation appeared to have had a
clearer understanding from the start of the advantages a
federation offered to students and themselves personally.

In these instances, the potential dangers of a ‘top down
model’ could be reduced by involving staff more closely
in the development of the federation. Meanwhile, new
teachers were more familiar with what federations entailed
and had a good understanding of how this different way
of working supported the development of staff. Similarly,
working in a federation brought a greater appreciation of
the range of school structures which existed, and in many
instances appeared to have a positive impact on the practice
of both teaching and non teaching staff.

Recommendations
In light of the findings from this study, the following
recommendations are offered:

� What’s in it for us?

While recognising the existing strengths of their school,
governors and headteachers are encouraged to consider
what additional benefits could be achieved by federating.

� Create leadership opportunities.

A particular area to address during such reflections is
the extent to which federations can promote leadership
development. This study found evidence that federations
are able to offer a greater range of leadership opportunities
at all levels, both through the provision of formal CPD
and offering practical opportunities to lead.

� Develop slowly (but don’t stop moving).

There is a danger in any change process of moving too
quickly and providing insufficient opportunity for those
involved to reflect on, and become comfortable with the
implications of this change. However it is essential that
forward momentum is maintained, to avoid the change
process from stalling. Schools entering into federation
should therefore adopt a patient and measured speed
of change, focusing on promoting a collaborative rather
than competitive educational culture and sharing good
practice and professional knowledge.



� Adopt an inclusive approach to CPD.

All members of the federation leadership team have
a part to play in promoting CPD. At the same time,
the sheer size of many federations means that the
development needs of individuals are likely to be varied.
Extra efforts are required therefore to ensure that
appropriate professional support is offered to address
these needs to maximum effect.

� Share models of creative CPD across federations.

Just as federations support the sharing of good practice
between schools, there is a strong argument for
promoting greater contact between federations to
encourage professional dialogue and sharing of positive
ways of working.

Acknowledgements
We would like to express our thanks to all those who gave
their time in contributing to this study.

www.ncsl.org.uk/researchassociates



Research associate reports
available in autumn 2008

� Only connect
Using a critical incident tool to develop multi-agency
collaboration in two children’s centres

Alison Cummings, Policy & Practice Development,
Sure Start & Extended Services, East Riding of Yorkshire

� Healthy body: healthy mind
How headteachers are managing their schools to help
improve children’s health

Barry Dawson, Former headteacher, Bidston Avenue
Primary School, Wirral

Colleen Taylor, Headteacher, Broadoak Primary School,
Salford

Gordon Scholefield, Former headteacher, Brookdale
Primary School, Wirral

Marie Egerton-Jones, Headteacher, Leamington Primary
School, Liverpool

� Parents matter
How can leaders involve parents in the self-evaluation
process and further development of children’s centre
and extended school services?

Liz Klavins, Head of Centre, Fairfield Children’s Centre

� Teachers into leaders: networking and leadership
development
Growing leaders of the future is becoming an accepted
central responsibility of leaders of the present

Yvonne Lawrence, Former Headteacher, Horsell Church
of England Junior School

Debbie Robins, Headteacher, Wray Common Primary School

Bob Twells, Headteacher, Furzefield Primary School

� Student Leadership and School Improvement
How can school leaders involve students in the school
improvement process through developing students as
researchers?

Jean Watt, School Improvement Officer, Education Bradford



Research Associate Programme

To download this publication, please visit
www.ncsl.org.uk/publications

We welcome enquiries about the Research
Associate programme. For further
information about:

� current projects

� previously published reports

� becoming a research associate

Please visit the website:
www.ncsl.org.uk/researchassociates

Published: September 2008

PB
38

3

Disclaimer
In publishing Research Associate reports, NCSL is offering
a voice to practitioner leaders to communicate with their
colleagues. Individual reports reflect personal views based
on evidence-based research and as such are not statements
of NCSL policy.

National College for
School Leadership
Triumph Road
Nottingham NG8 1DH

T: 0845 609 0009
F: 0115 872 2001
E: enquiries@ncsl.org.uk
W: www.ncsl.org.uk


