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Background

New and emerging models of school leadership are a key
consideration for the Department for Education and Skills
(DfES, 2005) and NCSL. On the one hand, challenges such as
failing schools, falling pupil numbers, recruitment difficulties
and a large proportion of headteachers set to retire in the
near future are all impacting on the system. On the other,
opportunities provided through collaboration such as
networks are being explored by schools wishing to maximise
on shared expertise.

This report suggests that as times and needs change, other,
more creative approaches to providing school leadership
may be required. One solution may be federation. This may
occur for a variety of reasons and in different contexts.

Terminology

There are numerous terms to describe federation, which may
involve the sharing of leadership teams, governing bodies,
budgets or pupils. This study uses the following definitions
as used by DfES.

A collaboration of schools refers to a non-statutory
arrangement where the school retains its own budget
and governing body.

A soft federation is non-statutory with each school
having its own governing body, but the federation has
joint governance/strategic committee without delegated
power.

A hard governance federation is statutory with a single
governing body. The decision to federate lies with the
governors and requires the local authority to write a new
instrument of governance. The structure of leadership
varies; the number of headteachers is not prescribed,
and some federations may choose to have a single
headteacher across a group of schools. Schools maintain
separate budgets.

The other form, soft governance federation is not located
within this study.

Methods

This research project developed, in part as a personal
journey, through being closely involved in a two-year
temporary collaboration between two primary schools
in West Sussex. It has drawn chiefly on interviews with
headteachers and their leadership teams in the contexts
set out in the following table.



Soft federation. Two
two-form primaries
on separate sites

Temporary two-
year collaboration.
One two-form
primary, one four-
class primary on
separate sites

Hard governance
federation. Two
three-form entry
schools on a shared
site, one infant and
one junior

Partnership school.*
First and middle
school on same site

Strategic leadership
group to manage
federation

Established
leadership team
with leadership
at all levels

Each headteacher
responsible for
their own school.
Deputies are
appointed to work
across both schools

Amalgamation of
schools is planned;
schools are at very
different stages of
development.
(Note: one
governing body is
the new governing
body for the
amalgamated
school)

* The partnership scheme has existed in Norfolk since 2000. Under this, one headteacher leads
and manages two or more schools.

Headteacher
Chair of
governors

Deputy head
Headteacher
Two chairs of
governors

Deputy head
Headteacher

Headteacher



Key findings

The headteachers had a clear vision of how federation
could be used to develop educational opportunities
across the schools. Federation has, in each setting,
enabled an ethos and vision to be shared by a greater
number of staff.

Headteachers reported having developed an enhanced
range of skills by working within an extended context,
in particular developing a strategy appropriate for both
schools. While not all heads continued in this capacity,
those that did perceived there to be development
benefits for themselves as professionals. In one case,
the demands of the role (in particular the differences
between the schools and the duplication of some
aspects) were considered unsustainable, leading to
resignation from the additional school post.

Evaluating the impact of federation in terms of pupil
outcomes was a consideration for all and something that
was monitored by the leadership teams and governing
bodies which needed to develop systems to monitor
effectiveness and share this with all stakeholders.

In the schools studied, federations appeared to support
shared leadership, with the deputy in particular playing
a more strategic role due to their increased time out of
class. For some, this gave them the opportunity to
develop some of the skills of headship.

Senior and middle leaders benefited from the step up as
a consequence of the deputy’s enhanced role. In some
cases, there was the opportunity to lead across schools,
either with a colleague from the other school or working
in a more independent, cross-school role.
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Revised leadership structures increased capacity and
provided forums that could consider school needs and
match the schools’ resources to meet requirements.

Governors interviewed appreciated the potential benefits
that could emerge through the opportunity to work
closely and strategically with another school. However,
some were concerned about the loss of their school’s
individual identity and perceived that there might be a
negative consequence affecting its pupils’ education,

eg through staff expertise being potentially more thinly
spread.

Bringing two schools together was reported to accelerate
school improvement as it provided a lever for change
and increased opportunities for staff to work together
and learn from each other.

In all cases, some staff were shared between the schools,
eg site manager or technician. This sometimes enabled
salary savings to be made.

The federated schools offered real opportunities for staff
to work together and learn from each other. There

were benefits of working closely with a larger group

of professionals, eg sharing best practice and engaging
in school-based research. However, this was not always
appropriate, eg if the federated schools were at very
different stages of development.

In some cases, federation increased the opportunities for
pupils to interact with a wider group and learn from
each other. Where one school fed another, there was
some evidence of improved transition.



Implications

Although this was a small-scale study, the following
implications might be drawn from its conclusions.

For schools, one could propose that they consider:

1. the extent, informed by self-evaluation, to which joint
or dual strategy is appropriate to the schools in the
short-, medium- and long-term

2. distributed leadership structures that improve the
schools’ capacity to work in new ways

3. other staffing arrangements that might better suit
a federated model, eg technician support

4. revised governing body arrangements and practices that
secure links, enable shared approaches and reduce
workload caused by repetition for the headteacher

5. opportunities, appropriate to the schools’ respective
needs, which bring staff members together to:

a. develop a shared vision for the federation and what
it will provide its pupils

b. promote shared learning to move improvement
agendas together and maximise the use of staff
expertise

6. establishing a means both to evaluate the impact of
federation in terms of pupil outcomes (employing the
five outcomes of Every Child Matters as a perspective)
and of communicating these to stakeholders

For the system, one could propose that consideration needs
to be given to:

1. the potential impact of duplication of expected
requirements upon headteachers leading federations

2. the provision of training opportunities that better
acknowledge varying contexts, and that support leaders
at different levels in leading and managing in these
contexts
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