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A reflective, academic response to the concept of leading and managing education professionals 
Introduction
This assignment reflects upon my experiences as Mathematics and Numeracy Area of Learning and Experience (AoLE) lead in an English-medium primary school in South Wales. The school has approximately 300 pupils on roll and is located in an area of high social and economic challenge. In addition, rates of Free School Meals (FSM) eligibility and the proportion of children identified as having Additional Learning Needs (ALN) are above national averages. During a recent inspection, it was highlighted that the school needed to improve strategic leadership, curriculum progression and evaluation processes before being removed from review. This provided an opportunity for me to observe leadership and organisational change in practice, whilst developing my understanding of educational leadership through Master's level study (Estyn, 2023; Estyn, 2024).
As Maths AoLE lead for the past three years, I have been responsible for leading several whole-school improvement initiatives. When I first became a middle leader, I viewed leadership as the ability to recognise an issue, find a solution and implement change. However, leading whole-school improvements have significantly challenged my view. Introducing new initiatives remains an important aspect of leadership, but I have recognised that successful change relies upon strong relationships, collaboration and a collective vision. Fullan, Rincón-Gallardo and Hargreaves (2015) argue that sustainable improvement within schools is achieved not through individual action alone, but through the development of professional capital across an organisation. Harris (2014) also emphasises that leadership should be viewed as a collective activity that extends beyond formal leadership positions.
Whilst teaching in this school, I have observed leadership practices that reflect a range of educational theories. One theory that was apparent was the use of managerial and instructional approaches, which in turn increased the focus on accountability, curriculum development and pupil outcomes (Bush, 2019; Hallinger, 2011). I noticed that the increased involvement of AoLE leaders in school improvement planning and decision-making highlighted the growing importance of distributed leadership within the school (Harris, 2014). However, my experiences have reinforced Bush's (2019) argument that no single leadership model captures the complexity of leadership within educational settings.
One significant area of reflection in both my professional practice and engagement with academic literature is how distributed leadership relates to accountability. Whilst distributed leadership can increase staff ownership and foster collaborative working relationships (Harris, 2014), I have questioned whether leadership responsibilities can become overly distributed, potentially distancing senior leaders from the day-to-day reality of teaching and learning in classrooms. This led me to question how leaders balance autonomy, trust and accountability whilst maintaining a focus on learner outcomes.
This assignment will now be structured into five parts relating to the module learning outcomes and their implementation throughout the school.
Section 1: Models, Approaches and Practices
Educational leadership is characterised by a range of competing theories and models, which offer different perspectives on how leaders influence improvement within schools. Bush (2019) proposes that no single leadership model fully captures the complexity of educational leadership. This suggests that effective leaders draw upon multiple approaches to best benefit their educational setting. My experience as Maths AoLE lead reflects this, as leading whole-school improvement initiatives has required me to utilise elements of managerial, instructional, transformational and distributed leadership when required. However, through my professional experience and engagement with the module literature, I now view leadership as an ever-changing process that requires flexibility and adaptation rather than reliance on a singular leadership model.
As Maths AoLE lead, one of my main priorities was to improve the teaching, learning and coverage of maths throughout our school. Hallinger (2011) similarly suggests that the principles of instructional leadership emphasise that teaching and learning are at the heart of leadership activity. After my analysis of the mathematical personalised assessments, I identified areas across the whole school where there were weaknesses in progression, in curriculum coverage and where learners lacked the ability to apply their mathematical skills confidently. Following this, I led the development of a whole-school mathematics overview, a calculation policy and a problem-solving strategy where the initiatives were intended to improve curriculum coherence and learner outcomes. When applying these initiatives, I soon realised that implementing new approaches alone did not enable immediate meaningful improvement. Whilst the resources provided created greater consistency for teachers, improvements towards teaching and learning only occurred when the staff understood the rationale behind the initiatives and engaged with them collaboratively. Leithwood and Sun (2012) argue that transformational leadership is often associated with creating a shared vision and promoting organisational change. During my leadership practice, I encouraged staff to understand the purpose behind change and why the initiatives were important. Initially, I viewed leadership as identifying an issue and implementing a solution. However, it became apparent that successful change depended upon staff understanding why change was necessary, rather than simply being told what to do. I found that staff engagement increased when discussions focused on assessment evidence, pupil outcomes and the proposed long-term benefits for learners. These discussions reinforced the importance of relationships and working towards a shared purpose. Nevertheless, transformational leadership can be criticised for relying heavily on the influence of individual leaders (Bush, 2019). This led me to question whether enthusiasm alone would be enough to sustain the change once the initial momentum had worn off.
Ultimately, my experiences suggest that contingent leadership provides the most convincing explanation of my evolving leadership practice. I have recognised that different situations require different leadership responses based on the desired outcome which reflects Bush’s (2019) contingent perspective. Contingent leadership reflects my experiences with my colleagues. As an example, an experienced teacher, a newly qualified teacher and a colleague resistant to change will each require a different form of support, challenge and professional discussion. Upon reflection, whilst instructional, transformational and distributed leadership have all influenced my practice, my experiences have led me to believe that effective leadership is most successful when it is responsive to context, relationships and the needs of those being led.
Section 2: Collaborative and Distributed Leadership
Distributed leadership has become a key aspect of educational leadership, particularly within school improvement contexts which require leadership capacity to extend beyond those with formal leadership roles. Harris (2014) states that distributed leadership recognises that expertise exists throughout every organisation and that improvement occurs most efficiently when leadership responsibilities are shared amongst staff. Spillane (2006) also views leadership as a practice that develops through interactions between members of the organisation, rather than staff being confined to designated leadership roles. Both these perspectives resonate with my experiences as Maths AoLE lead.
Having reflected on my own school experience, distributed leadership was not always a prominent feature of school life. Prior to the school's inspection, leadership responsibilities often lacked clarity and staff were largely left to work independently on their own AoLE responsibilities. Whilst elements of leadership existed, there was limited shared understanding regarding whole-school priorities, curriculum development or improvement planning. Although a school development plan existed and AoLE action plans were made, their priorities were not consistently communicated to staff. This led to staff becoming unsure of the school's overall strategic direction. On reflection, I would not describe this as distributed leadership as it reflected a lack of coherent leadership structures and a limited ability for collaborative improvement. 
I truly saw the benefits of collaborative leadership through the development of the whole-school mathematics overview. The initial draft was solely made by myself using my own professional judgement. Therefore, its effectiveness depended heavily on contributions from colleagues across different progression steps. For example, discussions with staff in younger year groups highlighted areas where curriculum content was either unrealistic or sequenced inappropriately. Their expertise enabled revisions that improved curriculum progression and ensured expectations were appropriate for learners. This experience reinforced Gronn's (2002) argument that leadership knowledge often emerges collectively rather than residing within a single individual. It also challenged my previous assumption that effective leadership involved independently developing solutions before presenting them to others. Furthermore, collaboration contributed to the development of what Fullan, Rincón-Gallardo and Hargreaves (2015) describe as professional capital. Through discussion and shared ownership, staff developed collective responsibility for improvement. The success of the mathematics overview depended on staff collectively refining and improving the initiative. Consequently, my understanding of leadership has shifted away from seeing improvement as something implemented by an individual to now viewing it as something constructed through highly skilled collaboration. 
However, distributed leadership does have some challenges. Harris (2014) acknowledges that sharing leadership can be a complex process, and my own experiences support this view. Firstly, collaborative processes can be time-consuming. For example, the mathematics overview remained in draft form for an extended period while staff provided feedback and suggested amendments. Although I believe this improved the final outcome of the document, it inevitably slowed implementation. Secondly, I found that participation was not always equal amongst staff. Some staff contributed to discussions and proposed amendments with enthusiasm and insightfulness, whilst others engaged less readily and were less willing to share their findings. This raises questions about whether distributed leadership is fully distributed in practice. A further challenge concerns the assumption that all teachers wish to be leaders. Whilst policy and professional standards promote leadership as a professional responsibility, my experience suggests that not all practitioners have the desire or knowledge to be in a leadership role. Some colleagues are highly effective classroom practitioners but have little desire to drive whole-school initiatives or develop their leadership skills. This reflects Bush's (2019) argument that leadership responsibilities should not be allocated equally but should take into consideration individuals’ motivation, expertise and capacity.
On reflection, my experiences demonstrate that collaborative and distributed leadership have positively impacted our school by increasing ownership, accountability and professional dialogue. However, I believe improvement did not occur solely because leadership became more distributed. Rather, it emerged because leadership became clearer, more purposeful and more effectively communicated. Therefore, whilst distributed leadership provides valuable opportunities for collaboration and capacity building, its success depends upon clear direction, shared vision and meaningful engagement from staff across the organisation.
Section 3: Practices Associated with Leading and Managing Educational Professionals
Effective leadership extends beyond establishing systems and structures and requires leaders to develop the skills and confidence of staff. This is supported by Leithwood, Harris and Hopkins (2020), as they argue that one of the most significant leadership practices associated with successful schools is developing people through professional learning and support. Initially, whilst implementing my initiatives, I realised that much of my leadership focused on introducing initiatives designed to improve standards. I have recognised throughout my experience that sustainable improvement depends upon how effectively I support staff, so that they have the skills and confidence to successfully implement the initiatives.
This became particularly evident through the development of the whole-school mathematics overview and calculation policy. Whilst the overview was initially designed to support my own planning and curriculum coverage, discussions with senior leaders highlighted its potential value across the school. Following on from my discussions with the senior leaders, I presented staff with key assessment data, curriculum expectations and the rationale underpinning the proposed changes. We then worked collaboratively to generate the best overview possible for every year group, and once these were complete, we started to implement them across the whole school. Reflecting on this process, I was surprised by the impact that the assessment data had on our school staff. The presentation of the assessment data generated a strong emotional response and created a shared understanding amongst staff that improvement was required to raise mathematical standards across the school. This aligns with Fullan, Rincón-Gallardo and Hargreaves’ (2015) argument that sustainable improvement occurs when professionals collectively understand the need for change rather than simply responding to accountability measures.
Whilst the data initially established staff motivation for school improvement, it failed to provide enough support for professional learning. Leithwood et al. (2020) argue that effective leaders develop people as well as set direction. The greatest progress occurred when staff were given the opportunities to discuss, question and engage in debates about the changes being implemented across the school. Staff were encouraged to identify issues relating to progression, curriculum coverage and workload, which resulted in a document that was more relevant and purposeful for each year group. 
Consequently, I adopted practices aligned with coaching and professional learning. Davies et al. (2020) argue that effective coaching supports professional growth through dialogue, active listening and collaborative problem-solving. I decided that rather than instructing staff on how the overview should be used, I encouraged staff to evaluate the overview’s effectiveness and offer suggestions for improvement. This not only strengthened the final product, but also increased staff ownership and engagement. Reflecting on this process caused me to challenge my own perceptions about leadership. At the start of my leadership journey, I believed that by clearly communicating expectations, staff would naturally become consistent in implementation. However, as I continued to develop my leadership skills, I came to realise that professional learning is far more complex and requires continuous dialogue, clarification and regular opportunities for feedback.
My experiences also reinforced the importance of relationships in leading and managing educational professionals. Fullan, Rincón-Gallardo and Hargreaves (2015) highlight the role of social capital in school improvement, whilst Davies et al. (2020) emphasise trust within coaching relationships. When I became AoLE lead, I was a new addition to the school and had limited opportunities to work with staff outside my own progression step. Over time, I built stronger professional relationships which improved both my confidence and effectiveness as a leader. Reflecting on this, I have realised that successful leadership is as much about developing relationships as it is about implementing initiatives. This demonstrates to me that to be a successful leader and to be approachable to staff, it is important to maintain an appropriate balance between developing relationships and implementing initiatives.
Nevertheless, there are many challenges that are associated with leading professional learning. For example, time constraints, competing priorities and initiative overload can all lead to limited engagement. Harris and Jones (2018) argue that leadership initiatives can create unintended pressures when expectations are unclear or excessive. My own experiences reflect this, as balancing whole-school improvement responsibilities alongside classroom teaching has proved quite challenging for me and other teaching staff. This has therefore led me to question how schools can balance improvement expectations whilst also supporting staff wellbeing and workload.
Section 4: International Evidence Concerning Educational Leadership
During this module, I have looked at a variety of international evidence that has shown the influence of middle leadership, curriculum leadership, teacher leadership and professional learning on school improvement. Having looked at all these leadership forms separately, my experiences as a Maths AoLE lead suggest that they overlap when put into practice. 
Exploring the leadership forms in this module, the most relevant to my own experience would be middle leadership. Internationally, it has been viewed that middle leaders are key parts of school improvements because they connect the strategic priorities of the school with classroom practice (Harris, 2014). Leithwood, Harris and Hopkins (2020) argue that teacher quality, curriculum implementation and professional learning are key influences on learner outcomes. These influences closely align with my own responsibilities, which include assessment analysis, actively monitoring provision, supporting staff and leading mathematics across the school.
However, whilst the importance of middle leadership is clearly highlighted in literature, my experiences have identified significant challenges. Although middle-level leaders are considered agents of change, some will have to continue teaching on a full-time basis while fulfilling leadership responsibilities. In my own experience, I have had limited non-contact time with my class, meaning that any work relating to my AoLE, curriculum development, monitoring and evaluation has to be completed alongside full-time teaching. This has led me to question if the expectations placed upon middle leaders is always matched by the resources and time available to fulfil the role to its full effect. Therefore, whilst I agree with the international evidence that supports the key role that middle leaders play, for it to be successful depends upon the organisational capacity and support that is available.
Since becoming Maths AoLE lead, curriculum leadership has become a key part of my role. Hallinger (2011) emphasises that to maintain a strong focus on teaching and learning, leaders must have effective leadership whilst Robinson, Lloyd and Rowe (2008) suggest that learner outcomes are most positively impacted when leadership practices are directly associated with curriculum and instruction. This reflects my own experiences of developing the mathematics overview as challenges arose in relation to progression and curriculum coverage. Prior to this development, there were inconsistencies across year groups and important aspects of mathematical learning were not always taught progressively or sometimes even omitted.
Initially, I believed that for an initiative to be successful it would be primarily dependent on the quality of the maths overview itself. However, after reflecting on the implementation, I have come to the conclusion that this view is far too simplistic. Sharratt (2019) makes the argument that clarity is fundamental to effective leadership and school improvement. Whilst I believe the overview provided improved clarity, its full impact depended on professional discussions, collaboration and monitoring. Fullan, Rincón-Gallardo and Hargreaves (2015) make a similar argument that improvement happens through professional capital and collective responsibility rather than isolated initiatives. I have concluded that curriculum leadership is not solely about producing resources but about creating shared ownership and understanding amongst staff. 
I have found that within international evidence, teacher leadership features predominantly. Nguyen, Harris and Ng’s (2019) review of international research concluded that when supported by appropriate organisational conditions, teacher leadership can contribute effectively to school improvement and professional learning. This perspective is reflected by the Professional Standards of Teaching and Leadership, which views leadership as a responsibility for all practitioners (Welsh Government, 2017). However, my experiences have led me to enquire if all teachers aspire to formal leadership roles. I have found that while some colleagues embrace leadership, others contribute more effectively through high-quality classroom teaching and embracing the changes that leaders introduce. Therefore, I have concluded that teacher leadership is effective when it develops from professional expertise and commitment rather than it being through expectation alone. 
Having the opportunity to reflect on the international evidence and my own personal experiences, I have broadened my understanding of leadership. Whilst I believe that middle leadership, curriculum leadership, teacher leadership and professional learning positively contribute to the improvement of the school, their effectiveness depends less upon formal structures and more upon the ability to lead, professional relationships and successful implementation. Ultimately, the international evidence has reinforced my belief that leadership is successful when it creates the conditions that help others contribute meaningfully to improve learner outcomes. 
Section 5: Policy Imperatives and Leadership Practice
A significant influence on leadership practice within schools is national education policy. In my school, Curriculum for Wales has been a significant policy that has influenced both teaching and leadership. Having reflected upon its implementation, I have found that the complexities of translating national policy into meaningful classroom practice have challenged many of my assumptions regarding curriculum leadership and educational change. 
Donaldson’s (2015) Successful Futures review helped to inform the development of the Curriculum for Wales. He argued that the previous curriculum was overly prescriptive and insufficient for the modern learner. This new curriculum sought to provide professional autonomy, curriculum ownership and greater flexibility for schools. At first, I welcomed this shift as it allowed schools to generate learner experiences that reflected the pupils inside the school and the community around it. Reflecting on my own experiences as Maths AoLE lead, I have begun to wonder whether this professional autonomy alone is sufficient to improve curriculum provision. 
In comparison with the previous curriculum, the new curriculum provides schools with a greater responsibility for their own curriculum design and implementation. This creates opportunities for responsiveness and innovation; however, it can also generate uncertainty. When starting to introduce the new curriculum, I found that staff were interpreting the curriculum in different ways and making decisions based on what they felt was important for the learners. Even though these decisions were well-intentioned, I found that important aspects of mathematical learning were being overlooked in some year groups. This challenged my view that increased autonomy would automatically improve provision. Instead, it led me to question if the inconsistencies between year groups were due to teacher autonomy and lack of sufficient curriculum clarity. Consequently, I have come to view autonomy as a necessary but insufficient condition for improvement.
During times of uncertainty and change, Bush (2019) acknowledges that leadership can become particularly challenging. This closely reflects my experience when leading mathematics during the implementation of the Curriculum for Wales. Having noticed that there were inconsistencies in curriculum coverage and therefore progression, I developed the whole-school mathematics overview to provide greater coherence around mathematics throughout the school. Initially, I believed that the overview itself would be enough to improve standards; however, upon reflection it became apparent that the implementation process was far more complex and required further thinking and support. 
Sharratt (2019) makes the argument that clarity is essential to successful leadership and school improvement. Whilst the mathematics overview undoubtedly improved curriculum clarity, it only became successful due to professional discussions, collaboration and effective monitoring. In many respects, the overview was created due to the challenges created by curriculum autonomy. Although the Curriculum for Wales tried to move away from prescribed approaches, I found that many members of staff responded positively when clearer structures and guidance were introduced. This prompts me to ask whether successful curriculum improvement requires less structure, or simply different forms of structure created through effective curriculum leadership.
Professional learning was also essential in translating Curriculum for Wales into practice. Although collaboration and shared expertise were a major factor in the implementation being successful (Fullan, Rincón-Gallardo and Hargreaves, 2015), limited time and competing priorities restricted the implementation to staff consistently. This made me consider whether schools had sufficient capacity to realise the ambitions of curriculum reform. 
An additional area of curriculum conflict emerged regarding accountability. Donaldson’s (2015) vision was built upon professional trust and greater school autonomy. However, schools remain accountable for their learning outcomes. Brady (2021) points out that educational systems often struggle to balance professional responsibility with accountability requirements. I found that this tension was evident throughout my leadership experiences. Whilst staff were encouraged to innovate and exercise their own professional judgement, senior leaders remained responsible for ensuring progression and consistency, and improving outcomes. Consequently, I often found myself balancing teacher autonomy with the need for whole-school coherence.
Overall, having reflected on the Curriculum for Wales, my belief that policy alone does not improve schools has been reinforced. I have learnt that improvement depends upon many factors, such as how effectively leaders help staff interpret, understand and implement policy within their educational setting. I now view leadership as a process of balancing national expectations, professional judgement and learner needs, and this has been one of the most significant insights I have gained from both this module and my experiences as a middle leader.
Conclusion
This assignment has enabled me to critically reflect upon my experiences as a Maths AoLE lead in relation to a range of leadership theories. Through engaging with instructional, transformational, distributed, curriculum and contingent leadership perspectives, I have developed a more critical understanding of how leadership theory relates to the realities of school improvement within my own setting (Bush, 2019; Harris, 2014).
I believe the most significant learning that I have undertaken during this module has been that change happens and is most successful when it happens collaboratively and not when it is directed upon staff without their input. When I first became a leader, I viewed leadership as just identifying a problem and trying to implement a solution. However, throughout my experience of developing the mathematics overview, calculation policy and problem-solving strategy, I now know that sustainable improvement depends upon collaboration, professional trust and shared ownership. Fullan, Rincón-Gallardo and Hargreaves’ (2015) argument reflects this as they suggest that meaningful school improvement is achieved through collective responsibility. As a result of this learning, I now view leadership less as directing change, and more as creating the conditions in which others can contribute to improvement confidently and effectively.
The module has encouraged me to look at myself as a leader and become more critical of leadership practices within my own teaching practice. Whilst distributed leadership is frequently presented as a positive approach to school improvement according to Harris (2014), I have begun to question whether leadership can become overly distributed if senior leaders become too removed from the realities of teaching and learning. Likewise, international evidence highlights the importance of middle leadership (Leithwood, Harris and Hopkins, 2020); however, my own experiences have emphasised the challenges of fulfilling leadership responsibilities alongside teaching in a full-time role. My reflections have reinforced the importance of critically evaluating leadership practices rather than just accepting theoretical models uncritically. 
Reflecting on the assignment as a whole, I no longer believe that a single leadership model can accurately explain educational leadership in practice. Whilst my experience has been influenced by aspects of instructional, transformational and distributed leadership, my reflections support Bush’s (2019) argument that leadership is highly context-dependent. Consequently, I find contingent leadership the most effective model as it recognises the need for leaders to adapt their practices according to the context, relationships and organisational needs that they are supporting. 
Researching and reflecting on Donaldson's (2015) Curriculum for Wales has further strengthened my view. Donaldson’s (2015) vision for curriculum reform emphasised professional autonomy. Reflecting on my own experiences, I recognised that policy itself does not improve schools. I have found that improvement depends upon how effectively leaders support staff to interpret, understand and enact policy within their school setting. This has reinforced my belief that effective leadership requires leaders to balance autonomy, accountability, professional learning and learner needs to be a successful leader.
Reflecting on my time as a leader, I am most proud of the improvement in learners’ confidence, enthusiasm and outcomes in mathematics. These experiences have reinforced my belief that learners should always remain at the centre of leadership decisions. This module has encouraged me to become a more reflective, collaborative and evidence-informed leader as I continue my teaching career. As a result, I believe that effective leadership is not just about having the best idea, but about helping others to see the importance of change and working collaboratively to improve outcomes for all learners.
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