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Introduction
This reflective response explores the concept of leading and managing education professionals within a primary school setting. I currently work in a mixed primary school situated in an area of high deprivation in Swansea. The school has approximately 320 pupils and serves a diverse community, with 50% of children eligible for Free School Meals (FSM), 15% identified as having Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and 25% learning English as an Additional Language (EAL). The leadership structure comprises a headteacher, a deputy headteacher, and a senior leadership team (SLT) consisting of five other staff members. Some of these staff are phase leaders responsible for key stages across the school or have responsibilities for aspects of teaching and learning, such as assessment leads.
Regarding my role, I work as a part-time classroom teacher and serve as the School’s Network Lead for Initial Teacher Education (ITE) in partnership with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD). As part of my Network Lead responsibilities, I am allocated dedicated management time each week to support my duties. I organise placements for up to 30 student teachers from first-year undergraduate to PGCE annually across a network of 11 partner schools, working closely with senior mentors within the schools to ensure consistency, quality, and alignment with school and university expectations. Additionally, I support student teachers during placements through activities such as classroom observations and wellbeing visits. This aspect of my role has provided me with valuable insights into leadership and management practices across various settings, enhancing my understanding of the importance of professional learning, mentoring, and capacity development. 
Within my school, I have observed various leadership practices, including elements of instructional leadership, where senior leaders emphasise the importance of high-quality teaching and learning, and transformational leadership, which is particularly evident in the school’s response to the new Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2022) and efforts to raise aspirations in a socio-economically challenging context. I have also seen how leadership approaches can differ across teams, with some operating more collaboratively than others. These experiences have prompted me to reflect on the complexities of school leadership, particularly in balancing direction with distributed responsibility.
One of the most important learning points for me during this module has been the difference between positional leadership and leadership as practice. While I initially saw leadership as mainly exercised by those in formal positions, I now understand that leadership can and should be demonstrated at all levels. The concepts of distributed and collaborative leadership have been particularly relevant to my NL role, where working across schools and with multiple stakeholders necessitates influence without authority and a strong emphasis on relationship-building. 
This reflection will be structured in five parts, each linked to a module learning outcome. In each section, I will draw upon relevant academic literature, insights from the module, and my experiences across my teaching and ITE coordination roles to critically explore leadership and management practices within and beyond my immediate school setting.
Part 1 – Models, Approaches & Practices of Leadership
Leadership and management models in education offer frameworks for understanding how schools can be effectively guided in increasingly complex environments (Bush and Glover, 2002). These models shape leaders' decisions, support staff and influence teaching and learning (Bush, 2008). While no single approach suits all contexts, several key theories have gained prominence in research and practice. Transformational leadership inspires and motivates staff through a clear vision, shared goals and a commitment to continuous improvement. Leaders adopting this model aim to build trust, promote professional growth and drive school-wide change (Leithwood et al., 2006). It has been widely adopted in education due to its emphasis on vision and staff empowerment (Bush, 2019). 
In contrast, instructional leadership prioritises the core functions of teaching and learning. Leaders actively engage in curriculum planning, monitor classroom practices, and support staff development to influence student achievement directly (Hallinger, 2005). While it emphasises educational outcomes, Bush (2019) has criticised instructional leadership as it can overly centralise responsibility on school leaders. Servant leadership adopts a people-centred approach, where the leader’s primary role is to serve others, particularly staff and pupils, by fostering a supportive, ethical and inclusive environment (Greenleaf, 1977, Spears, 2010). Although less common in school leadership literature, it aligns with collaborative and relational leadership practices. Together, these models underscore the diverse expectations placed on educational leaders and the importance of tailoring leadership strategies to meet the specific needs of individual schools and their respective goals.
In my own setting, transformational and instructional leadership elements are apparent, although they are applied to different extents. Our headteacher often adopts a transformational approach by fostering a shared vision for school improvement and motivating staff to take responsibility for new initiatives. For example, during the recent curriculum redesign, all teaching staff were encouraged to contribute ideas and their input was reflected in the outcome. 
This reflects Leithwood et al.'s (2006) view that transformational leadership fosters commitment and enhances organisational outcomes through shared vision and motivation. Instructional leadership exists but remains largely informal. Senior leaders carry out regular learning walks and offer feedback, but there is limited structured follow-up or ongoing professional development. 
This limited implementation mirrors research by Hallinger (2005), who observes that instructional leadership is most effective when leaders are consistently involved in guiding teaching and learning. However, servant leadership is less apparent in my school. Although staff relationships are generally positive, decision-making often remains top-down. This restricts opportunities for shared leadership and collaboration, which Greenleaf (1977) and Spears (2010) identify as central to servant leadership. Promoting greater staff involvement through distributed models could help develop a more inclusive and engaged school culture (Harris, 2013).
Reflecting critically on leadership practice in my school, the most effective approach has been transformational leadership. The emphasis on shared vision and staff motivation has fostered a positive working environment and a strong collective purpose. This aligns with Leithwood et al. (2006), who argue that transformational leadership has a significant impact on teacher commitment and student outcomes, particularly in schools undergoing change. In my experience, when leaders actively involve staff in decision-making and recognise their contributions, it increases morale and engagement, factors essential for sustaining improvement. However, transformational leadership alone can fall short if it is not balanced with a clear focus on teaching and learning (Hallinger, 2013). 
Hallinger (2011) also notes that schools benefit most when transformational practices are combined with instructional leadership, ensuring that motivation is matched by focus on pedagogical development. In my school, the absence of a systematic approach to enhancing teaching practice highlights this gap. Greater integration of these models could offer more substantial staff support and improve student outcomes. Additionally, incorporating distributed or servant leadership elements, such as valuing staff input in a more consistent and structured manner, could improve collaboration and promote professional growth (Harris, 2013; Spears, 2010).
This analysis has enabled me to develop a more balanced understanding of what makes leadership effective. I have realised that combining a clear, motivating vision with a strong focus on teaching and learning while involving staff in a meaningful and collaborative manner is essential for sustained school improvement and professional development.

Part 2 – Collaborative & Distributed Leadership
Collaborative and distributed leadership models challenge traditional hierarchical structures by emphasising shared responsibility, joint decision-making, and collective expertise to improve school outcomes (Harris, 2004). Collaborative leadership focuses on building trust, mutual respect and open dialogue among staff to drive improvement (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012). Distributed leadership, as defined by Spillane (2006), conceptualises leadership as a practice spread across multiple individuals, rather than residing solely with those in formal leadership roles. It highlights the interactions between people, tasks, and contexts as central to the enactment of leadership. Kotterman (2006) argues that while management focuses on structure and efficiency, leadership, especially when distributed, is inherently relational and adaptive, offering the flexibility needed in educational settings.
Within my school, there are emerging examples of collaborative and distributed leadership in practice. Team teaching is used occasionally within key stage teams, allowing staff to plan and reflect jointly, particularly in areas such as literacy and numeracy. Curriculum planning groups meet termly to review and adapt provision. There has been a recent shift toward peer mentoring for Newly Qualified Teachers (NQTs), with experienced colleagues offering both formal and informal support. These practices indicate an intention to share leadership more widely and harness the strengths of different staff members.

However, while these structures are in place, the level of collaboration varies in depth and authenticity. In some instances, decision-making remains firmly with senior leaders, with planning groups functioning more as consultative bodies rather than truly collaborative ones. This aligns with Harris’s (2013) critique that distributed leadership can become tokenistic without genuine shifts in power and responsibility. Additionally, while some staff feel empowered to contribute, others are uncertain about their role or the extent to which their input influences outcomes. This illustrates a common challenge in distributed leadership: ensuring that all voices are heard and valued, not just the most confident or experienced (MacBeath, 2005).
Accountability within these collaborative structures is another area of tension. While shared leadership can foster collective responsibility, it can also lead to ambiguity around who is ultimately accountable for outcomes. Gronn (2002) notes that distributed leadership must be accompanied by clear communication and role clarity to avoid confusion and inefficiency. In my school, informal leadership roles are often undefined and follow-through on collaborative decisions is inconsistent, limiting the long-term impact of these approaches.
Despite these challenges, the potential of collaborative and distributed leadership remains significant. When genuinely implemented, these models can boost staff engagement, foster professional growth, and encourage innovation (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012). To advance, my school would benefit from more deliberate structures that both promote and sustain shared leadership, such as clearer role definitions, protected time for collaborative activities, and clearly defined opportunities for staff to lead initiatives. By doing so, the school could shift from superficial gestures to a deeply rooted culture of shared leadership that supports staff development and school improvement. 
Part 3 – Practices of Leading and Managing Professionals
Bush (2018) states that effective school leadership involves setting direction and managing professional practice through structured systems such as performance management, CPD, and staff development. These practices illustrate the overlap between leadership and management, aligning with Kotterman’s (2006) distinction between the two functions: leadership creates vision and inspires people, while management ensures structure, consistency, and operational efficiency. In educational settings, both are crucial. Middle leaders in my school are tasked with balancing these dual responsibilities, supporting staff development while maintaining accountability for standards.
Within my school, Professional Development Reviews (PDRs) are the primary mechanism for monitoring and supporting professional growth. They include annual targets, lesson observations and pupil outcome data. This aligns with Mintzberg’s (1973) concept of the monitor and resource allocator roles, where managers gather information to assess performance and distribute professional opportunities accordingly. However, PDRs can feel overly compliance-focused in practice, with limited follow-up on developmental needs identified during review meetings (Reeves et al., 2002). This mirrors criticism from Harris (2008), who suggests that school PDRs often lean more toward surveillance than support.
Staff meetings and CPD sessions provide opportunities for collaboration and the sharing of priorities. However, even though these are scheduled regularly, they are often used to convey operational updates rather than foster reflective dialogue or innovative practices. According to Kotterman (2006), effective leadership extends beyond task management to motivate and engage staff, a goal not always achieved in the current approach.
More positively, recent developments in coaching and mentoring in my school, particularly for NQTs, demonstrate a shift toward more supportive leadership practices. Middle leaders are beginning to take on roles as mentors and instructional coaches, helping to build confidence and enhance practice. This aligns with Mintzberg’s (1973) leader role, where developing others is a key managerial function. It also supports transformational leadership principles, where staff are encouraged and empowered to develop professionally (Leithwood et al., 2006). These mentoring practices seem to be more genuine than token gestures, offering personalised support and fostering trust between staff and leaders.
However, the consistency of these practices varies considerably across departments. Middle leaders in my school often lack formal training in coaching or line management and their ability to lead effectively can be limited by time and workload. This is supported by Lambert (2023), who revealed that middle leaders frequently face role-related challenges such as increased workload, fragmented responsibilities and insufficient time to engage in leadership activities, especially within school improvement efforts. This highlights a tension also noted by Bush (2019), who argues that middle leadership is often undervalued and inadequately developed within school structures, despite its vital role in school improvement.
To enhance the effectiveness of staff leadership and management, my school would benefit from clearer role definitions for middle leaders, more meaningful professional development and a shift away from compliance-focused PDRs toward more developmental approaches. The widespread adoption of coaching methods and the use of CPD as a foundation for professional inquiry rather than just information dissemination could help close the gap between leadership theory and classroom practice.
Part 4 – International Perspectives on Leadership
At my school, we have a middle leadership structure in place, with phase and subject leaders responsible for curriculum planning, data analysis, and mentoring. However, how well this functions depends on the team. Some middle leaders excel, while others struggle due to a lack of time, unclear roles, or insufficient support. This aligns with broader research by Gurr and Drysdale (2013), who argue that the effectiveness of middle leadership is heavily influenced by clear role definition, professional development, and the time allocated to carry out leadership duties effectively. Similarly, recent findings from NAHT (2019) indicate that many middle leaders across the UK report feeling overwhelmed by workload pressures, bureaucratic demands, and a lack of autonomy.
These issues are mirrored in my school. While middle leadership acts as a vital link between senior leadership and classroom teachers—translating vision into practice (Bush, 2019)—the variation in capacity and confidence among individuals means that its impact is not always consistent. Yang and Chang (2024) also note that distributed middle leadership has the potential to support teacher development and strengthen professional learning communities, provided that strong structural supports are in place.
Alongside this, I have observed an increasing number of opportunities for teacher leadership where staff take on informal leadership roles without necessarily holding an official title. According to York-Barr and Duke (2004), teacher leadership includes mentoring, leading innovation, and sharing effective practices. At School A, this is beginning to emerge through curriculum design projects and peer-led CPD sessions, particularly in areas such as wellbeing or assessment. These roles are often driven by individual interests or expertise rather than formal assignment, which makes them feel purposeful and authentic.
Recent research supports this approach. Guler et al. (2022) found that teacher-led initiatives, especially within structured professional learning communities, significantly improve both job satisfaction and teaching quality. This aligns with Harris’s (2013) argument that leadership becomes more effective when it is collaborative and shared rather than imposed in a top-down manner.
Comparing both leadership types, teacher leadership currently has a more visible and positive impact at my school. It encourages collaboration, supports professional growth, and fosters a culture of shared responsibility. While middle leadership holds potential, it often lacks the consistency and resources needed to be fully effective. Addressing this would require clearer expectations, dedicated time, and more targeted training to support those in formal roles.
Overall, both middle and teacher leadership are crucial for school improvement, but they require different kinds of investment. Building capacity in both areas, especially by recognising informal leadership and supporting formal leaders more effectively, could foster a more sustainable and collaborative school culture.
Part 5 – Policy & Leadership Practice
One of the most significant changes currently shaping leadership practice in my school is the introduction of the CFW. Since its phased rollout began in 2022, it has had a genuine impact on how we plan, teach and lead throughout the school. Unlike previous frameworks, CFW provides schools with much more freedom to design their curriculum based on local needs, while working towards the four core purposes. This shift has meant that leadership now needs to be more collaborative and focused on curriculum development in a way that is quite different from before.
In our setting, this has resulted in more responsibility falling on middle leaders, particularly those leading Areas of Learning and Experience (AoLEs). They are expected to work closely with colleagues to plan meaningful learning experiences, ensure progression and keep the four purposes at the core of everything we do. We have observed an increase in AoLE planning sessions, cross-phase discussions and professional dialogue around pedagogy as a result. While this has been beneficial in many ways, the effectiveness largely depends on the team, their confidence with the new framework and the amount of time they are allocated to lead these changes. As a result, the leadership approach is mainly distributed. Senior leaders set the overall direction, but staff across the school, especially middle leaders, are encouraged to contribute ideas and lead change. This ties in well with Spillane's (2006) assertion that leadership is distributed across people and roles, rather than being confined to a single position. The Welsh Government (2020) also makes it clear that CFW should be a shared, whole-school effort, not something done in isolation.
That said, there are definite challenges. Some staff members feel genuinely confident and motivated by the flexibility that CFW offers, while others remain unsure of what is expected of them. Time is probably the most significant obstacle, we’re trying to balance curriculum development with everything else, and it can sometimes feel rushed or superficial. Davies et al (2024) notes that while CFW provides schools with more autonomy, it also imposes higher demands on leaders and teachers to effectively interpret and implement it.
Our leadership approach combines elements of transformational and instructional leadership. It aims to involve everyone in the broader picture while also guiding staff through the necessary practical changes. In some teams, this has developed good collaboration. However, in others, the pressure to “get it right” for accountability can create a more top-down atmosphere. It is a balancing act between offering autonomy and ensuring we meet expectations.
Overall, I believe our school is heading in the right direction with CfW, but there is still work to be done to make it feel consistent and sustainable. Spending more time on professional learning, providing clearer support for middle leaders and creating space for genuine collaboration would help. As Harris and Jones (2020) suggest, any major reform requires strong leadership development to achieve a lasting impact.
Conclusion
Reflecting on my experience and learning throughout this module, several key themes have emerged. Most notably, the importance of blended leadership approaches, particularly transformational, instructional, and distributed, emerged as a key theme across the five parts. Each section highlighted that no single leadership style can meet the complex needs of a school community, particularly in a school like mine, where deprivation, diversity and national reform all intersect. While transformational leadership has driven positive staff morale and vision, it was clear that instructional leadership and distributed practices are necessary to maintain standards and build capacity from within.
A consistent challenge across the five parts of this essay has been time and clarity, whether in middle leadership, CPD delivery, or curriculum reform. The recurring theme of workload and unclear role expectations, especially for middle leaders, confirms that leadership is not just about structure but also about how those structures are supported and enacted. However, another key strength has been the school’s growing commitment to collaboration and the gradual emergence of teacher leadership, particularly in areas such as CPD, curriculum innovation, and mentoring. One of the most significant shifts in my thinking has been moving away from viewing leadership as something only senior staff "do," towards recognising leadership as a practice that can occur at all levels. My role as a NL for ITE, which requires influence without formal authority, has prompted me to think more critically about how leadership is enacted through relationships, trust and shared purpose. This idea, grounded in distributed leadership theory (Spillane, 2006), now aligns more with my daily reality than traditional hierarchical models.
Looking ahead, what would it look like if leadership in our school became even more collaborative and inclusive? What if teacher leadership was more formally recognised and middle leaders received sustained, structured development time and support? Exploring these questions has helped me realise that leadership development must be deliberate, and that equity in leadership opportunities should be prioritised, not just for staff development but also for long-term school improvement.
One area I now feel strongly about is the need to support middle leaders more effectively. This could involve clearer expectations, consistent coaching support and the creation of more cross-school networks to reduce the isolation that some middle leaders experience. I’m also increasingly interested in the role of Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) and how these could be developed to support distributed leadership and professional inquiry.
Regarding the next steps, I want to explore the idea of leadership as professional learning, mainly through the lens of teacher agency and collaborative inquiry. This could influence both my CPD and future career options, especially if I decide to pursue a formal leadership role. For now, I plan to implement this by strengthening my support for ITE students and mentors across our network, ensuring they experience leadership firsthand, rather than just observe it.
This module has challenged and ultimately deepened my understanding of what it means to lead in education. It has reaffirmed that leadership is not about position, but about influence, purpose, and collective effort, which is a perspective I’ll carry forward.
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