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Developing your school as a learning organisation

1. Setting the Scene
Professional learning and strong leadership will be key tools in developing the new curriculum for Wales. Professor Donaldson acknowledged this in his review of the Welsh education system, stating: “The new curriculum and assessment arrangements will have significant implications for teaching and learning and therefore for the ways in which teachers’ skills, and those of the wider workforce are developed.” (Donaldson, 2015, p. 96) 

Donaldson advises:

The reforms will pose challenges for leadership at all levels. Greater freedom will offer opportunities for creative decision making about the kind of curriculum that will best meet the needs of young people in the school. Improving the quality of teaching and learning and ensuring consistent high quality will continue to be important. Inspiring, coaching and supporting staff in realising the new possibilities will be a critical task of leadership. (Donaldson, 2015, p. 97)

The schools as learning organisations model for Wales identifies seven dimensions that needs to be realised in all Welsh schools. “The seven action- oriented dimensions highlight the aspirational goals and processes to transform a school into a learning organisation.” (Regional School Improvement Consortia, 2017)
The dimensions are:
Developing a shared vision on the learning of all students
Creating and supporting continuous learning opportunities for all staff
Promoting team learning and collaboration among all staff
Establishing a sense of enquiry, innovation and exploration
Embedding systems for collecting exchanging knowledge and learning
Learning with and from the external environment and larger learning system
Modelling and growing learning leadership
(Regional School Improvement Consortia, 2017)

The challenge facing headteachers, is in enabling the dimensions to become part of the daily life of the school: creating opportunities for high quality professional learning and the development of strong leaders. In developing my school as a learning organisation, it has become increasingly apparent that these dimensions are connected and interdependent. 


2.1 Modelling and growing learning leadership within the Languages, Literacy and Communication Area of Learning and Experience.

As a new headteacher, external judgements about the school necessarily become starting points for any new direction. In a school where Estyn have recommended that the leadership capacity should be developed at all levels, leadership is clearly identified as the basis for future improvement, and yet, in order for any organisation to move forward, strong leadership is necessary.

In assessing the areas for improvement within the school, both internal and external evaluation processes, identified a need to raise standards in pupils’ writing. Writing opportunities were limited, pupils’ basic skills were underdeveloped and very few pupils were able to engage the reader in their work. 

As headteacher, an initial challenge was to understand the relationship between the leadership of languages, literacy and communication and the achievements of the pupils in their daily writing tasks. 

Robinson writes:

Day et al (1998) suggest that the School Development Plan should be at the centre of the leadership structure with separate teams created for each project defined in the plan. The question is whether this system would work in a small primary school where all of the teachers would have to be involved in all of the projects or else they would work in isolation. In a small school there are a fewer people to share the roles which may make true shared or distributed leadership difficult. (2011, p. 61) 

This was an immediate issue. Staff were unclear as to which teams they were a part of, with many on nearly every team. There was an English Coordinator, and it was an obvious starting point to redefine this role as Languages, Literacy and Communication Lead (LLC Lead) and develop a supportive professional learning programme that would ultimately secure impact on all pupils across the school. 

Hargreaves and Fink (2009) criticised distributed leadership as a “mechanism for delivering ‘top down’ policies including standardized practice”. (Harris & DeFlaminis, 2016, p. 143) It could be argued that in a quest to achieve consistency of good practice, a certain amount of standardisation is required. However, in distributing the leadership of this drive to consistency to a staff member with the expertise and passion to achieve the highest standards, it would perhaps avoid becoming a ‘top down’ policy. Key to this would be the use of effective research and the consultation by this leader of a range of stakeholders. 

As a member of the senior leadership team, the LLC Lead had played a pivotal role in engaging with all stakeholders to develop the school vision and values. The individual’s experience in liaising with other staff, governors and pupils, and ability to form positive relationships, provided a strong foundation.

Polka & Litchka (2008) warn against “the potential for bullying by those in positions of power, especially when leadership is distributed unwisely and placed in the wrong hands.” (Harris & DeFlaminis, 2016, p. 143) In avoiding this, it is important that the headteacher leads by example and mentors the wider senior leadership team and middle leaders carefully. Regular senior leadership team meetings allowed for the sharing of concerns and successes and the development of consistent practices, as leaders engaged with the school’s vision and values, working through what that should look like in their daily actions. Forefront in these meetings was dealing with concerns around underperformance of staff sensitively and in a supportive but swift manner, in line with the school’s values. 

In developing leaders within the school learning organisation, transformational leadership, and specifically motivating staff towards a shared goal with shared values, therefore played a part. 

School transformation requires that a principal foster a belief in change, support change, and have the ability to lead change (Boyne, 2004). Moreover, Bass (1990) alludes to the transformational leader as a developer of people and builder of teams. Transformational leadership is defined as the ability to lead students and staff through a creation of values and long-term goals in order to create a positive and successful school (Muijs et al., 2006). (McCarley et al, 2016, p. 323) 

Prior to any distribution of leadership, as headteacher, it had been essential to inspire those who would take leadership to commit to the school vision.

Lesson observations conducted by the Languages, Literacy & Communication Lead, headteacher and consortium challenge adviser, allowed for professional dialogue in drawing conclusions about the quality of teaching and learning experiences within each class. Governors and the pupils themselves were involved in discussions about the impact of teaching. 

Of the initial five lessons observed, only 40% had a secure or high impact on learning. In these lessons, pupils were engaged in a purposeful task set within a real-life or imaginary context. This sparked some discussion among the observers as to the importance of giving written tasks a purpose.

Pupils from these classes (two per year group, eight in total) were interviewed about their literacy lessons. When asked about the opportunities for writing across the curriculum, three pupils commented that they found it helpful to look back in their English books and apply what they had learned in other contexts. All pupils commented that they enjoy writing and all stressed the importance of developing spelling, grammar and handwriting. 

The LLC Lead concluded that in classes where teaching was secure, the English policies were being implemented by the teachers, and pupils were clear about the expectations for their writing. Pupils were enthusiastic about the written tasks and inspired by the ‘hook’ used to begin the writing journey and give the task purpose. Pupils found the use of ‘build-up tasks’, to develop the skills needed to complete longer pieces of writing, helpful in enabling them to achieve the learning objectives for extended written pieces. These ‘build-up tasks’ included a range of oracy, reading and short burst writing activities, enabling pupils to both experiment with, and experience quality examples of, the genre. 

One to one discussion with the LLC Lead identified the individual’s own training needs: a greater understanding of the link between talk and writing; knowledge of effective foundation phase pedagogy. 

The leader was released to work alongside staff from other cluster schools on a writing project and travelled further afield to visit schools with excellent foundation phase pedagogy. Again, this research pointed to the link between effective writing, high levels of pupil engagement and a purposeful context. The LLC Lead would need to share this discovery with the wider staff, supporting and challenging teachers to adapt their current practice. An open school context became crucial. 

Halpin and Croft defined open schools as ones that promote sincere relationships among teachers and administrators. Leaders allow teachers to make decisions, and encourage them to do so. Principals in open climates utilize structure, direction, support and consideration. Conversely, closed climates exhibit insincere relationships, low teacher morale, and low trust among teachers and administrators. (McCarley et al, 2016, p. 324)
The established open climate had created positive relationships between staff and leaders which allowed for professional dialogue, innovation and creativity. Again, it was the implementation of transformational leadership theory into practice that created this climate for greater distributed leadership within the organisation. 
Transformational leadership theory was introduced by Burns (1978) who stated that transformational leadership occurs when a leader engages the individuals within the organization to a higher degree of motivation. A transformational leader inspires stakeholders, builds a team, and creates high expectations related to performance (Stewart, 2006). (McCarley et al, 2016, p. 324) 

In successfully distributing leadership responsibilities, a headteacher and any senior leader, needs to be confident that the staff members receiving leadership responsibility are equipped, motivated and committed to the organisation’s goals. 

For distributed leadership to really work, it had to extend beyond the LLC Lead. As staff developed their own leadership skills and undertook research in their own areas of responsibility, they developed a mutual respect and understanding of the demands they placed on one another. For example, as the LLC Lead worked alongside staff with team teaching, encouraging them to develop the skill sets of both themselves and their pupils, the Science & Technology Lead did the same to develop digital skills. All teachers acted as both expert and novice.
Leaders working together with a common vision, values and goals, I would argue, guards against the risks associated with distributed leadership. All stakeholders shared the common goal to improve the standards of writing across the school, and all had developed 
the school vision, aiming to develop the independence of pupils and raise aspirations.

Working alongside the LLC Lead, a Higher Level Teaching Assistant (HLTA) was given responsibility for leading the development of phonic skills within the Foundation Phase classes. This leadership role built on the HLTA’s considerable experience in working with Foundation Phase pupils and of supporting less able pupils to secure greater progress in the development of reading and writing skills. 

Professional learning was crucial and the HLTA was provided with opportunities to work alongside colleagues from other schools, sharing good practice and disseminating this to the wider staff. The individual had to be given the freedom to lead, in line with the school vision and values, but evolving in line with the needs of the pupils, the constraints of the school timetable and the expertise of staff. 

The staff member worked closely with the LLC Lead, developing skills in analysing data, reflecting on pupil progress and researching effective ways to support learners making less than expected progress. 

This information fed into the wider picture held by the LLC Lead on pupil progress in writing and allowed for the development of bespoke interventions and strategies to further improve spelling in Key Stage 2. 

The needs of individual pupils, and the school’s vision for high aspirations and greater pupil independence, gave purpose to the professional research being undertaken by staff as part of their performance management targets. The quality of the professional dialogue in staff meetings improved, as all staff became experts in different areas. This led to a willingness to learn from one another. 

Key Stage 2 teaching assistants supporting learners with additional needs, conducted their own professional research into the barriers to learning for these pupils, discovering effective strategies for supporting learning and improving written work. This contributed to the common school goal and ensured that the school development plan was delivered in an equitable and inclusive manner. 

Through professional dialogue, visits to other schools and academic research, staff identified a link between creating authentic learning experiences, higher levels of pupil engagement and improved pupil achievement within lessons. Pupil voice supported this claim with the pupils themselves listing their favourite learning experiences as those where there had been a purpose.
The LLC Lead undertook a professional research project, working with one class to run an enterprise scheme raising money for a charity. All pupils produced work of a high standard compared to their prior achievements. The pupils commented that they had enjoyed the project and how they had been challenged to apply a range of subject skills in order to complete the task. In developing skills in line with the four purposes as enterprising, creative contributors and ethical, informed citizens, they had, in addition, improved their writing skills. The project involved the community as the pupils educated their parents and others about the work of the charity and encouraged them to offer financial support. It was not only the children who were developing as ethical, informed citizens. 
The seven action-oriented dimensions identified in the schools as learning organisations model, were beginning to shape the school into a learning organisation for all stakeholders. (Regional School Improvement Consortia, 2017)
Time was given for staff to share their professional research, with the LLC Lead discussing the findings of the project. This led to other staff trialing their own authentic projects, making links between areas of learning and experience and responding to the interests of the pupils. 
Husbands & Pearce make nine claims about the characteristics of highly successful pedagogies. The first is that “effective pedagogies give serious consideration to pupil voice”. (Husbands & Pearce, 2012, p. 3). Pupils became part of each of the seven dimensions. They had shaped and now shared in the vision. Naturally, they created learning opportunities for staff and partnered with their teachers in enquiry, innovation and exploration. Pupil voice became key in reflecting upon the impact of learning experiences and in shaping future experiences. Just as the staff took leadership roles, so did the pupils. In Languages, Literacy and Communication this fell to the More Able & Talented Writers Group for English and the Criw Cymraeg for Welsh, recently joined by the Language Leaders for French, German and Japanese. 
As headteacher, it was invaluable to work alongside the LLC Lead in establishing a culture where the views of pupils are given serious consideration by leaders. Pupils are involved in planning and evaluating teaching and learning across the school. They give feedback to their peers, staff and governors about learning experiences, pupil engagement and opportunities for applying skills across the curriculum. All pupils contribute ideas to topic planning. The Detectifs take part in lesson observations and learning walks across the school. All monitoring activities conducted by staff and governors include a ‘listening to learners’ activity. The pupil voice groups then record how their views have impacted on the school and share these findings with governors and other stakeholders. 
Husbands and Pearce also claim from their research that “effective pedagogies depend on behaviour (what teachers do), knowledge and understanding (what teachers know) and beliefs (why teachers act as they do).” (Husbands & Pearce, 2012, p. 5) Strong leadership is essential in enabling the growth of teacher knowledge and understanding, establishing shared beliefs linked to the vision and securing the day to day actions in the classroom that embody the school values and implement the findings of quality research. 
McCarley et al make the link between transformational leadership and greater distributed leadership within a school:
The leadership style of a principal has an impact on student academic performance (Hood et al., 2009). What is important to understand is that leadership is often resident in many actors in the school. Certainly, in its most basic form, leadership can be defined as ‘influence’. Because of this, the leadership style of the person who has the ‘authority of the principal’ is very important in a school. No single actor in a school other than the principal has the combination of authority and potential for influence. The more transformational that a principal is perceived, the more ‘leader- ship’ that is distributed or shared among the many other actors in the school who yield influence. (McCarley et al, 2016, p. 325)
Transformational leadership inspires, motivates and equips others to lead, acting as a catalyst for distributed leadership. Individuals, inspired and motivated, will seek to achieve higher outcomes:
The development of an individual’s own leadership skills within the transformational leadership model is a vital piece related to the increased performance of an organization (Bass and Aviolio, 1990). Systematic change and the ability to empower teachers to improve can be facilitated with the utilization of transformational leadership (Edwards, 2008). (McCarley et al, 2016, p. 325)
Transformational leadership develops other leaders, inspiring effort and increasing effectiveness. Pounder studied the impact of transformational leadership within a classroom setting:
The results of this study indicated that instructors displaying transformational leadership qualities in the classroom had a positive and significant influence on student perception of classroom dynamics measured in terms of the three leadership outcomes: extra effort, effectiveness, and satisfaction. These results are consistent with the substantial body of findings on transformational leadership that suggests that subordinates view the style positively in terms of effectiveness, satisfaction, and motivation to expend effort. (Pounder, 2008)

The LLC Lead began to invite other staff into the classroom to observe exemplar lessons and to employ team teaching in classrooms where standards of teaching and learning were variable. Joint planning of lessons provided support and professional learning for staff. This resulted in 100% of lessons observed during the follow up observations demonstrating a secure or high impact on learning. 
Estyn commented, “The language and literacy co-ordinator is effective in her role and has led whole school improvements in writing well. She has used her knowledge effectively to support the school with the development of different writing genres and has provided effective support to improve teachers’ skills in this area, for example through training sessions and modelling lessons.” (Estyn, 2019, p. 4)

2.2 Creating and supporting continuous learning opportunities for all staff through engagement with the new professional standards for leaders, teachers and teaching assistants. 
The new professional standards for teachers and leaders, and the professional standards for assisting teaching, identify six overarching values and dispositions: Welsh language and culture; rights of learners; literacy, numeracy and digital competence; the professional learner; the system role; professional entitlement. Teachers and teaching assistants are required to promote Welsh language and culture, literacy, numeracy and digital competence, supporting learners in gaining and applying skills. The needs and rights of learners are paramount and teachers and teaching assistants should be committed to influencing and developing learning for learners in their own school and throughout Wales.  “The teacher / TA is a professional learner and commits to continuous engagement in career long development, collaboration and innovation” and “the teacher /TA has a professional right to be part of a school that sees itself as a learning organisation.”  (Welsh Government, 2018)
These new professional standards commit all staff to participating in developing the school as a learning organisation. Staff at my school were keen to adopt the new professional standards and are invested in the vision for education in Wales. Each member of staff has given the opportunity to undertake a professional research project and to present their findings to their colleagues. As the headteacher, I spent time with each staff member identifying an area of leadership linked to their strengths and selecting a research project that would support the school priorities as well as the staff member’s interests. Staff chose a range of areas including the impact of authentic topic based learning on the development of literacy, numeracy and digital skills, effective methods for overcoming barriers to learning faced by learners with autistic spectrum disorder and developing pupils’ creative skills through allowing greater pupil choice. 
As headteacher, the challenge I faced was in allowing time for staff to engage in professional research, reflect meaningfully on the findings and share their knowledge with colleagues securing whole school impact. 
One of the research projects undertaken by staff resulted in authentic learning becoming the driver for topic planning in all classes. One staff member achieved a qualification in supporting learners with autism and has expertise that can be shared both within school and with other schools. Another staff member transferred her findings on the positive impact of greater choice for pupils in developing creative skills, outside of the classroom and into the Forest School area where all pupils across the school benefitted. Stoll states, “Professional development is more fruitful when teachers quickly gain ownership of projects,” (Stoll, 2015, p. 5) and this proved to be the case where staff had been involved in choosing their own research projects. Leaders in other local schools opted to undertake a whole school research project, allowing for greater collaboration among staff. Initially, I had considered this, and, I had some reservation about having such a high number of individual projects being undertaken at the same time, fearing that there would be little impact and that some projects may never be completed as staff struggle to manage their workload. However, these fears were unfounded, with all research projects linking to the school development plan and the needs of the learners with whom the staff member engaged on a daily basis. 
Engagement with the professional standards and the commitment to professional learning was led by key staff. The LLC Lead modelled a strong commitment to professional learning and shared the benefits of her research and the impact on pupils with all staff, challenging other leaders to engage in their own professional learning. 
The Higher Level Teaching Assistant who had worked closely with the LLC Lead, accessed training on the new professional standards for teaching assistants and shared this learning with her colleagues. As headteacher, I then developed a lesson observation grid using the new professional standards for use with teaching assistants during performance management, giving a clear focus for improvement and opportunities to recognise success. Research undertaken by Day & Gu indicates that leadership recognition and support are key influences in building teacher, and I would argue teaching assistant, resilience. (Day & Gu, 2013, p. 30)
Initially, leading staff in improving pedagogy and increasing impact on the learning of pupils fell to the headteacher and assistant headteacher. Staff engaged in one to one meetings with a senior leader to determine their current strengths and areas for development. 
After the initial round of lesson observations and learning walks, staff felt confident in beginning to make judgements about the impact of pedagogy on the school community. Weekly staff meetings now focus on teaching and learning with staff having opportunities to share professional learning and good practice with one another. Area of Learning and Experience Leads (AoLE Leads) set tasks for other staff to trial resources and strategies within their own classrooms, before feeding back on the impact two weeks later. The Professional Learning Lead and Higher Level Teaching Assistant provided regular updates on the professional standards and what this could mean in practice for professionals. 
Staff have been able to undertake peer reviews within the school, working together to plan lessons supporting the four purposes and then judging the impact of those lessons and identifying ways forward. All AoLE Leads have begun to conduct monitoring activities, scrutinising pupil work and teacher planning to determine the school’s progress towards the new curriculum, as well as the application and impact of professional learning in the classroom.
Following the example set by the headteacher and LLC Lead, all leaders within the school take an active responsibility for improving standards within their area of responsibility through engagement in professional learning, sharing of good practice and mentoring of other staff.
Stoll argues that, “Collaborating with peers helps teachers think more critically about their practice, and middle leaders can grow and develop through supporting groups of colleagues.” (Stoll, 2015, p. 5)
For this to be successful, staff have had to develop a high level of trust in one another. The school has an open-door policy with a focus on sharing both good practice and areas for development. There is a focus on what and not who is successful or in need of improvement, and staff are willing to turn to one another for assistance. There is a recognition that all staff have different areas of expertise and different development needs. In a small school, where distributed leadership makes everyone a leader, this has become a real strength. 
In undertaking the Schools as Learning Organisations Survey, it was interesting to note that the responses from the different categories of staff were largely consistent. The biggest difference was in the responses to the section “Promoting team learning and collaboration among all staff”, with the average score from teachers at 3.98, support staff at 4.42 and school leaders at 4.57. (SLO Survey, 2019)
The OECD report on the survey, suggests that 71% of schools are promoting team learning and collaboration among all staff. There were differences depending on staff categories within some of the elements of this dimension. 
Although there are bound to be some differences in perceptions between staff categories, as some staff may simply be better informed due to the nature of their work, the sometimes sizable differences reported in this dimension (and others) suggest the need for more professional dialogue and sharing of information. (OECD, 2018, p. 8)
The lowest scored elements by teachers for my school, was the judgement on staff having “opportunities to observe each other’s practice” at 3.33, and “opportunities to think through and tackle problems together” and to “reflect together on how to improve practice”, both at 3.67. Discussion with the staff revealed that teachers felt that there was never enough time for this observation and reflection, although they all agreed that they had received some opportunities. Teaching assistants, in contrast, all scored these elements above 4, commenting that they all had regular opportunities to observe each other’s practice and had all had some opportunities to observe the practice of professionals from other settings. I would conclude that this is down to differing perceptions of a similar range of opportunities. Teaching had received very few or no opportunities to observe or reflect upon practice previously, and were therefore, positive about the increased opportunities now available. It was, however, essential that further opportunities were created to facilitate this peer-to-peer learning, given its proven track record in improving classroom practice.
Many are finding that in a learning community, the whole is more than the sum of the parts; that focused collaboration makes a difference to everyone’s learning, including that of students. School-to-school support and peer-to-peer learning are important strategies to raise standards and improve the quality of teachers and school leadership. (Stoll, 2015, p. 2)
In beginning to improve this element, the senior leaders have taken an informal but no less effective approach. Upon seeing good practice in a classroom, we have begun to encourage other staff to visit that classroom at the end of the session to see the work the children have produced and to speak with the teacher or teaching assistant. Following the example set by senior leaders, other staff have now begun to encourage each other to visit one another’s classroom and see learning taking place. It is not uncommon for teachers during planning, preparation and assessment time, or support staff moving between groups, to visit another classroom for ten minutes to observe some of the learning that is taking place, gaining ideas to then use in their own teaching. 
The school survey responses showed that all staff feel that the school is “effectively modelling and growing learning leadership”; agreeing that leaders both “participate in professional learning” and “facilitate learning opportunities” for others. Staff agreed that “the potential of future leaders is developed” and that “all staff and students have opportunities to participate in decision making”. All staff stated that they are given “responsibility to lead activities and projects” and that “leaders spend time building trust”. They felt that “actions taken by leaders are consistent with the school vision” and “focus on improving teaching and learning”, while anticipating opportunities and threats and making effective use of external collaborations. (Welsh Government SLO Survey, 2019)
This data supports the distributed leadership within the school and indicates that staff feel that they have autonomy to lead effectively in line with the school’s vision and with the shared goal of improving teaching and learning for all pupils. 
The OECD analysis suggests that 58% of schools had put five or more of the seven dimensions into practice. (OECD, 2018, p. 5) In our school, work has begun on implementing all seven dimensions, with the lowest overall score for any dimension at 4.25. 
Generally, the survey data suggests that schools in Wales are engaging unequally with the dimensions:
Schools appear to be progressing well on the dimensions “promoting team learning and collaboration among all staff’ and “embedding systems for collecting and exchanging knowledge and learning”. Various sources of data suggest that two dimensions are considerably less well developed in schools in Wales: “developing a shared vision centred on the learning of all students (learners)” and “establishing a culture of enquiry, innovation and exploration”. Many schools could also do more to “learn with and from the external environment and larger system”. (OECD, 2018, p. 5)
In my school, staff feel that good progress is being made towards developing a shared vision and establishing a culture of enquiry, innovation and exploration. This is perhaps the legacy of a school that had been placed in Estyn monitoring and identified as in need of significant improvement. There is a clear need to develop a fresh vision and establish a new culture, forcing consideration of these elements by all stakeholders in order to set a new direction for the school. 
Day and Gu looked at results of VITAE research into teacher resilience and stated that for teachers who were unable to be resilient, one factor was poor relationships with school leadership and colleagues. (Day & Gu, 2013, p. 28) Supportive leadership and an open climate building trust and positive relationships between colleagues is essential in building resilient staff who are able to cope with the demands of developing a new curriculum. 
The importance of building collective strength and confidence in communities of teachers is that teachers are able to ‘interact knowledgeably and assertively with the bearers of innovation and reform’ (Hargreaves, 1994, p.195). This is because trusting and open professional networks may function as a valuable asset, or ‘social capital’, which not only enable teachers to build a sense of belonging in the school community, but also provide intellectual, spiritual and emotional resources for teachers’ professional development. (Day & Gu, 2013, p. 37)
The shared vision of our small church school, includes a focus on the spiritual development of stakeholders and the building of endurance. It is heartening to learn that research indicates our open climate, in supporting this vision, will also build the school’s capacity as a learning organisation, allowing staff to “interact knowledgeably and assertively” (Day & Gu, 2013, p. 37) as they engage in curriculum development to improve standards of teaching and learning. 
3. Reflection – Developing my school as a learning organisation.
Robinson writes, “The headteacher of a small school is in a good position to know the strengths of the members of staff and to develop their potential.” (Robinson, 2011 p. 67) This is certainly true in a school with just over 100 pupils on role. In addition to knowing the strengths of the staff, as headteacher I knew the needs of the school and the shortage of senior teaching staff to lead improvements in these areas. In a smaller school, opportunities to lead initiatives and strategies are plentiful but opportunities to lead teams of people are few. Leadership in a small primary school involves times of engaging everyone and times of driving things forward alone. A willing and capable team of support staff double the capacity for change within a small school. They are ideally placed, with first hand evidence of the needs of the children and numerous opportunities to observe the impact of various teaching strategies. 

Our school has a range of teaching assistants from different academic backgrounds, including graduates who speak several languages and staff who left school aged sixteen to enter the workplace, becoming teaching assistants after volunteering at the school or first working as lunchtime supervisors. It was important to recognise the different strengths and experience that they all had to offer, and to allocate roles accordingly. All teaching assistants have an area in which they lead. This is also true of the lunchtime supervisor, office staff and caretaker. Staff are valued, provided with professional learning opportunities linked to their area of leadership and any areas for development, and required to support colleagues by sharing their expertise. For a school to truly be a learning organisation, all stakeholders within that organisation must engage in learning.

Bass and Avolio (1994) defined transformational leadership as having four defining factors: charisma, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individual consideration. (McCarley et al, 2016, p. 325)
Individualized consideration is characterized by a leader as one who meets the individual needs of all stakeholders, while creating a supportive climate in which differences among the individuals are valued (Bass, 1998)… Specific characteristics of individual consideration include utilizing team teaching and coaching; treating all employees as individuals; understanding the abilities, needs, and goals of all staff members; and assisting in developing individual strengths. (McCarley et al, 2016, p. 326)
As a leader in a small school I am able to meet with each staff member individually, 

Robinson draws attention to the findings of Leithwood: 

He placed importance on lessening feelings of isolation by teachers working collaboratively and planning together (Leithwood, 1992:10). It will be seen in the research findings that this is an area that is difficult in small schools so this raises the question of whether small primary schools are able to utilize transformational leadership. (Robinson, 2011, p. 67)

This is certainly a challenge in my school. In addressing this issue, money has to be invested in releasing staff to spend time together. Teachers are given time to create long term overview planning jointly in phase teams, involving their teaching assistants and pupil voice groups. Opportunities are provided for teachers and teaching assistants to meet with staff working with children of the same age or ability level in other schools. As Stoll claims, “Developing excellent pedagogy is enriched by outside expertise, from teachers and school leaders at other schools, external facilitators, subject specialists, researchers and other strategic partners.” (Stoll, 2015, p. 5)

During this release time, standards have to be maintained within the classroom and the expertise of teaching assistants, the headteacher and others to provide specialist learning opportunities in modern foreign languages, expressive arts, and health and wellbeing play an important role. 

Sagor studied three principals employing transformational leadership styles and noted that each of the three successful principals provided teachers “with the meaningful personal support that creates a willingness to go above and beyond the call of duty”. (Sagor, 1992, p. 18) Sometimes, in a small school with a limited budget this personal support needs to be practical and I am always willing to step in and teach, gifting staff time and maintaining standards for pupils. Transactional leadership is difficult in schools. Headteachers do not have the freedom or means to give elaborate rewards, but time is valuable to busy teachers. However, the “willingness to go above and beyond” is necessary and always outweighs any transactional gain. Once again, transformational leadership is needed to inspire this willingness; modelling the qualities and dedication the leader wishes to build within the team.

Collaborative working opportunities are paramount in allowing staff to both engage in and share the findings from professional learning with colleagues, securing maximum impact on pupils. As McCarley states, “successful schools have leaders who share decision- making power, lead by example, and promote peer learning in a supportive community.” (McCarley et al, 2016, p. 327)

It is also therefore important that schools who seriously strive to become learning organisations, create a work-life balance for staff which allows them to engage in lifelong learning. As a leader, I ensure that whenever possible, the school timetable and schedule for staff meetings is fixed in consultation with staff members, allowing them to continue to attend language, art and dance classes.

As a leader, I am willing to admit when I am wrong. This means that my staff respect me and trust my judgement, knowing that I will change course if our actions do not have the desired impact on standards and wellbeing. It also allows staff the autonomy to take risks and experiment with the curriculum. 

Mascall (2007) stated that during school improvement, teachers and students need a leader who can assist them in seeing things differently, encouraging them to try things they would have not traditionally tried, and supporting them during this risk-taking period. (McCarley et al, 2016, p. 324)
Alliger et al claim that resilient teams seek guidance:
Soliciting high-quality information and advice is critical, and often necessitates looking to other team members, or even outside the team. Resilient teams maintain active networks, so channels of communication remain easily activated when an acute challenge emerges and guidance or support is needed… A key attribute of resilient teams is deference to expertise, rather than rank, so anyone on the team should be able to ask for advice from any other team member. (Alliger et al, 2015, p. 180)
As a resilient team, my staff are able to learn from one another, and I, as the senior leader, am able to learn from them. 
Within my school, the next steps in research for the senior leadership team will focus on effectively developing a growth mindset for pupils and staff, and the impact that this growth mindset has on standards of achievement. It will be interesting to consider how an open-climate and the characteristics of transformational leadership applied in the classroom, can contribute to building a growth mindset through inspiring others to continuous learning and high aspiration. Such a mindset, shared by all stakeholders, should further the school’s journey as a learning organsation for all.
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