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Abstract
While extensive understanding of headship has emerged over the last half-century, the notion of

executive headship remains under-explored. This article summarizes a systematic review of evi-

dence relating to executive headship published since 2001. This review found the overwhelming

majority of peer-reviewed articles into executive headship are small-scale or largely theoretical

in nature. Meanwhile, the few larger-scale studies completed have generally been published directly

by their commissioning body. Consequently, much is known about the policy and philosophical

drivers behind the emergence of this role in English schools, but markedly less on its operationa-

lization in practice. Furthermore, while few attempts have been made to assess the prevalence of

this role, there is nevertheless some evidence (albeit limited) that executive headship can posi-

tively impact on organizational effectiveness and pupil outcomes. This article recommends that fur-

ther research be undertaken into understanding how the role is performed in practice, its

strengths and limitations, implications for governance, the characteristics it demands of leaders

in practice and the support they require. Furthermore, parallels between this and similar roles

in other countries (such as superintendents in the US) should also be examined to identify further

lessons on how executive headship can best be utilized both strategically and operationally.
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Introduction

Background
During the last 50 years, school leadership has become one of the foremost areas of interest in edu-
cational research. The establishment of the British Educational Leadership, Management and
Administration Society (BELMAS) in 1971, and the launch of its journal, Educational
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Management, Administration and Leadership (EMAL) a year later (followed by a number of other
relevant journals), means that much is known about headship, its practice in England and how the
role impacts on school effectiveness.

However, the last 20 years has seen an increased divergence in the organization, governance and
running of schools which in turn has impacted significantly on the headteacher’s role (e.g.
Chapman, 2013; Greany, 2015; Tseng, 2015). One example is of this is the emergence in
England, of Executive Headship (EH), the origins of which are rooted in the concept of the ‘super-
head’ which itself emerged at the start of this century, and involved ‘a trouble-shooter’ being ‘sent
in to sort out’ a struggling school (Crawford, 2002). The EH role also gained early momentum from
the government’s sponsored academies programme, which saw struggling schools removed from
local control and instead overseen by sponsor schools or organizations, intent on securing rapid
improvements in their performance (Gibson, 2015).

The potential for the EH role was further enhanced by the 2002 Education Act which for
the first time, provided a framework for up to five schools to ‘federate’ and operate under one
governing body (Chapman, 2015, Kulz, 2017). The years since have seen growth in such federa-
tions but also, more significantly, the rise of multi-academy trusts (MAT), formally constituted
partnerships of quasi-independent state schools which receive funding directly from government
and potentially provide even greater opportunities for EHs to operate. Indeed there are
strong practical and philosophical parallels between EH and the multi-academy trust chief execu-
tive officer (MAT CEO) role (e.g. concerning entrepreneurship, networking and civil relation-
ships (Hughes, 2020)), which also extend to comparable roles in other countries (e.g.
Superintendents in the US).

However, despite the significance of these trends, relatively little research has been undertaken
into EH. This article therefore contributes to both the understanding and development of this and
similar roles in other jurisdictions, by summarizing findings from a systematic review of evidence
published since 2001.

Aims and approach
The aim of this study was to identify, review and synthesize research completed into EH, thereby
bringing cohesion to its research base (Hallinger, 2012). To do so, it utilized Arksey and
O’Malley’s (2005) scoping study strategy, which Mays et al. (2005) identify as particularly suitable
for examining complex or underexplored areas, such as this. Arskey and O’Malley’s approach sug-
gests five specific stages. The first identifies the research objectives, which are:

RO1: What are the principal foci for studying EH?
RO2: What are the main findings from research completed into this area?
RO3: What are the implications of this evidence, for practice, policy and future research?

The second stage identified relevant studies, using consistent search parameters to identify items of
interest from relevant databases. These parameters combined ‘executive head∗’ with a variety of
other search terms, most notably, ‘England’ ‘English’ and ‘schools’. Further searches were com-
pleted using ‘system leaders’ and ‘system leadership’ in place of EH. All searches were completed
during February 2021. The EBSCO, Eric and Locate databases were also reviewed using these
terms. In total 219 peer-reviewed articles of potential interest were identified. Further exploration
of other non-academic databases followed. These searches identified a further seven reports of
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potential interest. All articles were classified by year, source and the type of evidence provided (e.g.
empirical, literature review, theoretical, guidance).

The next stage involved study selection, and saw the abstract and/or executive summary of each
article reviewed for relevance. Consequently, 76 articles were shortlisted for a full review. Each
document was then reviewed and its key findings summarized in an excel database. This included
details of its year of publication, author, source, its evidence base, identified limitations and its main
findings. Finally, findings from these materials were identified, organized and summarized under
the most significant themes which emerged.

Findings

RO1: What are the principal foci for studying Executive Headship?
Overview of the evidence base on EH

Peer-reviewed material. While the earliest study into EH dates back to Barnes (2006), there is
remarkably little published, peer-reviewed, empirical research into this subject. There are several
reasons for this. Howarth (2015) and Howland (2015) note that in the intervening period the
focus for research shifted from EH to structural reform and the growth in MATs, while Boylan
(2016) identifies a more general preoccupation with system leadership as a whole rather than EH
specifically.

Where research into EH has featured in peer-reviewed publications it has generally summarized
small scale, qualitative studies. For instance, Harris et al. (2006), Hatcher (2014), Howland (2015)
and Baxter and Wise (2013) all explore EH through single school case studies.

Work by Chapman et al. (e.g. Chapman, 2013; Chapman et al., 2007; Chapman et al., 2009,
2010, Chapman and Muijs, 2013) accounts for a significant proportion of empirical studies on
EH. This often utilizes a more extensive evidence base collated through a variety of studies, includ-
ing work on behalf of the UK government-funded National College for School Leadership
(National College) and Department for Education (DfE). Other articles make incidental reference
to EH, while substantively focusing on an alternative issue. This include both articles containing
limited empirical evidence on EH and more theoretical pieces. Examples of these include work
relating to system leadership (e.g. Abbott et al., 2014; Cousin, 2019; Crawford et al., 2020;
Greany, 2015), federations (e.g. Chapman, 2015; Chapman and Muijs, 2014), the improvement
of challenging schools (e.g. Araújo, 2009), networking (e.g. Muijs et al., 2010), accountability
(e.g. Ehren and Perryman, 2018) and the future of leadership more broadly (e.g. Hopkins and
Higham, 2007; MacBeath, 2011).

Non-peer-reviewed studies. The most significant empirical studies focused specifically on EH
do not generally feature in academic journals, but instead are published directly by relevant stake-
holder organizations for English schools, most notably Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted),
National College and the National Governors Association (NGA).

Of these, the National College was the most prolific producer of research into EH. Its outputs
include research and guidance produced by its own staff (Barnes et al., 2005; Ireson, 2011;
National College, 2014a, 2014b), serving school leaders sponsored through its Research
Associates programme (Blackburn, 2012; Hummerstone, 2012) and research commissioned from
academics and consultants (Chapman et al., 2007; National College, 2010). The last of these
studies, completed in conjunction with the Hay Group, remains one the most robust and
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comprehensive studies into EH, comprising a series of surveys intended to map the scale of this
phenomenon nationally, and interviews with serving executive heads themselves and associated
stakeholders to understand further the principal issues.

Ofsted’s (2011) study is the most extensive in terms of school visits, interviews and observa-
tions. This sampled 61 schools in 29 federations nationally, and also drew upon inspection
results during their time in their federation.

While both National College’s (2010) and Ofsted’s (2011) studies date from the early years of
federations, joint research by the NGA and NFER (Fellows, 2016; Fellows and Odell, 2016; Lord
et al., 2016) is more recent in nature. It also includes the first recorded attempt to map the scale of
EH through a detailed interrogation of DfE’s Schools Workforce Census and Edubase databases.

RO2: What are the main findings from research completed into EH?
A thematic analysis of the material published on EH found that evidence coalesces around the fol-
lowing themes:

1. Defining EH and assessing its prevalence within the school system.
2. The antecedents of the EH role and factors which have driven its growth.
3. The focus for the EH role.
4. The characteristics, skills and attributes required by EH.
5. Motivations for becoming an EH.
6. The implications of EH for governance.
7. The challenges associated with EH.
8. Support EH require.
9. The impact of EH.

The next section explores each of these in more depth.

Defining EH and assessing its prevalence within the school system. Unlike headship, EH lacks a legally
recognized definition (Hummerstone, 2012; Lord et al., 2016) and is used inconsistently and impre-
cizely within the literature (Chapman, 2015). Most commonly it relates to an individual leading
more than one school (Fellows and Odell, 2016) although this may or may not involve formal fed-
eration arrangements (Higham and Hopkins, 2007) (Earley et al. (2009) term this as ‘federated
heads’). Equally such arrangements may or may not be permanent in nature (Lord et al., 2016).
Furthermore, several, more recent, studies position EH as either a new middle tier within MAT
structures or even as the actual MAT CEO themselves (Baxter and Floyd, 2019; Hughes, 2020).
While highlighting important parallels between these alternative roles (for instance concerning
focus, skills and audience), these studies also illustrate the dangers of failing to recognize two
decades of structural changes which have altered the context within which all headteachers (includ-
ing EH) operate, since EH first emerged 20 years ago.

Given this lack of consensus, it is unsurprising that there is no agreement as to its prevalence
within the English school system. Indeed very few articles attempt to either assess its scale or
give consideration to its likely prevalence in the future. Estimates which do exist generally
appear in non-peer-reviewed material. The most sophisticated of these features in Lord et al.
(2016) and is based on analysis of the School Workforce Census and Edubase. This calculated
that in 2014, there were 621 EHTs in England, rising to 628 in 2016. However, Lord et al.
(2016) note that these calculations almost certainly under-estimated the scale of this phenomenon
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and in particular missed many of those working as EH on a temporary basis. The significance of this
under-calculation becomes more significant in light of Lord et al.’s (2016) claim that EHs are three
times more likely to be appointed on a temporary basis than those in ‘normal’ headteacher roles,
primarily due to its prevalence as a short-term intervention strategy.

In terms of profile, Lord et al. (2016) found that compared to headteachers as a group, EHs were
likely to be slightly older (51 years old on average cf. 49 years old for all heads), male (60% cf. 56%
respectively) and more likely to have higher qualifications (24% have PhDs cf. 16% of all
headteachers).

Many writers have identified trends which they concluded would increase the number of EHs in
the coming years. Foremost amongst these were the growth in MATs (Muijs et al., 2010), the
expansion of system leadership and networking (Chapman et al., 2010; Hopkins and Higham,
2007; Southworth, 2008), difficulties in recruiting headteachers (Hummerstone, 2012) and a
more general diversification in leadership roles per se (Barrett-Baxendale and Burton, 2009).

The antecedents of EH. There is a considerable discussion within the literature on the drivers behind
the emergence and subsequent growth of EH. These feature particularly strongly in the peer-
reviewed articles in general, and are often especially well developed in more theoretically or policy-
focused articles. Collectively these articles identify two separate but related themes, the confluence
of which is especially important for EH.

Several writers trace the origins of EH back to the rise in New Public Management (NPM) within
the education sector in the late 1980s (e.g. Tseng, 2015). Baxter and Floyd (2019) and Muijs et al.
(2010) for instance highlight how the Education Reform Act 1988 precipitated a radical marketiza-
tion and decentralization of schools, through the introduction of the local management of schools
(LMS) and greater parental choice. Meanwhile, writers such as Hatcher (2008) note that while NPM
and LMS increased the freedom and powers of an individual school, they also simultaneously
reduced the influence and power of Local Education Authorities (LEA).

Higham and Hopkins (2007), amongst others, highlight the widespread acceptance of NPM
during the early part of the 21st century. Within the context of EH, Chapman (2015) notes how
one particularly important feature in the evolution of NPM was the introduction of federations,
facilitated through the Education Act 2002, which enabled up to five schools to closely collaborate
with each other through the establishment of formal governance and management structures.
Chapman (2015) identifies how over time, many federations utilized the flexibilities of academiza-
tion to tighten the ties between individual schools, while simultaneously severing their connections
with their LEA, weakening and marginalizing LEAs further. Significantly, this frequently involved
introducing EH in contexts of under-performance or where resources were especially short
(Hopkins and Higham, 2007). Greany and Waterhouse (2016) describe how the return of the
Conservative government, initially in coalition with the Liberal party in 2011 and subsequently
in its own right, further accelerated the decentralization and marketization of schools.
Collectively these changes drove an unprecedented restructuring of the English schools system
during the first two decades of the 20th century. Arguably this was largely ideologically and poli-
tically driven (Greany and Waterhouse, 2016), with little evidence demonstrating these changes
secured genuine improvements (Chapman, 2015).

A second, parallel narrative views EH was a consequence of a radical reconceptualization of the
nature of school leadership beginning with the 1988 Education Reform Act, with Tseng (2015)
highlighting its significance in transforming the role of the headteacher from lead teaching profes-
sional to a position more fundamentally focused on organizational management (interestingly
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Hughes (1976) suggests this dates from the mid-1970s). Higham and Hopkins (2007) note how the
reconceptualization of the headteacher’s role was both embraced and enhanced by the new Labour
government of the early 2000s, with this ‘privileging’ of leadership evident in many of its policies
from that time (most notably the establishment in 2002 of the National College and the range of
training and development opportunities promoted by it).

Core to this ‘privileging’was the belief that management and leadership were essential drivers of
school improvement within individual schools and the English system more broadly (Ainscow
et al., 2006). An early outcome from this was the emergence of the ‘superhead’, where high
profile headteachers were ‘drafted in’ to tackle underperformance in some of England’s most chal-
lenging schools. While initially associated with Freshstart (Araújo, 2009), there are clear parallels
between superheads and the utilization of EHs within contexts of under-performance (explored
further below). However, initiatives such as Freshstart were often characterized by overly-optimist,
and indeed romantic (Meindl et al., 1985) assumptions over the difference any individual leader
may make to organizational success, and the ease with which ‘universal’ solutions to underperfor-
mance can be unproblematically transferred (Araújo, 2009). Nevertheless, over time, the accept-
ance of leadership as the primary driver for improvement (e.g. Day et al., 2009; Heck and
Hallinger, 2004; Leithwood, 2007), coupled with a somewhat generalized approval for collabor-
ation (e.g. Baxter and Floyd, 2019; Muijs et al., 2010) evolved into a more clearly articulated
vision for a ‘self-improving system’ (Greany, 2015, Hargreaves, 2010), which in turn would be
driven by a new cadre of system leaders, including EH and CEOs operating within individual
MATs (Hopkins, 2009).

This article provides insufficient scope for detailed discussions of the interplay between these
various factors. Nevertheless, this simplified account offers insight into the fundamental changes
which have affected leadership roles in English schools in the post-millennium period (Crawford
and Earley, 2011), and the emergence of the EH role.

The focus for the EH role. There is remarkably little consideration given to the reasons for appoint-
ing an EH. However, where this is discussed two principal drivers can be identified. The first is
essentially self-interest as a response to insufficient resourcing (e.g. Chapman and Muijs, 2013).
National College (2010) found this a particularly important factor in the primary sector where
shortages of headteachers were most acute and resources most stretched. National College
(2014b) also identified at least one instance where an EH position was created to prevent a head-
teacher leaving their post. The second theme is interventionist in nature, and involves an EH
appointment as part of a strategy to address underperformance (Chapman and Muijs, 2013;
Higham and Hopkins, 2007).

As noted previously, no reliable data exists as to the prevalence of each in practice (Lord et al.,
2016). However, while both themes feature in theoretical and empirical work, empirical evidence
places greater emphasis on how practical considerations were the principal driver behind decisions
to appoint an EH. This may therefore imply that discussions around the strategic imperative behind
this role may be overstated.

Interestingly, a closer examination of relevant evidence highlights several similarities between
the EH and MAT CEOs roles. Chapman (2013), for example, highlights how EH involves both tra-
ditional and innovative elements of headship, which are blended to meet the context-specific
requirements. More broadly, most writers conceptualize EH as combining strategic and operation
foci. For instance, Higham and Hopkins (2007) see these coalescing around three principal priori-
ties of setting direction, developing people and improving organizational effectiveness. Other
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writers highlight tackling underperformance (Tseng, 2015), for instance through building leader-
ship capacity, creating a positive culture, leading change and forging effective partnerships
(Harris et al., 2006). Similarly, Chapman (2013) and National College (2010) note the importance
of addressing underperformance amongst individual members of staff, for instance through coach-
ing or facilitating their exit from the school.

Interestingly, Higham and Hopkins (2007) highlight how EH can also be either a short or
medium-term role, and the need for clarifying expectations at the point of appointment. Specific
considerations include establishing processes for accountability, improvement targets, governance
arrangements and the allocation of resources. They also emphasize the need to identify a specific
end date for this arrangement and to implement an appropriate exit strategy.

The characteristics, skills and attributes required by executive heads. The characteristics, skills and
experience required of EH feature in around half of the materials identified. However the strength
of such assessments vary, and considerations are often implicit and inferential rather than explicit
and evidenced in nature. There is also marked variation in the themes identified, which in part
reflects differences in the strength of the evidence underpinning them. For example, more theore-
tical articles are more likely to provide a higher-level, generalized view of the requirements of EH
(e.g. Close, 2016; MacBeath, 2011). Some articles discuss these issues as part of their literature
review or introduction rather than the main findings of the article, thereby recycling older
studies rather than introducing new insight. Many contain evidence from fewer than a handful of
contexts (e.g. Brown and Flood, 2018; Kulz, 2017; National College, 2014b), while others consider
EH incidentally. Such findings therefore need to be treated with considerable caution.

Collectively, the review found 59 different areas of experience, expertize or personal character-
istics, highlighted in the literature as important to EH. However, approaching one-half of these fea-
tured in a single source only. The most commonly mentioned areas are a mixture of personal
characteristics, professional capabilities and practical experience. Foremost amongst these is the
ability to build relationships with different stakeholder groups within and without the school,
including parents, governors, partner organizations and school staff (e.g. Chapman, 2013;
National College, 2014a; Hummerstone, 2012). Building leadership capacity also featured strongly
(e.g. Blackburn, 2012; Bush and Glover, 2012; Robinson, 2011) alongside the ability to promote
the professional development of school staff (Chapman and Muijs, 2014; Ofsted, 2011).

The personal attribute most commonly highlighted was resilience, which reflects the complex
and demanding nature of the role (e.g. Abbott and Bush, 2013; Hargreaves and Harris, 2015;
Higham and Hopkins, 2007). Associated themes were persistence, commitment and personal
courage (e.g. Chapman et al., 2010; Courtney and Gunter, 2015). Similarly, a clear sense of
moral purpose is also commonly highlighted as essential, alongside the ability to both demonstrate
and demand this of others (e.g. Fellows, 2016; Hopkins and Higham, 2007; Kulz, 2017).

As expected, a variety of leadership-related themes feature strongly in the review. While these
vary in terms of specificity, there is some sense that being an effective EH demands more than
‘simply’ being a good school leader (e.g. Chapman, 2015; Howland, 2015). Tseng (2015) for
instance suggests it demands leadership skills more commonly associated with the private sector
than education, most notably strategic thinking, a quality also highlighted within many of the
most extensive studies (e.g. Barnes, 2006; Fellows, 2016; Hummerstone, 2012; National
College, 2014a).
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Motivations for becoming an executive head. Evidence on motivations for becoming an executive
head identifies both intrinsic and extrinsic factors.

The most prevalent of these is a sense of public duty. Blackburn (2012) for instance notes a sense
of ‘overwhelming moral imperative’, while Cousin (2019) highlights a commitment to contribute
and make a difference more broadly. National College (2010) and Chapman et al. (2010) also
emphasize a desire amongst EH’s to impact on the learning and life chances of pupils beyond
their own school. A second intrinsic motivation is the opportunity to pursue a new challenge
(Cousin, 2019; Robinson, 2011). Finally, National College (2010) highlights how some EH
found the position brought validation to them as professionals.

Extrinsic motivators concern status and career progression. Hummerstone (2012) for instance
sees EH as the zenith of a leader’s career and concludes that this should be reflected in the level
of status and reward associated with it. Similarly, Cousin (2019) and Chapman (2013) highlight
the significant autonomy, status and pay associated with the role, including opportunities to
inform policy. EH can also provide valuable learning and professional development. Chapman
(2015, 2013) for instance flags how leaders value opportunities to work across schools and learn
from other’s practices. Meanwhile, Lord et al. (2016) note how it requires the development of
new skills.

The implications of EH for governance. The governance of EH features in more than one-third of arti-
cles identified as relevant to this review. Collectively these agree that no preferred model exists for
governance in contexts involving an EH (Fellows, 2016; National College, 2014b; Ofsted, 2011).
Instead, governance structures should reflect the needs of the schools involved and the rationale for
adopting EH (Ofsted, 2011). Chapman and Muijs (2014) for instance identified six variables that
inform the rationale for and nature of a federation, and influence the construction and operation
of governance structures utilized. These include phase, level of performance, size and extent of aca-
demization. Simkins et al. (2019) also note how phase influences governance structures in contexts
with an EH, while Baxter and Wise (2013) and Chapman et al. (2010) identify the move to a hard
federation as the single biggest driver of structural change.

While advocating flexibility, several writers nevertheless seek to better understand how different
structures can be employed. For instance, National College (2014a, 2014b) highlights the effective
utilization of school committees while Chapman and Muijs (2013) conclude that shared governance
arrangements are the most commonly adopted model in EH contexts. Similarly, Lord et al. (2016)
identify four principal models which are adopted in practice in these situations, comprising:

1. EH reporting to one governing board which manages the whole network.
2. EH reporting to a governing board of trustees for the whole trust, and governing committee

for individual schools.
3. EH reporting to multiple governing boards, representing each individual school.
4. EH being managed by the ‘executive’ branch, for example, CEO or director.

Collectively, this wide variety in approaches results in a system characterized as complex and
opaque (Baxter and Wise, 2013; Courtney and Gunter, 2015; Ehren and Godfrey, 2017), with var-
iations in contracts (Lord et al., 2016) and alternative levels of autonomy (Ehren and Perryman,
2018; Greany and Waterhouse, 2016). Meanwhile, differences in MAT arrangements add further
confusion (National College, 2014a). Unsurprisingly, Higham and Hopkins (2007) highlight the
need for further guidance on the effectiveness of alternative approaches.
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Underpinning discussions on the form structures should take are several specific considerations
governors must address. Firstly, the presence of an EH inevitably demands trade-offs between
school-specific and wider priorities (e.g. Hatcher, 2014, 2008). Secondly, all structures have impli-
cations for the power and autonomy of the EH (Chapman, 2013; Hatcher, 2008, 2014). Finally,
these need to be offset against their effectiveness in holding the EH to account (Abbott et al., 2014).

Collectively these issues have significant implications for the skills and capabilities of individual
governors and EHs themselves. National College (2014a) for instance highlights how increased
autonomy associated with federations (in which EH commonly operate) demands greater levels
of specialization and business acumen from governors and advocate the development of ‘specialist’
governors with specific expertise in law, finance, marketing and HR (NB support in these technical
areas would historically have been offered by the LA). Elsewhere, Robinson (2011) notes how the
complexity of arrangements increases the need for EH to work closely with, and effectively
manage, their governing body if they are to successfully perform their role.

Challenges facing executive heads. Numerous difficulties are identified within the literature, albeit
from a relatively small number of studies. Challenges themselves fall into three principal areas:

1. Challenges relating specifically to the role of the executive head
2. Challenges relating to the utilization of system leaders more generally
3. Challenges affecting federations in general.

Each of these is considered further in Table 1.

Support and development required by executive heads. Scant consideration is given in the literature to
the support required by executive heads. Indeed it is largely ignored in both theoretical and
smaller-scale empirical papers and only considered in some of the most significant research projects
sponsored by NGA (Lord et al., 2016), National College (2010) and Ofsted (2011). It also features
in the work by Chapman (2015). These studies agree that little support has been available for those
in or aspiring to EH positions (Lord et al., 2016; Ofsted, 2011). Moving forward three specific areas
of focus are identified. Firstly, EH’s are anticipated to benefit from training in several job-specific
roles, including strategic thinking, ‘technical behaviour’ and interpersonal skills (National College,
2010). The precise nature of this support should be flexible enough to reflect variations in EHs’
contexts (Lord et al., 2016; Ofsted, 2011). Secondly, peer-to-peer support is viewed as critical,
and best facilitated through mentoring (National College, 2010) and sharing good practice
(Ofsted, 2011). Thirdly, Chapman (2013) advocates a wider discussion on the expectations of
EH and challenges assumptions of heroic leadership which underpin it. In doing so he proposes
EH be reconceptualized as a team rather than individual responsibility, thereby increasing its cap-
acity and sustainability.

The impact of executive headship. Relatively little consistent evidence exists on the impact of EHs
(Chapman et al., 2007; Fellows and Odell, 2016; Harris and Townsend, 2007; Lord et al., 2016;
Muijs et al., 2010; National College, 2010). Interestingly, several authors observe that this may not
be entirely unexpected. For instance, Wettenhall (2013) notes that the public reform ‘industry’ is fre-
quently not evidence-based. Elsewhere, Chapman (2015) opines that insufficient effort has been
made to gather the evidence required to justify the significant policy-driven structural changes that
have affected schools since the mid-2000s. Equally, Greany and Waterhouse (2016) conclude that
too many changes in school are politically and ideologically driven. From an alternative perspective,
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Table 1. Challenges associated with EH.

EH specific challenges
1. Legal/system issues

• Improving governors and trustees understanding of EH appointments (Lord et al., 2016; National

College, 2010).

• Adequately establishing the parameters for EH on appointment (National College, 2010).

• Matching the EH to the context (Araújo, 2009).

• Identifying the specific priorities for development in the supported school (Lord et al., 2016).

2. Relationships

• Developing a positive relationship with the LA (National College, 2010).

• Developing and maintaining the confidence of stakeholders in a supported school (National

College, 2010).

• Managing the reputational risks of taking on another school (National College, 2010).

3. Operational

• Establishing governance and accountability frameworks (Lord et al., 2016; National College, 2010).

• Balancing operational and strategic demands within the schools (Chapman et al., 2007).

• Clarifying responsibilities between the EH and the Head of School (Lord et al., 2016).

• ‘Managing’ governing bodies and dealing with bureaucracy (Chapman et al., 2007).

System leadership related challenges
1. Managing tensions between policy-driven and deployment-based expectations of the role (Heck and

Hallinger, 2007).

2. Developing capacity within the system to meet the requirement for EHs (Hopkins and Higham, 2007).

3. Reconciling tensions between accountability and the expectation of collaboration (Hopkins and

Higham, 2007).

Federation related challenges
1. Resourcing

• Managing practical issues around the allocation of tangible and intangible resources (Ofsted,

2011).

2. Political

• Preventing larger schools from dominating relationships (Chapman, 2015).

• Reducing tensions arising from the supported school being ‘taken over’ (Chapman et al., 2010,

Muijs et al., 2010).

• Addressing suspicion and reluctance about joining a federation (Chapman, 2015; Ofsted, 2011).

• Balancing tensions between collaboration and competition (Chapman and Muijs, 2013).

3. Change

• Dealing with the increased volume of change (Chapman and Muijs, 2013).

• Managing the fallout with staff resulting from the change programme (Araújo, 2009; Chapman and

Muijs, 2013).

Harris (2008) asserts that discussions on the impact of school leaders are often theoretical rather than
empirically based.

Both National College (2010) and Chapman (2015) offer evidence that HE directly impacts lea-
dership capacity, while Harris et al. (2006) report similar benefits for pedagogical practice.

However, most evidence relates to indirect improvements and studies focused on the contexts
EHs operate in rather than EH itself (e.g. federations, turnaround schools or MATS). Such indirect
impacts can be broadly classified as relating to organizational effectiveness or pupil outcomes.

Impacts on organizational effectiveness consider various elements. Araújo (2009) for instance iden-
tifies improvements to ethos, culture, performance and Ofsted grade. More commonly, however,
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evidence emphasizes howEHcan facilitate the pooling of resources (Chapman, 2015;National College,
2014a; Ofsted, 2011) and sharing best practices across schools (Howland, 2015; Muijs et al., 2010)
including pedagogy (Muijs et al., 2010; Ofsted, 2011) and leadership development (National
College, 2010). Chapman (2015) also notes that federations more broadly can increase the scale and
scope of the provision, and that this is most likely to occur where EHs are in place.

The strongest evidence that EH impacts on pupil outcomes comes from Chapman and Muijs
(2013). This found federations reduce variation in pupil outcomes by 7–34%, 2 years after feder-
ating, with improvements at the higher end of this range most likely to occur in instances where an
EH is in place.

Chapman (2015) also highlights evidence of wider impacts on pupils from federations, which
again, is most likely to occur in contexts where an EH is in place. These relate to behaviour, pupil
enjoyment, pastoral support (Ofsted, 2011), transition (Chapman, 2015; Ofsted, 2011), general well-
being (Chapman, 2015) and wider social benefits (National College, 2014b; Ofsted, 2011).

Disappointingly, very little evidence exists on factors that support the success of EH. Indeed this
features in only three articles. The most extensive examination is provided by National College
(2010) which concludes that prior collaboration, leadership capacity in the EH’s ‘home school’
and completing a process of due diligence were all indicators of likely success. National College
(2014b) notes that ongoing support for the EH is also important. Higham and Hopkins (2007) iden-
tify similar themes, emphasizing ensuring clarity on the priorities for the role (including clearly
establishing the programme for improvement), and ground rules on how EH operates in
intervention-based contexts. They also prioritize the need to commit to an end date for the arrange-
ment and to establish a clear exit strategy for this.

Discussion

What are the implications of this evidence, for practice, policy and future research?
(RO3)
In the 20 years since its emergence, EH has become a well-established school leadership
role in its own right. While estimates vary, a significant number of EHs are now in post
and collectively their reach is approaching or in the region of that for special school
headteachers.

Nevertheless, the phenomenon of EH remains largely unexplored. While EH features in many
peer-reviewed journal articles, these commonly examined it from either a largely theoretical per-
spective or as an aside from their principal focus, for instance, federations or system leadership.

Equally where empirical studies are reported these are generally small-scale and lack wider
applicability. Instead, findings from the few larger-scale studies in this field are commonly pub-
lished by their commissioning body and not subject to peer review (work by Chapman et al.,
being a notable exception to this). Consequently, while we know much about the policy and phi-
losophical drivers behind the emergence of this role, markedly less is understood of its strengths
and limitations, what it demands of leaders in practice or the nature of support they require.

Several important implications therefore stem from this review.
Firstly, research is needed to address the various gaps in evidence identified in this article. In

particular, far more is required on the practice of EH and the qualities it demands of those who
perform this role. At the same time, more accurate data is needed to understand both the number
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of executive heads currently in the schools system and how its prevalence may grow in the coming
years, to facilitate the planning and delivery of support required.

As part of this, additional work is also needed to clarify how executive heads can be used most
impactfully in practice. This is essential if the true potential of this strategy is to be realized – that is,
not only as a response to operational imperatives but also as a genuine long-term strategy for
driving school improvement. Indeed this article has demonstrated that while limited in scale,
there is nevertheless evidence to show that by facilitating the sharing of good practice, EH can
have a marked impact on attainment by reducing variation in pupil outcomes. At the same time,
EH can significantly contribute to wider school improvement in a variety of other ways, including
measures to improve the wider experience of students (for instance during transition), providing
strategic direction, improving organizational culture and managing resources. Moving forward,
such insight should provide the foundation for policy and guidance on how best to utilize EH in
a more systematic and coordinated fashion than has previously been the case.

As noted earlier, the English school system has undergone unprecedented restructuring since EH
first emerged in the early 2000s. One consequence of this has been the emergence of a new cadre of
school leaders in the form of MAT CEOs. While the nature of (and responsibility associated with)
this role may vary greatly, there are nevertheless areas where distinct parallels between EH and
MAT CEOs can be identified. Indeed, and as noted, in some contexts these terms are used inter-
changeably. There is, therefore, merit in examining further ways in which EH may provide invalu-
able support in developing MAT CEOs of the future.

While this study focused on the English context, it is important to recognize that variations on
the EH theme also exist in other countries, most notably the superintendent/principal supervisor role
in the USA. Examining the learning from these models is therefore important in informing the
development and deployment of EH in the future. For instance, Honig and Rainey (2019) found
that such supervisors impact on pupil outcomes is increased by supporting and promoting teaching
and learning, rather than focusing on compliance, performance management or operational issues.
Elsewhere Goldring et al. (2018) found principals benefit particularly from job-embedded, coach-
ing support from an experienced colleague, such as an EH. More broadly, work by Leithwood
(2019) suggests that EH may be able to make an important contribution to building leadership cap-
acity through greater involvement in leadership networks, both by directly sharing their personal
knowledge, experience and expertize, but also through their potential to act as a facilitator and
driver of the network itself. Collectively, such findings may provide valuable insight into how
EH can be more consistently and effectively utilized in England to increase school effectiveness.

Finally, the implications of EH for models of accountability remain opaque. Few studies have
explicitly considered the most effective ways of addressing this and, where they have, too often
their findings on which strategies to adopt have been vague. Greater clarity is required as to the rela-
tive strengths and weaknesses of alternative accountability approaches in practice, if governors are to
make more informed decisions about whether and how to implement this strategy in their schools.

Declaration of conflicting interests
The authors declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship and/or publica-
tion of this article.

Funding
The authors received no financial support for the research, authorship and/or publication of this article.



13Coleman: A Systematic Review of Research into Executive Headship

ORCID iD
Andy Coleman https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4202-5025

References
Abbott I and Bush T (2013) Establishing and maintaining high-performing leadership teams: A primary per-

spective. Education 41(6): 3–13.
Abbott I, Middlewood D and Robinson S (2014) Prospecting for support in a wild environment: Investigating a

school-to-school support system for primary school leaders. School Leadership & Management 34(5):
439–453.

Ainscow M, Muijs D and West M (2006) Collaboration as a strategy for improving schools in challenging
circumstances. Improving Schools 9(3): 192–202.

Araújo M (2009) A ‘fresh start’ for a “failing school”? A qualitative study. British Educational Research
Journal 35(4): 599–617.

Arksey H and O’Malley L (2005) Scoping studies: Towards a methodological framework. International
Journal of Social Research Methodology 8(1): 19–32.

Barnes I (2006) Primary Executive Headship: A Study of six Headteachers who are Leading More Than one
School. Nottingham: NCSL.

Barnes I, Coleman A and Creasy J and Paterson, F (2005) New Models of Headship: Secondary or Special
School Executive Heads. Nottingham: NCSL.

Barrett-Baxendale D and Burton D (2009) Twenty-first-century headteacher: Pedagogue, visionary leader or
both?: Phase 1, A reflection on the historical perspective and critical analysis of contemporary perception
and practice. School Leadership & Management 29(2): 91–107.

Baxter J and Floyd A (2019) Strategic narrative in multi-academy trusts in England: Principal drivers for
expansion. British Educational Research Journal 45(5): 1050–1071.

Baxter J and Wise C (2013) School federation governing: Translation or transformation. Management in
Education 27(3): 106–111.

Blackburn R (2012) Research Associate Report What Attributes and Skills are Required for Executive
Headship of Federations ? Nottingham: NCSL.

Boylan M (2016) Deepening system leadership: Teachers leading from below. Educational Management,
Administration & Leadership 44(1): 57–72.

Brown C and Flood J (2018) Does a theory of action approach help teachers engage in evidence-informed self-
improvement? Research for All. UCL Press. DOI: 10.18546/RFA.02.2.12.

Bush T and Glover D (2012) Distributed leadership in action: Leading high-performing leadership teams in
English schools. School Leadership & Management 32(1): 21–36.

Chapman C (2013) Academy federations, chains, and teaching schools in england: Reflections on leadership,
policy, and practice. Journal of School Choice 7(3): 334–352.

Chapman C (2015) From one school to many: Reflections on the impact and nature of school federations and
chains in England. Educational Management, Administration & Leadership 43(1): 46–60.

Chapman C and Muijs D (2013) Collaborative school turnaround: A study of the impact of school federations
on student outcomes. Leadership and Policy in Schools 12(3): 200–226.

Chapman C and Muijs D (2014) Does school-to-school collaboration promote school improvement? A study
of the impact of school federations on student outcomes. School Effectiveness and School Improvement
25(3): 351–393.

Chapman C, Ainscow M, Bragg J, Gunter H, Hull J, Mongon D, Muijs D and West M (2007) Emerging
Patterns of School Leadership. Nottingham: NCSL.

Chapman C, Lindsay G, Muijs D, Harris A, Arweck E and Goodall J (2010) Governance, leadership, and man-
agement in federations of schools. School Effectiveness and School Improvement 21(1): 53–74.

Chapman C, Muijs D, Sammons P, Armstrong P and Collins A (2009) The Impact of Federations on Student
Outcomes. NCSL: Nottingham.



14 Educational Management Administration & Leadership 0(0)

Close P (2016) ‘System leader’ consultancy development in English schools: A long-term agenda for a demo-
cratic future? School Leadership & Management 36(1): 113–132.

Courtney SJ and Gunter HM (2015) Get off my bus! school leaders, vision work and the elimination of tea-
chers. International Journal of Leadership in Education 18(4): 395–417.

Cousin S (2019) System leaders in England: Leaders of a profession, or instruments of government?
Educational Management, Administration & Leadership 47(4): 520–537.

Crawford M (2002) The charismatic school leader–potent myth or persuasive effect? School Leadership &
Management 22(3): 273–287.

Crawford M and Earley P (2011) Personalised leadership development? Lessons from the pilot NPQH in
England. Educational Review 63(1): 105–118.

Crawford M, Maxwell B and Coldron J and Simkins T (2020) Local authorities as actors in the emerging
“school-led” system in England. Educational Review (Birmingham): 1–17. DOI: 10.1080/00131911.
2020.1739625.

Day C, Sammons P, Hopkins D, Harris A, Leithwood K, Gu Q, Brown E, Ahtaridou E and Kington A (2009)
The Impact of School Leadership on Pupil Outcomes. London: DCSF. Available at: http://dera.ioe.ac.uk/
11329/1/DCSF-RR108.pdf.

Earley P, Weindling D and Bubb S and Glenn M (2009) Future leaders: The way forward? School Leadership
& Management 29(3): 295–306.

Ehren M and Perryman J (2018) Accountability of school networks: Who is accountable to whom and for
what? Educational Management, Administration & Leadership 46(6): 942–959.

Ehren MCM and Godfrey D (2017) External accountability of collaborative arrangements. Educational
Assessment, Evaluation and Accountability 29(4): 339–362.

Fellows T (2016) What Makes A Headteacher ‘Executive’? Birmingham: NGA.
Fellows T and Odell E (2016) Executive Headteachers: What’s in A Name? A Review of the Literature.

Birmingham and London: NGA/NFER.
Gibson MT (2015) Ethos and vision realization in sponsored academy schools. Management in Education

29(1): 9–13.
Goldring E, Grissom J, Rubin M, Rogers LK, Neel M and Clark M (2018) A New Role Emerges for Principal

Supervisors: Evidence from Six Districts in the Principal Supervisor Initiative. New York, NY: Wallace
Foundation.

Greany T (2015) More fragmented, and yet more networked: Analysing the responses of two local authorities
in England to the coalition’s ‘self-improving school-led system’ reforms. London Review of Education
13(2): 125–143.

Greany T and Waterhouse J (2016) Rebels against the system. International Journal of Educational
Management 30(7): 1188–1206.

Hallinger P (2012) A conceptual framework for systematic reviews of research in educational leadership and
management. Journal of Educational Administration 51(2): 126–149.

Hargreaves A and Harris A (2015) High performance leadership in unusually challenging educational circum-
stances. Eesti Haridusteaduste Ajakiri 3(1): 28–49.

Hargreaves DH (2010) Creating A Self-Improving School System. Nottingham: National College for the
Leadership of Schools and Children’s Services.

Harris A (2008) Distributed leadership: According to the evidence. Journal of Educational Administration
46(2): 172–188.

Harris A, Brown D and Abbott I (2006) Executive leadership: Another lever in the system? School Leadership
& Management 26(4): 397–409.

Harris A and Townsend A (2007) Developing leaders for tomorrow: Releasing system potential. School
Leadership & Management 27(2): 167–177.

HatcherR (2008) System leadership, networks and the question of power.Management inEducation 22(2): 24–30.
Hatcher R (2014) Local authorities and the school system: The new authority-wide partnerships. Educational

Management Administration & Leadership 42(3): 355–371.



15Coleman: A Systematic Review of Research into Executive Headship

Heck R and Hallinger P (2005) The study of educational leadership and management: Where does the field
stand today? Educational Management and Leadership 33(2): 229–244.

Higham R and Hopkins D (2007) System leadership for educational renewal in England : The case of federa-
tions and executive heads. The Australian Journal of Education 51(3): 299–314.

Honig MI and Rainey LR (2019) Supporting principal supervisors: What really matters? Journal of
Educational Administration 57(5): 445–462.

Hopkins D (2009) The Emergence of System Leadership. Nottingham: NCSL.
Hopkins D and Higham R (2007) System leadership: Mapping the landscape. School Leadership &

Management 27(2): 147–166.
Howarth E (2015) Governing bodies that consider joining or creating federations. Management in Education

29(1): 20–24.
Howland G (2015) Structural reform: The experience of ten schools driving the development of

an all-age hard federation across a market town in northern England. Management in Education 29(1):
25–30.

Hughes BC (2020) Investigating the CEO of a MAT: Examining practices and positions on ‘the street’.
Educational Management, Administration & Leadership 48(3): 478–495.

Hughes M (1976) The professional as administrator: The case of the secondary school head. In: Peters RS (eds)
The Role of the Head. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Hummerstone C (2012) Leadership Skills and Behaviours of Executive Headteachers in Schools. Nottingham:
NCSL.

Ireson J (2011) A Study of Hard Federations of Small Primary Schools. Nottingham: NCSL.
Kulz C (2017) Heroic heads, mobility mythologies and the power of ambiguity. British Journal of Sociology of

Education 38(2): 85–104.
Leithwood K (2007) What we know about educational leadership. In: Burger J, Webber C and

Kleinck P (eds) Intelligent Leadership: Constructs for Thinking Educational Leaders. Dordrecht:
Springer, 41–66.

Leithwood K (2019) Characteristics of effective leadership networks: A replication and extension. School
Leadership & Management 39(2): 175–197.

Lord P, Wespieser K, Harland J, Fellows T and Theobald K (2016) Executive Headteachers: What’s in a
Name?. Birmingham and London: Slough, NGA/NFER.

MacBeath J (2011) No lack of principles: Leadership development in England and Scotland. School
Leadership & Management 31(2): 105–121.

Mays N, Pope C and Popay J (2005) Systematically reviewing qualitative and quantitative evidence to inform
management and policy-making in the health field. Journal of Health Services Research & Policy 10-
(1_suppl): 6–20.

Meindl J, Ehrlich S and Dukerich J (1985) The romance of leadership. Administrative Science Quarterly 30(1):
78–102.

Muijs D, West M and Ainscow M (2010) Why network? Theoretical perspectives on networking. School
Effectiveness and School Improvement 21(1): 5–26.

National College (2010) Executive Heads. Nottingham: NCSL.
National College (2014b) The Governance of Federations. Working Paper. NCSL, Nottingham.
National College (2014a) Governance in Multi-Academy Trusts. Nottingham: NCSL.
Ofsted (2011) Leadership of More Than one School. London: Ofsted.
Robinson S (2011) Primary headteachers: New leadership roles inside and outside the school. Educational

Management Administration & Leadership 39(1): 63–83.
Simkins T, Coldron J and Crawford M and Maxwell B (2019) Emerging schooling landscapes in England:

How primary system leaders are responding to new school groupings. Educational Management,
Administration & Leadership 47(3): 331–348.

Southworth G (2008) Primary school leadership today and tomorrow. School Leadership & Management
28(5): 413–434.



16 Educational Management Administration & Leadership 0(0)

Tseng C-Y (2015) Changing headship, changing schools: How management discourse gives rise to the perfor-
mative professionalism in England (1980s-2010s). Journal of Education Policy 30(4): 483–499.

Wettenhall R (2013) A critique of the “administrative reform industry”: Reform is important, but so is stability.
Teaching Public Administration 31(2): 149–164.

Author biography

Andy Coleman is Assistant Professor of Leadership in the School of Strategy and leadership at
Coventry University, and an Associate of the Centre for Global Learning (GLEA). He was formerly
Head of Research at the National College for School Leadership.


