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Executive Summary
A research team from the Education department of the University of Aberdeen was funded 
by the Northern Alliance Regional Improvement Collaborative to explore stakeholder 
perceptions of the benefits and challenges for current models of shared headship. The 
Northern Alliance is a Regional Improvement Collaborative (RIC) introduced in 2017 to 
improve outcomes for children and young people across eight local authorities in Scotland. 
With Aberdeen City council not having any shared headships arrangements, the research 
project was focused across schools in Aberdeenshire, Argyll and Bute, Comhairle Eilean Siar 
(Western Isles), Highland, Moray, Orkney Islands, and Shetland Islands councils. 

A growing trend, particularly in the primary sector across Scotland, shared headships appear 
to offer an alternative model for educational leadership that could offer benefits for schools 
and communities. However, research into this phenomenon, especially in the Scottish 
context is extremely limited. Thus, the results from the research project are intended to help 
inform future policy around the potential development, appointment, and implementation 
of shared headships within the Northern Alliance. This summary reports briefly on the 
research project and the results, including the identified models, how they are interpreted to 
be effective and notes key benefits and challenges. Moreover, a set of recommendations for 
consideration by the Northern Alliance and others are summarised.

The project has adopted a broad definition of ‘shared headship’ which should not be 
confused with a job share arrangement. Shared headship is defined for the project and this 
report as:

One headteacher who has leadership responsibilities for multiple schools.

Most commonly schools approached for the study were successful primaries with shared 
headteachers who had responsibility for two to three schools, although leaders with 
responsibility for Secondary schools were included.Several participants also had experience 
of discontinued attempts to create and run shared headships. 

The research employed a qualitative interpretive design. A literature search was conducted 
to aid in the creation of data collection instruments and to provide further information for the 
research team. Data was collected in several ways. Local authority members, headteachers 
in shared arrangements and school staff were interviewed concerning their perceptions of a 
shared headship model. Learner focus groups were conducted to include the student voice 
in the data, and communities were asked for their perceptions through an online survey. 
Despite environmental difficulties such as COVID-19 and several severe weather events 
that impacted availability of staff and the ability of some schools to take part, overall, 60 
interviews were carried out across seven local authorities and 24 schools. Seven learner focus 
groups were conducted across three local authorities, and 18 online surveys were sent to 
schools in six local authorities gaining responses from 78 families. This data was transcribed 
and compiled before being analysed with reference to the main themes of the project.
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Summary of Results
The project aims to clearly identify stakeholder perceptions about shared headships in 
several ways including identifying what models currently exist in the Northern Alliance, how 
effective those models are, and what benefits and challenges were present. 

A Variety of Sytems and Terms
Both the literature review and the results of the project suggest that there are many 
different systems of shared headships in the Northern Alliance. These also have a variety of 
attached terminology which can be confusing and may not directly reflect some of the extra 
responsibilities attached to different posts. For instance, a shared headship may also refer to 
a job share.

Perceptions of the Rationale for Creating a Shared Headship                                               
Stakeholder perceptions of the rationale for creating a shared headship were explored. It was 
noted by interviewed participants that reasons often included:

• Difficulty recruiting headteachers and staff after a retirement or someone has moved  
 posts, sometimes due to the lack of a clear succession model.

• Cost cutting, as councils in a landscape of reduced budgets wish to save money.

• Pairing schools with successful ones to improve student outcomes and share an expert  
 headteacher.

• Diminishing populations and rural locations could be better served by a shared headship,  
 as it may enable smaller schools to stay open.

It was also found that communities often felt that shared headships were the product of 
small schools, budget cuts, staffing concerns and the location of schools. Finally, this section 
concludes with a concern that many headteachers may not have been given a clear rationale 
for their shared headship.

Identified Models
The project undertook to identify current shared headship models in use. Due to several 
councils creating their own unique shared leadership arrangement, it was important to 
identify differences and what worked. Due to the need for anonymity, it is not possible to 
directly report on specific school models, however twelve school models were explored 
which have allowed for the identification of three generic models. These models are designed 
to promote conversation around effective leadership design. Please also see the figures in the 
‘Identified models’ sections of the main report:

• Model 1 – A non-teaching shared headteacher has leadership responsibilities for   
 two  school sites and an attached nursery. They are supported by teaching principal   
 teachers in both schools who act as head when the shared headteacher is not on site.

• Model 2 – A non-teaching shared headteacher and non-teaching shared principal teacher  
 work together across two school sites. This has the advantage of reducing disruption to  
 classes which a principal may have been teaching.

• Model 3 – This is an executive model that suggests it is possible for a non-teaching   
 executive headteacher to strategically lead multiple shared headteachers.

The main difference between models 1 and 2 are the responsibilities placed on the principal 
teacher. Model 3 offers an insight into a more executive model. Most sites explored employed 
principal teachers in an extended role which was commented on as being of importance for 
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the effective running of a shared headship. It is also noted in this section that headteachers 
in shared contexts that involved both primary and secondary schools may face an added 
challenge, due to not being familiar across levels.

Identified Effective Practices
The project investigated what made current shared headships effective and successful. 
Participants provided the following picture:

• The person appointed to a shared headship position was critical to its success. Experience  
 and the ability to work across sites and staff teams was considered essential.

• School identity was noted to be important, and this needed to be reflected in the school  
 improvement planning. 

• Staff and students enjoyed cooperating including joint activities and trips. Shared   
 professional development opportunities were also considered to be morale boosting. 

• Local authority support was generally considered to be good, although differed between  
 areas. Key support  included: regular meetings, supporting planning, helping identify  
 mentors, and training. 

• The role of the LNCT in shared headship planning was unclear, due to limited data.       

Benefits
Many benefits of a shared headship approach were commented on by participants.                             
Reported benefits include:

• Increased levels of support for staff including the headteacher, due to a wider staff base.

• Increased chances for distributed leadership, allowing for clearer succession planning and  
 more opportunities for professional development.

• Collaboration and learning between school staff were enhanced due to a greater pool of  
 teachers.

• Suggestions that shared headships led to an increase in access to resources and buying  
 power.

• Extended opportunities for learners including wider socialisation and shared   
 interdisciplinary learning.

Challenges
Despite the many benefits there were also considerable challenges to the successful 
operation of a shared headship model. These include:

• De-skilling as a classroom teacher, feelings of loneliness due to the uniqueness of the  
 position, and an inability to personally deal with all student issues were clear problems.

• Making sure communications were clear was a challenge. First, for the schools so that all  
 staff could easily contact the headteacher and understand the shared arrangements.  
 Second, with the community, especially in consultation about the setting up of a shared  
 model.

• A difficulty, some suggested, was doubled workload, especially regarding the policy   
 documents for two school sites.

• Fairly job sizing shared positions where responsibilities may be wider but student rolls  
 smaller.
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• To attract and keep staff in positions to limit school disruption.

• Making sure school identities were clearly defined and respected whilst planning for a  
 shared future.

• Making sure parents and teachers recognised an equity of attention from a headteacher  
 for all schools in a shared arrangement.

Participant Suggestions for Improvement
The project also asked stakeholders to comment on areas they felt needed improving in the 
current system. They mentioned:

• Mentorship was often commented on as a positive way of helping headteachers adapt  
 to the shared headship. It was noted that training for headteachers could be improved to  
 include provision for a shared position.

• Although several informal networks were identified positively by participants there were  
 no formal shared headship networks. 

• Adjusting the job sizing toolkit to better reflect the work being done by shared   
 headteachers.

• A recognition that a change to a shared model also included changes to the way in which  
 all staff in a school work. 

• It was also suggested that communication with the community was extremely important  
 for the creation of a shared headship, and this was an area that could be improved on.
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Report Recommendations
Considering the results of the research process several recommendations are made in the 
report for differing governing bodies: 

• Local Authorities 

- Prepare a rationale for changes.

- Consider the best model for the community.

- Consider the financial costs of a shared headship arrangement.

- Ensure communities are involved in planning.

- Help identify clearer succession planning for staff.

- Create a formal support network for headteachers in a shared arrangement and manage  
 mentorships. 

• Headteachers in a Shared Arrangement

- Clarify staff roles and promote staff development through distributed leadership.

- Provide clear communications for staff, learners, and the community.

- Explore opportunities for extended learning across sites.

• The Northern Alliance

- Raise the need to review the job sizing toolkit with other bodies.

- Create/make support networks visible.

- Further explore models of professional development.

- Encourage consistency in terminology around shared approaches.

• Education Scotland / University Partnerships

- Incorporate exploration of shared headship arrangements as part of Headship CPD.

- Further encourage the development of mentoring skills for all.

There may be other aspects of the report that you will find interesting to read, and we 
recommend it to you, especially to hear some of the ‘voices’ that contributed to the           
insights gained.
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Introduction and Background to the Report
The Northern Alliance funded the School of Education in the University of Aberdeen to 
undertake a research project exploring shared headship arrangements in settings across the 
Northern Alliance local authority areas to inform the support of staff and the practice in, and 
around, shared headships. The Northern Alliance is a Regional Improvement Collaborative 
(RIC) which was introduced in 2017 to improve outcomes for children and young people 
across eight local authorities in Scotland, by strengthening collaboration amongst teachers, 
and between Education Authorities and its partners. This consists of local authority education 
partners across a wide geographic area of Scotland:

• Aberdeen City
• Aberdeenshire
• Argyll and Bute 
• Comhairle nan Eilean Siar (Western Isles Council)
• Highland
• Moray
• Orkney Islands
• Shetland Islands 

The term “shared headship” is used as a collective term in this research, this includes contexts 
where the shared headship arrangement may be for 2, 3 or 4 schools (see Definitions). Often 
schools in a shared headship arrangement are Primary schools, but the definition here also 
includes models where Secondary, and Primary have a single headteacher.

The University of Aberdeen is one of the UK’s top ‘research-intensive’ universities. Its 
School of Education participates in the Research Excellence Framework (REF) exercise and 
its predecessor: the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE). It is research-active nationally, 
through a variety of grant-funded activities, such as the Scottish Attainment Challenge; and 
internationally, for example, in improving literacy in Rwanda. 

A research team at the School of Education, University of Aberdeen, was funded to gather and 
analyse data to consider the stakeholders’ perceptions (Headteachers, school communities, 
local authorities) of the benefits (or otherwise) of the shared headship leadership model, to 
inform future policy around the potential development, appointment, and implementation 
of shared headships within the Northern Alliance. This research report offers insight into 
shared headship arrangements based on evidence gathered with a view to further informing 
decisions around building leadership capacity; determining professional learning needs; and 
considering when a shared headship may be helpful for communities.

Data were gathered from seven out of eight of the Northern Alliance local authorities to 
contribute to the research, over a period of seven months. Aberdeen City’s council informed 
the research team that they did not have any shared arrangements in place.

This report starts with the results of the literature search and discusses the project definition 
of shared headships. The research project methodology is then described in more detail 
before the results of the project are reported. Finally, the conclusion follows several 
recommendations for stakeholders which are made with regard to specific groups operating 
in the shared headship environment.
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Literature Search
Across the literature, it was noticeable that each local authority in Scotland appears to have a 
unique history of implementing shared headships, which are a growing phenomenon across 
the country. A report from the Scottish Negotiating Committee for Teachers (SNCT) Headship 
and Beyond, Working Group report (2019) gave data of the number of multi-establishment 
headteachers in Scotland from 2012 to 2019 in all urban classifications. As shown in table 1,     
the most significant increase was seen in remote rural schools.

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 Change since 2012

Urban 25 29 44 43 42 48 52 56 31

Accessible Rural 101 113 138 151 142 157 163 157 56

Remote Rural 138 154 162 177 192 212 216 217 79

Table 1: Schools which have a multi-establishment headteacher by Urban Rural classification (from SNCT Headship and Beyond 
Working Group (2019))

In addition, by 2019, multi-establishment headteachers accounted for 20% of all primary 
schools, compared with 3% of secondary schools and 13% of special schools. Information 
obtained directly from School Statistics at the Scottish Government (See table 2) suggests 
that the total number of headteachers working in more than one school rose again in 2020 to 
204 and in 2021 to 208, an increase of 9 over the past two years.

Headteachers by number of schools they work in, Headcount 2020 2021

Working in one school 1,967 1,956

2 Schools 181 185

3 Schools 15 16

4 Schools 4 3

5 Schools or more 4 4

Total working in more than one school 204 208

Table 2: Headcount of teachers working in multi-establishment sites. Information requested from School Statistics from the 
Scottish Government

However, these figures only include headteachers working in a school and therefore exclude 
centrally employed headteachers. Thus, understanding this growing phenomenon and its 
effects on the Scottish education system is of substantial importance.

This search provides a review of current literature about shared headship. First, the 
methodology of the literature search is identified. This is followed by a discussion of the 
definition of a shared headship,  followed by emergent themes from the literature including 
identified models, effective practices, benefits, and challenges.



13

Shared Headships Across the Northern Alliance

Literature Search Methodology
Due to the project’s emergent nature, a full systematic literature review was not required 
and would have considerably lengthened the time needed to conduct the study. As such, the 
following literature search was conducted to locate the study in current academic literature 
and inform both the project team and the design of the study’s collection instruments. 

Preliminary reading identified several keywords that could be used in combinations to 
provide search terms for the literature search. Initially, an ‘all text’ search was conducted with 
limitations as shown in figure 1.

Figure 1: Literature Search

Keyword Search

• headteacher,

• head teacher, 

• headship, 

• leadership, 

• Scotland, 

• Scottish, 

• cluster, 

• executive, 

• multi-role, 

• multi-establishment,

• joint, 

• link, 

• non-teaching,

• multi-site.

Databases searched via Ebsco

• British Education Index (BEI), 

• Education Abstracts, 

• Educational Administration        
   Abstracts (EAA), 

• Education Resource   
   Information Centre (RIC)

• the teacher reference centre.

Limitations

• In English, 

• scholarly peer reviewed       
  journals 

• dated from 2015. 

This was followed by a Google scholar search using the key terms executive headship/ 
headteacher and shared headship/headteacher. Finally, the Scottish Educational Review 
was also reviewed, starting with publications from 2015. These searches produced a list of 
71 articles which were reviewed, with 49 chosen for further analysis. The majority of sources 
were from peer-reviewed journal articles, but the identified texts also included websites and 
newspaper articles.

The analysis of the identified literature began with structural coding with categories derived 
from the project’s research questions. The main themes suggested were: identifying shared 
headship models, what made them effective, their benefits, and their challenges. After the 
first coding round was complete, each theme was further coded inductively to allow for the 
emergence of points of interest that addressed the research questions. The results of that 
process are reported below.

Definitions
Study Definition of a Shared Headship
In this study, a ‘Shared Headship’ is defined as when one headteacher is given leadership 
responsibilities for multiple school sites. As noted in the introduction to this section, this 
is most commonly found within the Primary sector, although there are headteachers in 
shared contexts working at the Secondary level. As will be shown, the study’s definition was 
intentionally kept broad, which was considered appropriate for the study as the team did not 
wish to overly limit an emergent investigation. The study, therefore, retained the scope to 
explore a range of shared arrangements.
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Other Definitions and Possible Confusion
Participants and readers must be aware of the definitions used in this project as there 
is potential for confusion. A ‘shared headship’ is a common term used in some Scottish 
councils, as noted in council papers, reports, and newspaper articles (Argyll and Bute 
Council, 2021a; Glatter & Harvey, 2006; Seith, 2021). It is generally used to describe a single 
headteacher responsible for multiple schools (Argyll and Bute Council, 2021a; NCLSC, 2010; 
Perth and Kinross Council, 2019), similar to this report. Additionally, the term has been used 
synonymously with joint headship (Glatter and Harvey, 2006), cluster headship (Aberdeen 
Council Local Negotiating Committee for Teachers , 2013; Argyll and Bute Council, 2021a; 
General Teaching Council for Scotland, 2021; Perth and Kinross Council 2019), or multi-
establishment headship (SNCT, 2019). However, in contrast to the study definition, the 
term Shared headship has also been used to denote situations where two headteachers 
share the leadership of a school, also called co-headship (Glatter and Harvey, 2006) or job-
shared headship (SNCT, 2019). This multitude of terminology is unhelpful, and no legal or 
clear academic definition was found. Therefore, going forward, this research uses ‘shared 
headship’ as a general term as defined above.

One of the main difficulties in conducting the literature search was identifying material 
related to the project’s understanding of ‘shared headship.’ Despite repeated keyword 
searches into ‘shared headship,’ a distinct lack of academic research into the phenomenon 
from the Scottish context was discovered. Therefore, much of the reported results are based 
on research into the term executive headteacher, which is used extensively in England but 
is not synonymous with the study’s definition. Coleman (2021, p. 4) notes that the term 
‘executive headteacher’ also lacks legal definition, as well as academic agreement over the 
nuances of the term. Further afield in the Netherlands, the term ‘more-school headship’ 
(Collins et al., 2005) is used, and in the US and Canada, ‘superintendents’ or ‘executive’ 
(Fellows & Odell, 2016) appears to be used to denote similar roles to the Scottish term of 
shared headship. However, it should be noted that although the role may be somewhat 
comparable, it may not be the same. For example, in England, the executive headteacher 
role appears to be primarily a non-teaching position within larger federations, which would 
be at odds with the commitments of some of their Scottish counterparts, and the smaller 
collaborative clusters mentioned in Scottish policy. 

Emergent Trends in the Literature
Models of Shared Headship
As noted earlier, how Scottish local authorities have developed their own shared headship 
models tends to be unique to their context. Some shared headships include two or more 
schools with no clearly defined limits (Moray Council, 2015). Additionally, geographical, and 
historical issues seem to dictate the make-up of clusters (groupings of schools). One example 
suggests “…the headteacher leads a large primary school and a small one approximately 3 
miles away. This is a historic arrangement and works well…” (Moray Council, 2015). Similarly, 
an Argyll and Bute Council report (2021b) states that “… in identifying the schools that will 
be included in a cluster, geographical and community connections are the dominant factor” 
(p. 106). In this local authority there appears to be a move to an executive headteacher 
model, similar to that in England. In this model, the executive headteacher will have line 
management responsibility for a senior leadership team of principal or depute headteachers, 
where each is tasked with different sectors or areas of the curriculum (e.g. Early Years or 
literacy). This senior leadership team would be distributed across multiple schools. Other 
models have been attempted outwith Scotland (see Coleman 2021; ASCL et al., 2015 or 
Collins, 2005).
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Effective practice
This structural code was used to identify best practice regarding shared headships, both 
in their construction and day-to-day running. Several texts mentioned that a move to a 
shared system had multiple benefits. Moreover, it was clear that the quality of the person 
taking on the shared headship role was important. Headteachers in a shared headship are 
mainly required to have an excellent strategic vision for schools and the ability to manage 
staff across multiple sites effectively. Geographic location also seemed to offer a challenge 
for constructing a shared headship. This structural code was used to identify best practice 
regarding shared headships, both in their construction and day-to-day running. Several texts 
mentioned that a move to a shared system had multiple benefits. Moreover, it was clear that 
the quality of the person taking on the shared headship role was important. Headteachers in 
a shared headship are mainly required to have an excellent strategic vision for schools and 
the ability to manage staff across multiple sites effectively. Geographic location also seemed 
to offer a challenge for constructing a shared headship.

Many benefits were cited in the literature. Collins et al. (2005) suggests that models of 
executive headships are linked to positive trends in the attainment of children and young 
people, school improvement, school leadership and cost-effectiveness. Additionally, the 
NCLSC (2010) offer clear advice on creating federations in England, including choosing an 
appropriate model for the context and maintaining staff confidence. Ofsted (2011) suggest 
that effective leadership by headteachers and those in the senior leadership team is essential 
in determining the success of a federation.

The success of a shared system also appeared to rely on recruiting excellent headteachers 
with both strong people management skills and an ability to think more strategically. 
Barnes (2006 cited in Coleman, 2021, p.7) highlights that executive headteachers need 
to have a strong vision and excellent communication skills, with Forde and Torrance 
(2016) suggesting that the effectiveness of headteachers is related to their skills in leading 
people and their schools. Most importantly, it is the ability to build, maintain, and sustain 
positive relationships with children and young people, colleagues, parents, partners, and 
stakeholders (e.g. Chapman and Muijs, 2013). Through these relationships, headteachers 
can share and promote their vision for the learning community. In addition, for successful 
senior leadership, team working is vital to support and deliver a shared vision. Katzenbach 
and Smith (1993 cited in Abbott and Bush, 2013) discuss that senior leadership teams also 
have a “… unique social dimension … “ (p. 594), where a shared common purpose, defined 
roles with joint responsibility and accountability are essential for success. However, there 
will always be challenges and conflicts in any team to be managed and resolved (Abbot and 
Bush, 2013). Moreover, a headteacher in a shared headship needs to be more than a good 
leader, Tseng (2015 cited in Coleman, 2021 p.7) suggests that they may need to be more akin 
to private sector leaders, for example, having the ability to move from operational to more 
strategic thinking.

Finally, the geographical location of schools was noted as a barrier to the effectiveness of a 
shared headship model (ASCL et al., 2015; Collins et al., 2005). If the schools are too far apart 
or do not share a common set of values and ethos, this can fracture the notion of shared 
headship into partial headship, where headteachers are split between dispirit schools.
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Benefits
Several benefits that were causally linked to the formation of a shared headship arrangement 
were present in the literature. From their work in the Netherlands, Collins et al. (2005) discuss 
several distinctive benefits of creating federations, such as more time for leaders to lead; 
economies of scale and mobility of staffing and resources; school improvement through joint 
planning; and wider networking opportunities. Chapman (2015) concurs that these benefits 
are also seen in the English education system. Given the different policy context, whether 
these benefits would apply directly to a shared headship arrangement in Scotland as yet 
unknown. Argyll and Bute Council (2021b) claim that shared headships “… offer real benefits 
to learners and leaders in our schools and will help us to address our biggest challenge of 
equity of provision in an authority as diverse as ours” (p.109).

One of the widely understood benefits of federations is their significant impact on small rural 
schools. Argyll and Bute (2021b) suggest there is a need to ensure policymakers understand 
the importance of rural schools to their communities (p. 97). Collins et al. (2005) and 
Chapman (2015) discuss that the option of a shared headship can be useful in addressing 
the failure to recruit headteachers and thus as a way to avoid school closures in rural 
locations. Chapman (2015 p. 54), reports on the work of Williams and Todman who argue 
that a federated system has significant benefits for rural primary schools, including more 
effective use of resources and improvements in leadership and leaders’ capacity to manage. 
However, Muijs (2008 cited in Chapman, 2015) suggests there is less evidence to support the 
assertion of community building in federated arrangements. A shared headship arrangement 
also has financial implications and can be seen as a cost-effective exercise (NCLSC, 2010), as 
it can increase the scale and scope of the provision (Chapman, 2015), providing a “greater 
availability of resources” (Ofsted, 2011, p. 6). However, “… bringing schools together is by no 
means a silver bullet … [and] in the beginning it may in fact generate additional costs” (ASCL, 
2015, p. 17). Unfortunately, this statement is not further quantified; however, it could be 
explained by the need to incorporate a middle level of shared management.

Advantages for staff through an increase in distributed leadership, was also noted by 
Collins et al. (2005). They suggest that the federation of multiple schools provided more 
opportunities for cross-collaboration and added to the mobility of staff between schools 
(Ibid. p. 30). An increase in distributed leadership practice has also been described as 
preparing teachers for leadership later in their careers (Chapman, 2015; David, 2019). 
Chapman (2015) also suggests that federated schools may increase the retention of teaching 
staff by providing new challenges and opportunities for all teachers and leaders.

The Ofsted’s ‘Leadership of More than One School: An evaluation of the impact for Federated 
Schools’ report (2011) found that federations offered increased opportunities for professional 
learning and development through a more collegial approach. In addition, the report 
suggests that there are more opportunities for school leaders to respond to their unique 
contexts and offer opportunities for aspiring leaders to learn from different leadership styles. 
Moreover, by providing more opportunities for leadership roles, federations helped support 
succession planning and increased staff retention (Ford and McCue, 2008 cited in Chapman, 
2015, p.54). Whether the range of opportunities reported above would materialise in a smaller 
Scottish shared headship model, is reported on later in this study.

Shared headship models have also been argued to improve outcomes for students. From a 
Scottish perspective, Argyll and Bute Council (2021b, p.112) argue that shared headships are 
linked to improved educational outcomes for students, which is supported by the literature 
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(see ASCL et al., 2015; Chapman, 2015; Coleman, 2021; Glatter & Harvey, 2006). Improved 
outcomes are considered particularly notable when high-performing schools were linked with 
schools with a weaker performance profile (Chapman, 2015). It is also suggested that there 
are broader impacts on: learners in transition phases (Chapman, 2015; Ofsted, 2011); general 
wellbeing (Chapman, 2015); and include wider social benefits (NCTL, 2014; Ofsted, 2011). 
The Ofsted report (2011) also highlights several other benefits for learners including: greater 
enjoyment and confidence; less disruption; better behaviour; and, greater support. However, 
although the report’s language is convincing, there is a considerable lack of reference to 
corroborating evidence.

Challenges
There are many challenges inherent in a shared headship arrangement as different schools have 
different cultures and different issues, so getting the balance right across shared sites is critical. 
The main challenges discussed in the literature were: difficulties in recruiting headteachers due 
to perceptions of an increased workload; concerns over a loss of school identity; the difficulties 
of the community consultation process; geography; and, two more philosophical points 
concerning a lack of research about shared headship and deeper structural problems within the 
educational system.

Of the challenges that were identified in the literature, recruitment appeared to be a particular 
problem. The Headteacher Recruitment Working Group report (Scottish Government, 2018) 
has indicated that in Scotland “… there remain significant concerns about the sustainability 
of headteacher recruitment” (p. 3). Chapman (2015) notes, that working at multiple sites “… is 
also known to add significantly to existing workloads and to pose considerable tensions and 
challenges” (p. 58). Collins et al. (2005) suggest a few key drawbacks in working with multiple 
schools, as the headteachers become more isolated from children and young people and staff 
as they experience an increase in administration work across both schools. Some of these issues 
were echoed by a pilot study conducted in South Ayrshire in 2000 (EIS, 2009) , which reported 
that headteachers believed there had been “… an increase in workload, a perception amongst 
parents they were less accessible and a sense that they were no longer in ‘as close touch with 
their staff and pupils’” (p.4 ).

The increased workload, particularly within a shared arrangement, may be a contributing factor 
to this shortage of applicant for shared headship positions, which the COVID-19 pandemic may 
have recently exacerbated. A report from the Education Institute of Scotland (EIS), (2009) also 
comments on the issue of a perceived increased workload, suggesting that non-teaching posts 
should be the norm to support headteachers in shared arrangements. There also appear to be 
challenges in ensuring shared headship positions are perceived to be desirable for applicants, 
as there is a noted lack of a clear distinction between head of school positions and depute or 
principal roles, which may lead to salary imbalances (ibid).

There is a challenge often associated with shared headship arrangements where the community 
may have concerns about schools losing their identity and autonomy (ASCL et al., 2015). For 
instance, Morrison (2013), commenting on the English system of federations, reports of one 
headteacher who stated, “The fears are about losing their voice, that the large school will 
come in and make it a clone”. Such a cloning process may make some schools reluctant to join 
federations. However, if schools seek to maintain their unique identity, this may be problematic 
for the executive heads who need to adapt to distinctly different approaches in the federated 
schools (Lord et al., 2016). 
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A further challenge that has faced several local authorities in Scotland is the importance of 
clearly communicating the benefits of a shared headship approach to pupils, parents, partners, 
and stakeholders. Seith (2010, 2021) has reported in the Times Educational Supplement several 
instances where parents in Scotland have opposed the imposition of a shared arrangement. One 
consultation process, not uniquely (also see Griffiths, 2021; Perth and Kinross Council, 2019), 
led to an organised online petition citing concerns about the lack of an onsite headteacher (Coy, 
n.d.). The BBC (2012) also reported a failure in one instance to consult staff before organising 
clusters in Dumfries and Galloway. Further afield, Ofsted (2011) reported, “… the biggest 
potential barrier to federation resulted from concerns from parents, pupils and staff about what 
the changes would mean to them”. However, the report does suggest that these difficulties can 
be managed through clear consultation with those involved in the clustering process (ibid.).

Shared headship for geographically close schools has been reported as helping realise the 
benefits of an executive headship (ASCL et al., 2015). However, this may be an important 
challenge for rural schools in Scotland, where geographical features could play a significant part 
in how well schools can become part of a shared headship arrangement.

Finally, several other challenges for shared headship emerged from the literature that offered 
more philosophical considerations. The difficulties with collecting data in educational settings 
mean a causal link between the instigation of shared headships and attainment is unclear 
due to the many variables and lack of repeated investigation. For example, the south Ayrshire 
pilot from 2000, mentioned earlier, reported “… no discernible measure on pupil performance 
…” (Education Institute Scotland, 2009, p. 4). Additionally, the ASCL et al. (2015) identify two 
Sutton Trust reports that advised the quality of staff, teaching and learning, and developmental 
opportunities were likely more important indicators of impact than the creation of a shared 
system.

Chapman (2015) offers another philosophical challenge, drawing on a question posed by Evans 
et al. (2005). He suggests that policymakers are missing deeper structural issues in creating a 
shared system to address an issue like recruitment. For example, there is tension in the policy 
landscape in England between collaborative approaches to school improvement and neoliberal 
policies that promote competition. Another issue may be an in-built inequality in the education 
system that is not directly addressed by the solution of shared headship arrangements, akin to 
the popular phrase “rearranging the deckchairs on the Titanic.”

Literature Search Summary
To summarise, this section reports on the study definition of a shared headship and the 
literature search. The search was carried out to help inform both the team and instrument 
design. There was little found that was published academically about shared headships in 
Scotland to date, and so much of the insight of this section comes from other contexts and more 
executive models designed for larger federations. After structural coding around the themes 
of models, effectiveness, benefits, and challenges, a more inductive emergent approach was 
taken to identify trends. Overall, there was a positive trend indicating that a shared headship 
arrangement could help with raising attainment and producing greater equality of opportunity. 
However, there were noticeable challenges identified, from recruiting, to the underlying conflict 
between policy and practice.
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The Research Project Methodology
This section provides an overview of the research plan and how it was implemented. It 
first identifies the main project aims and research question. It then describes the research 
methodology employed. For further consideration, examples of the data collection instruments 
used can be found in the appendix.

Research Aims
The research is looking to find out about different views of the benefits and challenges of shared 
headship models across the Northern Alliance partnership. It seeks to:

• Have informed insight into the possible benefits and challenges of shared headship    
 leadership, the impact on learning and teaching, and the impact on learners and the wider   
 school community.

• Inform policies within the Northern Alliance Local Authorities around identified school senior  
 leadership models by using a research-led approach.

• Strengthen the partnership between the University of Aberdeen and the Northern Alliance   
  through the provision of research capacity in the pursuit of evaluating the effectiveness of   
 school senior leadership models.

The report is generated from the analysis of the data from various stakeholders to provide an 
evidenced-informed approach, including insights from literature and policy, to highlight contexts 
where shared headships are perceived to be beneficial to the school communities, and where 
the contexts are understood to be detrimental to the school communities. This will include 
considering factors, such as: the demographics of the communities; leadership setup; support 
provided to the school communities and the HTs; capacity building of the HTs and other key 
staff, including administrative staff; identified development needs of key staff; and any emergent 
themes that arise from the research.

The research team at the University of Aberdeen will seek to publish outcomes of the research in 
relevant peer-reviewed academic journals and professional literature, within three years of the 
report.

The Research Question
What are the stakeholder perspectives of the benefits and challenges of shared headship?

Research Methodology
This is a qualitative interpretative study designed to generate rich data sets from which insights 
can be gained about the perceived benefits and challenges of shared headships.

Research Participants
Research participants were purposively selected from school communities with shared 
headships across the constituent local authority partners within the Northern Alliance.  At 
least one school community from each local authority was selected to take part, with advice 
provided by the Northern Alliance local authority partners about which schools / Headteachers 
had responsibility for more than one school.  Where a Headteacher in a shared headship gave 
consent then the following participants were sought:

• Headteachers with a shared headship of 2, 3 or 4 school communities. 

• Principal Teacher(s) (or other) who has a supporting leadership role where there is a shared   
 Headteacher. 
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• School staff (Classroom teachers, administrators, Pupil Support Assistants).

• School community – parents (parent council and other parents). 

• School learners (through the pupil councils).

• Local Authority QIOs and /or Directors of Education who oversee school communities that  
 have the shared headships. 

Data Gathering
Local Authority data on settings where there is a dual headship appointment was drawn upon 
to identify a range of schools and settings to invite to participate.  The list of potential schools 
for whom there is a form of Shared Headship was initially identified from the Local Authority, 
but the headteacher ultimately had the influence as to whether the schools took part in the 
research or not.  

For a participating school, the data included:

1. One-to-one interviews with 
 a. Local Authority Representatives (LAs) (i.e. QIOs).
 b. Headteachers (HTs).
 c. Principal Teachers (PTs) or Deputes. 
 d. Classroom Teachers (CTs).
 e. Administrators (AD).
 f. Pupil Support Assistants (PSAs).

2.  An online survey of parents (using SNAP survey tool hosted by the University of Aberdeen  
 as a secure site). 

3.  A focus group of the school student community, with possibly of 4 to 6 participants per  
 school, depending on the demographics of the school.

Additionally, the team hoped to include focus groups with parents in the investigated 
communities. However, too few parents agreed to participate.
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Figure 2: Research Design

In accordance with current COVID-19 regulations at the time, all interviews and 
focus groups were held online, recorded, and anonymised transcripts created for analysis 
(subject to the usual research ethical approval processes and GDPR considerations). The 
platform used was Microsoft Teams. Additional initial data were planned to be gathered from 
the learner focus groups through the use of JamBoard but unfortunately no pupil focus group 
made use of this feature. 

It was not possible to have a full set of data for every participating school. A summary of the 
data gathered is given in table 3 below. In some settings, permission was not granted to offer 
a parent survey or to have a learner focus group. Staff availability for interview was impacted 
by situations at the time. During the time of the data gathering schools were suffering from 
ongoing issues related to dealing with the impact of COVID-19 and its variants, and, for some 
schools, dealing with temporary closure and power outages due to two separate storms.

Table 3: Summary of Data Gathered

Local Authority QIOs / Directors Interviews 8

Headteacher Interviews 13

Depute or Principal Teacher Interviews 14

Classroom Teacher Interviews 7

Administration Staff Interviews 11

Other Staff (e.g. pupil support assistants) 7

Learner Focus Groups 7

Parent Surveys 18

Number of Schools Involved 24
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Ethical Considerations
Ethics approval was granted by the University of Aberdeen and permission to approach schools 
in each local authority was gained from the relevant local authority contact.

Whilst there is no anticipated harm to individuals, the nature of the shared headships settings 
could inadvertently reveal the identity of the participating communities; and hence individuals 
within those communities that may have been participants.  However, all settings and data have 
been reported anonymously, with generic setting descriptions provided (such as [school]) rather 
than identifying the actual local authority or school community. References to the data have 
been made by including both job title (e.g. LA for a local authority representative) and a random 
number not in order. Codes are known only to the researchers. It was believed to be important to 
highlight the job title to clearly show that data was being used from differing participants.

Ethical consideration was given to working with the young people in each school and ensuring 
that they fully understood the research and their contribution. Moreover, parental consent 
was sought for learner involvement. The views of the pupils have been anonymised within all 
reporting with only the focus group referred to. Although the phonetic alphabet has been used 
to identify different focus groups, this does not relate to the order of collection. Any researchers 
working with young people for the project have enhanced disclosures.

Finally, survey respondents have been referred to as (SR ‘number’). Again, this in no way 
correlates with collection.

Data Management
All data gathered must comply with GDPR data protection principles and meet the requirements 
for data security at the University of Aberdeen (as given in the policy guidance at: https://www.
abdn.ac.uk/staffnet/governance/search-policy-zone-399.php) 

Security of data is assured through the use of SNAP for survey data held by the University of 
Aberdeen, and the creation of a secure SharePoint site. 

Raw data is not available to the funding partner, only the analysis of coded data.

The table below shows the data management procedures in place.

Table 4: Data Management Procedures

Data Type and order of 
collection (per setting)

Process for gathering Process for storing

1.Questionnaire / survey
SNAP survey tool hosted by the University 
of Aberdeen – responses held by SNAP 
server at the University of Aberdeen

Data to be transferred to excel and / or CAQDAS 
software NVivo.

2. Interviews with individuals

Recorded video capture – recorded and 
stored locally on a university secure        
device until uploaded to the project 
SharePoint site.

Recording to be transferred to secure    
SharePoint site, transcribed and stored via 
secure CAQDAS tool NVivo

3.Focus groups

Recorded video capture – recorded and 
stored locally on a university secure        
device until uploaded to the project 
SharePoint site.

Recording to be transferred to secure    
SharePoint site, transcribed and stored via 
secure CAQDAS tool NVivo.
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Data Analysis
The data is qualitative data and as such was inductively analysed through a systematic 
constant comparison analysis to allow themes to emerge, whilst taking into account the 
overarching research question.  Memos for coding and theme identification were recorded 
and kept so that decisions around data findings can be clearly traced back to the data and 
analysis.

Table 5: Timeframe

Description of Work  Time period 

Phase One

Establish research team

Complete scoping exercise and research        
design (including methodology and data 
collection instruments).

May 2021-September 2021 

Phase Two
Policy and literature review around school 
senior leadership models.

October 2021 to January 2022

Phase Three Data collection November 2021 to April, 2022

Phase Four Data analysis and Findings December 2021 to June 2022

Research Team 
The Research Team from the University of Aberdeen comprised the following members:

1. Principal Investigator (PI): Professor Yvonne Bain 
2. Research Fellow (RF):  Dr David M. Barnard
3. Research Assistant (RA): Elizabeth MccLure
4. Project Consultants (Academic) and Researchers: Ian Parkin, Derek Samson, Charlaine  
 Simpson
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Results
This section presents the results through the themes that were identified from the data 
gathered.  The themes are identified in the sub-section with care taken to exemplify the 
participants’ perceptions, using direct quotes where these help to show the essence of the 
findings that emerged and to give voice to those who participated in the research.

The results in this section offer an insight into the current context of Scottish shared 
headships within the Northern Alliance. This section begins with a consideration of the many 
different terms used by participants for a shared arrangement. It then goes on to consider the 
perceived rationales for creating a shared arrangement and identifies three generic models 
for different arrangement types. Practices that emerged from the data as being effective are 
then identified, before a direct consideration of the benefits and challenges of a shared model 
is made. Finally, this section ends by reporting the different suggestions participants made 
for improving current models.  

A Variety of Systems and Terms
During the study, several terms were encountered that participants used to identify what this 
study has defined as a shared headship. Similar terms were identified in the literature review 
for keyword searches. These included:

• Paired heads (e.g. HT 43)
• Dual headteacher (e.g. LA 26)
• Cluster headteacher (e.g. HT 15)
• Linked headteacher (e.g. HT 34)

To explore this language further, terms like pair, dual, cluster, and linked, identify models 
where a headteacher is often responsible for the leadership of two to three small, most often 
primary, schools. Such shared headships are usually located in more rural areas, but this may 
have been a consequence of the focus of the study. However, data from the literature review 
would seem to suggest that similar practice is nationwide. 

As is suggested by the number of interchangeable terms, a standardised terminology for 
shared headships across councils was not apparent in the data collected for the study. 
Additionally, although a ‘shared headship’ was used to describe similar multiple school 
systems, this term may be misleading as it could also refer to a job-sharing arrangement 
where two people share one headteacher role. As noted in the literature review for this 
study, the SNCT in a report from 2019, recommends “… the term Multi-Establishment Head 
to define a post where the Headteacher has responsibility for, and leadership of, two or 
more establishments.” (p.3). However, this term was not used by participants in the data, 
suggesting it may not currently reflect the language used in practice. 

An alternative model for school leadership that emerged from the councils studied was of an 
executive nature. This appeared to have more in common with the formation of larger school 
bodies like those in England (Multi-academy trusts) and the USA. As the executive model 
was not the main focus of the study, only one executive headteacher was approached and 
participated in the study. However, two other shared headteachers spoken with were part of 
a larger executive model. In these models, the executive heads were non-teaching and were 
often responsible for managing shared headships. Thus, the executive position appears to be 
more focused on the management and leadership of a larger group of schools than would be 
expected of a headteacher in a shared arrangement. The managed schools also appeared to 
increase in variety, with primary and secondary schools grouped. 
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Perceptions of the Rationale for Creating a Shared Headship
An integral part to understanding the broader picture of the shared headships models in 
practice is considering the need to combine schools under the leadership of one headteacher. 
This section reports on results from the data that helped identify the rationales for creating 
shared headships. In descending order of instances of mention within the data, this section 
looks first at difficulties in recruiting and retaining shared headteachers. It then identifies 
other perceptions that were less prevalent in the data, including budgetary restraint, 
attainment, population, and geography. The section then compares staff understandings 
with community perceptions for the instigation of shared headship arrangements and 
comments on differences. Finally, the section briefly looks at experiences that have been 
mentioned where a shared headship was unsuccessfully implemented.

Recruitment and Retention of Staff
Over the course of the study, many reasons were given for creating shared headships, but 
the most commented on was a difficulty in recruiting single school teaching headteachers 
and retaining staff in those positions. Retirement of headteachers was noticeable in the 
data as a repeated reason shared headships were considered, especially for smaller schools. 
Interestingly, some shared headships had been created simply in reaction to unforeseen 
events, such as staff leaving or moving.

Data from the study suggests that shared headship positions have been created due to a 
difficulty  in recruiting:

“What we usually do is we exhaust our recruitment and selection processes … so what 
we’ll do is we’ll look at, you know, going out to advert, we’ll look at internal potential as 
well. I mean, even one of the pairings, it was really difficult to recruit, and we recruited 
from within in the end a suitable candidate who has actually been kind of half-mentored 
by the retired headteacher as well, which is quite exciting” (LA 3).

Some shared headships have formed as people leave, move posts, or retire:

“OK, so for each of our … linked heads, the model was established as previous heads left. 
So … when headteachers left or resigned or retired, we used the opportunity to link up.   
It was …  small schools where the previous model had been that of a teaching head within 
the school” (LA 16).
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Others suggested that shared headships had come about as the consequence of events rather 
than a clear succession model:

“My experience of why shared headship has come about is because of challenge of 
recruiting … But for me, from my experience … , it has been a … it has not been a 
planned thing, you know. And maybe it needs to be more of a planned thing. Maybe it is 
more planned than that …” (PT 27).

Across the data, difficulties in recruitment after retirement or events within the council were 
most often perceived as reasons for instigating a shared headship.

Budget
Many participants suspected that shared headships had been considered due to a cost 
cutting exercise, as councils in a landscape of reduced budgets wish to save money by 
reducing two headteacher salaries to one:

“Which is why my cynical thinks it is just a great big money saving exercise!” (HT 31).

“I would be very concerned if it were simply a money saving exercise on the part of the 
council. As jaded and pessimistic as I am after my years of teaching” (PT 41).

“It is definitely money … it is cost cutting, it is money ... I am biased but when you look 
at the number of students and the number of staff, we are definitely stripped to the 
bare minimum compared to other schools … My big bug bear is … and it is the same 
everywhere. The finances take precedent over what works for the pupils” (PT 30).

However, there is a certain scepticism about the feeling that introducing shared headships 
does save the council money, especially in the longer term, due to the need to hire further 
deputes and principal teachers. Whether shared headships reduce salary costs appears to 
be affected directly by the context and the type of shared headship model chosen. As one 
participant notes:

“In actual fact, when it comes down to it they wouldn’t be saving a great deal of money. 
If you have got two headteacher salaries em … when you have to pay the em … the 
headteacher more for taking on board two schools, then you have to get a principal 
teacher and then you have to back fill things, there wouldn’t be much difference in costs, 
especially when you are thinking of huge budgets” (PT 17).
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Despite the financial realities of any position, however, there does appear to be a strong 
perception that one of the main rationales for creating a shared headship is a reduction in the 
associated budget.

Raise Attainment and Improve Outcomes.
One of the reasons also identified in the literature search was to improve attainment through 
collaboration and the sharing of an expert headteacher. This reason was also identifiable in 
the data for several investigated sites:

“I think eh … to begin with the rationale was go and ensure that a school that was in 
difficulty was provided with leadership and support. That would provide a quality 
education for its youngsters” (HT 18).

“It was recognised that [School A] had some issues and were struggling. They had 
had a return inspection from HMI em … there were issues that the authority wanted 
sorted. [School B], in contrast, had had a very good inspection. They were aware that 
[headteacher] was a strong headteacher … there were a lot of … pluses. So, I think 
basically the authority asked her if she would be willing to take on the role, and she 
agreed” (PT 29).

There was also reference to school identity and how shared headships may be rationalised 
around transplanting a system that had received praise in inspections elsewhere:

“… well what had happened is we had had our revisit from Education Scotland and the 
North and that had gone really, really well. And we had been picked up on a lot of good 
practice and I think the idea behind the joint headship was the fact that [School A] was a 
very similar school and you know, what we had created …, could be recreated at [School 
B]” (HT 54).

Whether such transplantation can enhance student attainment, considering differing 
identities and natural contextual variances, would be something for further investigation. 
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Population, Rurality, and Natural Geography
One interviewee noted that they felt the introduction of a shared headship arrangement was 
particularly down to the context of the local schools. Others also suggested that the rural 
nature of many of the schools, as well as a reducing population and rugged geography could 
be natural reasons for the desire to group schools under one headteacher. In a link with 
recruitment and retention (see previous section), one participant noted the difficulty of hiring 
for schools that are in very rural areas:

“… generally speaking, [the shared headship arrangement] was borne out of that 
difficulty in attracting suitable quality candidates, particularly where there was a rurality 
involved, and obviously with rurality, that means school sizes are sometimes smaller, and 
salary is sometimes not as attractive … it’s just how do we get the best candidates in, and 
sometimes that best candidate may be a headteacher in another school that we’ve paired 
up” (LA 3).

Reductions in population have been suggested as an issue for creating a shared headship to 
both save smaller schools, but also to help with a transition to a new school, should rolls fall 
below feasible levels:

“So the arrangement goes back to … where the falling school roll in [Area A] and em an 
associated falling school role in [Area B]” (LA 14).

“So em… you know, always we obviously consider the size of the school and whilst things 
like the declining roll and that can be taken into consideration and the potential for a 
school … if the roll continues to decline and it is necessary for pupils to attend another 
school then having a shared headship is obviously a really good way to support that 
transition. We have already got those two communities working closely together so it is a 
support network for the children and the family if that does kind of happen. So we do take 
that into consideration” (LA 56).

Understanding population migration would appear to be important for future shared 
headship planning. Many mothballed schools were mentioned by participants, and these 
appeared to be providing a passive future educational capacity, and potential for further 
shared headships as families naturally move around Scotland or local population changes.

It was noticeable in the data that very small schools in remote rural areas were often brought 
into a sharing arrangement. This may be advantageous as one participant noted, due to the 
similarity in community, ethos and environment:
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“So they are both countryside schools. They both have got that kind of countryside 
environment and ethos and countryside parents and I think that makes it work as well. 
It would be difficult if one school was in the country and then another school was in the 
town” (HT 34).

Thus, the type of community and their connected identity may play a role in realising a shared 
headship. One interview captured however that not all local communities were quite so well 
connected:

“And can I just say … before this became a shared headship, the only thing I could 
describe the relationship between [Town A] and [Town B] schools was to Rangers and 
Celtic. It was honestly … loads of people said to me ‘you are taking up a poisoned chalice 
here because you are trying to … are you trying to achieve a Nobel Peace prize’ because 
out of the whole [area] this is the two communities that were so competitive” (HT 15).

In this instance, it was later reported that the shared headship did help create a more 
collegiate attitude between the two communities, brought about by careful consultation 
between stakeholders and the efforts of the headteacher. However, this was not the case in 
all situations and ineffective relationship building within the communities served by a shared 
headteacher have resulted in a negative reaction.

Geographical location was perceived as a determining factor in deciding which schools to 
place into a shared headship arrangement. Several arrangements were rationalised because 
of their location:

“… it was rationalised that geographically there was a bit of eh … you know as one school 
became vacant of a headteacher then another headteacher was asked to do shared 
headship. …  So, the idea was lets rationalise it, put [A] with [B], put [C] with [D] and [E], 
and put [F] as a 3-18 as well. So it was set geographically” (HT 43).

“And what we did was we linked up the schools that were geographically most close to 
each other” (LA 16)

Due to the onsite responsibilities for shared headteachers across schools, it is unsurprising 
that schools geographically close are placed into a shared headship together. Nevertheless, 
some commutes mentioned by shared headteachers involved long car or ferry journeys, for 
instance:
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“… the two schools are 17 miles apart. There is a set of hills between us and I live closer 
to one school than the other and in the winter time, where we are is … can be tricky to 
travel. So one of my first worries, if you like, was what am I going to do if I get stuck? I 
have got to take my overnight bag and I have got to have a sleeping bag in the car, just in 
case. That kind of practical aspect” (HT 44).

Many schools, however, were identified as being within a 30-minute drive or even on the 
same site. This speaks to the need for shared headships, when being considered, to also allow 
for the cost of travel in terms of time and expense as shared headteachers are expected to be 
on-site at each site during the week or be able to travel between sites should a serious issue 
occur (see later models).

Community Perceptions of the Rationale Behind Shared headships
Survey question four gathered parental opinion on the community’s perceived rationale for 
creating a shared headship. The following rationales were most reported in the data:

a) Small schools – meaning they may be unviable (39 identified references )

b) Budget cuts (35)

c) Staffing concerns – for instance, hiring a quality headteacher (12)

d) The geographic location of the schools (10)

Other referenced issues included: a lack of confidence in a headteacher, a need for the 
headteacher to move to a non-teaching brief, and to improve cooperation between schools.

Three perceptions of the rationale for shared headships stand out in comparing survey 
and interview data. First, shared headship is generally perceived by the community and 
educators to solve issues of population reduction, especially for small schools that might 
be in geographically close or in rural locations. Second, recruitment of headteachers was 
seen by most headteachers in a shared headship and local authority participants as a strong 
motivator for the introduction of shared headship arrangements, but this was not reflected 
as clearly by the community understanding. Third, budget cuts were mentioned in interviews 
and survey data, suggesting there is a strong opinion that current changes to headship 
arrangements are the result of budgetary restraint.

No Rationale Given
Of further concern from the broader data was the lack of rationale given to some shared 
headteachers for the construct of their shared arrangement. Six interviewees, about half of 
the headteachers, talked to, suggested that a clear rationale had not been given to them for 
their shared headship position, for example:

“I was asked to … well, I wasn’t asked, I was told to take on the headship of [School A]. 
Which is the other school [nearby] … Just that it didn’t have a headteacher and … I was 
told that they had a new job for me” (HT 31).
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“I suppose thinking back, there wasn’t really a rationale for it when I first started. I think I 
made my own rationale. Em … and I don’t know … I did what I did and tried very hard to 
let everybody know what was happening. I didn’t know the answers to everything at that 
time because I didn’t know how long I was going to be in this position” (HT 44).

In conjunction with the insights from the data about the difficulties with recruitment, these 
quotes suggest that there are several instances where shared headships have evolved quickly 
in reaction to a shortage or difficulty. However, this also poses a question of the level of 
consultation and planning carried out with the staff and community of the schools being 
moved into a shared arrangement. This is important as community and staff opinion can be a 
decisive factor in the success of a shared headship.
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Identified models
The study identified leadership models across 12 Shared headship approaches (Shared and 
executive). Each leadership arrangement was the product of a complex and highly contextual 
process and, therefore, often unique to the communities and geographical locations. This 
means that reporting the exact structures would mean that the schools investigated could 
be easily identified. Therefore, due to the need for anonymity, these models have been 
amalgamated into three generic models that share similarities to real-life situations. These 
models are designed to aid in a discussion around the effectiveness of each and offer an 
example of current practice. The first two generic models are based on data received from 
smaller school shared headships. The third model is an example of how an executive model 
may be approached.

Model 1: Small School Shared Headship with Teaching Principals
Figure 3: Model 1: Small School Shared Headship with Teaching Principles

This model is representative of the majority of the shared headships spoken with, but there 
was sometimes significant variance around the principal teacher post. The variety was usually 
a consequence of school size or recruitment. To describe the model, the shared headteacher 
would not have an official teaching role, although, especially due to COVID-19, it was reported 
that some were helping with cover:

“We have got a real shortage of supply staff to cover sickness, illness and these particular 
few months have been quite hard. So a lot of our heads in all of our schools have had to 
teach significantly and that, I think, has had a huge impact on our linked heads. Because 
it means that where they might have been planning to be in one of the schools for a half 
day they then can’t because they have ended up teaching a class where a member of staff 
has been absent in the other school. So that is a real challenge” (LA 16).



33

Shared Headships Across the Northern Alliance

Shared headteachers regularly led two to three schools with accompanying nurseries. Nurseries 
had senior practitioners in charge of a small staff and were line managed by the shared 
headteacher. Headteachers, although based at one school, often the larger in terms of pupil 
numbers, usually shared time between schools. So, for example, a headteacher may be based at 
School A, but would still spend two days a week on-site at school B: 

“So I think it is really important as a shared head to be in a school for two consecutive 
days, particularly if you want to pick up any parent queries, that is really important, 
getting back to parents right away. Communicating my timetable with parents. So my 
timetable is 50/50 split … So one week I do three days in one school, two days in another 
and it is the same three days and two days … So very quickly the routine is established. 
Not just with staff, it is established with pupils, it is established with the parent body so 
that they know that if they have a query they can get [in contact] … it is very important 
… If something happens, that I am available to communicate with parents in a relatively 
short space of time” (HT 15).

In the absence of the shared headteacher, the principal teacher is often asked to deputise:

“…it definitely means that I would deputise more than a principal teacher in a school 
without a shared headship. When the headteacher is off the premises, in the other school, 
I am left in charge … and whatever that may entail” (PT 55).

Due to the enhanced role of the principal teacher in the schools, there may be scope for further 
consideration regarding fair levels of pay and responsibility (see p.49) especially regarding the 
SNCT’s definitions of a depute and principal (SNCT, 2007).
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Model 2: Shared Headship with Shared Non-teaching Principal
Figure 4: Model 2: A Shared Headship with Shared Non-teaching Principal

This model was encountered in two shared headships studied and was usually considered when 
one school (e.g. school A) was larger than another (School B). There are two main differences 
between this and the previous model. First, rather than have a principal teacher at both or only 
one school, they are shared between the two establishments. This means that the headteacher 
and principal teacher will share their time across the schools equally, meaning that in a two-
school model, a senior manager is always available on-site:

“… I do have a non-teaching principal teacher. Ok. And that is a real support because it is 
almost like having a senior manager, a team. I have in the past …[not] had any support in 
place, I have found that much more difficult … because it is has been difficult to be in two 
places at once and if you are over at the other place … something happens here … the 
parents do no appreciate that, that you are in the two places. … the fact that they have 
given me the principal teacher. And that … [is] a big support. And I think … again I don’t 
think I can speak highly enough of that structure” (HT 13).
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Second, the shared principal post, similar to the shared headteacher, does not have a teaching 
responsibility, although current environmental pressures have meant the need to help with 
cover. The ability of the principal teacher in this model to step into gaps was seen by one 
participant as advantageous:

“I have a non-teaching principal teacher who supports me across both schools, ... So 
both of us are non-teaching, which supports [me] really well, which means that every 
week there is a senior manager, a senior member of staff who is out of class to support 
any children with significant needs, which there are in both classes. So it works well. 
Especially if you have got a teacher off, cause one of us … can step into the class teacher 
role. … I don’t… [have] to scramble around for supply teachers and the children are 
getting continuity of care with somebody that they know, rather than somebody strange 
coming in. So, somebody that knows the planning, the progressions, what is going on 
in the classroom and what is happening, and that knows the children and how they tick 
over. So that works really well” (HT 13).

The addition of a non-teaching post may also provide scope for less disruption across schools 
than would be possible with teaching principal teachers. Although the following participant is 
speaking about the formation of a shared headship, there are likely resonances with the principal 
teacher roles in a larger school:

“What we were talking about was the opportunity for linking schools together under one 
headship which then became a non-teaching post. As a teaching head I became quite 
vocal about what I felt was the disruption to the learning of the children in my class when 
I was pulled out and called out and had to attend various meetings” (LA 16).

It was also reported in several smaller schools that administrators often helped in situations 
where, for example, a parent wanted to contact the school. However, considering many smaller 
schools had only temporary administrators, some none, this is not a full-time solution. 
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Model 3: Executive Headteacher Model
Figure 5: Model 3: Executive Headteacher Model

The study was able to identify one executive arrangement that was investigated directly; 
however, shared headteachers and local authority participants also referred to such larger 
arrangements. Please note this is a generic model and so does not directly represent the real-
life situations and variations that were explored. In this model, the executive headteacher 
is non-teaching and is responsible for managing several shared headteachers, who are also 
non-teaching. The shared headteachers are responsible for their schools, and in this model, a 
teaching principal teacher has been added to one school in the shared arrangement to act as 
a point of contact in the headteachers’ absence. Although this figure only identifies a principal 
teacher at one school, this could be contextually different for different shared headships, and a 
non-teaching shared principal teacher could also offer benefits, as noted above in the second 
model. Similarly, shared teachers have been shown in the diagram to only manage two schools, 
and this could also vary between sites and may also include nurseries and so on.

A Note on Grouping
One participant noted that when organising a shared headship combining primary schools may 
be easier than secondary schools:

“There is a wealth of a difference between trying to merge two high schools and two 
primary schools. I mean that … the challenges are … massively different. I mean there 
are similarities in terms of supporting staff, and making sure we follow national practice 
in tandem etc, but trying to … you already know yourself as a secondary head, you have 
already got that multiplicity of those different subjects and the differences between the 
things that we face on the BGE and the certificated phase and the post 16 non certificated 
phase and you know, the complexity of a high school. My primary colleagues don’t 
appreciate this argument at all. In fact they are no best pleased when they hear it, but the 
complexity of running a high school is so much broader and complex …” (HT 18).
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It is also reported that headteachers often found it more challenging to work across primary 
and secondary levels than if they worked only at one. This would need to be considered in larger 
executive models.

Identified Effective Practices
Sharing good practice has been shown to be an effective method for improving educational 
models. Many participants mentioned the need to understand different ways of working to help 
streamline their approaches. As such, it was considered necessary to centre part of the data 
collection on identifying perceived good practice and what is needed to make a shared headship 
outstanding. Several practices that appeared to affect the effectiveness of practice were 
identified from the data. What emerged from the data was the importance of: having high-quality 
people in the system; being able to work with both a shared vision for schools, yet understand 
the unique issues of each; and, knowing how sites can cooperate to produce an increase in 
opportunities for pupils. This section also looks at how the local authority has helped support 
a shared headship and how the LNCT might be influencing actions around shared headship 
proposals.

The Shared Headteacher 
The Position
A shared headteacher position has been described as a more complex role than a single site 
headteacher. Although more complex, the shared headship post itself has been positively 
described as being

“… so different and it is so varied and it is so unique and I don’t just have the beauty of 
having one set of staff or parents or children, I have got two and three …” (HT 34).

Another interviewee also commented that the work required versatile and “strong leaders” that 
were able to manage a range of school identities:

“I think you need a really strong leader. I think having experience within leadership 
within schools, em … and yeah, I think that for the best possible outcome you have to 
have leaders, really strong leaders that are able to manage, like I was saying before, that 
individual identity of two schools but capitalising of how those schools can then work 
together” (LA 48).

Furthermore, the experience as a headteacher was considered by several candidates to be 
essential in creating a successful shared headship.
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“I think you do need to be an experienced headteacher. I think its … you know, I was 
probably a little bit naïve when I did … one cause it was my first, that was my first 
headteacher role and I had only been a headteacher for maybe two years before I went 
into that. But this time, also because I had that experience and because of how the 
journeys that we have taken, and like I said, I have had to learn an awful lot in a few 
years … and the more experienced you are, the better. And I think maybe you should 
have experience of quite a few different schools before you become headteacher at two 
schools” (HT 54).

The considerations of the complex nature of the job and the experience needed may have an 
impact on the type of person who would want to take on the task:

“I think it depends very much on the individual person. As I say, I know … I think it would 
suit some people and not others and I think some heads em … would do a very good job 
at it but I do think it is slightly different to share yourself between those two schools and 
have that shared vision for the both schools. I think it is a different ask that to running a 
big school as it were. Yeah, some people like that challenge” (PT 5).

Additionally, it was noted by several participants that the need for a shared teacher to be non-
teaching was important because it meant they are more available and there was less disruption 
to classroom teaching:

“She is office based, so she is more available, whereas when the headteacher was 
classroom based here, her day would be disturbed if she had to come out of class and 
that would be disruptive to the pupils. Em … so I would say that is a massive advantage”        
(AD 49).

“I think the rationale of having a cluster head arrangement that means you are non-
teaching makes sense, good sense, in that you are free to arrange your timetable …        
you know for meetings” (HT 43).

One participant who leads a mixed group of primary and secondary schools also noted that 
although they may have a lot of experience, it did not mean they could easily transfer that 
knowledge across primary/secondary domains. They suggested that professional learning would 
be helpful for heads in a similar position who may only have experience on one level because the 
systems were noticeably different.
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“…this is going back to training, I think I would have appreciated some kind of crash 
course in primary. And I think you know, that probably should have been done when 
I took on the headship …  So I think you know, that is something to be aware of. 
Sometimes you know … even now, I go across the road to nursery and I am going ‘this 
is just completely out the comfort zone here’. Lovely but … completely different world.”  
(HT 31)

To summarise, the headteacher position in a shared headship was generally considered 
positively and offered a more complex challenge than a typical arrangement in a single school. 
In helping ease headteachers into a shared role, the importance of experience across schools 
and posts was considered advantageous. Also of note are the advantages for headteachers 
of being in a non-teaching role, allowing heads to focus on management, as well as reducing 
classroom disruption and allowing for easier scheduling. However, it should be noted that 
challenges across primary and secondary sites could cause difficulties as ways of working can be 
considerably different.

Location Sharing
One of the unique issues of being a shared headteacher is the need to be responsible for multiple 
sites. Most headteacher participants commented that they usually split their time as equally as 
possible between the schools they managed. This often led to a 3-2 split with more time spent in 
the larger school as was indicated earlier when exploring the models of shared headships.

Clear timetabling showing when and where a headteacher would be, was suggested as being 
essential to an effectively managed shared arrangement. However, other arrangements may be 
based on need or a mixture of both. The following quote also highlights how some headteachers 
may feel they are not fully connected to the schools they lead, and how in smaller schools the 
range of jobs a headteacher may be asked to do can be varied:

“I think in general terms, I think a shared cluster your natural tendency is to give more 
time to the most needy school which can mean that the other school is neglected of 
what it deserves. Although I try to be fair. The other thing is I feel that I am letting both 
schools down, because I am not there when things happen and actually for small, small 
schools like this it could be just one teacher on her own with the children in each setting 
which adds pressure. Even … I do lots of things as a small schools headteacher, I grit the 
playground, I … answer the door,  you know … answer the phone” (HT 43).

Surprisingly although many participants noted that logically it was reasonable to expect 
difficulties as the head was not on-site permanently, few related concrete experiences. Depute 
heads and principal teachers played a significant role in being the de-facto head of school 
in the shared headteachers’ absence, as is noted in the models above. Working closely and 
communicating clearly with principals and deputes was consistently noted as one of the major 
roles of the headteacher in a shared headship arrangement.
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School Improvement Planning and Identity
Despite each school’s often-recognised individuality and ethos under a shared headship, it was 
noted that school improvement planning was not considered to double the paperwork, as might 
be expected:

“[We] have joint school improvement plan priorities, so the good thing working together 
and that collaboration and that sometimes helps ease the workload for the headteacher 
in that, you know, curriculum is curriculum regardless” (LA 3).

“Yeah, we do all that. There are some aspects of the school improvement plan that 
are individual for each school. But a lot of it is shared. Cause you know, the same kind 
of things that we are doing, same policies, same kind of procedure from the Scottish 
Government so yeah … and we moderate a lot together. It has been very beneficial”          
(CT 25).

When asked about school improvement planning, most participants noted that whilst there may 
be individual areas that are different between schools in a shared model, a majority of aspects 
overlapped, and templates could be used.

“Working on the school improvement plans between the two schools, although they 
are very different schools and you have to treat them very differently, it doesn’t double 
the workload because you have got the same template there and you have got the same 
… you go through the same process. So for example, em … the first day of term when 
you are doing an in-service day, some things can be joined up. So for example, child 
protection, which is key, is the first thing you would do with both sets of staff and then 
you can go on and do kind of individualised things. Well if there was a headteacher in 
both schools, then they would both have to do … em… child protection for three teachers 
and child protection for four teachers … and that is time taken up. So … putting the two 
schools together, in some respect is like having a school with two sites, but treating them 
differently. Em … in some respects you can’t treat them exactly the same because there is 
a different demographic. Em … and there is different needs in both schools” (PT 17).

Shared headship arrangements need to be flexible when dealing with school improvement 
planning. Using templates and understanding areas of similarity for both schools regarding 
future planning appear to help shared headteachers save time. However, there appears to be 
areas specific to single school contexts that need to be individually addressed, especially with 
respecting differing schools’ identity and community (also see p.50). In addition, the wider 
question of workload due to the growth in policy work for shared headteachers and changes 
that may occur in staff roles could be further investigated, especially in conjunction with later 
reported worries concerning the job sizing toolkit. 
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Examples of School Cooperation
School cooperation was seen as a key benefit of creating shared headships (see benefits section). 
By grouping schools under one headteacher, many resources can be shared, transitions for 
pupils are made more manageable, and joint school events provide a greater range of activities 
and friendship groups for children, staff, and the community. 

Participants often mentioned a greater range of activities shared between schools. The following 
quote is a good example of the general consensus:

“[School A] has really good outdoor facilities and really good links to close outdoor areas. 
So our children in p7 again, get to go down there to go kayaking or such things like that 
… certainly transitions and activities that involve both classes from both schools, work 
really well” (CT 60).

Additionally, staff INSET days were also considered to help build rapport between teachers at 
different sites:

“Colour me Beautiful … or something, there is a person that comes with lovely bits of 
cloth and clothing and shows you em… which colour suits you best and goes through all 
sorts of interesting things really. Em … all the staff at that time were female, so I thought 
I am going to ask this person to come in and do a session and we are going to get all the 
staff together to do it. And it was … it worked really, really well. It wasn’t really anything 
to do with education. It was more about … it was building relationships and also giving 
people something to feel good about for themselves. So that is what we did” (HT 44).

However, not all schools in partnership were described as working so closely together, and the 
following quote suggests that there may be financial and social difficulties when trying to bring 
staff together to work:

“Similarly, really not aware of opportunities for the [School A] secondary staff to work 
with [School B] teachers. There are working groups in place for school improvement 
plans that the [School B] staff take part in. But those meetings don’t happen particularly 
often. And like many a meeting when you are getting a lot of people together, diaries 
conflict etc, etc … so I think perhaps … other than purely being a senior management 
role, I do think, as I said, given time and money there could be more opportunities there 
to work collegiately across the different schools that don’t… that doesn’t currently 
happen” (PT 41).
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It is unclear whether the lack of joint working is a product of differences between secondary and 
primary schools or geographic location. The schools may be further apart than others working 
more closely, or COVID-19 has had a more significant impact on this shared headship. 

Responses from the learner feedback groups suggested that the students enjoyed working 
together with different schools and hearing about their activities (LFG Alpha). However, one 
noticeable barrier to working between schools was noted as being a difference in scheduling that 
sometimes made it hard for joint activities to be realised:

“Student 1: Not really. I would like to do PE with [School B] but because they start school 
at half eight and we kind of get on the bus at half eight to come to [School A] … 

Student 2: I get the bus at five to. 

Interviewer: So really it sounds like you like how things are set up but if transportation 
and timings could be different you would enjoy doing more with the other school?

Student 3: Yeah … if we all like had to go on the bus at ten to eight or something … like 
just to get the schools aligned I wouldn’t mind it” (LFG Bravo).

Students in other focus groups also regularly mentioned they enjoyed chances to work with 
other schools, but some did note that this was not for very long “…we see them like 15 minutes a 
month… for an achievement assembly … I feel like … in the middle” (LFG Charlie).

One local authority participant noted that at one of the shared headship arrangements they had 
created, school staff were encouraged to work as a team rather than simply along individual 
school lines. This was reported to increase collegiality between staff and reduce the footprint of 
management tasks:

“… although their separate school identity is very much there’s a staff team, they work 
together, so for example, the staff in our smaller school, [School A], which has only got 
one class really, although two in theory…you know, basically they work with the [School 
B] staff on curriculum development, pedagogy, learning and teaching, they do the 
support through moderation, so that’s led to really strong partnership working across 
those two schools and the headteacher has a very clear vision, but also, you know, clear 
curriculum rationale and so on, but very much tailored to the individual schools… the 
have joint school improvement plan priorities, so the good thing working together and 
that collaboration and that sometimes helps ease the workload for the headteacher in 
that, you know, curriculum is curriculum regardless” (LA 3).
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Schools working together was reported as also affecting the broader community:

“I think that there is also lots of opportunities for common community events. So like 
… on one of our islands they … worked really hard with all stakeholders, and there was 
a shared headship leader that had taken this forward and it included their parent forum 
across both schools and the parent council and they actually developed a community 
event. It benefitted their schools and the community but it benefitted the schools more 
widely as well. And so I think there is a lot of commonality on what you can achieve 
especially within community events and identifying maybe some of the gaps” (LA 48).

In one case mentioned, although not reproducible anonymously, two areas with historical 
tensions were brought together by the community activities led by a headteacher in a shared 
arrangement. However, similar community tensions elsewhere have also been reported to have 
caused a shared headship to be unsuccessful. Thus, the ties between school and community, 
especially in more rural contexts appears to be strong.

Local Authority Support
Several participants, both at headteacher and local authority level, explained how the shared 
headship arrangement was supported. This support included: regular meetings, supporting 
school improvement planning, and offering training. Many shared headteacher participants 
mentioned they were happy with the support they had received from their local authority:

“I feel I was very and still am, very well supported by [the council]. It has not been 
without its challenges but I have great communication with my education officer, with the 
education management team” (HT 15)

One local authority participant described the type of help available from their perspective:

“As an education officer what that meant was working with the headteacher so we would 
be looking at support challenge around school improvement planning, around standards 
and quality reporting, any kind of everyday things that come up, you know we are at the 
end of a phone or an email. Em … so depending on what kind of support they needed. 
I was also involved with one of the headteachers that I was working with, actually is 
responsible for three schools and we did a little bit of work with Education Scotland 
around … looking at shared heads
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However, one participant who had previously been a shared headteacher felt that they hadn’t 
received as much support:

“… when I was a shared head, I was given no kind of, like, support on the sense of well, 
you could double up this, but don’t double up on this, you know. So you could double 
up on this policy, but don’t double up on that, I was given no help from my QIO as to 
what I could, where I could make admin efficiencies and where I would need to do, and 
obviously common sense tells you you have to have two different school improvement 
plans and so on, but yeah, I wasn’t given much support, because in fact the QIO didn’t 
know what my job was supposed to be or how, so that wasn’t terribly helpful”  (PT 8).

As the participants in the research are primarily successful shared headteachers, the mainly 
positive relationships with the local authorities are unsurprising and may reflect some bias. 
However, the prevalence of good local authority support as part of a positive outcome for shared 
headships is an indication of the importance of having clear support lines.

Thus, effective support from the local authority appears to be important to the success of a 
shared headship. Authority members could look to help with community communication and 
relations between shared headships in council areas. Noticeable in the data was the importance 
for new shared headteachers to be able to contact more experienced people and others in a 
similar position to help with new and particular challenges that may arise out of the unique 
situation they are in. The sharing of working modes and document templates was commented 
on as being particularly effective.

Role of the LNCT
Most participants were unable or unwilling to provide much data about the role of the local 
negotiating committee for teachers (LNCT). However, the following quotes suggest that the 
LNCT does have a role to play in the organisation of shared headships and that they are actively 
involved in the decisions made about staffing. More discussion on the job sizing toolkit can be 
found in the next section, as it was one of the main areas suggested for improvement. Once 
again, the need for good communication among those affected by any new plans for shared 
headship is reiterated:

“The whole model challenges conventions in terms of education governance and 
structures, both at local authority level and within individual schools. And it has taken 
probably two, between two and three years to work through the whole process from 
the original inception of what was aiming to be achieved through to implementation. 
And there has been some fairly significant bumps in the road along that. … LNCT were 
contesting some aspect of the programme. And it is a really difficult element of when any 
authority is looking at changing the leadership structure, and we haven’t got it all right 
and we have had a lot of painful bits along the way and still have some challenges around 
how it is communicated to different stakeholders” (LA 42)
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“It certainly does sit on the panel for everyone, regardless of which school it is. So I know 
that … he was very much involved in the decision making for the proposal when it went 
through. Em… but is actually an active part of the panel. For example [School A], we then 
moved on to look at the staffing structure and we looked on to make sure that you know 
this wouldn’t just be the same as the other schools, so we might have to do something 
differently so it was very good to have his input into what that might look like and get 
agreement, because we knew we might be challenged around that by staff. So it was just 
to make sure that we were doing everything by the book and making sure that everything 
is as it should be as we move forward” (LA 56).
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Benefits
This section focuses on participant perceptions of the benefits of a shared headship 
arrangement. It starts by focusing on the increased support for staff due to a wider base, and the 
increased chances for distributed leadership that can help provide clearer succession planning 
and professional development opportunities. Next collaborations are considered, first through 
the shared expertise of staff, and second through sharing resources to increase access and 
buying power. Finally, this section ends with a look at the extended opportunities for learners in 
a shared system, especially considering the wider social and learning experiences.

Access to Wider Teams for Support
There was a sense from participants that a shared headship arrangement offered opportunities 
for greater support, as teams from more than one school were able to come together. In some 
situations, this meant that in schools where teachers may otherwise be on their own, they 
had colleagues with whom they could share mutual support. This was notable in regard to 
professional learning where one teacher commented we can “Bounce ideas off each other” (HT 
33) and another noting that shared professional development reduced staff feeling isolated (LA 
56). Also, mentioned by one teacher was the benefit of having additional support particularly 
when the headteacher was away on Council business as there was a principal teacher available 
to step in when the headteacher had to attend meetings (PT 17). Another respondent reflected 
that there was access to far more support than they had experienced before due to a wider 
management structure across the schools (PT 37).
The additional support was not limited to staff in shared headship arrangements, headteachers 
also benefited as there was usually a principal teacher to support the headteacher. Additionally, 
through the structure in the shared arrangement it was possible for the headteacher to have the 
chance to discuss how to take forward a strategy (CT 9). Moreover, the headteacher was also able 
to focus more directly on quality improvement as they were non-teaching.
Harnessing digital technology such as ‘Google Meet,’ was also seen as beneficial to support 
communication with the headteachers when they are not on campus. One respondent discussed 
how technology was useful in overcoming the geographical distance between shared headship 
campuses. In addition, good digital infrastructure and devices were helpful for headteachers 
when they had to travel, for example:

“And the technology, the infrastructure that has been put into both schools, I mean we 
have absolutely the latest of everything, has really broken that barrier down. I think 
initially it was like ‘it is a long way’, well yes, it is a long way but a) I can work on the ferry 
because there is full Wi-Fi, b) I have put all this infrastructure in place so that is not going 
to prevent anything” (PT 37).

Additionally, one of the administrative participants suggested that the shared headship offered 
additional support for staff. For example, they spoke of being able to call another administrator 
to discuss communications and could cover for each other if a task was urgent, as each has 
access to the systems needed for communication.
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Building Leadership Capacity
Building leadership capacity was another area in which a shared headship arrangement has 
perceived benefits. As it provides opportunities for teacher colleagues to take on leadership 
roles and areas of the curriculum which would not be available to them had they been in a single 
headteacher school.  

Principal teachers can be encouraged to take on greater leadership roles which will prepare them 
for headteacher roles in the future. Principal teachers in a shared arrangement will often have 
opportunities to be involved in more areas of responsibility than might otherwise be available 
in a larger school with a single headteacher and depute headteacher. This sense of capacity 
building is further supported by a principal teacher who notes that you need to be able to think 
for yourself and not rely on the headteacher as they may be elsewhere (HT 44).

“I think it does benefit actually; the principal teachers are getting the opportunity to grow 
themselves. They get a bit more freedom to do things they otherwise wouldn’t get to do if 
the headteacher was in the building catching everything that erupted” (AD 38).

The potential for other promotion opportunities was also commented on, teachers could 
take on the role of principal teacher without having to step up to depute or even headteacher 
levels, which may not be the case in a single headteacher arrangement. Another principal 
teacher commented that they now had gained an insight into being a headteacher whilst still 
having “… on the ground teaching …” (PT 17) which supported their aspirations in leadership. 
The allocation of roles and responsibilities can mean that individuals can build up expertise 
in a particular area. For example, in one case the promoted staff member has a whole school 
responsibility for Health and Safety and as such has become a specialist in that area.

Not only those in promoted positions benefit from gaining leadership experiences. In one setting 
it was clear that this is distributed throughout the school community:

“We’ve had more … as teachers, we’ve had more opportunity for kind of leadership and 
taking different things on. Em … so I would say that is a benefit that we are seeing more 
happening. Developmentally. Em … and more opportunities for us” (CT 51).

Shared Expertise:
One headteacher noted that through a shared headship model it was possible to draw on a 
wider pool of talents for the benefit of all in the arrangement. This supports a sharing of teacher 
expertise which benefitted the communities in the arrangement as they can collaborate and 
learn from each other:
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“… so sharing resources, sharing knowledge, sharing information, sharing pedagogy, 
sharing approaches to learning … sharing … you know … definitely and empowering 
staff. That is the biggest because staff confidence has definitely increased being … you 
know … and there is a real thirst to take forward initiatives. I have got very proactive 
forward thinking staff. And I think one bats of the other very well” (HT 15).

Peer support of the wider school staff is particularly important if it is a single teacher school. 
In a few examples, participants discussed the support they received via the sharing of subject 
expertise. Examples included sharing expertise in STEM or maths to develop learning, digital 
literacies, teaching and assessment; practical support of helping order appropriate resources 
for home economics; helping organise a science department or staff using their skills to support 
a craft fair (PT 5; AD 28). Another participant spoke of being able to draw from the expertise 
available across the communities by bringing in an expert on gardening and commented that “a 
wider knowledge base to work from was very beneficial” (PT 29).

Another area where the benefits of shared expertise was noted was in school improvement. Use 
of digital spaces has “revolutionised” (HT 1) how schools can work together, easing the sharing 
of planning or collaborating through Microsoft Teams for example or using video conferencing 
links for teaching between schools. Staff also commented on the benefits of shared planning 
and being able to get “more of a theme … across the cluster…being more consistent” (CT 23). A 
few headteachers also spoke of the benefits of having access to a wider team, which countered 
feelings of isolation as they were now connected to more people to help with planning:

“I feel like had these two schools been left un-clustered … clustered or shared … I feel 
there would have been that sense of almost being in your little bubble” (HT 19).

Several parent/carer responses also perceived the benefit of sharing of expertise between 
schools creating opportunities for the staff and increasing access to knowledge and resources. 
The sense of extended opportunities that arises from teachers in the schools sharing ideas and 
resources was exemplified by the learners in their focus groups, for example:

“It is actually quite good because the teachers get to share ideas. Like we all get to be 
captains now, in P6 and 7” (LFG Delta).

Thus, across the school and the community the benefits of sharing expertise for improvement 
and planning were acknowledged.

Considering an executive headship there was a perception that the role allows for cluster wide 
analysis to identify common areas for improvement and collaboration. Executive headship 
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allows for a tight focus on quality improvement and raising attainment as there is a greater 
sense of the central local authority teams being more informed and closer to the school strategic 
leadership. There is a perception that an Executive Headship provides a bridge between the   
local authority and schools. For example, the positive impact of collaboration when preparing  
for a possible HMIe visit as, due to a more collaborative effort, responsibilities may be more 
widely shared.

Shared Resources
The sharing of resources was a benefit frequently mentioned in the interview responses.  
Teachers suggested that shared headships led to an increase in access to sources and buying 
power. Smaller schools have a limited budget, so can benefit from joint purchases with another 
school or shared costs, like professional learning, that might otherwise have been too expensive. 
For some, acting as a shared school made access to paid resources such as SeeSaw or twinkl 
affordable, as the individual schools were too small to meet the expected minimum number of 
teacher accounts (PT 29).

Extended Opportunities for Learners
There were many examples given of how the learners’ experiences could be extended.  One 
key area was that the shared headship arrangement enables wider socialisation as the children 
and young people come into contact with teachers and peers from the other setting(s). This is 
particularly helpful in a small school where there may only be one child or young person in a year 
group or for children from remote and very remote (island) communities. Therefore, broadening 
social circles beyond a single school was considered a positive aspect of a shared headship. 
Some parents and carers responses also highlighted the benefits of extended social and learning 
opportunities that became available through activities within a shared headship arrangement. 
In addition, focus groups discussed a desire for more interactions and for learning together, with 
one suggestion that they could meet in each other’s school for a day or a week (LFG Bravo; LFG 
Echo). One learner focus group noted that they would like to meet to have “a change of scenery 
from the normal faces that you see day to day” (LFG Echo).

Transition points were also noted as being important times where a shared headship 
arrangement is beneficial for the children and young people. The shared time between schools 
in a shared headship meant the children and young people were able to get to know others who 
would be attending the same secondary school. Although, not all shared headships are within 
Associate School Groups (ASGs) and as such one headteacher mentioned that P7 learners might 
not necessarily be going to the same secondary (HT 44). Nonetheless, participants expressed 
that being able to foster friendships and have access to a larger peer group was still important 
for the social development of the children and young people (LFG Bravo; LFG Foxtrot). In 
another case the transition from nursery to P1 was shared and the teachers suggested that 
there was greater consistency and a sense that it was “more harmonious and it is fairer” (CT 47) 
for the child. However, despite the opportunities that are enabled through a shared headship 
arrangement, there is still a feeling that more can be done for the learners to work together, but 
restrictions around COVID-19 have impacted on that development.

There are also benefits that support extended learning experiences for children and young 
people as shared headship schools can have shared interdisciplinary learning through shared 
trips, such as teambuilding and joint ventures. Also, learners benefited by gaining access 
via shared video conferencing opportunities to subject choice opportunities that would not 
otherwise have been possible.
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For example, learners in one school can have video conferencing lessons with learners in the 
other context, thus extending the curriculum choices available. For instance, each school can 
potentially offer curriculum choices that may not be available elsewhere (PT 40). These shared 
opportunities can extend where and when subject choices can be available on a timetable, 
shared between schools, making it easier for learners to be able to select the choice of 
curriculum more suitable for them and their circumstances (PT 37). Additionally, there is the 
benefit for learners to have the continuity of specialist teaching, if a teacher leaves the school or 
is off ill:

“… we invested tens of thousands of pounds in IT … eh to deliver courses back and 
forward on a daily basis. But that also helps with leadership and management and staff 
development and cover. So … if somebody is off in [School X], or if you have a vacancy 
… so you know what the story is … somebody leaves, they give you four weeks’ notice, 
it takes you three months to put somebody back in … all we need to do in [School X]  is 
just VC that class, so that the class has a subject specialist in front of them rather than 
what would normally happen in most average schools … for two months you’ve got just 
anybody who can cover the class. We don’t have that problem” (HT 18).

Challenges
This section highlights some of the common challenges faced by headteachers in a shared 
arrangement. It begins with a consideration of the general challenges for the headteachers 
themselves before branching out into areas of in-school and community communication, 
a doubling of workload, and issues of job sizing. Similarly, recruitment of staff, maintaining 
independent school identities, and equity of attention across schools, were also noticed by 
participants as being challenging.

Difficulties for Headteachers
A few difficulties noted by participants about the role of a headteacher in a shared headship 
emerged from the data. De-skilling as a classroom teacher, feelings of loneliness due to the 
uniqueness of the position, and an inability to personally deal with all student issues were 
described as problems.

First, in taking up a non-teaching position, several participants suggested that shared 
headteachers may become less connected with the schools’ children and lose the realism that 
comes with being in class day-to-day:

“I felt like I was losing my teaching sharpness. I think if you are in front of a class there 
is nothing like that for keeping you sharp in teaching. I was feeling like since 2017 I 
hadn’t really taught very consistently. Eh … and I felt like I was becoming a bit deskilled”             
(HT 43).

“I suppose then some element of their remit needs to be teaching you know. Just to keep 
that connect with the children em … in the two schools. Em … but yeah, appreciate that 
that is potentially quite a challenge there as well” (PT 27)
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“I have a lot of respect for her and think she is doing a great job as a headteacher. She 
is now back as a teaching head, which is good. And I feel that now she is a teaching 
head, rather than a cluster head, she knows the children and she has got a much better 
understanding of where the children are …” (CT 23).

Second, one participant noted that being a headteacher can be a “… lonely job …” and as 
shared headteachers currently have fewer colleagues, such work could be a factor regarding                         
the mental wellbeing of people in the position. This is also discussed in the section on         
improving the systems as there were no identified formal networks set up for headteachers              
in a shared arrangement. 

Third, teachers want to make a difference to the lives of their learners. This can be challenging 
in a shared headship arrangement where one headteacher noted the sense of not being able to 
‘be there’ to support learners who are experiencing emotional or learning difficulties. In some 
ways this is echoed by one of the parent/carer responses that feel that the headteacher has to 
“spread themselves over 2-3 schools and that can’t be good for the pupils or the school staff” 
(SR 2). One survey respondent appeared to feel quite strongly that the quality of the school 
had gone from being excellent to being “very poor quality in comparison” (SR 3). However, the 
evidence on which this perception was based was not provided. In addition, a few parent/ carer 
responses commented that the quality of leadership of the headteacher clearly matters. In one 
example, there had been frequent changes of headteacher (including shared headteachers) 
which was perceived to have a detrimental impact on the continuity of the school(s) and in staff 
management. In one particular example, this lack of continuity seems to have led to greater 
pupil disruption as one principal teacher notes student behaviours can change when the 
headteacher is away:

“because I think that was a challenge we had last time, was children not knowing 
who was gonna be in the building when, and it does, behaviour does change when the 
headteacher is [away]…” (PT 8).

Communication
In setting up a shared headship, one local authority officer highlighted the need for a good 
communication strategy as shared arrangements are created. A good strategy will help to 
communicate the development of the plans to the stakeholders who will require information  
and it will help deter “detractors filling the void with wrong information” (LA 42). As one 
headteacher states:

“The only trouble with that is trying to get parents to realise that it’s a good thing. 
And they are too busy … parents are the biggest obstacle to educational development 
because they are very conservative in nature. Parents generally want what they had 20 
years ago. They are very reluctant to move forward” (HT 18).
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Communication to the parents about the purpose of the shared headship is essential according 
to one headteacher, to counteract the perception that this may be a step towards closure or the 
perception of smaller schools as “poorer cousins” (LA 26).

There are often concerns about the loss of school identity by bringing together two schools in 
a shared headship arrangement. The arrangements need to be communicated clearly to the 
community particularly if it involves one larger and one smaller school. The following quote 
highlights how this could also be linked to questions of social justice and shared resources:

“We do get that … the thing that came out about [School A] that really was unfair … but 
I get it, people will make decisions … was that ‘you are doing this to us because we are 
a poor community’ or ‘you are doing it to a poor community, you wouldn’t do this in an 
affluent community’. That was the … ‘you wouldn’t do this in an affluent community’ and 
I thought ‘that is so unfair, I am an absolute advocate for people living in deprivation, I 
always have been’. But it is really hard … I thought ‘well ironically yeah we are because 
it will be so beneficial because of the shared resource and the shared opportunity’ but it 
is really hard when you … to justify that decision making if you like. Because if you are 
saying it is good enough for one school, then it should be good enough for all the schools. 
And it is, it is just that circumstances prevent it from happening on some occasions. So it 
is all about that communication. The communication is absolutely key. Definitely. And I 
think it is key to the success of shared headships definitely” (LA 56).

A mistrust of decision makers may be a fundamental issue here, which is why genuine 
communication with the communities involved in the creation of a shared headship is vital.

Another difficulty in communicating the benefits of a shared headship to communities was the 
understanding that resource sharing was beneficial. For instance:

“We still had a parent that said ‘I don’t think my school should share their resources, I 
think these resources should be ring fenced to my school and other school shouldn’t get 
my resources.’ And you are going ‘hold on, if your school has got 20 kids and have only 
got four grand a year, we are going to pair you up with a school of 200 and that has got 
a budget of half a million, and they have got millions of resources … and you’ve hardly 
got anything, you are telling me you want to ring fence your resources and you are not 
expecting the other school to do likewise?’ So where … it is just …” (HT 18).

Although this may be an example of only one parent, should a core of resistance build within a 
community, it can jeopardise shared headship plans.
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The literature review identifies some media articles and a petition against introducing a shared 
headship. A similar experience was described by one participant who suggests that with a 
concerted effort, community and staff opinions can have severe consequences for shared 
headship plans:

“From the very beginning, the staff … were not happy. Eh … they felt that they needed a 
full time headteacher on the premises. And a core group of parents felt the same. Maybe 
about a month before it all came to ahead, they had got out a letter saying that the 
arrangement would become permanent, I would become headteacher of both schools 
and they would put in a deputy headteacher and a principal teacher in each school and 
then it just kind of escalated from there. Councillors got involved, parents got involved, 
it was all over social media. The newspaper picked it up … the director came up to speak 
to the staff, it hadn’t gone very well and in the end they decided that they were no longer 
going to go ahead with it” (HT 54).

Schools may also have contextual difficulties that mean a headteacher is always required on-
site, making a shared headship arrangement unworkable. The following quote highlights how 
important a transparent consultation process with the community is about the introduction of    
a shared headship:

“So we were looking for a new headteacher for the school. Now that would have been a 
school that em … you know, we could have considered for a dual headteachership … but 
in the end we decided against that and just went for a single headteacher because we 
recognised that there was a particular need within that community to have somebody 
there day in, day out. Em … so that is an example of where, potentially we could have 
been looking for a dual headship but because of the local context and a bit of historical 
context as well, but also feedback from parents, which is absolutely fundamental … em 
… we didn’t go down that route” (LA 26).

Data from the study would seem to suggest that if community and staff concerns are not clearly 
ameliorated early in the planning process, there can be considerable negative consequences 
for shared headship plans. There also appear to be complex community contexts regarding 
history and needs that may preclude the organisation of a shared headship. Moreover, such 
specific details may only be made clear to decision makers through adequate local consultation. 
Although, instances where a shared headship has had a difficult start but were now succeeding 
were found.

Clear lines of communication, along with role boundaries and clearly defined support 
mechanisms, were noticed in the data as being important for a shared arrangement, to minimise 
duplication. There is a challenge in ensuring clear communication pathways provide all within 
the shared headship arrangement with appropriate and timely notices and advice.
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There was a sense that the communication needs to get to a point where it becomes ‘natural’ 
to email all schools to ensure that the schools run in tandem as “90% of the time we should be 
exactly the same” (HT 18). Parents and carers expressed frustration if there was a lack of clarity 
about the communication pathways. There were instances given of confusion over who to speak 
to about matters, having to repeat information or being unsure that communications have 
been passed on. There was also a feeling that information had been given to one school but not 
another, or simply feeling that the headteacher was not there when more immediate action or a 
decision was required.

Clearly identifying responsibilities of staff whose role also changes when a shared headship 
model is enacted is of importance. One participant noted that since the shared headship 
arrangement had been started, administration responsibilities were becoming unclear. They felt 
a gradual mismatch between shared head and their administration was unhelpful:

“I think a question I’ve had since I started, I don’t quite understand the structure of, of the 
headteachers and administrators. I, I’m the administrator for this school and this school 
only. [Headteacher name] a headteacher for this school and [School B]. Her administrator 
does [School A] and another school. It doesn’t line up at all and I’m wondering if they’ve 
done that on purpose or whether it’s just morphed into that sort of situation or…? I just 
don’t know. I don’t understand why if a headteacher has got two schools, why has she 
got two different administrators? And why is one a’ those administrators also working for 
another school that’s not one a’ hers? That just doesn’t make any sense to me” (AD 20).

It was also suggested that a shared arrangement may be helped by a shared administration, so 
lines of communication were clearer.

Workload
The headteacher needs to have excellent time management skills and be able to meet the 
sometimes competing demands of being responsible for more than one school. The headteacher 
has to be able to meet the challenge of what could be two very separate development agendas 
for their schools, whilst moving forward with their vision and exploiting opportunities for shared 
work. In this there was a sense of headteachers being “spread quite thinly” (PT 30). This can 
lead to excessive working hours as the increased workload to meet all the competing demands 
is intense. As one headteacher noted, the perception is that “there are not enough hours in the 
day to do it. Not getting paid for it either” (HT 31). Another headteacher summed up being in a 
shared arrangement as, 

“to be a shared head you need to be not squeamish about working on a Saturday. 
Working every night. And eh … having … making your job a very big part of your life”       
(HT 15).
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There is a perception that two small schools may be less of a workload, however views of 
headteachers in this research suggest that an increase due to duplication of school improvement 
plans, risk assessments, fire-drills, parental engagement sessions, different budgets, “… 
everything is doubled” (HT 19). In addition, one participant suggested that as part of a more 
considerable burden of policy work, there may be duplication that could cause stress for 
management:

“I feel like the school manages, whether it flourishes under dual headship I am not so 
sure. I think em… looking after the school improvement plan, looking after policy 
writing, things like that, aren’t always looked after because that headteacher is having 
to do that twice. So many of those large jobs that are required by multiple members of 
staff, or by little groups in a larger school, have to be done by myself and the headteacher 
at this school, except the headteacher has to do that twice. That puts a massive strain on 
myself and her eh … whereby in a larger school those duties can be delegated or they can 
be shared out. Em … so I would definitely make that point” (PT 36).

In one local authority, an additional layer of meetings and workload arises from being a 
community school – which is a big commitment for the headteacher when they are required to 
be at each of the Community Association meetings connected with the individual schools.

Also linked to the perceived increase in workload is the volume of travel which is inherent in a 
shared headship arrangement. One headteacher noted that they needed to travel to one school 
on a Sunday due to the travel time required between schools. Due to the workload, it was also 
suggested that anyone with young family commitments would find this difficult, thus perhaps 
limiting the recruitment pool.

Workload does not only impact on the headteachers but principal teachers and deputes, 
particularly if they have a teaching commitment, which leaves them limited time to take on their 
leadership roles. One example noted that the principal teachers involved were at maximum class 
contact time (HT 31). In addition, in small schools, teachers may not manage to get away from 
being on duty throughout the day, being on duty playtime and lunchtime as there are no other 
staff to support with the children and young people.

Job Sizing
One of the key findings from this research is the need for a more nuanced job sizing tool kit 
that renumerates headteachers in a shared headship position. As noted by a QIO the current 
job sizing really does not fit the scenarios of modern structures, for example, where there is an 
executive head then that role sits between that of headteacher and local authority for example.

One HT quote summarises this issue of job sizing very well:
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“The one aspect of having a joint headship that needs to be addressed nationally is that 
of compensation. The current job sizing toolkit used to identify the salary level for HT and 
DHT jobs does not recognise the joint headship model, particularly between two small 
schools. My current salary level is at point 2 on the scale and it was actually lowered from 
the previous point 3 due to my most recent job sizing procedure three years ago. This 
means that although I am Headteacher for two schools, I am actually paid less that some 
Depute Heads” (HT 44 [written addition after interview]).

There is also the matter of the requirement of the Standard for Headship (SfH). To be able to be 
employed as a headteacher in any school in Scotland, this became a mandatory requirement as 
of 1st August 2020. Given the unique nature of shared headship arrangements, for example, if 
there is an Executive headteacher, then the ‘head of school’ post would be job sized as a depute 
headteacher rather than a headteacher, so this individual would be conducting all the functions 
of a headteacher but be renumerated as a depute headteacher and would not require SfH.

Recruitment and Staffing
A few participants noted the challenges of recruitment, in terms being able to attract and keep 
staff. Moreover, some headships had been advertised for an extended period of time, disrupting 
the running of schools:

“… maybe this is an important point because [the school] had really struggled to gain 
a headteacher for a long time, and they had a number of acting headteachers and also, 
somebody from an HQ that had kind of went in two days a week, so they were really, 
really keen for leadership probably and accepted the paired headship because it would 
mean stability, yeah” (HT 1).

Such difficulties appear to have arisen for a number of reasons including many also reported in 
this section, including the difficulty of finding suitable candidates for highly complex positions 
(see p.45), as well as a perceived lack of adequate compensation (see p.49). A combination of 
challenges as reported here may be linked to the difficulty in recruitment.

The headteacher quoted above also spoke about the difficulties that arise when staff are only 
given temporary contracts resulting in people not having a sense of permanency or stability 
about their workplace. Staffing challenges also arise when staff are part-time, particularly if there 
are two teachers in a job share and the timetabling means they do not overlap, thus making 
informal check-ins more difficult, and lacking in the personal touch, possibly leaving some 
teachers feeling unsupported:
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“...this is a really important point, what was really difficult in the past was when I had 
part-time staff.  Now, what’s really helped me in the past couple of years is that I have got 
full-time permanent teachers, but I had two job shares in the past and what I found there 
would be there could be a few weeks where you don’t actually see each other, if I’m part-
time in the school and they’re part-time in the school, and you’re just communicating via 
email, and that’s difficult” (HT 1).

Where there are staffing issues in terms of shortage, then there may be a perception that learners 
will see the shared arrangement negatively as the headteacher often will step in to cover, until 
additional staffing can be secured. As well as disrupting classes, a headteacher in a shared 
arrangement can also be perceived as failing to manage both sites equitably, as they are now 
required to be situated in only one school:

“… but there has been legitimate reasons for the headteacher to be at [School A] more 
often but I think that has had an impact on em … on [School B]. Em … it has not been so 
bad lately but in the past couple of years, there have been issues there” (PT 36).

School Identity
Another complex challenge in a shared headship arrangement is often the need for each school 
to retain its own community identity as well as adjusting to the wider learning community. The 
uniqueness of schools in a shared headship arrangement often results in the headteachers 
having to meet different needs and demands:

“Different schools, different make-up, different classrooms, completely different children 
and backgrounds that we have to work with. And pressure from these children and 
parents” (HT 13).

In some cases, the headteacher is the main commonality, as noted:

“Yeah. I think naively when you start and you take on a paired headship you think you can 
replicate everything in both schools and it is just simply not the case. Entirely different 
context, entirely different backgrounds em … I feel almost at times, entirely different 
dialects” (HT 6).
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There can also be differences in the expectations or priorities of the parents. In one shared 
headship, in one school the emphasis from the parents was for the learners to have fun and be 
happy with a low priority given to attainment. However, in the other school, attainment was the 
top priority of the parents. Where there are very different communities being brought together 
then the need to change perception of the ‘other’ school requires very careful management, as 
one teacher put it careful sensitive negotiation is needed:

 “I think you really need to be sort of like trained in United Nations because [laughs], I 
mean, my experience of being a shared head was very different to here. The two schools 
didn’t get on, they absolutely hated each other” (PT 8).

Equity of Attention
Earlier sections of the report highlight the time split consideration given by Headteachers.  This 
sense of equity of attention of the headteacher between the schools was expressed throughout 
the interviews and is therefore further exemplified here.

Equity of attention between schools was reported as being very challenging to balance for 
headteachers. Some parents may perceive that greater attention is given to one setting. For 
example, one survey respondent suggested differences in the treatment of different schools:

“There is clearly a primary preferred school and then other ones, and [school name] is 
one of these ‘other’ ones resources and time are not shared equally” (SR4).

One headteacher commented that they had had to work hard to ensure that a community or 
parents did not feel left out or “short-changed” (LA 3). In this situation this was counteracted by 
the strength of vision, values and having the staff collaborate closely with parents when an issue 
arises. 

In one setting equity was discussed in relation to equity between learners, where it was 
suggested that some learners with significant needs had not been as well supported as they 
might have been. In another survey response there is recognition of the perception from parents 
that the schools are not treated with equity, but this is counteracted by another respondent who 
recognises that equity does not mean being the same for all:

“… may feel that the HT is torn between two schools. However, if you compare this to the 
number of classes in a bigger school then actually the demands may be very similar. Also 
potential for the belief that a HT may favour one of the schools. I have not found these 
challenges in my experience” (SR 5).
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This challenge of being visible and available to all schools in the shared headship has been 
reported to be a major challenge by interviewees. One Local Authority officer discussed this 
as “just keeping all plates spinning” (LA 16). This becomes more acute when there are staffing 
issues so the headteacher covers the class(es), meaning they are not available to other school(s) 
in the shared headship. 

This notion of equity of attention also has an impact on the headteachers with one noting a 
sense of guilt in knowing that they had to leave something unfinished to go to the other school 
or not being able to see a task to fruition (HT 34). Another discussed that they did not feel part of 
the school team feeling that you “parachute in and parachute out” (HT 31). However, to counter 
these points one headteacher commented that just because they were situated in one context 
did not mean that they were only doing work associated with that school, in fact wherever they 
were both the schools in the shared headship arrangement were considered and benefitting.

Participant Suggestions for Improving Current Models
This section brings together participant comments that directly or indirectly suggest areas 
for improvement of the current models as described in the previous section. Several areas 
where improvement is needed have been highlighted. It was noted by many participants that 
mentorship was valuable to help new headteachers and that current provision did not include 
shared arrangements. Moreover, no formal networks for teachers or staff in a shared context 
were identified and so the setting up of such a group was often commented on. The previous 
section noted the current challenges with the job sizing tool kit, several participants also 
suggested how this could be changed to better reflect their context. This section then ends with 
considerations about clear staffing arrangements and how communication with the community 
could be made clearer. These suggestions helped inform the recommendations in the next 
section. 

Mentorship and Training
Many shared headteachers noted the importance of a mentor and suggested that this should 
be standard practice, especially for those newly promoted people. In addition, those who had 
access to an experienced veteran with experience of a shared headship context often considered 
it helpful, especially with identifying successful processes: 

 “…Once I was there I knew I could go to her and say ‘does this sound ok, you know, am 
I doing the right thing here?’ because it is very different. Even the physicality of where 
you are during the day. Just that confirmation … in my head I am going, ‘well that works 
at the moment’… it is just making sure that at the very start, when you haven’t had an 
example, as a teacher you will never have seen what it is like to be responsible for that. 
Whereas if you are just in one school, you see what a headteacher does. But you never 
really see what a paired headteacher does because for half the week they are not in your 
school. It is a very unique job” (HT 6).

Similarly, a pairing system where shared headteachers are matched up was described as a useful 
sounding board for identifying solutions. Tips for working smarter were also welcomed:
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“I suppose when I first started, tips on working smarter, you know, would have been 
helpful then. I had to learn on the job, how to work smart and to make sure that you can 
divide your time and … it is a busier role” (HT 33).

Thus, mentorship was identified by many of the interviewees as having a highly positive impact 
on their work and success. Such programmes were also suggested by those interviewed to be 
useful in areas where they may not already exist:

“I think certainly having more advice or guidance on support on the operational things 
that work in a school would have been really helpful. Because I feel like knowing who to 
contact for … whether it is recruitment or finance or staffing or budget … that sorts of 
things” (HT 19).

Moreover, by including new headteachers in a mentorship programme, feelings of isolation, 
noted as one of the challenges of a shared headship, could be alleviated.

Regarding training, one participant suggested that wellbeing training had been beneficial in 
tackling challenges posed by a shared headship both for themselves and their staff:

“Knowing how to not only look after myself, but look out for the wellbeing of my staff, 
and make sure they are ok. And make sure they are not burning out or feeling they have 
got to work too hard or … over compensate when I am not there … and I think that 
is probably the best bit of professional, I would say, learning and CPD because if you 
don’t… if I don’t look after myself and if I didn’t look after myself and teach my staff how 
to look after themselves and each other, the cogs just wouldn’t work. It just wouldn’t 
work at all” (HT 34).

Similarly, it was suggested that people management skills were essential for headteachers in a 
shared post. However, it was reported that when considering what professional development to 
choose:

“An awful lot comes our way via courses and emails and CPD and training and meetings 
after school and I think it is recognising actually we don’t have to do that. ‘I am saying no, 
because I am doing this.’ I can’t answer that properly. I am not really sure what to say” 
(HT 31).
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This may suggest that a more streamlined approach to offering courses to staff may be worth 
investigating and considering. 

Education Scotland courses such as ‘Into Headship’ and ‘Excellence in Headship’ were 
mentioned positively by many participants. However, it was unclear from the data whether 
such programmes were particularly tailored to support headteachers in a shared headship 
arrangement. Academic consultants on the research project team indicate that these courses 
do not currently have a specific focus on being a headteacher in a shared arrangement. 
Nevertheless, participants did suggest that a series of case studies based on well performing 
schools would be very useful, especially in identifying good practice:

“… [a] guidebook or a handbook that is really talking about what are the differences 
when you are in a linked/shared headteacher arrangement, those challenges, successes 
…” (HT 34).

The need for professional learning to focus on the immediate needs of headteachers, due to the 
limited time, was particularly called for:

“I am quite choosy about what professional learning I do. That is the criteria. So anything 
to do with evaluation, impact, use of PEF, increasing and improving attainment outcomes 
for children, em … communication with parents, family learning, anything like that, I’m… 
or looking at anything strategic I am going to have that … cause my role has definitely 
changed from being a single head to the shared head. So anything that is going to be of 
benefit to my management style, leadership, is useful for me” (HT 15).

Overall, it was clear that many participants felt having a mentorship programme would be 
beneficial for several reasons, including offering clear guidance on how to conduct some parts 
of the school business and reducing feelings of isolation. It was also suggested that creating a 
handbook for shared headteachers, including case studies and examples of good practice, could 
help with the effective running of schools.  

Networks
The study failed to identify any formal networks for shared headteachers currently in operation. 
However, several informal groups were identified, although these were often described as being 
more targeted at single site headteachers. One participant notes:

“It would be good to have a network whereby perhaps we could meet up with people in 
similar roles. But I guess we are quite unique” (HT 31).
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Several participants did note that they worked well with other headteachers in their area in more 
informal arrangements:

“And also I have got a few … I get on well with the other linked headteachers here. Like 
both of them … it is good to have them as support mechanisms. Because it is different. It 
just works different. The ways things happen are different because of the context and the 
sizes of the school and the nature of being in one school for half a day, they have a good 
understanding of what I am going through. And it is nice to be able to ask them” (HT 34).

“So they support each other really well em … and I know that the three shared heads 
across that island do work really closely together. But again that is more informal” (LA 
48).

Building a formal network for shared headteachers was one of the more common suggestions 
for improving the current provision. The use of online tools for communicating was suggested as 
a possible solution for helping headteachers work together, as well as incentivising attendance 
through linking any formal network with a professional development offering:

“You know, I often think is there a paired or shared schooling network? …  I do sometimes 
wonder is there, you know, there are small schools networks or different things that 
emerge naturally and we’ve got our, like, informal network if you like, but is there that 
formalised across the country sharing of that paired headship approach?... We’re in the 
digital age, so is there a form of a Teams approach, you know, something, you know, that 
could be. And as I say, with a bit of a professional learning slant maybe as well, you know, 
like how to be a paired headteacher, hearing from an experience head, you know, that 
kind of a CLPL I think would be useful” (LA 3).

Moreover, one participant noted that it was often useful to have a formal network to begin with, 
which allowed for headteachers to make space in their diaries and spend time with one another:

“To start with yeah, it was really quite formal, which was I think really good and with … 
what it needed to be. We needed … it was good to make that time for each other. I think 
that is something that you really need. Make the time. Have it in the diary … do it … go 
and sit together, go and meet together, talk about successes, talk about challenges, talk 
about things that are coming up, talk about logistical things, how we work through them, 
and then that kind of involved really nicely to being something a bit more informal. But 
probably more frequent the more we got to know each other and got to trust each other 
and build that bond and relationship with each other. Which was nice” (HT 34).
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In summary, the suggestions for forming a formal shared headteacher network which could 
offer professional development opportunities and the chance to meet veteran shared heads 
were clear from the data. This could be achieved in several ways, but online communication 
tools could help facilitate a more extensive multi-council approach. In allowing good practice to 
be shared through such a shared headteacher network, many shared headteachers may find it 
easier to find solutions that have worked in other areas and would be contextually suitable, thus 
improving the effectiveness of current and future shared headship models. A linked network 
across councils may also be used to better support new shared Headteachers in the absence of a 
positive connection with the local authority, making new groupings more feasible. 

Job Sizing
From the interviews, one of the most substantial results was the identification of a perception 
that the job sizing toolkit was considered to be unfit for purpose in the context of a shared 
headship. One participant notes:

“The one aspect of having a joint headship that needs to be addressed nationally is that 
of compensation. The current job sizing toolkit used to identify the salary level for HT and 
DHT jobs does not recognise the joint headship model, particularly between two small 
schools” (HT 44).

The main problem indicated was that a shared headship often doubled the headteacher’s 
responsibility:

“I think it is that doubling up of everything that our heads of linked schools have to do. 
Now I know from having been a headteacher of a two/three teacher school, that your 
other option is that you are teaching, so therefore you don’t have that additional time 
either. But I think when you are looking at things like our excursions policy and budget 
management and staff training and health and safety and risk assessments, all of these 
things you have to do twice. And often when you are a headteacher these are not the fun 
things that you didn’t go into teaching or headteaching to do” (LA 16).

“I would say there is a doubling up of my time for professional learning. Well meetings for 
staff and parent council meetings, that there is a fair bit of extra things that I tend to be 
doing. If I had one school I would be doing half of it” (HT 43).

“… the first time it was challenging being a dual … a headteacher of two schools cause 
it is, you have two sets of paperwork, two school communities you’ve got to know, you 
know … and you’ve got to plan, you have got to manage your workload, because you 
have got to be able to accomplish what you’ve planned but at the same time you have 
also got to keep the two school communities very distinct and very individual” (HT 54).
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Despite the need to take on greater responsibility, this was not being compensated for by the job 
sizing toolkit as it was perceived to be primarily focused on pupil numbers:

“Although the tricky thing is that em … when we are talking about small schools 
obviously a headteacher’s salary is mostly based on school roll, so even when you are 
talking about two really small schools, it is not necessarily em… cause it is a big role, 
exciting, lots of opportunities but its … yeah, I think that … I don’t know how to say this 
… that you know, they are not necessarily going to be really high on the salary pointage 
scale because we are still not talking about a lot of kids” (LA 48).

“So I think it is basically based on your school roll rather than you have two schools” (LA 
57).

To summarise, the job sizing toolkit is seen by many headteachers in shared headships to be 
unfairly focused on pupil numbers. Although responsibilities and workload often double, student 
numbers may remain low due to small school rosters. Levels of compensation and the refusal 
of backpay in one situation appear to be creating a problem with morale in the sector and may 
also be a linked causal factor in difficulties in recruitment and retention as noted in the previous 
section. Therefore, participants strongly recommended that the job sizing toolkit be reworked to 
consider the unique situation that a shared headship entails, focusing more on responsibilities 
than pupil numbers.

Staffing
Whilst the job sizing issue for headteachers was mentioned earlier, staff roles in a shared 
headship may also differ from those under a traditional single school system. This has called 
into question the way in which staff work especially in smaller schools. Larger schools will 
typically have depute headteachers with specific areas of responsibility. For example, depute 
headteachers were shared between the studied secondary shared context for this report and 
were responsible for their areas across schools. Yet, in a smaller school setup, a teaching 
principal teacher is often asked to step up and lead the school in the headteachers’ absence. 
Several participants considered this support from the principal teacher to be essential for their 
work, mainly as it provides a focal point for other staff and parents who may contact schools:

“… the smaller school in a shared headship, I think for it to work really effectively there 
should be an extra layer of management. Like a PT. Because when you are there and 
the point I was there, there was three teachers, and we were all relatively new to the 
profession. All less than five years teaching. And a lot of us felt … we were all the same 
age, but we all kind of felt that responsibility but we felt it would have been so much 
better if even one of us had been appointed a PT post, just so you knew who to go to. You 
knew who was in charge almost. I think that is definitely felt in the smaller school. When 
the headteacher is not there, there is no other management there” (CT 60).

“I have got to say that they did support me in the fact that they have given me the 
principal teacher. And that … that was, that is a big support. And I think … again I don’t 
think I can speak highly enough of that structure” (HT 13).
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“I think that is one of the important things. Because although you may have a principal 
teacher in each school, there may be issues that arise that they need a quick fix with or a 
phone call or something … to me that is really important that they have that” (HT 44).

Despite many participants mentioning that the principal teaching role was essential for the 
effective running of a shared headship, there were certain contexts where this leadership level 
was not yet in place. The second model design (see figure 4) suggested that a shared principal 
non-teaching position could also be created. Participants from that model were also very 
clear on the need for this further leadership support and suggested that in their context, it had 
improved attainment:

“when I could see the benefits of … that shared principal teacher was pivotal. When I had 
my own rationale for it, I sat down with her in her office and said ‘I need to talk to you 
about this, we need to improve attainment, and this is the way we are going to do it and 
this is the only way I can see’…” (HT 15).

“When [name] took on a shared headship, after a few years she realised that a lot of what I 
was doing would be even more effective if it could be applied across both schools so that 
is when she had the idea and a second principal teacher came up in [School]. She had a 
second principal teacher for about a year and then she realised that actually it would be 
more effective if she had a shared principal teacher, so that is when she approached the 
authority if she could put a shared principal teacher post in place. Eh … which they agreed 
to, they thought it was a good idea. and I was the only person who applied for that. So … 
that’s where that came from” (PT 29).

An additional benefit for staff of introducing the principal teacher position into the shared 
headship structure is that it also provides a bridge to the headship position for those who have 
such ambitions. 

“Em, no, I just think as a PT it is a good step up of a bit of responsibility. So I think it is a 
really good opportunity to do some of the courses that, not necessarily … if you are not 
wanting the headship it is a nice stepping stone to just doing a little bit more without 
leaving the classroom em … without that full time commitment of leaving the classroom, 
so I do think it is a nice opportunity for people. And I am sure that is a different experience 
for when you are under a full time head or under a shared head” (PT 5).
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Thus, there are several advantages to including a principal teacher in the shared headship 
model, and some would suggest it is essential for the excellent management of schools. 
However, as the job remit changes, so should how it is renumerated, or there are likely to be 
recruitment and retention problems similar to the headteacher position. Furthermore, it is not 
just the principal teaching role that has also fundamentally changed due to a move to a shared 
headship, and recognition of this change by current council shared models appears to lag behind 
the implementation. For instance, the administrator’s role is also often made more difficult, as 
pointed out by this participant: 

“I do think that maybe when they do appoint a joint headteacher, they should be giving 
the administrator just a slight increase in hours. Again, that… for me, it’s not a problem 
because I know the job inside/out, but for somebody new starting, I think they would 
struggle to do the job in the hours I’ve got with a joint head… I absolutely love my job, 
but just, there are just, you know, you’re dealing with things a bit more because the 
headteacher’s not here, so just a slight increase in hours would have been very helpful, 
especially at the start, because [the headteacher] was brand new to the headteacher 
job, she hadn’t done a depute job, and I’ve worked with a lot of headteachers over the 30 
years and they’re always a wee bit like rabbits caught in the headlights for the first…six 
months or so, so just a little bit of extra flexibility in hours, a bit more would’ve helped. 
And I think it would really be beneficial if the admin was the same person at both schools, 
to be honest” (AD 2).

Another very experienced school administrator commented on the change in the type of work 
under a shared headship, suggesting there may be room to expand the role to help a principal 
teacher in the absence of the shared head:

“And this is where I feel, that administrator or clerical assistant would be our proper job 
title, that is where I feel we are, in some respects, underutilised. Because if we were 
officially meant to do x, y and z, that would take some of that pressure off. Em and the 
principal teachers now have a bit more management time again but … you know that is 
quite a recent thing. For a while they had … pretty much very little” (AD 59).

One participant also suggested that creating a shared administration could help make the 
system more effective, rather than having single independent administrators. However, this had 
not been tried in practice.
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Similar to administrative assistants, classroom assistants that work across a shared headship 
have been considered to be effective, although COVID-19 has meant that recently it has not been 
possible:

“Well what I maybe forgot to mention was that not so much now but we have in the past 
had classroom assistants who also have worked across both schools. So that was quite 
helpful as well” (CT 9).

Another headteacher also suggested that a business manager was often employed in larger 
schools to deal with non-teaching related paperwork and that it may be helpful in a shared 
headship situation. 

To summarise, it has been suggested that an additional layer of leadership such as principal 
teachers are essential to creating an effective shared headship arrangement. They support the 
headteacher, lead a smaller school in the headteacher’s absence, and offer staff help with career 
progression that may aid succession planning. Administrators and classroom assistants report 
that changes in the way they work has an impact of a shared headship arrangements. This has, 
in some instances, caused disunity and an increase in responsibilities for such staff. Therefore, 
these positions may be under-utilised or over-burdened. It was suggested that these positions 
might be further investigated when creating a shared headship arrangement to help efficiently 
support the headteacher and school community and ensure fair pay and conditions. 

Communication with the Community
Clear and effective communication with communities where shared headships are being 
considered was noted in the literature review as being paramount to a successful arrangement. 
Data from the study agrees with the assertion that communication is key to the creation of a 
successful shared headship. One participant notably identified the need to persuade not only 
local communities of the positives of bringing in a shared headship role but also staff members:

“But from the very beginning it was really important that I tried to em … engage with 
the communities because for both schools it was a shift. They were kind of losing their 
permanent headteacher and … in some ways you know I had to try to em … persuade 
them that there was a positive in it. Because it meant that I wasn’t actually having to take 
time out of teaching the class em … because there would be a full time teacher in the 
class and I was going to actually become non-teaching, if you like. So that was the kind of 
positive aspect em … the other … persuasion really that I had to do was kind of work with 
the staff in both schools too. For them again to see positives because they had been used 
to having the leader in the house, you know. And now I was going to be remote … some 
of the times. So … you know, one of the first things I did again, was to make sure that 
everybody on each of the staff knew exactly where I was every day. And they knew how to 
contact me” (HT 44).
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Considering the need to fully consult with the community the following experience was related 
by one participant that suggests that breaking down barriers, especially around community 
identity can be problematic:

“That is the one thing I would do differently. I would, from the outset, go look we are 
going to create this collective, these are all the positives, these are the benefits we are 
going to have and yes, we are still going to make sure that your unique identity … your 
school is paramount as well. And sign up for it and support both. Support the collective” 
(HT 18).

Another participant also noted the need to consult with a community and listen to worries and 
doubts, rather than take a unilateral decision, which in the case of this experience led to a shared 
headship not proceeding:

“I was told very, very clearly by both the head of service and the staffing team, we can’t 
say that its … we can’t say that it is a consultation or that there is any possibility that it 
might not go ahead if you like, where there is always that possibility that it might not 
go ahead, we can’t open it up like it’s an option and that people are going to vote on 
it because that is not the case. The authority can make that decision to proceed with a 
shared headship regardless of what feeling is. Em … so the wording can’t be ‘this is kind 
of open for discussion’. So there was a lot of ill feeling about them not being involved, the 
decision being made ahead of any conversation with the staff or the parents or the people 
that know the children well” (LA 56) 

Therefore, considering the experiences noted above and other participant stories of community 
resistance, it was suggested that consultations with communities need to be meaningful and 
sensitive to contextual issues. With community buy-in it has been shown that a shared headship 
can produce many benefits for both the schools and the areas they serve but the benefits to the 
community need to be made explicit to that community.
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Recommendations
Throughout the report a number of challenges have come to light and so the following suggested 
recommendations are offered to help with these situations. The recommendations have been 
organised around expected stakeholder interest.

Local Authorities
Whilst there will always be cases where the need for or choice for implementing a shared 
headship arrangement may arise unexpectantly or at short notice (such as staff retirement or 
taking positions elsewhere), each local authority could consider having a clear plan of steps to 
take for when a shared headship is to be considered. This should include the following but is not 
an exhaustive list:

1. Preparation of a rationale for change.
2. Consideration of which model might best meet the needs of the school communities.
3. Consideration of financial costs in terms of staffing changes to be made and cost implications  
 of potential new arrangements for shared learning experiences and making this more visible  
 to stakeholders.
4. The planned consultation process with the school communities involved.
5. Planned staff development for those appointed and for those whose role may change   
 because of new arrangements – including teaching and administrative staff.
6. The creation of formal networks for support and mentoring of new and established    
 headteachers within the local authority. 
7. Raise the need to review the job sizing toolkit with other relevant bodies.

Headteachers in a Shared Headship Arrangement
For Headteachers in shared headships, there were a number of very good examples of practices 
that were identified for easing and enabling the schools to benefit from the shared headship 
arrangement. The suggestions here capture examples that were shared by Headteachers and 
others throughout the report. Headteachers could give consideration to each of the following:

A. Share practice with others through formal and informal networks so that effective    
 management strategies may be readily identified, all-be-it that practices and arrangements   
 will be very much contextualised to local conditions and situations.
B. Consider how clarity of roles within the management structure can enable all staff to develop  
 leadership capacity through different contributions in a distributed leadership or other   
 effective model for capacity building of teachers, and that relevant staff feel enabled and   
 empowered to take action as and when there may be a need to do so – in other words, have a  
 co-constructed plan for the “what ifs” that may occur.
C. Ensure that communication strategies are clear so that all sites are given equity of thought by  
 all in communications with staff, learners, and the parent community.
D. Further explore the opportunities for extended learning across the sites, using IT and   
 communication structures for example for shared curriculum experiences, and / or to identify  
 where different sites have different strengths / expertise to enable experiences of learning   
 beyond those of transition, special events or for sports for instance so that the shared   
 learning becomes a regular and integral part of the learning experiences.
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The Northern Alliance
There is a strong case made in this report for the need to bring discussion around the national 
job sizing metrics so that staff are suitably rewarded and given recognition for the demands of 
a shared headship role. In addition, the mix of rurality and urban areas of the Northern Alliance 
brings challenges of how to plan for and support schools and their communities, the range of 
setups and experiences in doing so should be emphasised at a national level to help inform and 
shape the national picture for supporting rural communities in particular. The Northern Alliance 
could:

I. As a shared collaborative, raise the need to review the national picture around job sizing, with  
 other relevant bodies such as unions, SNCT.
II. Create or make more visible networks of support for staff who are in shared headships.
III. Further explore models of professional development to enable successful shared headships.
IV. Encourage consistency in terminology at a national level around shared approaches, such   
 as considering the use of the term multi-establishment head.

Education Scotland / University Partnerships
Within the report was the need to explore means of offering professional learning and 
development opportunities for those becoming headteachers to be more aware of what the role 
entails and the skills required for the multiplicity of roles that are encompassed within this. Into 
Headship and other such programmes should consider including the following:

a. An explicit consideration of what it is to be a multi-establishment h eadteacher, exploring the  
 requirements of the role and potential models of shared headship that are identified in   
 practice.

b. Further encourage the development of mentoring skills for all.



71

Shared Headships Across the Northern Alliance

Conclusion
The key question of the study was “What are the stakeholder perspectives of the benefits and 
challenges of shared headship?” has been addressed through the different participant voices 
that contributed to, and reported in, the study. However, further exploration of the LNCT and 
union perspectives may be helpful as very little insight was gained of these. Another area where 
there is limited data was in knowing more about the perceptions and experiences of the young 
people as they might tell it. A more supported approach may be needed to encourage the use of 
interactive technologies to capture a range of expression from young people, and potentially to 
include a mix of in-person data gathering and online data gathering to extend the opportunities 
for young people’s voices to be more prominent.

The research sought to create informed insights of the benefits and challenges of shared 
headship models across the Northern Alliance and, despite the limitations on some of the 
perspectives gained, these are documented throughout the report with evidence drawn from 
the various stakeholders. In general, from the perspective of the participants of this study, there 
was a positivity towards the shared headship arrangements with recognition of several ways in 
which they can benefit the schools and the learners. Some of the challenges identified may be 
addressed by acting on the recommendations made. However, the individual context and nature 
of the communities where shared headships arise is likely to require ongoing creative and flexible 
approaches to leading learning in multi-establishment settings and therefore it will be essential 
that this is regularly revisited and reviewed to continue to question and determine the most 
suitable model and arrangement for different communities.

There is a lack of research exploring shared headships or leadership in multi-establishment 
contexts, especially in the Scottish context. It is hoped that this report and further output in the 
form of peer-reviewed academic articles and articles in professional literature will contribute 
insight to the phenomenon of headships in multi-establishments. It will also help inform 
future directions of establishing and supporting shared headships as they continue to be 
implemented or expanded on, especially in accordance with the needs of the communities, and 
most importantly, the learners whose education will be highly influenced by the decisions and           
choices made. 
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Appendices
Appendix A: Example of Consent form (Headteacher)

Shared Headships in the Northern Alliance

Consent Form – Headteacher

Research Participant Name: 

Schools: 

Researcher: 

Researcher email: 

You have been invited to participate in our shared headship research. We are investigating 
perceptions around Headteachers who are responsible for multiple schools. Please see 
the accompanying participant information sheet for more detail. The research team from 
the University of Aberdeen would like your consent for a one-to-one online interview (via 
Microsoft Teams) and with help contacting other stakeholders in your school communities.

The interview will take around 1 hour. It is not anticipated that there will be any risks 
associated with your participation, but you have the right to stop the interview and withdraw 
from the research process at any time. 

This form is designed to collect your fully informed voluntary consent. Please tick the boxes 
below to indicate your preference:

☐ I do not want to participate.

☐ I freely give my consent to participate in this research.

 ☐ I understand that my participation in this research is optional.

 ☐ I understand that efforts will be taken to ensure that my participation will remain  
  anonymous.

 ☐ I consent to my interview responses (including anonymised verbatim quotes) being  
  used for the purposes of the research and any publications that draw from the   
  research data and analysis.

 ☐ I consent to supporting access to parents, staff and learners in my school community  
  who may be invited to be part of the research.

 ☐ I give permission for the research process to be audio and video recorded on   
  Microsoft Teams, as well as transcribed.

My preferred availability in the next few weeks for an interview via Microsoft Teams:

My contact email is (if different):

Participant Signature (Please Type):

Date:

Please save the completed consent form in PDF format and email it to the research fellow on 
the team: 
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Appendix B: Example Personal Information Sheet (Local Authority)

Shared Headships in the Northern Alliance

A team from the University of Aberdeen, School of Education, are conducting research into 
shared headships across the north of Scotland. The team defines a ‘shared headship’ as a 
Headteacher with responsibility for more than one school. This should not be confused with 
headships undertaken by two people, which is outside the scope of our current research. 
The research is being funded by the Northern Alliance, which is a regional improvement 
collaborative of eight local authorities across the north of Scotland.

The main aim of the research is to explore stakeholder perspectives of the benefits and 
challenges of shared headships. The results from the research are expected to help inform 
future developments and decisions about school headship models. 

The research team are researching schools in your Local Authority area and so we would like 
to invite you to participate. We are exploring the local contexts so as to better understand 
how a shared headship model works in practice.

Your participation would involve a recorded online interview (via Microsoft Teams) with 
a member of the research team, which may take around one hour. The interview will be 
recorded and later transcribed. Upon completion of the interview transcription, you will 
receive a summary of key points for confirmation and further comment. 

Your participation in the research is entirely voluntary and all collected data will be 
anonymised.

Should you wish to participate in the research, please note that your data will be gathered 
and analysed to inform the research. The team expect to complete the investigation by the 
end of February 2022. Participating authorities will receive a copy of the final project report. 
After the publication of the final research report, data will be retained for no longer than three 
years.

If you wish to view the University of Aberdeen’s privacy notice for research participants, 
please see our website: http://www.abdn.ac.uk/about/privacy/research-participants-938.php

If you would like to speak to someone about the research, then please contact the Principal 
Investigator: Professor Yvonne Bain, by email: yvonne.bain1@abdn.ac.uk 

Should you have any concerns about the research, please contact the School of Education’s 
Research Officer: Dr Peter Mtika, by email: p.mtika@abdn.ac.uk

If you are happy to be involved in the research, please indicate so on the consent form 
(attached in the email) and suggest a few dates and times that would be preferable for you to 
be interviewed (online via Microsoft Teams). Please then email the completed consent form 
to the research fellow working on the project: 

Once consent is received, a member of the team will contact you to organise the interview. 

You may withdraw at any time by contacting the Principal Investigator, in which case your 
data will be destroyed. 

Thank you very much for your consideration. 

Professor Yvonne Bain, University of Aberdeen

http://www.abdn.ac.uk/about/privacy/research-participants-938.php
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Appendix C: Learner focus group consent and parental information and consent 
form

Shared Headships in the Northern Alliance

Student Consent

School:

The University of Aberdeen is finding out about schools where the Headteacher is the 
Headteacher of more than one school. We would like to find out what this is like for you as a 
learner in the school. For example, what you like, or don’t like. 

If you agree to take part, then we will be asking you about this as part of a meeting as a 
group with other learners from the Pupil Council. Before the meeting we will ask you to add 
to a Jamboard. Then a researcher will join you and a member of staff from your school in a 
meeting online to ask you about your experiences.

The meeting will be recorded, and the researcher will note what was said at the meeting.  
However, you will not be named in any note or quote from the talk that takes place at the 
meeting.

You do not need to take part in this but if you would like to take part then please tick the 
options below and ask an adult at home if they are willing to let you take part too.

☐ I do not want to take part

☐ I would like to take part in this research.

 ☐  I understand that I do not have to take part in this group meeting with a researcher. 

 ☐ I understand that what I say will be recorded but that my name will not be used. 

 ☐ I would like to take part in the focus group meeting with the researcher.

Your name:
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Parent information and consent

A team from the University of Aberdeen, School of Education, are conducting research into 
shared headships across the north of Scotland. The team defines a ‘shared headship’ as a 
headteacher with responsibility for more than one school. This should not be confused with 
headships undertaken by two people, which is outside the scope of our current research. 
The research is being funded by the Northern Alliance, which is a regional improvement 
collaborative of eight local authorities across the north of Scotland.

Your child’s school has been identified as a focus for the research as it is an example of a 
school that has a shared headship with at least one other school. As part of our exploration of 
the perceptions of the shared headship we would like to gather your child’s opinion.

Your child’s participation in the research is entirely voluntary and will remain anonymous. All 
interviewers have extensive experience working with children and have been PVG (protecting 
vulnerable groups) checked. The focus group is expected to take around 30-40 minutes.

Should your child wish to participate in the study, please note that their data will be gathered 
and analysed to inform the research. All data collected will be fully anonymised and kept on a 
secure server according to university guidelines. After completion of the project, data may be 
kept for up to three years before being destroyed.

If you wish to view the University of Aberdeen’s privacy notice for research participants, 
please see our website: http://www.abdn.ac.uk/about/privacy/research-participants-938.php 

Your child may withdraw at any time. However, due to the nature of the focus group and 
anonymisation process, we will not be able to destroy specific data gathered during their 
participation in the focus group. All other data will be destroyed.

If you have any questions about the study then please contact the Principal Investigator, 
Professor Yvonne Bain: yvonne.bain1@abdn.ac.uk

Should you have any concerns about the conduct of the study please contact the School of 
Education’s Research Officer: Dr Peter Mtika, by email: p.mtika@abdn.ac.uk 

If you are happy for your child to be involved in the research, please indicate so by ticking the 
box below and adding your child’s name. Please could you also add your signature at the end. 
Thank you very much for your consideration.

☐ I agree that ________________________ can take part in this focus group. 

My Signature:

My printed name:

Date:

http://www.abdn.ac.uk/about/privacy/research-participants-938.php
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Appendix D: Example of Interview Schedule (Headteacher)

Shared Headships in the Northern Alliance

Pre-interview checklist:

1. Check that teams is recording. Check the participant is ok with this.

2. Has the participant read the PIS and kept a copy of the PIS and Consent form?

3. Is the participant clear on what is meant by a ‘shared headship’? (Explain if needed – one  
 headteacher for multiple schools)

4. Does the interviewee have any questions about 1) the interview process 2) data storage 3)  
 the use of their data/anonymisation? 4) anything else.

5. Please remind the interviewee that they can withdraw at any time during or after the  
 interview. Contacts are on the PIS for the Project Lead and the Research Officer.

Interview Questions– Headteachers

Semi-structured Questions

These questions are indicative and may be adapted.

1. How long have you been a Headteacher?

2. How long have you been a Headteacher in a shared headship context?

3. Can you describe your shared headship context? 

• How long has the shared headship been in place

• geographical location, 

• which schools, 

• size of school, 

• staffing, 

• community context (town/rural))

4. How would you describe the ethos of each of the schools that you lead?

5. What rationale have you been given/do you have for the shared headship? 

6. To what extent have you been able to use that rationale for managing the schools?

7. How was this communicated to the school communities?

8. How would you describe the shared headship model that you have in place? 

9. What do you see as the benefits of the model?

10.  What do you see as the challenges of the model?

11.  If possible, please describe one or two examples of benefits for the learners of the shared  
 leadership. 

12. If possible, please describe one or two examples of challenges that you have found in  
 your particular context as a result of the shared headship.  

13.  How were you supported in taking on this role?

14.  How would you rate your satisfaction with the shared leadership model? (Scale 1 = very  
 dissatisfied, 2= dissatisfied, 3= satisfied, 4= very satisfied)

15. What has been helpful for you in terms of support whilst in this role?
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16. What professional learning activity has been the most helpful for you in taking on this role?

17. What professional learning do you wish you could have to enable you in this role?

18. How could the shared headship model be improved, or are there other models you think   
 could work better?

19. Are there any other points you would like to make?

Post-interview:

1. Please note that a debrief sheet will be sent after the interview, it describes the next steps.

2. Once transcription of the interview is finished, we will be in contact again so they can confirm  
 their points or make any further comments. 

3. Can you help make arrangements for a member of our team to interview your staff?

4. Who is/are the QIO(s) for your schools?

5. Thanks 

Further questions as indicated by the analysis:

[this will be populated as the analysis of data continues]

Can they share anything about the union negotiations?

Interviewer notes:
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Appendix E: Example of Debrief form)

Shared Headships in the Northern Alliance

Participant Debrief

Thank you very much for your participation in our Shared Headships research. You should 
have retained a copy of both the participant information sheet and the consent form for your 
own records. Data that has been collected for the research is expected to provide further 
insight into the benefits and challenges associated with having one Headteacher responsible 
for multiple schools.

Next Steps and Output

Upon completion of the transcription of the interview you will be sent a summary of key 
points for confirmation and any further comment. Once the research report has been 
finalised an executive summary will be provided for your school. 

It is expected that the project will be completed by the end of February 2022 and a report 
of the findings of the project will be provided for your Local Authority. Additionally, a full 
research article detailing the project is expected to be published in a peer reviewed journal, 
along with shorter pieces in other relevant publications. Care will be taken by the research 
team to always maintain your anonymity.

Data Security and Anonymisation

All data collected for the project will be anonymised and stored securely in line with current 
university regulations. All data will be destroyed no later than 3 years after the completion 
of the final report. For links to the university privacy notice please check your participant 
information sheet. 

Withdrawal

For whatever reason, if you wish to withdraw from the study, please contact the project’s 
Principal Investigator: Professor Yvonne Bain, by email: Yvonne.bain1@abdn.ac.uk. Upon 
withdrawal any data from your direct participation will be destroyed. 

Concerns

Should you have any concerns about the conduct of the research please contact the 
University of Aberdeen’s, School of Education Research Officer: Dr Peter Mtika, by email: 
p.mtika@abdn.ac.uk 
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Appendix F: Online Survey

School Community Survey: Shared Headship

Participant Information and Consent

A team from the University of Aberdeen, School of Education, are conducting research into 
shared headships across the north of Scotland. The team defines a ‘shared headship’ as a 
Headteacher with responsibility for more than one school. This should not be confused with 
headships undertaken by two people, which is outside the scope of our current research. 
The research is being funded by the Northern Alliance, which is a regional improvement 
collaborative of eight local authorities across the north of Scotland.

Your child’s school has been identified as a focus for the research as it is an example of a 
school that has a shared headship with at least one other school. As part of our exploration of 
the perceptions of the shared headship we would like to gather your opinions. The main aim 
of the research is to explore stakeholder perspectives of the benefits and challenges of shared 
headships. The results from the research are expected to help inform future developments 
and decisions about school headship models. 

The research team have been permitted to contact you and invite you to participate in this 
survey. Your participation in the research is entirely voluntary and will remain anonymous.

Should you wish to participate in the research, please note that your data will be gathered 
and analysed to inform the research. The team expect to complete the investigation by the 
end of February 2022. Once the research report is finalised, an executive summary will be 
provided for your school. After the publication of the final research report, any data collected 
may be kept for a maximum of three years before it will be destroyed.

If you wish to view the University of Aberdeen’s privacy notice for research participants, 
please see our website: www.abdn.ac.uk/about/privacy/research-participants-938.php

The survey has 10 questions and is expected to take around 20 minutes to complete. 

If you would like to speak to someone about the research, then please contact the Principal 
Investigator: Professor Yvonne Bain, by email: yvonne.bain1@abdn.ac.uk  

Should you wish to share any concerns about the research please contact the School of 
Education’s Research Officer: Peter Mtika, by email: p.mtika@abdn.ac.uk

C1 If you are happy to be involved in the research, please indicate your consent below.   

☐ I understand that my participation in this research is optional.  

☐ I understand that I may close the survey window to exit without my data being stored.

☐ I understand that when I submit my responses, my survey data cannot then be   
 withdrawn, even if I decide to withdraw from any further activity with the research.

☐ I consent to my response being used for the purposes of the research and any   
 publications that draw from the research data and analysis.

Thank you very much for your participation. The survey questions will begin on the next page.

http://www.abdn.ac.uk/about/privacy/research-participants-938.php
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Questions

Q1 Please state which stage your child is in at the school (select all that apply from the 
options).   

☐ Pre-school nursery

☐ Primary 1-3

☐ Primary 4-7

☐ Secondary

Q2 Please state how long you have had a child at the school (select one option that best fits)   

☐ Less than a year

☐ 1 to 2 years

☐ 3 to 5 years

☐ 6 to 8 years

Q3 In the time that you have had a child at school, has there been a change of Headteacher?  

☐ Yes

☐ No

Q4 What do you think is the main reason for the school having shared leadership with another 
school?

__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
_______________

Q5 What opportunities do you have to be involved in decisions about the school?  Please 
describe these. 

________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

Q7 Do you have any formal role in the school (for example Parent Council member)?

☐ Yes

☐ No

Q8 How would you rate your satisfaction with the leadership of the school as a shared 
leadership?

Very Dissatisfied  ☐   ☐   ☐  ☐ Very Satisfied 
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Q9 If possible, please describe one or two examples of benefits to your child(ren) for the 
shared leadership. 

_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
________

Q10  If possible, please describe one or two examples challenges that you have found as a 
result of the shared leadership.

_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________
_________

Thank you for answering the survey. Please make sure you are happy with your answers 
before moving onto the next page.

Focus group opportunity

We would be very grateful if you could find some time to talk to us about your answers and 
experiences. If you would like to be part of a focus group of parents to offer some further 
insight about shared leadership in the school then please provide your name and email 
address: 

Name 

_____________________________________________________________________________

Email 

_____________________________________________________________________________

Thank you for your participation. Please click the submit button when you are finished.  
Please note that once answers are submitted they cannot be withdrawn
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