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Background to the Study

This small-scale longitudinal study, supported by a small grant from the British Educational Leadership,
Management and Administration Society (BELMAS) and supplemented by funding from the Scottish
Government, set out to explore how current (at the time) and former Into Headship students at a Scottish
University supported their school communities and the challenges they faced during the lockdowns
associated with the COVID-19 pandemic and, thereafter, in the recovery phase. This research brief
focusses on the 2nd phase of the study which examines the recovery phase of the pandemic with a
specific focus on the wellbeing of the school community.

Objectives of the Study

To gather data to inform policy and practice as to how school leaders can best support their communities
during periods of crisis and to inform headship preparation programmes. More specifically, during
lockdown and in the recovery phase of the pandemic:

e The challenges faced by current (at the time) and former students on the IH programme in
supporting the wellbeing of the school community
o The nature and perceived efficacy of measures that have been put in place to support:
o pupil and staff wellbeing
o pupils living in disadvantaged circumstances (e.g. those living in poverty) and those
with additional support needs (ASN)', including engagement with their families
e Lessons that have been learned from the pandemic regarding:
o Policy and practice in schools
o The national response to Covid recovery
o The role of headship
o The efficacy of the IH programme and its impact on practice during times of crisis.

Methodology

The study was carried out in two phases, phase 1 constituting a survey administered to two cohorts of
Into Headship students in June 2020 comprised of closed- and open-response questions to which sixty
students responded (a 55% response rate). The survey focussed on their experiences of leading during
lockdown. Phase 2 constituted interviews with eight participants drawn from the primary, secondary
and special education sectors carried out in Dec 2022/Jan 2023. Participants were selected on the basis
of set criteria, such as sector, their role and the demographic of the school. Phase 2 examined the
experiences of leading during the recovery period with a specific focus on the wellbeing of the school
community, which had emerged as the most important theme from Phase 1 of the study. The interviews
were supplemented by focus group discussions for each sector. The focus group discussions placed
greater emphasis upon policy and practice at a national and local authority level. Both the interviews
and focus group discussions had a focus on the role of the headteacher and senior leaders in supporting
the school community in times of crisis and the implications for headship preparation programmes.
Data were recorded and transcribed and analysed via. thematic analysis.

! This incorporates Care Experienced Children and Young People unless this is considered not to be appropriate
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The Context

It has been established that the pandemic has had a significant negative
impact upon the socio-emotional and physical wellbeing of children and
young people across the world, recognised in a wide range of international
reports from key organisations such as the World Health Organisation [1-
5], and UNICEF [6-8]; from the 3™ sector [9, 10]; research, including
longitudinal studies such as the Oxford Co-Space Study [11-13]; and from
government and Scottish Parliament inquiries into the impact of the
pandemic [14, 15], including the recent Additional Support for Learning
Inquiry [16]. A clear message to emerge is that the pandemic has had a
disproportionate impact on the most disadvantaged children and young
people [4, 17-19]. A wide range of concerns has been identified, such as
developmental delays in young children [20], particularly around speech
and language; children’s capacity to interact and form positive
relationships with others [13] ; an increase in dysregulated behaviour [21];
an increase in mental health issues [12]; disruption to transitions [22, 23];
and concerns around pupil attendance [24], amongst other issues [15, 19].

In the midst of the crisis, Fullan argues that school leaders became ‘de-
skilled’ as they sought to make sense of a swiftly changing landscape,
characterised by chaos and uncertainty. However, he saw that the
pandemic also offers an opportunity to re-imagine schools and schooling
[25]. In the earlier stages of the pandemic, Harris and Jones [26] claim
that most leadership preparation programmes would have been likely to
be out of step with the challenges facing school leaders, along with the
models of leadership they espouse, requiring a major re-think to remain
relevant.

The Into Headship Programme

Children are not the
face of this pandemic.
But they risk being
among its biggest
victims, as children’s
lives are nonetheless
being changed in
profound ways. ...

Moreover, the
harmful effects of this
pandemic will not be
distributed equally.
They are expected to
be most damaging for
children in the
poorest countries,
and in the poorest
neighbourhoods, and
for those in already
disadvantaged or
vulnerable situations.
[27]

Into Headship, a one-year post-graduate certificate offered by seven Higher Educational Institutions, is
Scotland’s national programme for aspiring headteachers. It is led by a National Design Group under
the auspices of Education Scotland and validated through the General Teaching Council for Scotland
(GTCS). It is delivered in partnership with local authorities and Education Scotland. It is a mandatory
qualification for appointment as a headteacher in Scotland and focusses on strategic leadership. Support
for students, through a range of mechanisms — local authority co-ordinators, headteacher mentors, tutor
support, was supplemented in this specific university with external tutor coaching sessions led by highly
experienced educational professionals, peer support study groups and critical friends (a selected peer
on the course).

The scope and reach of the findings
It should be noted that, due to the small-scale nature of the study and its locus in one university

programme, the findings cannot be held to be generalisable across all settings but should provide insight
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which can inform the wider Into Headship programme and headship preparation programmes in general

in the UK and beyond.

Key Insights

School leaders across all three sectors reflected
on the necessity of having a level of autonomy
to be able to make decisions that were best for
the context of their staff, pupils and wider
school communities. The speed and
changeability of national policy guidance was
difficult to navigate, and flexibility in

translating this into practice was essential.

The Additional Support Needs (ASN) sector
felt overlooked during the pandemic due to a
lack of ASN-specific guidance. As a result, they
felt that they were expected to follow guidance
for mainstream schools which was not
appropriate for their school community nor
possible in the reality of their contexts.

A positive outcome of the pandemic was the
significant increase in digital literacy and the
attention devoted to digital inclusion. Whilst
there continues to be an emphasis on digital
literacy (if to a lesser extent) post-pandemic,
resources to support digital inclusion were
withdrawn.

Funding mechanisms to support schools, such
as Pupil Equity Funding, and the Scottish
Government’s recovery funding, were very
much welcomed by schools and enabled them
to be responsive to need. However, lack of
flexibility around the funding and its increasing
use to plug staffing gaps in provision are
problematic as is its tentative nature (it could be
withdrawn). This raises issues about
sustainability of the range of mechanisms that
schools are using to support their school
communities.

Schools valued the reprieve offered by
Education Scotland regarding the curtailment of
school inspections during the pandemic,
however, there was insufficient recognition of
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Implications

Having a level of autonomy enabled school leaders
to make decisions based on the needs of their staff
and school community. School leader autonomy, and
the various mechanisms that should be put in place
or removed to support this, should be prioritised by
policy makers as an essential feature of education
reform.

What and who is missed out by policy guidance
during times of crisis could be regarded as indicative
of the value placed on particular school contexts.
Such a perception could cause irreversible damage
and concerns around the extent to which ASN
provision is understood and prioritised at a national
level.

It is important to build upon the positive work that
was undertaken during the pandemic to build digital
literacy in both staff and pupils. However, this needs
to be supported by a concern for digital inclusion to
ensure that some children and their families are not
left behind.

The Scottish Government needs to examine funding
mechanisms for schools, working in partnership with
all political parties and consulting with COSLA
(Convention of Scottish Local Authorities), school
leaders and teachers’ unions to ensure a long-term
plan that it is sustainable, equitable and inclusive..

There should be greater consultation with school
leaders and teaching unions and greater recognition
of the pressures upon schools regarding the



the stressors within the system as schools were
considered to be “back to normal” in the
recovery phase of the pandemic.

The role of a senior leader has changed
dramatically. Responsibilities expanded during
the pandemic, while the pressure and
expectations placed on senior leaders at both
local and national levels had intensified
significantly. This led to high levels of stress,

and exhaustion.

Support networks emerged as crucial features
for school leaders while leading through crisis
and are an integral aspect of Into Headship.
Participants drew on these networks to share
ideas and experiences during the pandemic and
to support their wellbeing.

Participation in the Into Headship programme
provided excellent support to school leaders
while learning to lead through a time of crisis.
Of note was the importance of learning about
the wider policy context and its drivers. This
enabled school leaders to navigate rapid and
uncertain policy changes with confidence.

inspection régime and other expectations placed
upon schools at times of crisis.

Boundaries around roles and responsibilities
urgently need to be re-visited to ensure that school
leaders are not overworked and at risk of burnout.
The re-introduction of boundaries during the
recovery period should not be assumed. Current
pressures and expectations of school leaders should
be examined as a priority.

The development of support networks for school
leaders should be encouraged and resourced within
the wider system of education reform. While some
of these networks might emerge from preparation for
headship, policy makers should consider how they
can be sustained over time.

Into Headship should continue to play a central role
in the professional learning of school leaders in
Scotland. It is crucial that the programme continues
to embed a strong focus on policy literacy, given the
uncertain future faced by Scottish education. Policy
literacy should also be considered as a crucial
element of headship preparation programmes more
widely.

Insights regarding the role of headship in leading in times of crisis?

This account draws from the three focus group discussions — primary, secondary and special education

sectors — conducted with former students who participated within the interviews. As such, there may be
a degree of overlap with Research Brief 2 which draws on the interviews. Specialist provision

constituted a Special School for Pupils with Severe and Complex Additional Support Needs and a 3™
sector provider of support for pupils with social, emotional and behavioural needs (SEBN), spread

across a range of sites. Please note that all names are pseudonyms.

Expanding roles and responsibilities of school leaders

Across the three sectors, school leaders spoke about how much their roles

had changed during the pandemic. Several reflected that this change was
not sustainable and that boundaries would need to be re-established
[Primary Depute Headteacher (DHT), Mrs
Headteacher (HT), Mrs Cairns; Secondary Acting DHT, Mrs Daniels;
Special Education [Specialist provision (SEBN) DHT, Mr Spencer].

2 Please note that all names are pseudonyms
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Thomson; Primary

You were out in the
community... You
were delivering the
shopping; you were
going into the houses.



These changes included more responsibility in providing support to the
wider school community, for example, through delivering food shopping
directly to families [Primary DHT, Mrs Thomson]. Others had taken on
more of a ‘social worker’ role which involved checking in with families
on a regular basis [Secondary Acting DHT, Mrs Daniels]. Mr Spencer,
[Specialist provision (SEBN) DHT] reflected on sourcing and delivering
a bike to a vulnerable pupil at home so that they could travel more safely
through their community. Without this, they could have been at risk of
harm.

Access to external agencies was restricted during the pandemic, yet the
need for this support had increased. School leaders often filled the gaps
and took on additional roles for which they felt underprepared [Primary
HT, Mrs Cairns, and Primary DHT, Mrs Thomson]. One of the
implications of this was a reduction in the time available for working
directly with children in school [Primary DHT, Mrs Thomson].

Pressures and expectations placed on school leaders

School leaders across all sectors highlighted the intensification of external
pressure and an increase in unrealistic expectations at both a local and
national level, particularly around the availability of school leaders and
their available time for additional tasks [Primary HT, Mrs Cairns, and
Secondary Acting DHT, Mrs Daniels].

Although there was a recognition from Education Scotland that pupil
progress would look different during the pandemic, and that pupil health
and wellbeing should be prioritised [Primary HT, Mrs Cairns, and
Secondary DHT, Mr Miles], expectations around academic progress
remained [Primary HT, Mrs Cairns]. Pressure to collect and report on
pupil data, despite a lack of engagement with pupils during lockdown, was
also present [Primary HT, Mrs Cairns].

Within the ASN sector, a reduction in external pressure from Education
Scotland was welcomed, for example through the pausing of school
inspections [Specialist provision (SEBN) DHT, Mr Spencer]. This
enabled schools to focus on the return of pupils. However, as soon as
pupils returned, there was a sense that inspection processes should return
to normal, causing pressure and difficulties for school leaders and staff
who were not expecting to return to normal inspection processes so
quickly [Specialist provision (SEBN) DHT, Mr Spencer, and Specialist
provision (Severe & Complex ASN) DHT, Mrs King].

anna.beck@glasgow.ac.uk
joan.mowat@strath.ac.uk

[Primary DHT, Mrs
Thomson]

We're teachers, we're
counsellors, we're
social workers, we're
police... We support
children, we support
staff, we support
families and carers.
[Secondary, Acting
DHT, Mrs Daniels]

From an authority's
perspective they pile
and pile and pile but
don’t take anything
else off. [Primary
HT, Mrs Kennedy]

The foot was taken
off the gas in terms of
Education Scotland
scrutiny. ... It just
feels a bit of a tough
gig... to come back to
this level of scrutiny.
[Specialist provision
(SEBN) DHT, Mr
Spencer]



“The ASN sector is definitely a kind of afterthought”

Across all three sectors, taking an individual approach become a
necessity, particularly when the specific needs of their school sector were
overlooked by national policy guidance. Both Mrs King [Specialist
provision (Severe & Complex ASN) DHT] and Mr Spencer [Specialist
provision (SEBN) DHT] considered that national guidance focussing
mainly on mainstream schools was not appropriate for the sector. They
felt under pressure to support online learning as promoted by national
guidance, despite knowing that it would not be possible [Specialist
provision (Severe & Complex ASN) DHT, Mrs King]. This put incredible
pressure on families and on the pupils themselves. For some pupils, the
idea of online learning was distressing because it changed learning
routines significantly; pupils were used to learning in school, not at home
[Specialist provision (SEBN) DHT, Mr Spencer]. Online learning carried
significant cost and resource implications that were just not feasible
[Specialist provision (SEBN) DHT, Mr Spencer]. In response to this, Mr
Spencer [Specialist provision (SEBN) DHT] spoke about taking an
individual approach to explore how they could support each individual
family at home, while also relieving pressure on families and reducing
expectations. They changed the nature of learning at home and used this
as an opportunity to bank content for award accreditation. Example
activities included things like painting fences, which reduced pressure on
parents. These curricular decisions were based on knowing families well,
which was seen as an asset of the ASN sector [Specialist provision
(SEBN) DHT, Mr Spencer].

Managing crisis funding: opportunities, challenges and sustainability

School leaders across all three sectors spoke very positively about the
government funding that was provided to support access to digital
technology for families from low-socioeconomic backgrounds, which
allowed for a stronger, more equitable approach to remote learning
[Secondary DHT, Mr Miles].

However, this funding was only available to families at a specific point in
the school year, which meant that families who joined after this point did
not have access to it [Primary HT, Mrs Cairns]. The funding model used
was not sustainable, and while helpful at the time, was quickly taken away
post-pandemic, with devices removed from families [Primary HT, Mrs
Cairns]. An increased focus on digital learning has been retained by local
authorities, with no funding to support the engagement of families, from
low socioeconomic backgrounds [Primary HT, Mrs Cairns].
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For a lot of our
pupils, home
learning's just...
completely
inappropriate.
[Specialist provision
(Severe & Complex
ASN) DHT, Mrs
King]

They were able to
talk about their
experience of
painting a fence and
Mum could write it
down... So, families
felt as if they were the
same as everybody
else and we're still...
delivering learning at
home, but it... looked
quite different.
[Specialist provision
(SEBN) DHT, Mr
Spencer]

Having that ability to
purchase more
devices and widen
that approach meant
that no young person
was disadvantaged
when it came to our
online approach.
[Secondary DHT, Mr
Miles]

We're still thinking
about... digital,
digital, digital,
without the support...
coming out of
COVID. Now it's just
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School leaders reported difficulty in spending local authority funding
due to a lack of flexibility in procurement processes [Primary HT, Mrs
Cairns]. Recovery funding provided by the government for staff
recruitment was described as extremely valuable by school leaders in
both ASN contexts [Specialist provision (SEBN) DHT, Mr Spencer, and
Specialist provision (Severe & Complex ASN) DHT, Mrs King].
However, there was a sense that this funding merely plugged staffing
gaps that were already there before the pandemic [Specialist provision
(Severe & Complex ASN) DHT, Mrs King]. This concern was also
reflected within the secondary sector [Secondary Depute /Acting HT,
Mrs Lang]. Furthermore, there were difficulties in using this funding due
to existing issues with staff recruitment in the ASN sector, specifically
SEBN provision, and not being able to find the ‘right people’ [Specialist
provision (SEBN) DHT, Mr Spencer].

Navigating national guidance, the wider political context and the
speed of change

School leaders felt that guidance from Scottish Government that came into
schools was clear [Secondary Acting DHT, Mrs Daniels], particularly
with regard to information around health and safety which then made it
easier to determine next steps and answer questions from staff and the
wider school community [Secondary DHT, Mr Miles]. However, the rapid
delivery of this guidance and the need for change at extremely short notice
presented challenges across all sectors.

There was a level of uncertainty surrounding any changes that were made
within schools, and a fear that national guidance could change at any
moment without warning [Secondary DHT, Mr Miles]. This left school
leaders across all three sectors in vulnerable positions and led to anxiety
amongst school staff. During this time, change became the only constant
[Secondary HT, Mrs Cairns].

The national response put health and wellbeing of pupils at the forefront,
and this was recognised as a positive development across all three sectors.
However, the reopening of schools directly contradicted the approach
taken within the rest of society, placing teaching staff in dangerous
positions. The claim that the infection could not spread in schools was
highlighted as a major issue [Secondary DHT, Mrs Lang]. Mr Spencer
[Specialist provision (SEBN) DHT] shared concerns about the inability to
social distance within the broader ASN sector due to the behavioural
needs of their pupils. This once more highlighted the disconnect between
guidance for schools and the reality of ASN classrooms.
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kind of gone.
[Primary HT, Mrs
Cairns]

The demand of
change at very short
notice... altering
classrooms, moving
furniture around...
that was really quite
difficult. [Secondary
DHT, Mr Miles]

I'was the timetabler
in my school and it
must've changed six
or seven times, but
we might've been told
on the Thursday that
we needed it for the
Monday. ... so I had
to give up those
weekends.
[Secondary
DHT/Acting HT, Mrs
Lang]

1t spread everywhere
in society. We
couldn’t stand beside
each other outside,
but we could all sit
together in a
classroom.



School leaders supported teacher wellbeing while their own wellbeing
was often overlooked

The wellbeing of staff could have been better supported at a national level.
While support from Education Scotland was regarded as useful by some
[Secondary Acting DHT, Mrs Daniels], others felt that it was tokenistic
[Primary HT, Mrs Kennedy]. Online seminars from Education Scotland
designed to support staff wellbeing were felt to increase workload
[Primary HT, Mrs Kennedy].

School leaders took matters into their own hands and prioritised staff
wellbeing by creating flexibility in school timetables to look after staff
and developing school-level initiatives across both primary and secondary
sectors.

There was also a lack of support for school leader wellbeing across all
three sectors. A lack of awareness around potential home situations for
school leaders and the other pressures that they might be facing was
highlighted [Secondary DHT/Acting HT, Mrs Lang]. Increased
expectations around workload, intensified pressure from local authorities
and Education Scotland and an eradication of boundaries as discussed
earlier created the perfect storm [Secondary DHT/Acting HT, Mrs Lang].

The role of Into Headship in developing school leader capacity

The ability to network with other school leaders and to share experiences
of leading through the pandemic while it was happening in real time, albeit
online, was regarded as deeply impactful [Primary HT, Mrs Kennedy].
Learning about the wider policy context and how it is shaped helped to
develop confidence in making decisions and sticking by them [Primary
HT, Mrs Kennedy]. Policy knowledge also helped school leaders to
navigate through a high-speed, condensed policy environment, which was
quite different to what they had been used to [Specialist provision (SEBN)
DHT, Mr Spencer].

Engaging with the programme helped school leaders to understand the
importance of communicating a rationale for change to all school staff and
ensuring that everybody within the school is on board with that change
[Secondary Acting DHT, Mrs Daniels]. Finally, the development of
partnerships and their role in helping to build the wider school community
was recognised as an important message [Secondary DHT, Mr Miles].

Leading in times of crisis and school leader identity

School values were often used as a compass for guiding decision-making
and there was a shift towards more collaborative approaches and
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[Secondary DHT, Mr
Miles]

Don’t give us another
online wellbeing
seminar to attend...
We've been on so
many that we could
present them
ourselves. [Primary
HT, Mrs Kennedy]

So where was the
support for senior
leaders and our staff?
1 feel that was really
lacking. [Secondary
Depute/Acting HT,
Mrs Lang]

Iwas looking at
policy in a more kind
of proactive way that
Iwouldn’t have prior
to doing the
headteacher course
and that in turn gave
me the confidence to,
to make those kind of
decisions in the
moment and stick by
them. [Specialist
provision (Severe &
Complex ASN) DHT,
Mrs King]

There was no way at
any time during that
pandemic you



collective decision-making across all three sectors. Developing a shared
vision for recovery with all school staff was regarded as important
[Primary DHT, Mrs Thomson]. There was a sense that the pandemic,
although extremely difficult to navigate within schools, provided an
invaluable learning opportunity as a school leader [Specialist provision
(SEBN) DHT, Mr Spencer].

School leaders across all three contexts reflected on the importance of
connecting with the wider school community and observed that the
pandemic provided an opportunity to build better relationships with
vulnerable families [Secondary DHT, Mrs Thomson]. The pandemic
encouraged some to take a more empathetic perspective of the wider
school community and to rethink what is important within a school
context [Secondary DHT, Mr Miles]. The expanding nature of the school
leader role, as discussed earlier, connects in with this view, demonstrating
the commitment that school leaders, across all sectors, made to their wider
school communities during the pandemic.

Messages for the Scottish Government

could’ve done
everything on your
own. [Secondary
Depute/Acting HT,
Mrs Lang]

If you're able to do it
during a global
pandemic, then... you
can lead a school in
relatively quiet times.
[Specialist provision
(SEBN) DHT, Mr
Spencer]

Participants were asked to share their central messages for Scottish Government. Below are three

examples of their responses, one for each context.

Primary Sector: “You’re not listening to us”

During the pandemic we were there... we were there for families, we were there for the children, we
were there because we wanted to be there and because we love our job and we're passionate. But at
the end of the day, you're not listening to us now... you're not valuing us now. [Primary DHT, Mrs
Thomson].

Secondary Sector: Resources should match expanding roles of schools

1 think resource is... the biggest thing... Everything that’s a difficulty in society comes into schools...
and obviously we... look to address it because we’re the people who see children every day. So, I think
it has to be resourced... If we’ve to take these things forward and address particular situations... the
resources have got to be there to do that. [Secondary Acting DHT, Mrs Daniels].

ASN Sector: In a sea of education policies, there needs to be policy specific to ASN schools
They started coming out with an awful lot of policy and sometimes it was too much, so there were too

many policies. You were getting hit with so much and sometimes it could be like a hundred pages

long... There are policies galore on every aspect of education that you could ever imagine. There's

not a lot of policy in ASN. It's probably the only place that there isn't a lot of policy, and especially...

complex needs in particular. I think the things that were written have actually been written by ... Just

even one document on complex needs would be helpful. [Specialist provision (Severe & Complex

ASN) DHT, Mrs King].
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