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This book is dedicated with affection to the memory of our
friend and colleague, Professor Ray Bolam, who exemplified all the

very best qualities of leadership and management.
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You suddenly realise you don’t have enough
knowledge, you don’t have the skills, but you often
have to act very carefully and very quickly. You can
make a lot of mistakes as a head by accidentally
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chief problem solver in the school.
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Introduction

This Book is Different …
Like many other books about primary headship this book has been written to 
enhance knowledge about school leadership and management in that phase. It 
is different because it approaches that task from an unusual angle by focussing 
on problematic aspects of the role. Our aim in writing about these is not to be 
negative or defeatist. Rather, we are concerned to present an honest account of 
the more challenging realities of the job as they affect the day-to-day work of 
contemporary primary headteachers.

Primary headship is a hugely rewarding role and the work of headteachers has 
a highly positive influence on children’s lives long after their school days are over. 
It is not surprising, therefore, that heads are passionately committed to their job 
and take real pride in the achievements of their schools. Yet many also recognise 
that their role is increasingly beset by problems, so much so that several of those 
interviewed for this book described the current landscape of primary headship as 
a metaphorical ‘minefield’. This book has been written because relatively little of 
the literature on primary headship addresses the problems of headship explicitly 
or helps practitioners, and those who contribute to their support and develop-
ment, address them knowledgeably.

What This Book is About
Problem management can be defined as an ability to recognise a necessary or 
desirable change in a prevailing state of affairs and decide how to implement 
that change to best effect (Schon, 1987). The following chapters highlight the 
more common and enduring problems primary heads encounter as they negotiate 
their ‘minefields’. They also offer a set of conceptual tools to support analysis of 
those problems and help identify how they might be ameliorated. Of course, not 
all problems can be solved outright. Some defy attempts to identify their cause 
clearly or frustrate remediation, and there will be occasions when it proves impos-
sible to extinguish them completely. In these cases, the aim should be to reduce 
their dysfunctional impact as fully as possible and minimise further occurrences. 
Nevertheless, if  we are serious about enhancing the effectiveness of our schools, 
we need to be honest in acknowledging the nature and impact of the problems 
which compromise attempts to achieve that goal.

Making Sense of Problems in Primary Headship, 1–6
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2     Making Sense of Problems in Primary Headship

This book has two main purposes. The first is to present empirical evidence 
of problems affecting primary headteachers during 20 years of continuous and 
substantial educational reform. In doing so it seeks to make sense of the first-
hand experiences of serving school leaders (Ribbins and Gunter, 2002) and 
contributes to the canon of personal accounts of headteachers’ work (Cohen et al., 
2007). Ganz (2009a) suggests that leaders need to be able to articulate three stories 
about their leadership. The first is a story of ‘self ’: how they themselves have been 
formed and the effects of that formation on their work as leaders. The second is a 
story of ‘us’: the character of their organisational group and its implications for 
their leadership. The third is the story of ‘now’: the climate and circumstances of 
the time and place in which the group functions and the responses these require 
from the leader. The accounts presented in the chapters of Part I articulate these 
stories and help map the ‘minefield’. We hope they will encourage more open and 
honest recognition of the problematic experiences of primary headship.

The second main purpose of the book is to support analysis and understand-
ing of the more demanding problems primary heads encounter. In doing so it 
aims to foster cultures of evidence-informed practice (Brown and Zhang, 2017; 
Sheard and Sharples, 2016) and contribute to the four purposes of educational 
leadership and management research defined by Bolam (1999):

⦁⦁ developing knowledge from description and analysis which explains prevailing 
states of affairs;

⦁⦁ developing knowledge for action useful to practitioners and policymakers from 
investigation of real-life leadership and management activity;

⦁⦁ developing instrumental knowledge supportive of headteacher preparation 
and development; and

⦁⦁ enhancing practitioners’ capacity to engage in reflective analysis and action 
research to aid school effectiveness and improvement.

Having established its focus and purposes, it will also be helpful to clarify what 
the book does not set out to do. It is not intended as an armoury of magic bullets 
or a tips-for-headteachers problem-solving manual. Although most of the prob-
lems discussed affect primary schools generally, they need to be understood and 
addressed in terms of the interplay of a diverse mix of context-specific variables. 
There are consequently few, if  any, quick fixes to the more pressing and endemic 
problems of headship (Waite, 2016) and they are seldom managed successfully by 
applying formulaic codes of practice. ‘Capable’ headship (Duignan, 2006) requires 
intelligent reading of the complex chemistry of human and organisational factors 
which constitute ‘context specificity’ (Hallinger, 2018) to determine appropriate 
problem-response strategies. This book supports that task but does not provide a 
stock of ‘off-the-peg’ solutions and makes no attempt to address all the possible 
problems affecting primary schools, though it does highlight those which appear 
to be most consistently problematic. It neither offers clever schemes for stretching 
budgets, or eliminating the ubiquitous problems of time management, nor does it 
consider strategies for dealing with one of the most pressing challenges for con-
temporary headteachers: generating and maintaining the positive performance 
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data that increasingly outrank all other indicators of success. The book also has 
little to say about the leadership and management of change per se even though 
that is widely recognised as a problematic issue.

There are two reasons for all of this. The first is that there is already a rela-
tively wide literature which deals with these discrete topics. The second, and more 
important, is that all these issues are usually rendered problematic by deficien-
cies or overloads, deviations from plans or targets, competing goals and values, 
misinterpreted intentions, difficulty acquiring resources or converting people to 
new ways of thinking or behaving, and the uncertainty associated with the need 
to make and take decisions. These are the specific problem facets we identify in 
Chapter 1 and explain theoretically in the chapters of Part II.

The book also features very few highly dramatic or sensational problems 
because our subjects reported very few. What it does record is the long, low, per-
sistent grumble of difficulties that many primary heads experience on a more-or-
less daily basis. Their most challenging problems derive from intense workload 
pressures and the conflicting values, interests and assumptions which underlie 
dysfunctional relationships with others in the school community. People are usu-
ally at the heart of headteachers’ workloads. It is people, with their needs for 
support and guidance, their crises and failures, their demands and complaints 
and their inability to understand or adopt required behaviours, who usually pose 
the most troublesome of heads’ problems and frustrate attempts to improve edu-
cational outcomes. Consequently, this book focusses most substantially on prob-
lems centred on heads’ relationships with other people in the school community.

In writing this book we refute any suggestion that problems are an excuse for inef-
fective practice. Rather, we believe that many of the problems confronting primary 
heads need to be recognised as essentially pervasive, persistent and even inevitable 
characteristics of modern schooling. The ability to mitigate them will be a crucial 
requirement of headteachers who are able to meet the challenges of current and 
future headship successfully. The fact that thousands of heads do so on a daily basis 
is testimony to the high degree of professionalism which characterises most school 
leadership in modern Britain. With this fact in mind, we also stress that this book is 
not a study of ‘problem heads’. None of our subjects could legitimately have been 
deemed ‘failing’ heads and there was no deliberate attempt to include those leading 
schools known to be in difficulty or special measures. On the contrary, there was 
considerable evidence that our interviewees were highly capable practitioners and it 
would have been easy to develop a complementary study which celebrated their many 
successes. Their candour in discussing the problems they faced is a reflection of their 
honesty, their readiness to contribute to the support and enlightenment of colleagues 
and their wisdom in acknowledging the inherently challenging nature of their roles.

The Structure of the Book
This book has two main parts. In Part I, the first chapter outlines the background 
to our research studies, summarises their main findings and presents an original 
problem typology derived from accounts provided by our subjects. The second 
chapter reviews a set of generic issues which form a problematic backdrop to 
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contemporary headship. Chapters 3–8 record the most significant problem issues 
identified by subjects in two interview studies conducted between 1997–1998 
and 2009–2017: assumption of headship, workloads, relationships with others 
involved in the life and work of the school and the impact of problems on heads’ 
personal and professional lives. A significant finding from comparison of the two 
studies is that most of those issues were regarded as consistently problematic 
throughout the course of two decades. The most marked difference between them 
was the identification of new problem issues associated with parents and pupils 
by subjects in 2009–2017.

Part II reviews a set of theories which aid understanding of the provenance 
and ramifications of the problems identified in Part I. When they reach that stage 
of the book, readers may question why we are presenting some theories which 
are 30 or more years old when headship in Britain has changed radically in the 
intervening period and continues to do so rapidly (Earley, 2013; Earley and Gre-
any, 2017). It is not because we are unaware of anything more recent. The con-
tributions of research, theory and practitioner literatures to the preparation and 
development of school leaders commonly reflect shifts in educational policy and 
practice. While this is essentially a healthy phenomenon, it also has a downside. 
As the circus continually moves on, classic acts from the past are forgotten and 
their relevance to present-day schooling overlooked. The choice of contents in 
Part II of this book reflects a conviction that theories which helped guide inter-
pretation of data from the first interview study in 1997–1998 remained highly per-
tinent to reports from the 2009–2017 study and will continue to have much that is 
helpful to say about the problems of primary headship in the foreseeable future. 
Therefore, where we cite theory, research evidence or commentary from the past, 
we do so because it helps clarify understanding of current problems for new read-
ers who are unlikely to be familiar with the original sources. The main theories we 
present, in particular those in Chapters 11 and 12, are commonly at the heart of 
problems even our most recent interviewees still found difficult to manage.

Part II begins with two chapters about headteachers’ role learning. Chapter 9 
reviews types of knowledge headteachers need to be able to access while Chapter 
10 considers how such knowledge is formed and might be applied to problem 
management. The next two chapters explore theory bases which should aid anal-
ysis and framing of specific types of problem. Chapter 11 addresses organisa-
tional micropolitics, symbolism and value theory, while Chapter 12 explains the 
processes and implications of headteacher succession and socialisation. Chapter 
13 deals with strategic problem management and the role of reflection in that 
process. Finally, Chapter 14 summarises themes from earlier chapters and con-
tributes additional perspectives on the problematic nature of primary headship.

Explaining Terminology

Sense-making

We did not write a book entitled ‘Solving Problems in Primary Headship’ for 
reasons explained earlier in this introduction. Our choice of ‘Making Sense of 
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Problems in Primary Headship’ acknowledges the concept of ‘sensemaking’ [sic.] 
defined by the American organisational theorist Karl Weick to describe the mean-
ings people attribute to their social and organisational lives and the problems 
associated with them. Weick (1995) recognises several key influences on sense-
making summarised as follows:

(i)	 Self-identity. People’s ideas about who they are, how they matter, where they 
stand in relation to others and what is expected of them shape how they 
pay attention to their circumstances and interpret the meaning of events and 
relationships.

(ii)	 Temporality. The attention people pay to events and behaviours, the sig-
nificance they attach to them and their overall understanding of them are 
affected by whether their engagement with them is retrospective, immediate 
or prospective.

(iii)	 Narrative. People respond to their circumstances by constructing stories 
and accounts to articulate their developing understanding and assumptions 
about what is happening and what it means. These accounts are shared with 
others so that individual understanding becomes a product of both first- and 
third-party interpretations.

(iv)	 Plausibility. One of the most influential factors governing the sense people 
make of their circumstances is not what is actually true, but what they think 
is most likely to be true. The plausible, rather than the rational or most fac-
tually accurate, is often the explanation which fits most comfortably with 
prevailing understanding, assumptions or prejudices.

(v)	 Reciprocal interpretation. Individuals’ existing sensemaking determines the 
way they respond to situations and other people, in particular the cues and 
clues they look for to help them identify what is significant. What they come 
to regard as important and the responses they make are influenced by exist-
ing self-identity and narrative constructions, as well as temporality and plau-
sibility. In turn, how they perceive the significance of events and relationships 
may well affect how situations develop and other people behave in a series 
of chain reactions. These further influence individual sensemaking both dis-
cretely and in combination in an on-going series of reciprocal iterations.

All these influences on sensemaking are affected by, and contribute to, the 
issues identified in the following chapters. Their potential and actual signifi-
cance needs to be understood as a basis for managing a range of  problems 
which frustrate school effectiveness and improvement (Ganon-Shilon and 
Schechter, 2017).

Problem Management

In the following chapters of this book we use the term ‘problem management’ 
since it embraces Mezirow’s (1991) concepts of ‘problem posing’ and ‘problem 
solving’. We understand management in the sense of Hodgkinson’s definition 
explained in Chapter 2 which identifies it as a function supportive of leadership 
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vision and mission. The term also highlights the fact that even where complete 
elimination of a problem proves impossible, heads, as managerial ‘experts-in- 
context’, should be able to devise appropriate mitigatory strategies. Additionally, 
it acknowledges that many of the problems encountered by headteachers arise 
from the constituent tasks of headship itself, or are presented to them by other 
people, so that they are charged de facto with management of those demands.
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