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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

The context

Approximately 10% of teachers are from a BME background in England, although 
in London, the figure is 40% in Inner London and 27% in Outer London (DfES 2006). 
However, the percentage of teachers from BME backgrounds in every area is smaller 
than the proportion of primary and secondary pupils that they teach. For example in 
Outer London the percentage of BME pupils is just over 50%. 

Although it is difficult to obtain figures relating to the proportion of BME leaders in 
education, e.g. heads and deputy heads, in a national survey of head teachers of 
all phases (Coleman 2005a) 96% indicated that they were white, and in the large 
scale survey relating to teachers’ careers (Powney et al, 2003) ethnicity and gender 
were seen to have a large impact on promotion. While over a third of white males 
and 20% of white females held a promoted post, only nine percent of BME males 
and 5% of BME females held the higher status positions. 

In the context of the relative lack of BME staff in leadership roles in schools the course 
‘Investing in Diversity’ has been established in London for some years and is now 
starting in Leeds. There are plans for it to be rolled out elsewhere in England. 

Investing in Diversity

Investing in Diversity is a groundbreaking leadership development programme for 
aspiring black and global majority leaders in London run from the London Centre for 
Leadership in Learning, Institute of Education. The programme is led by Rosemary 
Campbell-Stephens, who was formerly a black female head teacher in the 
secondary sector.

The programme recognises the huge demographic shifts taking place in British 
cities and the dilemmas as well as the opportunities that this phenomenon poses  
for a new generation of education leaders. London’s pupil population is hugely 
diverse, but the profile of school leaders does not adequately reflect this. Not satisfied 
with simply increasing the number of ‘BME’ senior leaders, Investing in Diversity seeks 
to create a space for new leadership paradigms and new knowledge creators. 
Investing is intended to make explicit the additionality that BME leaders can bring  
to their role and in so doing seeks to change both the face and the heart  
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of leadership in London schools. 

Investing in Diversity enables cohorts of ‘BME’ professionals from a variety of 
backgrounds to learn from each other and develop their efficacy as black and 
global majority leaders in diverse urban contexts.

The programme is different to generic professional development as it explores the 
particular challenges faced by BME leaders under the tutelage of some of London’s 
most outstanding and inspirational educators. Excitingly the course deepens 
knowledge about how to lead differently in diverse cultural, linguistic, religious and 
social contexts by refining the existing tools of school leadership to address issues of 
social justice and equity.

The programme Investing in Diversity aims to:

 • Provide culturally sensitive leadership coaching, drawing on best practice inside 
and outside of education.

 • Develop culturally literate leadership that addresses the key skills needed for 
current and future urban school leaders.

 • Develop the capacity of school leaders to lead learning differently.
 • Increase the number of thriving high calibre black and minority ethnic leaders 
in the capital’s schools.

Programme structure

It is one one-year part time programme organised over three terms.  The nine taught 
modules are:

1. Moral Purpose
2. Data analysis and ethnic monitoring
3. Innovative Places of Learning
4. Distributed Leadership
5. Finance
6. Leading Effective Teams
7. Performance Management
8. Looking to the Future
9. Seeking Promotion.
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There is a three day weekend residential at the start of the course which concludes 
with a one day seminar.  Other meetings take place at twilight sessions.  All 
participants are expected to keep a learning journal, and it is possible to complete 
an assignment to earn 30 credits towards and MA in educational leadership.

The programme also offers the opportunity for BME aspiring leaders to network, 
do action research, work collaboratively and obtain peer support, guided by an 
outstanding team of practitioners who are not only cognisant of the barriers to 
promotion that exist for BME professionals, but how to overcome them.

The purpose and nature of the research

The overall aims of the research were to learn more about the experiences of BME 
leaders in London schools with a view to identifying their perceptions of career 
barriers and facilitators, and to identify ways in which the course ‘Investing in Diversity’ 
might be strengthened.

The research focussed on two groups of BME deputy and assistant head teachers 
in London who had attended the course in 2006. These two groups were unique 
in being senior leaders in schools. Although many hundreds of BME teachers have 
attended the year long course, the majority are middle leaders and, at the time of 
writing, there have only been two groups (one primary and one secondary) of more 
senior staff, usually deputy or assistant heads, aspiring to headship. 

A particular criticism of evaluations of professional development is that, if done too 
near to the end of a course there can be a ‘halo’ effect with participants giving only 
positive feedback. The timing of this research two years after the end of their course 
provides a long term perspective on the usefulness of the course.  

The research was two-pronged:

 • An e-mailed questionnaire focussing specifically on the impact of the course 
(appendix 1);

 • A follow up in-depth interview with a sample of those who had attended the 
course, looking at wider career influences: barriers and facilitators.
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CHAPTER 2: THE LITERATURE

There is a relatively small literature base relating to ethnicity of teacher and/or 
educational leaders in British schools, although there is a growing body of work on 
structural racism particularly as it relates to pupils (see for example, Gillborn, 2005, 
Ladson-Billings and Gillborn, 2005). The seminal work of Osler (1997) focussing on 
black teachers does include data on nine BME leaders. Osler concluded in relation 
to the leaders that: ‘all were conscious of structural racism in Britain’ (p. 145) which 
they challenged and that they shared ‘a belief in the potential liberating power of 
education.’ (ibid.)

Two relatively recent studies commissioned by the National College for School 
Leadership (NCSL): Bush et al (2005 and 2006) and McKenley and Gordon, (2002) 
focus on BME leaders. The data collected in England by Bush et al (2005) indicate 
that BME teachers are usually a small group within the staff of a school which has a 
larger proportion of BME pupils and where stereotypical attitudes prevail. 

For example: 

The school in which I work is very mixed ethnically, with approximately 
25% African/Afro Caribbean, 50% white of many descriptions and 
25% Indo Chinese, Turkish and mixed raced. In my school there are 65 
members of staff. 4 teachers are from a black ethnic group, the rest are 
all of white backgrounds. The support staff are approximately 30% black 
staff and the rest are all of white backgrounds. In the past I have been 
asked whether I am the cleaner or a teaching assistant – people don’t 
expect to see coloured senior staff. (Female, African, head of year) (Bush 
et al, 2005 p. 18)

They also found that there was a tendency for BME staff to be in subordinate roles, 
reinforcing stereotypes within the school and the community. Bush et al concluded 
that there were often low expectations of BME staff and that:

Most BME leaders also report examples of racism from senior managers, 
middle leaders, colleagues, LEAs parents and governors. These are 
sufficiently widespread to raise concerns about possible institutional 
racism (p. 42)

Mackay and Etienne (2006) report similar findings in the further education sector, 
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where: ‘black managers experience additional constraints to the progression of their 
careers’ (p. 12). 

The studies carried out by Powney et al (2003) and Bush et al (2005) both found that 
BME teachers felt that had experienced being marginalized, for example being 
directed towards working with pupils where English was a second language or to a 
pastoral area. 

A key aspect of career advancement is networking, but that was found to be 
problematic by Bush et al (2005, pp 58 - 9) 

My ethnicity hasn’t enabled my career progression in any way. It’s harder 
to network with White colleagues because as an Asian you are perceived 
as an outsider.

There is too much networking, nepotism, canvassing within the LEA and 
it is difficult for us to penetrate the networks our White colleagues have 
created there.

Networking may be particularly problematic for Muslim teachers when it involves 
socializing with alcohol, a key issue in the study of factors affecting the career 
progress of Muslim male teachers in London, (Shaikh, 2007).

However, a positive note, emerges from the study of ethnic leaders (McKenley and 
Gordon 2002, p. 3) relating to the potential for joy in leadership and the additionality 
that Rosemary Campbell-Stephens refers to above. McKenley and Gordon conclude 
that:

School leaders from BME backgrounds had a strong desire to capture 
the joys of their leadership. Many of the black and ethnic minority 
communities represented in this study were settled relatively recently. 
School leaders from BME backgrounds saw that they could add their rich 
cultural heritage to the common wealth of all schools and in the process 
could play a unique role in transforming educational opportunities in this 
country.

Investing in Diversity is intended specifically for BME leaders in schools. The Bush et 
al (2005) research identified two opposed reactions to courses designed especially 
for BME teachers. Whilst some welcomed the idea there were others who rejected it 
as: ‘either patronising, inappropriate, or would be likely to cause further resentment 
within the profession.’ (p. 66).  However, there was recognition that BME leaders were 
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likely to benefit from comparing their similar experiences, that there were great 
benefits in being mentored and that it was important for pupils and teachers to see 
BME role models in senior roles. 

Although ‘Investing in Diversity’ focuses specifically on being a BME leader, national 
leadership programmes do not automatically raise issues of social justice in relation 
to accessing and enacting leadership roles (Coleman, 2005b). The opportunity to 
discuss and address these issues is therefore not readily available in most leadership 
programmes.

The major issues raised in the existing literature on BME educational leaders appear 
to be: racism, stereotyping and low expectations; networking and mentoring 
as means of career advancement and the potential for ‘additionality’ that BME 
staff bring to their work. In addition there are the potentially problematic questions 
of whether there should be leadership courses specifically for BME staff and the 
extent to which issues of diversity and social justice are considered in educational 
leadership programmes. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

The population: the two cohorts

Table 1: Primary participant

Number Gender Ethnicity Promotion Survey 
response rate

22 but 
effectively 20#

20 female and 2 
male

9 Asian *
5 Black 
Caribbean
2 White and 
Black Caribbean
1 Indo 
Caribbean
5 Black African

9 promoted 70% (n = 14)

*9 Asian - identified as Indian(1), Pakistani (3), Asian British (3), Asian other (1)

# Although the total number was 22, two participants had poor levels of attendance 
at the course (only attending two sessions out of a potential eleven). The effective 
group was therefore 20 rather than 22. 

Table 2: Secondary participants

Number Gender Ethnicity Promotion Survey 
response rate

15 but 
effectively 13#

10 female and 5 
male

5 Asian *
7 Black 
Caribbean
1 Black British
2 Black African

2 promoted 62% (n = 8)

* 5 Asian - identified as Indian (2), Asian British (2), Asian (1)

# Although the total number was 15, two participants had poor levels of attendance 
(one male and one female only attended two sessions out of a potential eleven. The 
effective group was therefore 13 at best rather than 15. 
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The first stage of the research was an e-mail survey, sent to all participants in the 
course and the second stage was in-depth interviews with a sample of respondents. 

The survey

The main purpose of the survey (see appendix 1) was to elicit information and 
opinions on the impact of the course itself and the guiding research questions were: 

 • How has participation in ‘Investing in Diversity’ enhanced the working practice 
and leadership of the deputy and assistant heads in their schools?

 • Can the participants identify a range of competencies that are essential to 
educational leaders in multi-ethnic schools? 

 • Has participation in ‘Investing in Diversity’ under-pinned their career 
advancement? If so, in what ways?

 • Are there differences in the experiences of men and women participants in the 
courses?

 • Are there differences in the experiences of participants from the two school 
phases?

 • Are there differences in the experiences of participants from different ethnic 
groups?

 • Have participants engaged in other leadership development programmes and 
if so how these compared with Investing in Diversity?

 • What further leadership development might they envisage?

The interviews

In-depth interviews with a sample of respondents were semi-structured and guided 
only by a list of topics to be covered and sought to explore a wider range of career 
influences.

The topics covered in the interview were:

 • Brief biography
 • Career plan and future aims
 • Obstacles to progress
 • Facilitators
 • Key influences
 • Critical incidents related to career
 • Any further comments relating to Investing in Diversity (the 13 participants had al-
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ready completed the questionnaire that related more specifically to the course).

Sampling for the interviews

Interviews were undertaken with 40% (n.13) of the two cohorts, all of whom also 
completed a questionnaire. Those interviewed included:

 • 7 from the primary and 6 from the secondary sector
 • 9 women and 4 men
 • 7 of Caribbean origin
 • 5 of Asian origin
 • 1 Black African
 • 12 who had taught for more than 15 years and 1 who had taught for between 
11 – 15 years

 • 5 who had been promoted to headship and 8 who had not been promoted. 

Access

Despite a number of follow up calls and e-mails it was not possible to arrange 
interviews with any more members of the cohorts within the resource constraints of 
the research. Difficulty in securing interviews with these busy people meant that the 
interviews were conducted over a period of months, April – June 2008. The interviews 
were carried out two years after the course had finished and inevitably some of the 
participants had moved to other schools and were more difficult to locate. Although 
ideally interviews would have all been face to face, in order to obtain as many as 
possible, some interviews were conducted over the telephone.

Research ethics

The respondents were assured of anonymity and confidentiality with regard to the 
interview data. Transcripts of the interviews were sent to them, with a request that 
they alter them if they felt that they were not accurate or that they were not happy 
with the information recorded. Those who did not respond were sent a reminder 
indicating that if they did not reply it was presumed that they were satisfied with the 
transcript. 

Some of the respondents commented that they found the interview process useful 
in giving them the opportunity to reflect on their career.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS FROM THE SURVEY

The main aim of the survey was to obtain direct feedback on the course at a distance 
of two years from their participation, with a view to enhancing future courses.

Response rate to survey

Of the14 responses obtained from the primary cohort, 13 were from women and 
1 from a man.  Reponses were not obtained from the two whose attendance was 
poor.  The ethnicity of the respondents was approximately proportional to that of the 
cohort as a whole.  Responses were received from seven Asian, four of the group 
identifying as Caribbean and three identifying as Black African.

Of the eight responses obtained from the secondary cohort, five were from women 
and three from men.  Responses were not obtained from the two who were deemed 
to have dropped out, but were obtained from two others whose attendance was 
relatively poor.  

The ethnicity of the respondents was representative of most of the cohort although 
there were no returns from the two Black African participants.  Responses were 
received from four Asians and four Black Caribbean.

Questions directly relating to Investing in Diversity

Respondents were asked to rate ‘Investing in Diversity’ from the point of view of:

Boosting self-confidence
Enhancing skills and knowledge
Improving your capacity in your current role
Developing the skills of headship

Where 4 is top rating and 1 is bottom, most gave 4 or 3 ratings to these questions. 
Only one respondent gave a rating of 2 to any of the questions and none gave 
the bottom rating. The respondents who gave lower ratings were more likely to be 
those who had not been promoted. The primary respondents were slightly more 
enthusiastic than their secondary colleagues and more likely to give ratings of 4 to 
all questions. The secondary respondents were more likely to give a rating of 3 rather 
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than 4 to all but the first question.

Motivation to attend the course

There was a distinct difference in the motivation of the primary and secondary 
respondents. Only one member of the primary cohort ranked ‘promotion prospects’ 
as the most important, with the others favouring ‘to enhance current work’. In contrast, 
the secondary cohort tended to favour ‘promotion prospects’. 

In addition, several respondents from both secondary and primary cohorts were 
motivated by the course being especially for BME staff.

‘The fact was that I needed to boost my confidence. I wanted a different 
perspective on deputy headship. There are few BME deputy heads in my 
LEA. Going to the course gave me the opportunity to benchmark against 
other BME staff. Also I wanted the networking opportunities, and needed 
to touch base with other professionals who were not white.’

‘Sharing with like minded colleagues, colleagues at the same level, 
people with the same issues, concerns and aspirations all from the same 
background.’

‘Mostly because the course was something for black and ethnic minorities 
who are lacking attention otherwise. Also for networking, being able to 
share with others from similar backgrounds and situations.’

The implicit tension between the need to talk to others from the same background, 
but not approving of a leadership course specifically for BME candidates was 
identified by Bush et al (2005) and surfaces in these responses.

‘The head in my last school suggested it. I am not sure if she was 
supportive, or tongue in cheek. It was the only course just for BME leaders. 
I went for my own personal development. I had already done NPQH, so I 
was curious to compare the two. I was dubious at the time and felt it was 
segregating us. But once I was involved I realized it was not separating 
but developing.’

Some comments related specifically to the need for a boost from the course:

‘To be more inspired, to re-engage and remind me of why I should move 
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further in my career.’

‘To help me keep on the boil. To help pick myself up after dejection/
rejection. To help me get back my confidence and say “I can do it.”’

‘My new temporary head teacher identified me as a potential head 
teacher. I didn’t necessarily see these qualities in myself.’

Ways in which the course has helped you to seek/gain promotion

The ways most often mentioned in both groups were:

 • Inspirational – tutors and acting head teachers as BME role models
 • Development of specific skills (data handling, interview skills and feedback) and 
confidence

 • Networking
 • Self reflection and personal development
 • Moral purpose, reflection and support

 
Inspiration – tutors and head teachers:

‘Inspirational head teachers – gave individual feedback.’

‘Support from professional tutors.’

‘Working with current head teachers.’

‘I found the coaching aspect offered by the tutors was fantastic.’

Development of specific skills and confidence:

‘Looking at leadership styles, strategic development, these skills helped 
me move on. The session on analysis of data was very good. It was one 
of the key factors for my secondment to the other school. We had real 
data to look at. I was impressed by that.’

‘From the beginning it was very professional as an experience. How we 
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carried ourselves, how we dressed and how we worked with each other. 
There were workshops where we worked as a team, worked on finance 
and on staffing. They pointed out what you need as a head. The mock 
interview and feedback on that was very useful.’

‘It was tailored to meet my personal development. Mentoring and 
coaching in IID helps me to keep going and never give up – self-belief’.

‘I have become more confident in using my leadership skills, helped me 
to have a set priority for my career progression,’

‘It raised my confidence and gave me the opportunity to develop 
practical management and leadership skills.’

‘Knowledge about the required skill-sets for headship.’

‘The practicing heads coming in and talking us through their journey, 
what they had to do to achieve headship. They gave us practical tips 
and examples.’

‘It gave me the confidence I needed to move out of my comfort zone.’

‘A specific module on interviewing and why you wanted to go into 
headship. The talks by heads about what motivated them as a BME 
leader.’

Networking:

‘Strong networks with peers.’

‘networking and gaining a good reputation in my Borough.’

‘A true opportunity to network as relationships developed with other 
people on our cohort.’

Moral purpose, reflection and support:

‘It clarified things and allowed opportunities to talk about why did you go 
into teaching? What is it all about? It re-enthused me about teaching.’
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‘Unlike NPQH it helped you to dig deeper for the real reasons you have for 
teaching and going for promotion. The sense of moral purpose.’

‘The course enabled me to reflect on my reasons for wanting to be a 
head teacher, to think about my moral purpose and to further develop 
my confidence in myself.’

‘Tremendous encouragement from others. Fantastic support and 
challenge from individuals. Generosity of spirit from others who spoke/
speak my language.’

 
There was one comment from one who is still seeking promotion: 

‘In terms of what I have learnt, the course was brilliant, but in terms of its 
recognition out there, it did not help me at all.’

Other leadership courses

Only one of the 22 had not taken another leadership course. 18 of the 22 had taken 
NPQH. Eight other courses were mentioned by at least one, with Urban leadership 
(three of the secondary) and New Visions (two of the primary) mentioned more than 
once.

Eleven thought IID was better than any other course they had attended. Three stated 
it was the same and four that it was not as good. Two said ‘different’, one did not 
specify.

The main way in which IID was seen to be better was in having more ‘soul’. 

‘Anyone can learn about structures and processes. The real issue is if a 
person has knowledge of themselves. NPQH is systematic and organized.’ 
‘If I am honest it [NPQH] is sterile.’

‘More human’

‘better because it addressed some of the issues others were afraid to 
address.’
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It was also seen to be better because of the special insights it provides:

‘In some respects because of talking to practitioners with experience at 
ground level who can talk you through the barriers and give a realistic 
view of academic headship. You have to be prepared to take on the 
“poisoned chalice”.’

‘I found that the Investing in Diversity course looked deeply into the 
needs of all BME leaders and catered to their specific needs, the NPQH 
programme was very general and did not give any specific skills that I 
had to develop.’

‘The IID programme was far more personal. It helped us identify areas for 
development and then gave us a structured way through.’

‘The IID programme, in a subtle way, made us identify for ourselves what 
our vision is.’

The comments relating to a preference for NPQH mentioned that it might be better 
funded than IID, that they might meet a greater range of people through NPQH and 
that NPQH had more scenarios and assignments. It was also felt that IID: ‘needs to 
be more recognized and have a certificate or diploma.’

What was the highlight of the course?

For both cohorts the highlights tended to relate to networking with other BME school 
leaders at the residential and elsewhere:

 • Networking
 • Meeting other BME school leaders with similar experiences
 • The work of the tutors
 • The residential
 • Focusing on the moral purpose of education

Although in the secondary group there were more comments on the focus on the 
experience of being BME.

‘A lot was quite good, but the best part was meeting people and 
networking after school. It was refreshing to see so many minorities 
aspiring to be head teachers. IID encourages people and is motivating.’
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‘Input from Head teachers from minority groups. Networking and the 
session on moral purpose.’

‘Meeting colleagues who understand the issues of being a black leader. 
Being able to have honest discussions knowing that they are confidential. 
Trust and support.’

‘The weekend empowered people and that is essential. Getting BME 
people together and telling them ‘you have a skill, you can do it.’ Meeting 
people in similar situations.’

‘Coming together with others with similar experiences, so learning from 
others. It is a network/support group all in one.

‘Networking, comfortable and supportive environment, excellent, 
inspiring course leader.’

‘The residential and sessions focusing on moral purpose and emerging 
themes.’

‘The weekend. I was really looking forward to attending and meeting 
colleagues. I liked the fact we all met each other from different cohorts. 
You do not get that with NPQH and it is a real strength and good for 
networking. 

‘We have been in the worst classes in the worst areas with little support. 
BME candidates can be floundering. You don’t feel as if you are moving 
anywhere. IID gives you an idea of yourself as a person with real 
weaknesses and strengths. I was told “believe you are ready”. There is 
not enough of that in some courses. Some are sterile and don’t deal with 
what is going on inside. It is important because we are all coming from 
a particular perspective.’

‘What I liked was the idea that other colleagues from different 
backgrounds, but all successful, got the opportunity to share. Rosemary’s 
style, her faith is a strong thing. She talks about additionality – you do 
bring something additional, and should use this. I have encouraged 
others here to do IID.’

‘The brilliant facilitators and wonderful colleagues with their support and 
encouragement.’
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‘All the subject areas were excellent because I was learning all the time 
in a real way. The tutors wanted each of us to succeed and the support 
and networking was excellent.’

 ‘Opportunity to meet with highly skilled team of facilitators and fellow 
colleagues of very high calibre.’

‘The residential and moral purpose focus.’

‘The residential weekend. It gave me a lot of ideas. I could not wait to go 
back to school on Monday and try things out. I had not felt that way for so 
long. At the induction I met three other deputies from the same borough 
and we got on well. We went on the ‘journey’ together and talked and 
talked at the residential. Investing in Diversity was life-changing, meeting 
inspirational people.’

Mentors and coaches

Twelve of the respondents had been mentored, mainly since the course. Whilst 
mentoring was popular, potential difficulties such as continuity and matching were 
mentioned and several would like to have a black mentor.

‘I have always been the mentor. I need the opportunity of talking, but 
it would have to be a black mentor. I am realistic on the demands of 
headship, and have no illusions about what headship would be like in an 
urban setting for a black person.’
‘It is helpful but it has to be on-going.’

‘I have thought about it and I would need a black mentor.’

‘During NPQH I should have had one, but the new head was not that 
supportive and I did not get access to things like the budget and 
interviewing staff because of her insecurity. I was doing NPQH but she 
had not got it.’
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As a BME school leader what types of further development would you 
welcome?

Suggestions from the Primary cohort were:

 • Coaching and mentoring (4 respondents); 
 • Data analysis (2 respondents); 
 • Financial management/budgeting (2 respondents); 
 • Developing future BME leaders/sustainability (2 respondents); 
 • Assertive/confident leadership (3 respondents). For example one referred to 
‘Competency +’ and another to: ‘the confidence not to feel guilty when things 
aren’t done.’

 • Leading personalized learning; 
 • Work/life balance;
 • Input on new initiatives heads are now facing;
 • In addition, developing as a BME leader was mentioned by 2 respondents.

Suggestions from the Secondary cohort were:

 • Interview practice;
 • Working with governors;
 • Developing the ‘gift of the gab’;
 • Networking;
 • Managing distributive leadership;
 • Being mentored by a head;
 • ‘Practicing being a head’ e.g. secondment, shadowing.

These secondary school heads and deputy heads were conscious of the need for 
quite practical development related to interviews and working with practicing heads 
possibly in a mentoring or shadowing arrangement.

‘Interview practice. I get interviews but am unsuccessful.’

‘Interviewing well for headship.’

‘How to work with Governors so that some of the load can be shared. 
To develop the “gift of the gab” spontaneous chat/reply. How to deal 
with negativity. Networking with minimum effort. Managing distributive 
leadership.’
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‘Possibly an HT mentor? Someone to talk things though with, although I do 
this with a colleague informally.’

‘Practice to be a head. Doing something for a head. On-going planning.’

‘Secondment/shadowing to work with an effective leader.’

‘Coaching and mentoring, knowing that there was a support structure I 
could refer to. A network of other heads would be essential. I would like 
to have some sort of shadowing programme. I have only worked in three 
schools so I would like to broaden my knowledge of leadership styles. 
Once I identified a gap, I would like to be able to find some way of 
plugging that as an integrated part of a course.’

Actual courses were mentioned by three: doing an MA; becoming an inspector; 
New Visions.

One respondent stated: 

‘I would like to develop skills on bringing the global dimension to my 
school through worthwhile and meaningful links.’

Just one respondent felt disillusioned:

‘I am not sure anymore now! They kill the “dream” out there.’

Competencies for educational leaders in multi-ethnic schools

One of the questions that underpinned the survey related to the range of 
competencies that the respondents thought were necessary for educational leaders 
in multi-ethnic schools. As in any case where a question is left open, the responses 
were various and the full details are included in Appendix 2. The summary below 
appears to indicate that the qualities that are judged the most important are those 
that relate to working with people (people skills, high expectations, communication 
and communities), having vision and equity including moral purpose and putting 
children and teaching and learning first. The quality of assertiveness or having a 
presence may be particularly important for individuals who may not always feel that 
they are valued.
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Summary of choices of three competencies which all respondents think 
are essential for leaders in multi-ethnic schools

Primary Secondary Total

People skills 6 2 8

Equality for all/ no bias or pre-judgment 5 2 7

Moral purpose 3 3 6

Vision 2 4 6

High expectations of students and 
others

4 2 6

Communication 4 1 5

Importance of communities 3 2 5

Assertive 3 1 4

Putting teaching and or learning first 3 1 4

Putting children first 2 1 3

Creative/problem solving/ making links 2 1 3

Decisive 1 3 4

Special qualities of being BME 0 2 2

Having presence 2 0 2

Networking 1 0 1

Making a difference 1 0 1

Dealing with a challenging school 1 0 1

Specific skills e.g. legal and financial 0 1 1

Resilience 0 1 1

Self-awareness 0 1 1

Delegation 0 1 1

Concluding section on the survey

The course ‘Investing in Diversity’ has obviously been of enormous benefit to the 
participants who have been inspired by the course leadership and the individual 
tutors. They relish the opportunities to network and share experiences with others 
from a BME background. They also see Investing in Diversity as having moral 
purpose and a ‘human’ aspect that they do not find to the same extent in other 
leadership courses. The comments relating to the course and to working in schools 
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are almost entirely positive, although there are a few comments indicating 
disenchantment and a little cynicism amongst the responses.

Participants value the opportunities for the development of practical skills and 
acquisition of knowledge. Sessions on understanding data, financial management 
and interview practice are greatly valued and many would like further support 
on these issues. Other future development might include more opportunities to 
experience headship through work shadowing, or placements and increased 
opportunities for mentoring, particularly by BME staff would be welcomed.

The original research questions (see page 10) have largely been answered through 
the responses of the participants reported above but three of the questions related 
to potential differences between the types of respondent:

 • Are there differences in the experiences of men and women participants in the 
courses?

 • Are there differences in the experiences of participants from the two school 
phases?

 • Are there differences in the experiences of participants from different ethnic 
groups?

Women predominated within the relatively small number of respondents so 
it is difficult to draw a conclusion about difference. However, the more detailed 
responses of the interviews indicate that the experiences of women and men differ, 
with women perceiving additional difficulties with promotion (see pages 41 – 42).  

There are only minor differences in the responses of those from the secondary and 
primary phases. The primary respondents tend to rate the course even more highly 
than those from the secondary sector. However, this might be accounted for by the 
fact that there had been more promotion amongst those in the primary sector and 
that successful respondents were more likely to give the higher ratings. The motivation 
to attend the course was largely driven by the hope for better promotion prospects 
for the secondary participants but by a desire to improve their work practice by the 
primary participants. The respondents in the secondary sector were particularly keen 
to experience further interview practice and to spend some time either shadowing 
existing heads or being mentored by them. The fact that promotion was more likely 
amongst the primary respondents and the differences in motivation between the 
groups does raise the question of whether it is particularly difficult for BME staff to be 
promoted to headship in the secondary sector.

There does not appear to be a difference in the reported experiences of participants 
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from different ethnic groups. Interview data indicate that commonality of experience 
was seen as much more relevant than any differences between the groups.
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS FROM THE INTERVIEWS

Omitting those four who were poor attenders, there was a total population of 33 (20 
primary and 13 secondary).  The majority were female, but sampling was carried 
out so that that the primary and secondary sectors, the sex and the ethnicity of the 
population as a whole were reasonably well represented in the sample interviewed.  
As the overall numbers are small there can be no claims to generalisability but the 
interviews do provide illustrations of some of the views of BME senior staff in London 
schools

Themes arising from the interviews were derived and refined by reading and re-
reading the transcripts. Although the number of interviewees was relatively small (13) 
the interview transcripts provided rich data.

The main factors affecting career arising from the analysis are:
 

a. Early experiences and education.
b. The decision to be a teacher.
c. The influence and importance of culture.
d. Planning and fate.
e. Inspiration: wanting to make a difference to children and community.
f. Racism.
g. Gender.
h. Facilitators and turning points including attending Investing in Diversity.
i. Future plans of the respondents.

In addition two other themes emerged from the analysis:

j. The identity fore-grounded in the interview.
k. The respondents’ conceptions of leadership.

Early experiences and education

The majority of the interviewees were born outside England but educated from 
primary level in England, often having started school in their place of birth. In some 
cases parents had preceded them to England and they had been looked after by 
extended family for a time. Just three of the 13 had come to England as adults, 
in two cases being actively recruited to come here as trained and experienced 
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teachers. All of the interviewees, even those born in England, identified strongly with 
their origins, community and culture.  

For the majority who arrived in England during their years of primary schooling 
there had been something of a culture shock, and there were recollections of how 
‘different’ they felt and in some cases, early experience of racism.

I was the first or second black person in my primary school and there 
were very few when I was in secondary school, although some came 
later and I was able to “initiate them”.

I hated primary school. It was a great shock and it was extremely 
racist. There was a lot of stigma attached to being black. Schools have 
changed a lot since then. The secondary school was more flexible.

For others, primary school was a safe place, but secondary schooling meant that 
they were in a less protective environment. When one of the respondents went to 
grammar school he recalled that:

It was a long journey geographically. I had to catch a train and was 
subject to all kinds of abuse, physical and verbal. I know what it is to be 
intimidated out there.

Three of the interviewees had completed secondary and tertiary education in their 
countries of birth. Of the remainder, three had left school at 16 and at a later stage 
undertaken an access course or similar before taking a B Ed degree. Five, including 
these three had sampled careers other than teaching. Many of them recounted 
some difficulties or setbacks with their education, for example not achieving good 
enough A’ levels to enrol for medicine, not getting good A’ levels because of 
concentrating on being head girl rather than studying, not having completed a 
degree, or enrolling in a higher education course that was not right for them.

Many of them mentioned either one or two particular teachers who had been 
instrumental in moving them on to achieve their potential.

 • ‘In the access course I was identified as a high flier.’
 • ‘I had an Asian teacher who was very supportive and from his influence I found 
a liking for maths. This was a turning point for me.’

 • ‘There was a nice chap who was my form teacher, he saw my Mum and said 
“this boy should go to grammar school” and I left [the boys’ secondary modern 
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school] in year 9.’
 • ‘Initially I did not think about an academic route, but a lecturer [at an FE college] 
suggested that I might do a degree.’

 • ‘There was a good form teacher and a brilliant deputy head who enabled me 
to become the person I am today. I had social and emotional needs at home. 
The deputy head was like a surrogate mother to me.’

 • ‘In my early years in school, the influences were a history teacher, primary 
school teacher and a head teacher. Although my school was a country school 
the head teacher had high expectations and I have that attitude and brought 
it with me.’

Decision to be a teacher

Several of the women stated that they had always wanted to be a teacher but 
some had become teachers when they had not been able to meet the family 
aspiration to be a doctor. For some of the Muslim women teaching was then seen 
as the only real alternative to marriage. 

Some entered into other professions or training and then, feeling dissatisfied, 
decided to train as a teacher. Several expressed their wish to ‘make a difference’ 
through teaching. This sentiment was expressed particularly by those who came 
from poor areas of London, for example: 

I come from Hackney and saw so many friends fail. I wanted to make a 
difference and have an effect on the quality of teaching.

Other reasons were more pragmatic:

 • teaching fits well with being a parent: ‘I wanted to be home with my son in the 
holidays, so I thought I would be a teacher and did an access course and then 
did a B Ed (Honours) degree.’

 • ‘I wanted to improve my life chances’;
 • ‘I was not challenged in what I did and was just pushing paper’;
 • In two cases after starting a different career, following the example of an elder 
brother who had gone into teaching;

 • being offered a job as a physics teacher following a chance meeting with an 
ex-teacher now a head.
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Influence and importance of culture

There were several references to the importance of culture in differentiating the 
individual, sometimes to their benefit and sometimes not. One respondent who had 
left the Caribbean as an adult perceived a difference from those of Caribbean 
origin who are born here:

We do not sell ourselves. We are brought up to be seen and not heard. 
It was really difficult for me when I came here, but the expertise in Maths 
gave confidence. There is a fear to stand up and to speak, to sell your 
self, we don’t do it. Very few of us get into management. People who are 
born here are different. People educated here are more outspoken and 
might have had different experiences. ….. I am disadvantaged in that 
we cannot project ourselves, but cower under pressure. This is an area to 
be developed.

Another interviewee with the same background referred to the importance of the 
family in relation to work, commenting that they had to look after the children instead 
of completing a qualification, stating that: ‘we are typically West Indian and very 
protective of the children.’

Whilst another interview who left the Caribbean at a very early age said they: 

‘had no memories of it, but I am Caribbean. I define myself as West 
Indian. What saved me was I saw myself as British not English – I have a 
right to be here, but it is not my home. In school I adopt a British persona, 
but everything about me is Caribbean, e.g. if I think about office staff 
the typical British attitude would be to maintain distance. I don’t think 
you should be condescending. My attitude is to be informal, but at the 
same time to keep boundaries. I see this as Caribbean not British. White 
people feel threatened when they see black people talking together. 
It is Caribbean to show respect for people. The idea of the servant 
leader is endemic to Afro-Caribbean groups, and less prevalent in white 
communities. I would never be in denial, I am very proud of my cultural 
heritage, it is motivational and inspirational.’

Another respondent with a similar background simply stated: ‘I am proud to be 
Caribbean and also proud of my UK heritage with the different languages etc.’

An Asian respondent was particularly aware of the ‘ethic of hard work and creating 
a path for your self’ that comes from her community. She was also very conscious 
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of the role of women in Asian society and: ‘was brought up by a mother who was 
free thinking and who encouraged her to study and get a good job, but not to 
forget her priorities as a wife, mother and daughter-in-law’. This respondent also 
commented on her perception of the tension between her extended Asian family 
and the nuclear families around her. The official policy in schools at that time was for 
assimilation of immigrants rather than the later policy of multiculturalism with respect 
for different cultures (McKenley and Gordon, 2002) and she felt that when she was 
growing up: ‘the assimilation policies of the 1960s and 1970s actually helped me to 
understand the subtle social codes that were in our [White British] society.’

For another Asian interviewee the family interlinked with their roles in the community 
was of immense importance. His brother and father are the ones: ‘I go to for 
guidance and advice and a listening ear.’ He mentioned that his brother had done 
well and ‘is respected in our community and seen as a speaker and natural leader. 
His advice is second to none.’ He also commented that: ‘my Asian background is 
an influence. I have helped out as a Sunday school for youngsters wanting to know 
more about their background etc. People see me as someone in education who 
knows about young people.’

However, another interviewee saw her community as actually holding its members 
back from achieving success in work:

I would say my community is negative towards teaching because it 
is seen as hard work. It’s all about people being lazy. It is important to 
know what you want and to have a work ethic. Negative attitudes are 
holding people back in our community. This does not help me, but I am 
a determined person.  I think I am fed up of people saying there are 
barriers. You have to be determined and bloody minded sometimes.

While another faced with extreme hostility (more on this in section on ‘racism’ below) 
drew strength from her background:

As an Asian woman in a white working class area I have faced a challenge 
as head. The most important thing is belief in your self. There have been 
threats of physical violence, petitions to get rid of me, rumours circulated. 
I have a moral belief in being here for the right reasons. I wanted this 
challenge. Fearlessness is important. Whether my being a Muslim had 
anything to do with it I don’t know. I had to hold on to a moral vision.

Another commented on the ‘high aspirations’ of their Hindu parents.
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Several of the interviewees mentioned their role in relation to the culture that they 
represented. One stated: ‘I represent my background and culture and feel we 
should always aspire to be the best. Some people judge you, and they usually use 
visual differences to judge you. That’s a reality.’

Another that she felt the need to challenge: ‘stereotypes and perceptions. They do 
exist because I experience them.’

Two interviewees, one Asian and one African Caribbean, worked in Saturday schools 
teaching the children of their community about its culture. One mentioned an 
impetus for the work that she does as an RE specialist arising from seeing a video 
whilst teaching about the major religions: ‘The video showed Hinduism as idolatrous 
and sexualised. I felt it was perpetuating a nineteenth century ideology and felt very 
disappointed that it was not more positive about the religion, for example talking 
about the potential for character building.’

Planning and fate

There were many instances of individuals referring to fate, serendipity or karma 
determining their course in life, sometimes this was linked with a religious standpoint. 
In contrast to this belief in fate as a higher power, most of the individuals were very 
conscious of their own responsibility for the course that their life took.

When asked about career planning the responses were mainly about this being 
pointless.

No, things happen. I believe in Karma. I came to this country in 1984 for 
a holiday and did not like it at all and did not think I would come here, 
but it happened. The opportunity arose at the right time when I was ready 
for a change.

Not planning but unfolding, the law of Karma means that we are 
architects of our future. But ultimately it is God’s will. My career has 
unfolded because of people who have crossed my path.

I have made plans but not stuck to them. ….. I plan but it does not 
happen.

No, it is a serendipity thing. My Mum always said God would smile on 
me and he does. I make applications and if they happen they happen.
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I have not really planned, but when my second child was 7 or 8 I looked 
at some of these deputy heads, and thought you are as good or better 
so why not?

In the following case the difficulties with planning are specifically linked to being 
BME:

No, I have not planned at all. It is a typical BME path. As BME you 
have to be really strong to get involved in initiatives. We are not given 
opportunities and initiatives.  We tend to be stuck in the same job. People 
recruit you for what they want. BME candidates tend to be in schools that 
are in some sort of difficulties. You might get temporary opportunities. It’s 
a challenge.

A minority of the respondents were more positive about the role of planning in their 
lives. Two mentioned planning their career but only a few years at a time. Two that 
they actively planned their career when they met obstacles

Despite the belief of many of the interviewees that their fate was to some extent 
determined by external forces, they were aware of their personal responsibility for 
their own lives and their responsibility for the children that they teach as illustrated in 
the next section.

Inspiration: wanting to make a difference to children and community

Reading the interview transcripts one of the things that emerged was that many 
of the participants were inspired by some altruistic impulse. Wanting to ‘make a 
difference’ has already been mentioned in relation to some of the respondents 
taking the decision to become a teacher. One of them had early experience of 
working alongside nuns doing charitable work with families. He stated: ‘this is where 
the seed of teaching was planted. This was my driver, making a difference to people 
whose life chances are zilch.’ Another commented:

I don’t have an ego to worry about. With me what you see is what you 
get. I have to believe that I am here for the children. I have found that I 
must distance myself and that issues are not necessarily about me. There 
is a lot of change going on, so staff and parents both felt threatened. It’s 
not about me, anybody would have this issue. I have to be strong and 
honest. It [the rumours etc] was affecting the children so I called all the 
staff together to tell them what was happening. I have had to become 
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fearless, and confront the staff, with the attitude that I know what I’m 
doing.

A male deputy head talking about his experiences said: ‘I have loved it, loved being 
a role model for the boys. It has always been a positive thing for me.’ While another 
interviewee commented on her particular view of teaching and the curriculum: 
‘parents have said I give children a moral understanding that is not in the curriculum. 
There should be an element of philosophy in the education of children. I tend to 
integrate it into my teaching and want to generate thinkers and people who can 
argue.’

Another respondent discussing their view of education talked admiringly of their 
head teacher who is: ‘warm, into emotional literacy and had a real connection with 
children. They loved him. I would hope they love me. I am always there, my door is 
open. I drop anything if a parent comes in, same with pupils or staff. It is expensive 
on your time, but a good investment. … We need to show and celebrate all the 
good things about individuals.’

The attitudes to children epitomized in the following quotations were representative 
of the views of expressed by many:

It is to do with accountability. You are there to serve the students. It 
determines your approach to people. The students are the critical factor 
in what I do. They have one chance, recognizing that comes into the 
equation.

I know that for children you teach it is their only chance. Staff are the 
vehicles with which you drive the change.

The interviews dealt extensively with facilitators and barriers to career progress and a 
dominant factor the emerged was that of racism.

Racism

In discussing perceptions of obstacles, all the interviewees referred to racism, 
although their perceptions varied on the extent of racist discrimination they had 
experienced and how much of an obstacle it was in their career development. Three 
respondents specifically mentioned those who do the appointing, i.e. governors 
as being discriminatory as their attitudes could be conservative and unwilling to 
deviate from the ‘normal’ patterns of appointment:
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People who appoint are the main obstacle. To what extent are governors 
receiving training? We have got a raft of competent senior leaders who 
are going off to do consultancies etc because they are frustrated. They 
do bits and bobs. People can find any reason to reject you, but cannot 
find reasons to appoint you. Governors need to look outside the box 
and at what a candidate could bring to a role. They should be forward 
thinking. The educational world is conservative and traditional. In crucial 
areas like appointments they still tend to play it safe.

The role of the governors was also raised by a woman, now a head who stated: ‘Yes 
Governors have these perceptions of what they want.’

Race and gender were linked together as obstacles by seven of the nine women 
interviewed (see section below on gender) and it was sometimes difficult to 
differentiate the two, for example respondents started a comment with: ‘as a black 
woman’, or ‘as an Asian woman’.  Two interviewees linked the twin obstacles of 
religion and ethnicity. Three mentioned their lack of qualifications and this could 
have had racist overtones as it was linked with missing out on an aspect of education 
because of migration. For four respondents some level of racism was combined 
with age as an obstacle, three of these because they felt they were now too old to 
be promoted, one because she is dismissed as being too young.

Racism is a fact of life for the respondents, with those who had made it to headship 
experiencing it most vividly. The three heads quoted below are women. A case 
already referred to above in the section on culture, was particularly overt and vicious:

As an Asian woman I have met opposition. When I came to the school 
I had not expected such a backlash. There was a Mum who wanted to 
beat me up. …. I rang my mentor assigned from the LEA who was just 
down the road. He said: ‘what’s the worst that can happen? Say to her to 
calm down, come to my office and talk.’

After she arrived at the school, people were ringing each other up trying to get 
information on what she was like. The head stated: ‘There were rumours that were 
getting ridiculous, for example that I had banned staff from talking to parents, 
banned Christmas, banned the church from doing assemblies.’ There was a petition 
wanting the head’s position to be re-assessed. She offered to meet with parents and 
told the Chair of Governors and the LEA who sent a representative to the meeting, 
and she also alerted the police. At the meeting: ‘About 50 parents turned up and I 
led the meeting. I told them everything, about how poor things were and the deficit 
budget I inherited. The parents gave me a standing ovation at the end.’
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Despite this success she has had bad moments when she felt like resigning:

You work your socks off and the LEA are still anxious. You are in the front 
line all the time and get grief from both sides. It is important to take a 
step back. If I had not faced them and explained I am here to do the 
best for your children, I am here to listen’ I don’t know what would have 
happened. I am visible day in and day out. Even if someone hits me it 
says more about them than me. The confrontation has brought the staff 
on board.

Another new head teacher when appointed was told that the school: ‘is a very 
successful school. I hope it does not go down.’ She also reported that: ‘my 
predecessor said “we will have to manage your introduction to the parents”’ and, 
that after equalities work was done in the school, it came out that ‘some of the staff 
try to undermine me, and don’t like taking orders from a black woman.’ 

The third woman head stated:

Huge obstacles all along the way, there still are. I don’t want to get into 
the victim mentality, but I feel that there is a glass ceiling and it is more 
difficult for black women. People on panels are not sure you will fit in. I 
have to be careful with parents. If they saw a white man in a suit that’s the 
image of authority, they would respond to that. I have to be articulate, 
and stand firm, not be swayed by how people see you. It’s important 
to be clear about values and where they fit. I am very aware of the 
effect I have on people who come in to meet me. I have to be very 
professional, very clear.

The three cases of racism illustrated by these women heads are particularly strong, 
but not unique. One male respondent commented in relation to discrimination:

People can use structures against you. I have had atrocious things said. 
People’s ignorance!

Another female respondent stated: ‘I have met racism, but it is hard to prove.’ She 
went on to say: ‘when you are a senior manger, some people don’t respect your 
voice/authority. It is a culture issue …. Some white people don’t like taking authority 
from a black leader.’

Some respondents differentiated racism in how it was applied to different types 
of BME staff. For example, an Asian female respondent felt she was seen as ‘the 
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least preferred choice’ and that she is: ‘quite disillusioned, quite disheartened.’ This 
respondent also perceived discrimination as her achievement of NPQH was not 
announced in the school whilst that of another colleague was.

In one case discrimination was perceived specifically in relation to accent:

Being from a third world country is a barrier. Sometimes I slip into my 
vernacular. I believe it is a barrier, it does not make you authentic British. I 
can speak slowly in the British way or quickly and slip into the vernacular.

In another, it was related to religion and gradations of discrimination even within the 
Black community:

I’m a Rastafarian and other black people look down on you. … I think 
If you are black but with European characteristics you will be widely 
accepted. If you are outwardly identifiable as obviously affiliated to a 
religion it goes against you. Religion and what you represent will be at the 
back of the minds of the interview panel.

One incident was recalled from teacher training:

I was the only black face in the whole year group. A teacher said 
something was so simple a monkey could do it, and was looking at 
me. ... A teacher who normally invited all the students to his house at 
Christmas asked everyone but me.

However, a respondent was unwilling to fully recognize racial discrimination:

It is not for me to entertain the idea of discrimination. I hope that within 
education that type of bias does not exist. I would hope it was the case 
that you can create a culture where that does not exist. I know it exists, if 
not at a racial level, then at an academic level. I don’t think the models 
of interviews they have produce the best head teachers.

Others were aware of racism but as a background factor:

When applying for headships you start to question yourself, are you right 
for the school? If it is an all-white school would I have fitted in? You are 
never sure about the reasons why you don’t get it. I don’t want excuses or 
things to blame. Don’t want to be bitter or blame the system. Wherever 
I’ve gone I have had good support from my line manager and head 
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teacher (apart from one). I regard myself as lucky. I have a personality 
that gets on with people. …. I never felt a lack of confidence as a 
result of a different background but in a new place it is always at the 
back of my mind. Once you get to know people, most colleagues are 
open-minded.

I have an inkling that yes there is. Intuitively I believe there is but cannot 
say there isn’t. It’s to do with – sometimes people act as if they are doing 
you a favour. Sometimes they are patronizing, it could be class, race or 
gender. 

Another although very clear about her experience of racism had chosen the 
particular school because it was free of it.

I have not seen it here, but there is racism in parents and children. I 
spend lots of time at work and I need to be happy. The school where I 
work is multi-cultural and we make a conscious effort to make a balance, 
whereas I have seen racism amongst staff, pupils and parents. In my 
borough, black teachers work hard, but for promotion you have to prove 
yourself twice as much. Being white is advantage. It is how they speak, 
people listen to them. In my school I am appreciated and not pressured 
to speak posh English.

In another case: ‘‘On the down side sometimes there is a degree of tokenism – the 
wish to get someone black on the leadership team, the feeling that this makes a 
kind of statement about the institution.’ Another woman now a head commented 
that:

‘Perhaps because there are so few people like me in my community I 
am wanted for many things, but then can become overloaded.

A response to racism could be to redress the balance through positive action.

Affirmative action

Where positive discrimination or affirmative action was mentioned it was generally to 
dismiss it an unhelpful (see also Bush et al, 2005). One head teacher stated: I don’t 
believe in positive discrimination. I would hate to get special treatment. … I don’t 
want people to look at me differently because I am an Asian woman.’ As indicated 
in the section above, a small number of the respondents were unwilling to interpret 
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events through the lens of racism or saw it as unhelpful. This view was in contrast 
to those who spoke of the ‘additionality’ that they might bring to schools as BME 
leaders. One who had been promoted as a head teacher, saw action specifically 
for BME as being potentially discriminating against other groups:

You can end up going in one direction, thinking because I’m black I am 
going to go down the black route. It is possible to try and redress what 
has gone wrong and by doing this you can fail another group. Positive 
discrimination becomes so much part of your thinking that others can 
miss out. My view is more all embracing.

Another, who recognised racism as a part of life stated: ‘Being black – get over 
yourself, get over it and move on, there is a big world out there to make an impact 
on. …I don’t let the colour of my skin or being female hold me back. I wasn’t brought 
up to see colour and I keep going because that is what we are supposed to do. I 
was the first and only black deputy in the borough. It was challenging.’ 

However, the respondents valued the fact that ‘Investing in Diversity’ was only for 
BME teachers and seemed able to hold contradictory views, making the course an 
exception to their general opinions. 

Covert racism

It was notable that many of the interviewees had experienced particular conflicts 
with or unexplained enmity from an individual that had interfered with their career 
progress. Although there was no evidence that these were racially motivated, it could 
be that racism was an element. One stated: ‘I then started applying for headship, 
but the new head was very unpleasant to me, for reasons unknown to me.’ In this 
case, the head later ‘wrote a negative innuendo’ in her reference which proved a 
later stumbling block. Another stated that:

When I went for deputy headship I was not sure. There were others I knew 
who applied, but I thought I would do the interview for experience. I got 
it, but another person who applied did not take it well.

When one of the interviewees became a member of the SLT a: ‘woman in the team 
felt threatened by me. I don’t know if it was my age, or my colour. It was certainly not 
my manner. I have never been able to fathom out why I was a threat.’

Another recalled that: ‘My relationship with the head deteriorated. Someone 
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reported something I had said but the head did not discuss it with me and I grew 
further apart from the head. I looked elsewhere. It came to a head in May and I 
took leave for three weeks. There were personal losses too at the same time. It was 
psychologically devastating.’

Another mentioned the difficulties encountered when he became head of 
languages with 14 staff and then Assistant Head:  

Dealing with colleagues who are in conflict with each other, I had to 
work through that. The Head gave me whole school responsibility for staff 
training and then to be literacy co-ordinator. One of the Assistant Heads 
was out of action and I applied for his job and got it, to the dismay 
of others who had applied.  They hated my guts. There was a lot of 
opposition in the school. The culture of the school needed changing.

Three of those interviewed had experienced repeated rejections for job applications 
only to find that one of their references was poor or omitted relevant constructive 
information. Obtaining a different reference had then brought success to one of 
them.

In three cases interviewees who were apparently well qualified for headship had 
been rejected. In one case an interviewee commented:

When the head here retired I applied for the post. There were two 
candidates, a head and myself. The Governors did not appoint. I had 
to telephone the chair of governors to find the outcome…. He told me 
I was unsuccessful. To my surprise he said “it’s plenty of money, we want 
the best.” ….. I met him the next day and told him how he had treated 
me was unprofessional. … I was offended and he apologised. 

In the second case:

The previous head was ill and I became acting head and worked in a 
collegiate team with the staff.  The affirmation I received from the SLT 
and others gave me a great deal of satisfaction. I did not get the job. 
I don’t mind. Everyone else was more upset. The amount of loyalty and 
good will I have been showered with have given me a lot of strength and 
made me feel the way I work is the right way to work.

Another also gained strength from a similar unexpected setback:
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At my previous school I applied for the deputy headship and did not get 
it – that hurt. I was never going to get it. The head felt threatened. I had 
a positive relationship with the youngsters, the parents and the staff and 
was a deputy head in everything but name. … The new head wanted 
his own team. I was quite hurt and disappointed with the governing body. 
The panel wanted to appoint me but the head did not. They did not 
appoint. I learnt a lesson, in the end the person in charge is the head 
and if you are not in their plan, you can’t change their mind, particularly 
if they feel threatened. … the last year was the toughest. I am glad I went 
through that, I learnt a lot. It was my first set back.

One of the respondents commented that in the face of such setbacks she was 
‘resilient’ and this quality seems to be shared by most of those interviewed.  It is 
perhaps particularly relevant to the women who mainly identify additional barriers 
for their sex.

Gender

As mentioned above, seven of the nine women identified gender as an issue in their 
career progress and they sometimes bracketed ethnicity or religion with gender in 
this context for example: ‘I was told I had reached my glass ceiling as a woman in a 
boys’ school.’ It is just prejudice. I could create a fuss, but who is going to back me 
about the glass ceiling? Getting into deputy/assistant headship is difficult for Asian 
women.’ Another woman stated: ‘I don‘t want to get into the victim mentality, but I 
feel that there is a glass ceiling and it is more difficult for black women.’ 

However, some of the comments related more generally to the issues faced by 
women in leadership roles:

Being a woman you have to prove yourself even more (there was 
previously a male head). Men flirt with you and there is all that to contend 
with. Men think it is alright to make comments, but I take it in my stride. 

My first appointment at SLT level was within a very “blokey” male 
dominated team and I felt very inhibited. Any challenges to sexist 
comments were rebuffed as my over sensitivity which undermined my 
confidence somewhat but I coped.

A man who is 6ft tall and a PE teacher can come in and do a job even 
without the relevant experience. If I came in like that I could be lynched. 
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I want to be very good at my job before I apply.

The stereotype of the West Indian single mother had been an issue in two cases. First:

I got married and had a son and separated from my husband when my 
son was four. That was a very difficult time for me. The marriage did not 
work out and I felt a complete failure. …. I did not want to be labelled 
as a single parent and my son to be treated differently. To protect him 
I did not tell my son’s C of E primary school that his father and I had 
separated. It was different then, and there were very few black families 
whose children attended the school.

Secondly:

When I fell pregnant (outside of marriage) my perception was that I 
became a ‘victim’ by virtue of race and gender in that I was seen as 
fulfilling a particular stereotype in spite of the fact that I was married 
within three months! When I returned to work I was given an untenable 
workload, my classroom was given over to another member of the 
department who had already had a permanent base, but I refused to 
allow the pressures to deter me. A male colleague who found himself 
in a parallel situation had not had changes imposed upon him. As a 
result, I feel that I have always felt the need to prove my competence 
as a female manager/leader by accepting unrealistic workloads and 
deadlines. I seem incapable of saying “NO”.

The women interviewed were generally sympathetic to other women with children 
but were clear that:

‘Childcare issues should not ‘define you, they should not be used as an 
excuse. Some teachers come constantly with the same excuse. It is not 
easy to have things in place for your children, but it can be done.’

The women had met other prejudices with parents and with governors:

Some parents felt that they could not talk to me because I am black and 
a woman. Now some of the fathers who would not talk to a woman do 
talk to me. I am making headway.

I am aware of both gender and business cultural dynamics as a 
head working with external agencies and governors. …. As culturally 
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Asian women tend to ‘step back’ this can be interpreted as a lack of 
competence by men in particular.

Facilitators, role models and turning points

Several mentioned the importance of their own confidence and expectations in 
building career success: ‘Confidence. It has to be you. You must believe you can do 
the job and also have the experience to move on to the next level.’ One respondent 
went further in analysing her skills:

I come from a successful working class family, the first to get a degree. 
Only once have I gone for an interview and not got the job. I am confident, 
capable and I have proved it. I do think I have good interpersonal skills, 
I am a good communicator when confident, I sound professional and 
have a professional persona, a degree of gravitas and I am very resilient. 
When I meet barriers I will find a way round. I have always been ‘driven’. 
Most of the opportunities that have come my way have landed in my 
lap. Some I have gone for. I am fortunate that the skills I have are those 
that senior leadership teams recognise as value to their teams.

For one woman a turning point had been the break up of her marriage which meant 
‘that I threw myself into the work which is so relentless.’ 

Support/mentoring from colleagues and heads were all important factors in moving 
on.

Working in the close knit London borough has been important. The 
people are approachable. I have worked with very strong heads who 
have guided and supported me. I have learnt from people, working with 
them and asking for advice. 

In this post [of Deputy] the head I was working for has been influential 
and I have learnt from him. When I look back, I have worked closely with 
two or three heads now and have learnt from them. I also did the trainee 
head teacher programme and had a mentor through that.

I have had a lot of mentoring, people saying “I think you should go for 
this.” At the deputy head level it is more difficult. 

Others mentioned faith as an important influence or guiding principle.
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My faith has been helpful to me. I‘m a Christian and believe in prayer 
and guidance from the Lord. He keeps moving me on. My faith plays a 
great part in it. My family and colleagues, my friends have encouraged 
me, people who I have worked with.

Faith is important. I have a highly developed moral code which acts as a 
guiding principle. For example, I resisted doing something I felt was unfair 
in my second school. This moral code has affected my career choice.’

Role models

It was common for influential individuals to be mentioned, in particular previous 
heads or deputy heads; also individual teachers or lecturers who spotted potential. 
In some cases these individuals were influential simply because they were successful 
and from BME groups. One head teacher saw that the deputy head at her daughter’s 
school was black and thought: ‘if she can do it I would love to do it too, she was a 
positive role model and this led me into teaching.’ Similarly:

In my second school we had OFSTED and the inspector was a black lady, 
and that inspired me. She did not say anything to me, but seeing her as 
a professional black woman inspired me to do more.

The same respondent reported how:

Years ago I started writing statements for deputy headships. An advisor in 
the borough gave me her statement. Real support that enabled me to 
move on professionally. She was an Indian lady. She gave me questions 
for deputy headship interviews. Since then I have done the same for 
others.

The same type of instrumental help assisted others. For example an Asian woman 
head teacher: ‘saw the skill sets’ of one respondent, now a head herself, and gave 
her an application for Investing in Diversity. 

Role models were also those who impressed due to the quality of their principles and 
practice and who also might have taken on a mentoring role:

Another influence is my first head teacher. The school was incredibly racist, 
but the head challenged them, stood with me shoulder to shoulder. She 
supported me, and took on a bit of a mentoring role. She recognised 
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something in me and said ‘you will be a head’.

The headmistress was marvellous and was big in the NUT. I was inspired by 
her. She made me feel wanted. I thought this was how a head teacher 
should be. She was a big influence on me. 

He made me feel important and valued and I wanted to work for him. 
Human qualities are impossible to teach and to accredit, but you enjoy 
working for some people. It is the servant leader model.

I I worked with one head who was visionary in what she did. She was 
positive, and we are friends now. She saw beyond structures and 
processes to: “what is that person really like? What can they bring?” She 
involved everyone in selection of candidates. More women than men 
seem to be multicultural.

In one case it was clear that participating in sport had been a means of networking 
and establishing links.

Investing in Diversity

Detail about the impact of the course has been reported in chapter 4, but it was clear 
from the interviews that the course had certainly been an influence, even a turning 
point in the lives of some of the interviewees. Points that were made related to the 
confidence that was imbued through the course and the gaining of relevant skills: 

The course prepared me for a bigger wider picture of what headship 
was about. I completed the course and came to the realisation that 
I needed a change. I had been in the school for too long. I decided I 
did have the skill sets, training and understanding necessary. The course 
de-mystified what headship was about. It wasn’t that I did not have skills, 
but that I had low expectations, aspirations. It was a cycle of deprivation. 
How could I possibly achieve that [a headship]? It is the messages you 
acquire, they are subtle both from the outside community and your own. 
The messages are about being a woman and an Asian. Most Asian 
women in schools are dinner ladies or TAs. In my first job I was asked if I 
was the new dinner lady. There was something fighting inside me and I 
always wanted to be doing different things.

A key point was that seeing black role models and recognising the qualities that they 



46

themselves could bring to leadership enabled them to aspire to headship. It also 
allowed them to focus on their values and why they were in education.

As far as leadership is concerned it gave me confidence, re-inforced my 
confidence in my own ability. 

It clarified things and allowed the opportunity to talk about views, think 
why it was that you went into teaching. What is it all about? When I went to 
IID I was not happy at that school, but I did not know where to go. By that 
Sunday evening (of the residential) I had lots of ideas. I could not wait to 
go back to school the next day and had not felt that way for so long. It 
made me remember the children again. I still hold on to that. Now every 
Friday I pick a number of a child on the register at random and they bring 
their books to me.

You feel as if you are on your own. There is nobody out there. When you 
get together you realise you are not on your own and it is true what you 
are saying. A colleague recommended me to go on the course and I 
thank him. 

Although they came from different communities and ethnic backgrounds, the 
interviewees found that similarities were much greater than differences between 
them.

A common element between the primary and the secondary group 
is that we are all called minority and ethnic and we all had some 
negative experiences. When I heard some of the others, they had worse 
experiences than I had.

I felt we were equally catered for. The ethnicity of the majority of the 
cohort and the leadership does impact but was never a problem. We 
may come from different cultures and backgrounds, but the purpose is 
to support ethnic leaders. You all share something in common.

Two others specifically mentioned the impact of the idea of additionality:

The course reinforced that there are other styles of leadership and that my 
additionality can be as asset, something that is not always recognised.

Rosemary’s style, her faith is a strong thing. She talks about additionality 
– you do bring something additional, and should use this. I have 
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encouraged others here to do IID. 

Others were somewhat concerned about their continued lack of success in 
achieving headship and suggested a more structured follow up:

After IID I thought I would come out of that much better equipped but 
have had two interviews only since then. It doesn’t happen. I don’t beat 
myself up over it. There are no jobs around.

What is needed is a structure to follow on from the course with practical 
ways of going forward. To make our own networks is not enough. 

There should be follow up care through a structured programme of 
putting people in schools as assistant heads.

Future plans

Inevitably future plans were somewhat dependent on the degree of career success 
achieved and on the age of the individuals concerned. Of the five who were now 
head teachers, one is an acting head and is working hard to obtain a permanent 
headship, one has just started as a head and is focussing on that. Another aims to 
be head of a bigger school, but is also interested in teacher education and tutoring. 
Another aims to be a ‘super head’, might go for the advisory service, and would 
love to be a government adviser, saying: ‘when I see some of the policies, I wonder 
“who did you talk to?”’ Another who has a long term ambition to be an HMI talked 
about establishing ‘an exemplary school’ and stated that: ‘As a head I need to be 
able to brace for that change [the government agenda] and that she is passionate 
about ECM.’

Of those who had not yet achieved headship, three had identified age as a barrier 
to future progress. Although they still had hopes of promotion, two of the three were 
happy with the roles that they were occupying. The third had become somewhat 
disillusioned.

For the remaining five, three have the immediate aim of headship, one mentioned 
possible later involvement in teacher education, and two are unsure, one because 
of personal family circumstances and one because of the level of accountability 
and stress involved with headship. Both of these two were interested in further 
academic qualifications, and one in involvement in teacher education.
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The identity fore-grounded in the interview

The constant re-reading of the transcripts revealed the differing and multiple identities 
of the interviewees. They were all identified as belonging to a minority ethnic group, 
being in the senior management/leadership of schools (usually deputy or assistant 
head at the time of the course) and working in schools in London. The factors that 
obviously differentiated them were:

 • gender; 
 • membership of a particular ethnic group;
 • religion;
 • age group;
 • whether education had been in this country or country of birth; 
 • working in primary or secondary school;
 • having been promoted or not promoted since the course.

However, an important difference emerging from the interviews was whether they 
were using the discourse of leaders or teachers. If preparation for leadership is the 
purpose of ‘Investing in Diversity’ this finding could inform future courses.

Gender was an important differentiating factor, as it was recognised in terms of 
being a barrier to progress by seven of the nine women interviewees. The male 
interviewees did not refer to gender as a possible barrier to women, although one 
commented positively on women as leaders being more likely to be aware of 
multi-culturalism. 

The interviews were carried out because of the ethnicity of the individuals 
concerned, so the presenting identity was BME. Membership of a particular ethnic 
group was not an issue, in that all felt that they had similar experiences as coming 
from minority groups and experiencing some prejudice. Individuals tended to refer 
to their background and culture when identifying the influences on them, e.g. ‘as an 
Asian woman’, or ‘I define myself as West Indian’. The Asians were also quite likely to 
identify themselves clearly as either Muslim or Hindu and be aware of the religious 
heritage. Some of those from Black Caribbean backgrounds referred to their strong 
Christian faith and in one case to the particular difficulties career experienced by 
a Rastafarian. Identification as an older person was linked with being educated 
outside this country with both factors seen as being barriers to progress.

The experiences of interviewees in the primary and secondary sector did not differ 
very much although there were indications that it was harder to be promoted within 
the secondary sector.  A finding that was linked to the phase of schools was that in 
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some interviews the discourse was that of an ‘educational leader’ and in others that 
the discourse was of ‘teacher’.  All those who had been promoted used a discourse 
of leadership. Amongst those who had not been promoted four, including three 
in the secondary sector identified as leaders.  Although they had been through 
leadership courses including Investing in Diversity, four who had not been promoted, 
three in primary schools, still very much identified as teachers.  The identification as 
‘teacher’ was more common in the primary sector and this may have implications 
for future IID courses.

Investing in Diversity and concepts of leadership

Although they were not asked specifically about their ideas of leadership, during 
the interview, views on leadership did emerge, particularly from those respondents 
who fore-grounded leadership in their identity and the views echoed the ethos of 
the course.

 • Knowing your values and having the confidence to hold on to them 
 • The importance of presenting a professional stance
 • Schools were seen as learning communities rather than the ‘business model’ 
that some identified negatively with the Academies

 • The importance of dealing with people, and ‘taking the staff with you’
 • Working in an open and collegiate manner

One of the clearest aspects was that of values and the confidence to hold on to 
them. For example:

You have to know where the bottom line is. To know the things on which 
you will not compromise – the curriculum, students’ learning.

Further evidence of this has been presented earlier in the paper, see pages 33-34. 

A related idea was that it was important to present a professional stance, e.g. ‘I have 
to be very professional, very clear’. Another stated:

Confidence is important as well. Some days I am not sure, but I have to 
portray that confidence; modelling that you are confident even if you 
think ‘I just managed to pull that off’. This is specially true when you are 
one of very few [BME].

Several of the ‘leaders’ were adamant that they had a view of school leadership that 
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was antipathetic to the business model that is sometimes advocated, particularly 
through the Academies.

There are tensions between the business world and how we foster 
leadership in schools. They add value to the efficient running of the 
school, but we are trying to get the best out of a learning community. 
Not only does every child matter but every adult matters. This is different 
from the business background. I am trying to marry the two together. I 
have confidence that I will find a way through.

I wouldn’t go for Academies. They are looking for business type leaders. 
The type I want to be is not that model. I would ultimately have to report 
back to governors and they will see through me. I want to do the job that 
I want to do. 

The schools where I was becoming Academies have been turning points 
and critical in my career. As a result I am looking for schools that are 
community schools. Academies choose experienced heads. I know that 
they would not choose me.’

Possibly in light of the conflicts referred to earlier, there was an emphasis on the 
importance of dealing with people, particularly ‘taking the staff with you.’

If I want to be a successful head the opportunity to lead a school like this 
is complex, it is not only what you know but interpersonal relationship with 
staff, that’s what it is about.

The challenge is to get colleagues to work with you to bring things on. The 
real issue for headship is people, making people understand what you 
want to happen and move things on. This is the strength of IID to unblock 
things to help other people, to have a clear vision. In business we focus 
on social skills, we don’t do enough of it in education. It is traditional in a 
lot of ways.

Although it is hard to generalise about views on leadership the key concepts identified 
through the survey are generally borne out by the views in the interviews and point 
to a style of leadership that puts values of equity first and emphasises sharing those 
values through ‘taking people with you’ in an open and collegiate manner.
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 CHAPTER 6 CONCLUDING STATEMENT

Not everyone who attends an educational leadership course will be suitable for 
headship. Some individuals will decide that headship is not for them for family or 
health reasons or because they realize that their career satisfaction will be best 
achieved in the classroom. However, the relative scarcity of BME staff in senior 
positions in schools does raise questions about why this should be and how this 
situation might be changed.

The issues of racism, stereotyping and low expectations of BME staff identified in the 
existing literature (see chapter 2) are echoed by the perceptions of the interview 
respondents. Although their experiences differ and some indicate limited awareness 
of racism there is no doubt that racism is still an important factor in the experiences 
of prospective head teachers of BME origin. In addition, the views of the majority 
of the women interviewed confirm that gender remains a factor in promotion (see 
Coleman, 2005a). The attitudes of governors who prefer stereotypical leaders are 
seen as problematic both by BME staff and in relation to the promotion of women 
leaders (Coleman, 2005a). 

A recurrent theme of the responses to both the survey and the interview was that 
attending the course had increased their self confidence and made them realize 
that they could aspire to leadership. The role models of successful BME head 
teachers proved inspirational and the support that individuals obtained through 
networking has sustained many of them since they attended the course. Experience 
of mentoring has been patchy. Mentoring is highly rated although there is recognition 
of the importance of consistency and of mentor and mentee matching.

There are some references to the potential for ‘additionality’ that BME staff may 
bring to their work. There may be a danger of essentialising the contribution of 
specific groups. However, in an increasingly multi-cultural society, an informed 
and sympathetic understanding of equity issues as they affect communities will be 
increasingly important.

The research reported here focused on a number of participants in a leadership 
programme for BME senior staff. What thoughts can be taken from their responses 
that might be fed into the development of this and other similar programmes? 
Overall, the programme has stood the test of time and after two years appears to 
still be inspiring those who attended. As it is a leadership course, it might be useful 
to look at the ‘profile’ of the individuals when they start the course in relation to 
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whether they identify as ‘leaders’ or ‘teachers’ and modify their experiences with the 
programme accordingly.

Despite the participants’ wariness of positive or affirmative action they all felt that 
they benefited from sharing their experiences with others who have faced similar 
problems. There would appear to be a strong case for providing leadership courses 
specifically for BME staff, particularly in the absence of structured opportunities to 
discuss equity issues in national leadership programmes.

There are indications from the data that it may be harder for BME candidates to 
achieve headship in the secondary sector than in the primary and this might be 
addressed more directly through the programme and through a structured follow up 
providing practical experience and work-shadowing. This is also an area that might 
be followed up in further research.
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APPENDIX 1

Survey questions for Investing in Diversity deputy head cohorts 4 and 5

Name ….....................................................................................................................

1. Teaching experience, no of years: 

	 		5 or under 

	 	6 – 10

	 		11 – 15

	 		more than 15

2. Have you applied for promotion since attending the course? 

	 	Yes   	No

3. Are you in the process of applying for promotion or do you intend to apply within 
the next 6 months?

	 	Yes   	No

4. Have you achieved promotion (during or) since completing the programme?

	 	Yes   	No

5. If ‘Yes’, was promotion internal or external?  

	 	Internal  	External

Specify the title of the new post ……………………………………................................
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6. Do you now have responsibility for managing a budget?

	 	Yes   	No

7. What are your present area(s) of whole-school responsibility? ……………............
............................................................................................................................
.......……………………………………………………………………………………....

 For the following questions indicate a number from 1 to 4, where 1 is low and 4 is top rating

8. How helpful was Investing in Diversity to you in boosting your self-confidence?

	 	1   	2   	3   	4

9. How helpful was Investing in Diversity to you in enhancing your skills and 
knowledge?

	 	1   	2   	3   	4

10. How helpful was Investing in Diversity to you in improving your capacity to be 
effective in your current role?

	 	1   	2   	3   	4

11. Thinking back to the beginning of the programme, how would you allocate your 
motivation for enrolling in the course? 

 (indicate with proportions e.g. 20% promotion prospects 80% to enhance current work)

To help your promotion prospects? %

To enhance your work and leadership as a deputy/assistant head?      %

Other (state what)       % 

Comment if you wish …………………………………………………………….………....
…................................................................................................................................
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12. How far did Investing in Diversity provide you with the opportunity to develop the 
skills of headship? 

 

	 	1   	2   	3   	4    (4 indicating the top rating) 

13. In what specific ways has the course helped you to seek and/or gain promotion? 
............................................................................................................................
.......…………………………………………………………………………………….... 
 

14. What other leadership programmes have you taken part in? 
............................................................................................................................
.......……………………………………………………………………………………....

15. If you have participated in other leadership programmes how would you rate 
Investing in Diversity in comparison to them in terms of preparation for headship? 
It was:  

 	better   	the same    not as good.

Comment …………………………………………………………….……….....................

16. Looking back at the course from this point, two years later, what for you was the 
highlight?
............................................................................................................................

17. Have you had a mentor or leadership coach at any time?

	 	Yes   	No

If ‘Yes’, was this before / during / after participation in Investing in Diversity?
(circle one option)

If you had a mentor or coach how would you rate their effectiveness?

 	1   	2   	3   	4   (4 indicating the top rating)
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If ‘No’ would you have liked to have had a mentor?  

 	Yes   	No

Comment if you wish ………………………………………………………………………..

18. As a BME school leader what types of further leadership development would 
you welcome?
............................................................................................................................
...........…………………………………………………………………………………....

19. Please indicate your choice of three competencies which you think are essential 
for leaders in multi-ethnic schools. 
............................................................................................................................
...........…………………………………………………………………………………....
............................................................................................................................
...........…………………………………………………………………………………....

I will be contacting a number of participants in order to interview them further. Please 
indicate your current contact details.

For purposes of this evaluation please indicate your preferred: 

Postal address: 

Telephone number: 

E-mail address:

Thank you very much for completing this questionnaire. Please use the stamped 
addressed envelope to return it to:

Dr Marianne Coleman
Institute of Education
Bedford Way
London WC1H ONT
0207612 6972
m.coleman@ioe.ac.uk
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APPENDIX 2

Competencies considered essential for leaders in multi-ethnic schools

Choice of three competencies which secondary school respondents think are 
essential for leaders in multi-ethnic schools

1. Moral purpose
2. Financial and legal issues.
3. Thinking outside the box.

1. Vision building – involving governors and teachers and other stakeholders.
2. Leading successful stakeholder teams with empathy and care.
3. To be able to enthuse people so that they give of their best.
4. Of course having the knowledge and understanding of curriculum and 

behavioural issues to lead on.

1. Inclusive with the ability to delegate.
2. Analytical with the ability to take calculated risks.
3. Imaginative and bold.

1. Cultural sensitivity in the widest sense, not just numbers, but why students react 
the way they do.

2. Knowing that there are specific ways a leader from BME would lead, the 
particular qualities a BME leader would bring, e.g. would be quite direct. People 
find this threatening. Knowing that the leadership styles BME bring are positive. 
Having an awareness of that as part of key personnel management. Sharing of 
diversity. If I were to go to an Asian school as head, I would do my homework, I 
would visit the relevant countries for example. 

3. Awareness of opportunity – equal opportunities, the best candidates with 
cultural sensitivity.

1. You knowing what you would like for young people. 
2. Vision as a leader, does your passion come across? Are you doing right by the 

youngsters? Are you giving them what they are entitled to? If not why not? Will 
you go the extra mile? Did that youngster get the right deal?

3. Getting across anything is possible for you. Be ambitious, go for it.

1. Resilience.
2. A strong sense of moral purpose.
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3. Clarity of vision and how to get there.

1. Self awareness.
2. Team building.
3. Decision making.

1. To have a clear vision and to be able to articulate it. To bring people along with 
you. The interpersonal dimension is critical. 

2. Need to be someone with integrity but also need to be able to make those 
hard decisions, to stick with them and be able to sleep at night. (Sometimes 
as a deputy you make hard decisions, but as a deputy the person above you 
does not support you.) 

3. Heads have to be all things to all people. They need to be able to bring 
incredible levels of tolerance and patience, and need to listen and consider 
the views of others even if they don’t act on them. 

4. Financial knowledge is not essential, you just need a good bursar. 
5. Additionality - What I have is the fact that I do have a set of knowledge and skills 

that allow me to empathise with pupils and parents. They can’t pull the wool 
over my eyes. I’m able to establish a very warm rapport quickly with parents. 
They see someone they can identify with as a positive role model. Parents tell 
me things they would never disclose to others.
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Summary of Competencies Secondary

People skills 2

Equality for all/ no bias or pre-judgment 2

Moral purpose 3

Vision 4

High expectations of students and others 2

Communication 1

Importance of communities 2

Assertive 1

Putting teaching and or learning first 1

Putting children first 1

Creative/problem solving/ making links 1

Decisive 3

Special qualities of being BME 2

Having presence 0

Networking 0

Making a difference 0

Dealing with a challenging school 0

Specific skills e.g. legal and financial 1

Resilience 1

Self-awareness 1

Delegation 1
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Choice of three competencies which primary school respondents think are es-
sential for leaders in multi-ethnic schools

1. Moral purpose 
2. Inspire, motivate, empower colleagues, governors, children and parents.
3. Sustaining and further improving the learning community beyond the school.

1. A commitment to equality for all.
2. Excellent leadership skills (including high expectations, ability to listen.)
3. Ability not to prejudge.

1. High expectations for all (pupils and staff).
2. Strong will and charm.
3. Assertive and fair leadership.

1. Confidence and assertiveness.
2. Communication.
3. Networking.

1. Belief in yourself and your values. As an Asian woman in a white working class 
area it has been a challenge, therefore the most important thing is belief in 
yourself.

2. A belief that you are here for the children.
3. To be strong, honest and fearless.

1. Understanding and developing people.
2. Making links.
3. Problem solving.

1. Effective communicator
2. Passionate about pupils’ achievement
3. Clear vision

1. Understanding of different communities.
2. Drive to make a difference and challenge.
3. Commitment for the best for every child.

1. Presence and excellent interpersonal skills.
2. Knowledge of urban areas/issues/ communities/ parents.
3. How to drive a school forward in challenging circumstances.
4. High standards.
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1. Inspire all to achieve.
2. Learn and share knowledge.
3. Demonstrate a passion for teaching and learning.
4. Create an inspiring future.

1. Ethical understanding of how to deal with people. 
2. To be seen to be extremely fair and unbiased.
3. To know your staff and know how to make a staff cohesive.

1. A passion for teaching, children and learning. It is not a 9 – 5 job. You must have 
commitment.

2. Leadership skills, have authority, that persona of a leader, so that people have 
confidence in you.

3. To be visionary, know where you want your school to be. You need to know the 
big picture.

1. Being proactive.
2. Hardworking
3. Think on your feet.

1. The ability to treat people fairly in spite of the experiences they may have had, 
and to avoid bias. 

2. The ability to make quality relationships with people. It is the quality of relationships 
which is most important in moving an organisation forward.
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Summary of Competencies Primary

People skills 2

Equality for all/ no bias or pre-judgment 2

Moral purpose 3

Vision 4

High expectations of students and others 2

Communication 1

Importance of communities 2

Assertive 1

Putting teaching and or learning first 1

Putting children first 1

Creative/problem solving/ making links 1

Decisive 3

Special qualities of being BME 2

Having presence 0

Networking 0

Making a difference 0

Dealing with a challenging school 0

Specific skills e.g. legal and financial 1

Resilience 1

Self-awareness 1

Delegation 1
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