
    

Blueprint Wider Workforce Forum article by Professor Dame Pat Collarbone 
 1 

Schooling in the 21st Century: Principals Leading and 
Managing Change 

Abstract 

Most countries throughout our world believe that the education of the 
young is one of their highest priorities and that survival in the 21st Century 
depends on an educated, inclusive society. In the developed world the 
manufacturing base of the industrial era is becoming a distant memory 
and being replaced by a knowledge era where services make up the bulk 
of the economy. This is certainly true in the United Kingdom, and 
particularly in England, the focus of this article. 

If the future is to be secured it is important that principals and senior 
leadership teams, analyse the direction their schools need to be moving in 
within a local, regional, national and global context and start moving in 
that direction. This requires detailed consultation and engagement with all 
stakeholders including the pupils/students.  

Despite predictions to the contrary, most countries believe that the key 
provider of education for children and young people, at least for the 
foreseeable future, is through schooling. For example, in its futures 
thinking the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) have six different scenarios broken down into three groups. The 
two scenarios classified as ‘diverse, dynamic schools after root-and-
branch reform’ are favoured by most if not all OECD countries. See 
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/41/56/35393879.pdf for more detail. 

The development of the internet and the growth of e-technologies is being 
embraced by the system and utilised to provide a more personalised 
approach to learning and teaching through schooling rather than replacing 
it. But what type of schooling is being embraced and how is this 19th /20th 
Century concept changing to deal with the challenges of a new century?  
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This article reflects on changes that are occurring at an unprecedented 
rate in the English system, particularly over the last few years and the 
impact these are having on the country’s headteachers (principals). The 
role for the school leader and his/her team has changed dramatically over 
the last ten years and now depends on an ability to lead and manage 
change and contribute on a system wide level through collaboration and 
partnership rather than just manage a self-managing school in isolation. 
The lessons being learnt in England have repercussions well beyond 
these shores and have implications for school leaders in other OECD 
countries, including Australia. The National College for School Leadership 
(NCSL) has a section on system leadership on its website at 
http://www.ncsl.org.uk/publications-index.htm. 

 

The 21st Century School 

In December 2008 the Department for Children, Schools and Families 
(DCSF – England’s children and young people’s ministry and the 
education ministry for those under 19 years of age) published a 
consultation paper on their concept and vision for the 21st Century school. 
In it they suggest the 21st Century school will: 

� provide a more personalised approach for each child and young 
person, through ensuring greater integrated working and coherence 
between services; 

� deliver a wider offer: schools can provide collectively, and with other 
partners a greater range of provision than they can alone; 

� meet additional needs: as the main universal children’s service, 
schools are key to ensuring problems are identified early and 
addressed; 

� contribute to school improvement through maximising the impact of 
the best leaders and governors and sharing effective practice and 
professional development; 

� making the best use of resources: for example, through sharing staff, 
functions and facilities across a number of school sites; and 

� ensuring greater collective accountability. (DCSF, 2008a) 

 

 

 

 

 

This is the agenda that has been pursued 
in various forms since 2003. In the 
intervening five years the necessary 
structures have been put in place to 
enable the vision of the 21st century 
school to become a reality. Radical 
change agendas and a re-addressing of 
many of our previous assumptions are at 
the centre of this transformation. 
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A watershed year – 2003 

Two publications in 2003 set the present agenda for the system of 
schooling in England. The first of these was the result of negotiations 
between unions, employers and the government. In 2001, a significant 
report from PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) pointed out that teachers 
were spending a lot of their working time on tasks not directly related to 
teaching and learning and which they should not be doing. Such tasks, 
many administrative in nature, could easily be done by others and 
probably more efficiently and effectively if they had appropriate training 
and were focused on their role. The PwC report further suggested that if 
teachers were given more space and time to focus on learning and 
teaching, then both would improve and as a result standards would rise. 

In January 2003 the DfES, the Welsh Assembly, the teachers’ and 
support staff unions and representatives of the employers signed a 
historic agreement – Raising standards and tackling workload: a national 
agreement (DfES, 2003) – which affected all schools in England and 
Wales.  

The second key document published in 2003 is perhaps the most 
significant document the government has published in terms of its effect 
on not only the education agenda but also that of other children’s 
services. The document, Every Child Matters (HM Treasury, 2003) has 
driven the agenda for children and families since that time. It has led to 
many new implications for schooling. The best symbolic example is the 
creation of the DCSF with its emphasis on children, families and schools 
rather than the more traditional emphasis on education. Local authorities 
now have children’s trusts which are multi-agency boards responsible for 
the delivery of children’s services in an area. Every Child Matters has now 
been updated by The Children’s Plan (2007). 

At a fundamental level this agenda led to a total rethink of how children 
and young people were supported by the Government, and more crucially 
how public services would change to see children and young people at 
the centre of their services.  

The Every Child Matters agenda set out five key outcomes for children 
and young people and it was immediately obvious that such an agenda 
would require improved multi-agency working. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The five Every Child Matters outcomes 
are: 

� being healthy: enjoying good 
physical and mental health and living 
a healthy lifestyle 

� staying safe: being protected from 
harm and neglect 

� enjoying and achieving: getting the 
most out of life and developing the 
skills for adulthood 

� making a positive contribution: 
being involved with the community 
and society and not engaging in anti-
social or offending behaviour 

� economic well-being: not being 
prevented by economic disadvantage 
from achieving their full potential in 
life. 
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As the key universal service involved with children and young people 
it was inevitable that schools would be viewed as a key contributor to 
these outcomes. However it was also realised that schools could not 
do it on their own. This required a further change in practice that 
helped lead to the development of extended schools. 

Remodelling 

To its credit the DfES realised that to address the cultural change agenda 
it had to grant schools more flexibility and step back from a ‘hands on’ 
approach. The Department’s role was strategic – it needed to set the 
direction but schools needed to personalise that agenda and make it 
happen with their communities and within their own specific context.  

At the turn of the century I was the Director of the London Leadership 
Centre (LLC) at the Institute of Education, University of London, and was 
about to bid for a pathfinder programme to bring about a transformation in 
the school workforce; one which engaged with a fundamental cultural 
change in schools. To make this a reality the LLC teamed with partners 
from the business world. Remodelling was born. 

In the first year we worked directly with a group of 32 schools and 
developed the change management programme that was later adapted to 
help with the implementation of the National Agreement and the extended 
schools agenda. Once the pathfinder schools began to adopt the change 
process, the creativity unleashed in many of the schools involved took off 
in many unexpected but welcome directions. For example, in one 
secondary school they introduced pastoral leaders who were not teachers 
and reclassified their Heads of Year as Heads of Learning. In another 
they replaced cover by teachers through the use of a learning centre 
supervised by support staff but with learning for the pupils using a pre-
designed intranet with personalised learning opportunities. In a primary 
school they introduced an activity half-day in which teachers were 
released for preparation, planning and assessment (PPA) time and 
support staff and providers from outside managed the sessions 
successfully. In a group of four small primary schools a cluster was 
developed in which they began to share expertise and resources – mostly 
through a shared intranet. 

The success of the innovation and educational changes of the pathfinder 
led to the inclusion of the change management programme in the National 
Agreement and the setting up of the National Remodelling Team (NRT). 

The story of the NRT and remodelling is told in a new publication Creating 
Tomorrow: Planning, Developing and Sustaining Change in Education 
and Other Public Services (2009). The remodelling agenda is also 
available on the Training and Development Agency for Schools (TDA) 
remodelling site at  http://www.tda.gov.uk/remodelling.aspx 

 

 

 

Remodelling is defined as:  

a structured approach to managing 
change that encourages and enables 
positive sustainable change. It embeds a 
proactive culture where staff have the 
skills, experience, confidence and 
commitment to apply an effective 
approach to change to all significant 
challenges at all time. (TDA, 2007) 

 

Remodelling was the process developed 
to support workforce modernisation. 
Workforce modernisation is designed to: 

ensure that the appropriate staff are 
deployed in appropriate roles with the 
necessary training, skills and 
commitment to provide an effective 
personalised learning experience for 
children, young people and the other 
adults with whom they work. The aim is 
to allow staff to perform as well as they 
can to engender improved standards, 
greater flexibility and diversity and to 
release the talents of the citizens of the 
21st Century. (TDA, 2007) 

These definitions were originally 
developed by the NRT but have now 
been adopted into the national agenda. 
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Leadership in a time of change 

One of my favourite authors, Peter Senge of the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology suggests: 

Leadership exists where people are no longer victims of circumstances 
but participate in creating new circumstances . . . it’s not about position or 
power; it’s not about accomplishments; it’s ultimately not even about what 
we do. Leadership is about creating a domain in which human beings 
continually deepen their understanding of reality and become more 
capable of participating in the unfolding of the world. Leadership is about 
creating new realities. (2006) 

This underlying premise forms the basis of remodelling. It recognises that 
human beings are not machines but highly creative animals, and that 
given the opportunity they will put their creativity to use for the benefit of 
the organisation. Without the opportunity staff may comply and help meet 
targets, but they are very likely to be demotivated and disengaged. 

Traditionally headteachers in England are well aware of their 
accountability and some still believe that all change has to emanate from 
them rather than taking a facilitation role, engaging with all members of 
the community and allowing the talents of others to emerge. The change 
required moves us all into a world of new and for many awesome 
challenges. The most significant question for school leaders is how do we 
create an adaptive organisation that engages effectively with our 
community and prepares our children to take up their role in the wider 
local, national and global communities  
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At a strategic level I believe there are five issues leaders of schools need 
to address, particularly in today’s agenda where cultural change and 
partnership working is required: 

1. Building trust 

Traditionally, top management roles have discouraged trust through 
placing accountability firmly in the hands of a designated leader. These 
managers think that they are responsible for everything that goes wrong 
and this militates against building trust. However unless building trust and 
taking risks is seen by the leader as a priority there is little chance of any 
necessary change taking place. Required change should be identified 
through self-evaluation and the building of trust particularly with senior 
and middle managers. If they are supported to take on a leadership role 
and are encouraged to accept accountability for outcomes then it is more 
likely that the outcomes measure up to expectations. 

2. Redesigning jobs 

In the future, jobs will be based on leadership roles rather than tasks that 
need doing. This implies the ability to release creativity from all staff 
members, recognising their talents and skills and redesigning particular 
roles to suit individuals. This means those in leadership roles will be 
required to take a more strategic view at all levels and ensure that the 
outcomes of the adopted strategy are met through the commitment of all 
involved and the delegation of tasks to those best entrusted to ensure 
delivery.  

3. Changing organisational structures 

To meet the demands of a fast and fundamentally changing world, 
organisations need to change at a structural level. A quick glance at the 
meteoric rise of the ultra-flexible web-based companies illustrates the vital 
importance of this. In particular, organisations need to develop a greater 
focus on teams and team collaboration. 

4. Developing learning cultures 

As organisations collaborate more, there will be new and exciting 
opportunities to learn from each other, to develop greater understanding 
and deeper wisdom, and so improve performance. For leaders, there is a 
requirement to understand exactly what this culture change means for 
their organisations, customers and communities. In particular, it requires 
new models of leadership which recognise the importance of the 
connections between different issues, different individuals and different 
institutions. 

 

 

The fifth requirement is of a different 
order because it moves beyond the 
school gates and opens up partnership 
working and the need for those at the 
frontline to challenge existing social and 
cultural assumptions. 

 

5. System leadership 

Collarbone and West-Burnham argue 
that system leadership requires practising 
school leaders to be operating at a level 
well beyond their schools. They define 
current thinking on system leadership as: 

a very different model of leadership – one 
that is extended beyond the school, 
highly interactive both horizontally (with 
other schools and agencies) and 
vertically (with local authorities and 
national policy makers) and engaged in 
the communication and critique of 
policies and strategies and developing 
capacity across the system as a whole. 
(2008) 
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Conclusion 

The challenge for 21st school leaders is unprecedented. In previous years 
the task seemed more emphatically defined and easier to understand. 
The new challenges being presented by the 21st Century are of a 
different order. The key and exciting challenge for the school leader is to 
learn to lead in a complex and frequently chaotic environment. Your 
leadership, as an experienced professional has a major contribution to 
enable others to change, grow and succeed. This requires passion, 
commitment and the skills of system leadership, emotional intelligence 
and partnership working. 

 

 

Lao Tsu once explained it when he 
suggested: 

Of a good leader when his work is done, 
his aim fulfilled, the people say, ©We did it 
ourselves’. 
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