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Welcome
Welcome to the second edition of the Teaching 

Leaders Quarterly: The Talent Edition. Our first 
edition focused on the impact of middle leaders on 

closing the achievement gap, and their role in developing 
and managing teams of teachers who deliver consistently 
outstanding teaching in every classroom, department and  
year group in schools in the most challenging contexts.

The second edition looks at the same challenge of raising 
the quality of teaching and leadership, but from a different 
perspective: talent. How can we attract the most talented 
teachers to the most challenging classrooms, and the best 
leaders to the most challenging schools? Furthermore, once 
they are in these schools, how can we keep them there?

The challenge to get the best teachers and leaders working in 
the most challenging schools is becoming more complex. The 
education landscape is evolving; schools are more autonomous, 
academy chains and Teaching Schools are growing and we 
have recently seen the introduction of Schools Direct giving 
schools a new means of selecting and recruiting talent. At the 
same time, whereas the traditional focus has been on how to 
attract talent into education (rather than other sectors), there 
is now a new challenge of competition within the education 
sector. This is particularly pronounced in schools in the most 
challenging contexts and those in rural and coastal areas.

Professional development is a well established strategy 
used by schools for retaining and developing talent. It was 
highlighted as a key lever in the Education Select Committee’s 
2012 ‘Great teachers: attracting, training and retaining the 
best’. The recent Teaching Leaders Talent Survey showed 
that the majority of Heads use professional development 
programmes (70%), additional whole-school responsibilities 
(60%) and promotion (47%) as the top 3 strategies to develop 
and retain their staff. 

However, in this changing landscape, schools are starting to 
become increasingly sophisticated at integrating professional 
development into personalised, differentiated and diversified 
people development pathways. Yet, this is still at an early 
stage. Some emerging strategies mentioned by Heads in the 
Teaching Leaders Talent Survey include: meetings to discuss 
career options (30%), mentoring/coaching (19%), opportunities 
to lead out of school across the Teaching School alliance/
academy group (17%) and arranging secondments (6%). 

The growing need for a focus on innovative, personalised 
and differentiated approaches to talent was identified by 
Andreas Schleicher, OECD Deputy Director for Education in a 
recent TES interview (8 February 2013): “[Academies]... have 
different sorts of progression of careers linked to different work 
responsibilities and different pay. That’s very much the future.”

The first section of the Talent Edition looks at the current 
education landscape, the talent gaps and opportunities for 
differentiating career progression at a system level. 

Stephen Twigg MP, Shadow Education Secretary, provides a 
policy overview on the importance of teaching, the need for 
more structured CPD, career pathways and collaboration, and 
the geographic talent gap in rural and coastal areas. David 
Weston, Chief Executive of The Teacher Development Trust, 
discusses how emerging developments to assess teacher 

quality more accurately could give rise to new pathways for 
teacher progression.

The second section looks at practical case studies from a 
Teaching School and an academy group showing how they have 
created roles and frameworks to develop and retain talent.

Christine Quinn, NLE and Principal of Ninestiles School, 
discusses how she utilised and created role structures to 
tap into the motivation and mindset of generation Y leaders. 
Andy Buck, Managing Director of Academies, United 
Learning, describes how the group has moved from isolated 
professional development programmes to differentiated 
people development pathways across the group at the middle 
leadership level.

The third section provides two different personal perspectives 
on how school leaders and corporates consider and meet the 
evolving challenges around career progression.

Amy Elcock, is Associate Deputy Headteacher of Brentside 
High School, 2008 Teaching Leaders Alumna and 2012 Future 
Leader, provides a personal perspective on the influences and 
motivations behind her career progression. Richard Harpham, 
Head of Strategy, Pret A Manger, highlights the non-monetary 
and motivational strategies the company has used to engage 
and retain staff. He outlines how Pret has made employee 
engagement a key differentiating part of the company’s  
value proposition.

Our online edition contains more information on the recent 
Teaching Leaders Talent Survey which gives some emerging 
perspectives on the strategies schools are using to retain 
and develop staff, and how these compare with what middle 
leaders want for their own career progression. It also contains 
practical frameworks and strategies including one from 
Egon Zehnder International, recently profiled in the Harvard 
Business Review.

Retaining and developing the best teachers and leaders in 
schools in the most challenging contexts is key to closing the 
achievement gap. We hope this edition helps to develop your 
thinking and contributes to the debate on how to achieve this. 
The next edition will focus on innovation and the role of middle 
leaders in researching, generating and disseminating new 
ideas from their departments and year groups to transform 
the quality of teaching in every classroom. As ever, we look 
forward to your feedback and thank you for reading.

Best wishes,

James

 
James Toop has been CEO of 
Teaching Leaders since September 
2011, joining when the organisation 
launched in 2008. He was a French 
teacher in the inaugural Teach First 
cohort, and joined Teaching Leaders 
following three years as a 
management consultant at Monitor 

Group. He is currently Chair of Governors at ARK Conway  
Primary Academy. Follow James on Twitter @jtoop

http://www.twitter.com/jtoop
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Great teaching in 
every classroom:

professional development, 
collaboration and the  

challenge of geography

‘The thing that makes the biggest difference to our 
children’s education is the quality of teaching’. 
It’s a line you are likely to hear in any politician’s 

speech on education. Yes, it is true and I absolutely 
believe it. However, it also presents one of the most 
critical policy challenges for system-wide improvement 
and for narrowing the attainment gap. 

This is where the debate on education should be focused. 
Research from the London School of Economics for the 
Sutton Trust has shown that English schools could move 
into the world’s top five education performers within a 
decade if the performance of the least effective 10% of 
teachers were brought up to the average. So, how do we 
improve the quality of teaching in our schools?

For politicians we have important levers at our disposal 
to address this, including decisions over funding and 
regulations. As important as these levers are, they are 
limited in comparison to the forces on the ground in 
schools. For example, the leadership and confidence that 
comes at a local level. Where these are lacking, teachers 
are held back from realising their full potential. The 
politician’s job therefore is to create conditions so that 
schools can foster a culture of professionalism and  
self improvement. 

For that to happen, teachers, like any professionals, need 
proper pathways for continued professional development. 
The Teacher Development Trust cites research from 
New Zealand on the impact of high-quality CPD on the 
education outcomes of children, where children taught 
by teachers on high-quality CPD programmes were 
improving twice as fast as those in other classes. The 
improvement is  more pronounced for those deemed in 
the 20% ‘least able,’ who made improvements four to six 
times as fast as their peers.

The evidence that I have seen 
suggests that collaboration 
between schools is crucial to 
raising excellence in teaching. 
CPD is most effective when it is delivered in collaboration. 
Research conducted by ‘The Key, the service for school 
leaders’ has found that for 72% of education leaders 
surveyed, their schools do not participate in peer review 
learning with teachers in other schools. This suggests 
that there is a great deal to do to promote collaborative 
CPD as the norm. 

We know from Jonathan Clifton’s research published in 
the last edition of Teaching Leaders Quarterly that even if 
every school became an Outstanding school, this would 
do little to narrow the attainment gap. We have got to dig 
deeper into the debate to learn how we get outstanding 
teaching in every classroom, in every school, across the 
system. That’s why collaboration is so important. 

What do I mean by collaboration? I mean schools 
working together in a systematic and structured way to 
share and learn effective strategies for improving the 
teaching and learning in their classrooms.  
Andreas Schleicher hit the nail on the head when at the 
launch of the Academies Commission report he said 
that ‘collaboration doesn’t just fall from the sky’. He is 
right, both in the broader context of school improvement 
and in relation to CPD. Michael Wilshaw has said that 
Outstanding schools should not be able to receive an 
Outstanding accreditation at their next inspection if they 
are not working in collaboration with other schools. 

by Stephen Twigg MP, Shadow Education Secretary
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There are lessons we can learn from abroad. We know 
that in high-performing countries like Finland and Japan, 
a culture of collaboration exists between schools.  
But there are also lessons that can be learnt closer  
to home. I was the Minister for Schools in 2002 when 
we set up the London Challenge. London has seen a 
remarkable transformation. Where a decade ago,  
London was one of the lowest performing regions, data 
from this year’s performance tables show London 
outperforms all other regions, both on 5 A*- C and on 
contextual value added measures.

So what can we learn from the London Challenge?  
There are three policy lessons. 

We need a system of challenge and support. Stick 
without the carrot might make popular headlines but it will 
do little to change the outcomes of the children served by 
underperforming teachers. London Challenge advisors 
set clear and ambitious new standards. But they did so 
by working in collaboration with teachers to get buy in.

Second, working across schools underpinned the 
programme. Teachers would receive training from high 
performing colleagues in other schools. It is clear that 
being in a different setting was an important aspect for 
learning new and improved ways to teach.

Third, the evidence from Ofsted’s evaluation of London 
Challenge found that where teachers were trained on 
improved teaching and learning strategies, this led to 
lasting legacies in their schools. Crucially, the impact 
was not only felt by schools in receipt of the support from 
partner schools, it was also felt by host schools. 

Of course, success has not been limited to London. 
But where London was once underperforming as a 
region, we see the emergence of new concentrations 
of underachievement. In my Caroline Benn Memorial 
lecture in October I spoke about what I term an ‘Arc of 
Underachievement’ which runs through many of our 
seaside towns and coastal cities.  In places such as 
Clacton, Torbay and Morecambe, there are too many 
schools which are not allowing pupils to make the most  
of their potential. 

While overall results improved between 2006 and 2010, 
coastal areas fared less well. If you take Cornwall – the 
probability that a child from a low income background 
will have GCSE results in the bottom quarter nationally 
increased by 8% between 2006 and 2010. Whereas in 
Southwark, the probability decreased by 7%. In North 
East Lincolnshire, the probability increased by 7%, 
whereas in Darlington it fell by 10%.

There is also an Arc of Underachievement that includes 
a number of Northern towns and cities in England – 
including some schools in places such as Hull, Blackpool 
and Knowsley. In these areas, fewer than half of all pupils 
get 5 good GCSE grades A* to C, including English and 
Maths, and they do not make the progress you would 
expect of pupils.

Heads in these areas tell me they struggle to find the 
high quality teachers they need to raise achievement and 
deliver school improvement. Therefore I am pleased that 
Teaching Leaders is targeting their work in some of these 
areas. For example the Fellows programme that is being 
delivered by Helenswood School and Brighton University 
for coastal schools in the Hastings area and the Achieve 
Together programme in my neighbouring constituency of 
Knowsley. The work that Teaching Leaders is doing to 
further develop high potential teachers in these areas is 

raising the quality of teaching, retaining the best leaders 
and attracting more high quality teachers to work there.

The government must act quickly to address these issues. 
I am worried that this government is too fixed on an 
Academy-at-all-costs policy at the expense of a focus on 
increasing teacher quality and collaboration. 

There are two crucial issues facing schools on continued 
professional development. First, we need greater 
emphasis on the importance of continued professional 
development for teachers. This agenda needs to be 
delivered through collaboration between schools. 

Second, we need to make it the 
norm, not only that schools are 
working in collaboration, but that 
they use data to systematically 
evaluate the impact of development  
strategies for effective teaching  
and learning. 

As Thomas Guskey has identified in his research on 
evaluating CPD, impacts of CPD must be measured 
through children’s outcomes. Schools have to be led 
by the evidence on what works to improve their pupils’ 
education. I have proposed the establishment of an 
Office for Educational Improvement to act as an OBR 
for education. It would be independent of Ministers 
and act as a clearing house for research. It could play 
an important role in linking effective, evidence based 
research with life in the classroom.

Currently, there is a growing body of resources for schools 
to draw on. The Sutton Trust’s Pupil Premium Toolkit, the 
York Informed Practice Initiative (YIPI) and the Teacher 
Development Trust’s Good CPD Guide are all important 
contributions. Alone, they will not provide the sort of step 
change needed. Government, whilst resisting prescription 
on specific measures, can and should do more to foster 
innovation in this area by incentivising schools, perhaps 
through accountability systems. We need to shift the terms 
of the debate in education, to focus on what really matters 
for raising educational outcomes across the system; and 
what really matters for overcoming the gulf in attainment 
between children from rich and poor backgrounds. 

We know that there is not going to be more money 
available in the system and in fact, more money is not 
necessarily the answer. Reports on the Pupil Premium 
by Ofsted and others reveal weaknesses in ensuring 
that money meets its intended policy objectives. Left 
alone, many schools will fail to turn this around. Instead, 
we should look to the lessons of the London Challenge, 
and focus efforts on collaboration as a critical vehicle for 
continually driving forward the teaching profession. 

Stephen Twigg, Member of 
Parliament for Liverpool west 
Derby & Shadow Education 
Secretary. Follow Stephen on 
Twitter @StephenTwigg

http://www.twitter.com/StephenTwigg
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Measuring  
great teaching

- an opportunity to reform  
career structures?

Teaching is one of the great altruistic professions. 
We join it to help others: to nurture their talents, to 
overcome the disadvantage of their backgrounds, 

and to share with them our joyful love of learning. We 
grow as teachers as we become more successful at 
helping our students and yet the recognised career 
pathways in our profession take us, in general, further 
away from the reason we joined in the first place. 

Measuring great teaching

It is always controversial to try and define ‘great teaching’ 
because it is equally (if not more) controversial to attempt 
a definition of a ‘great education’. Unlike medics with their 
stark binary measures of life and death, we can only deal 
with proxies such as exam grades, but it’s important that 
we keep fighting for clarity around teacher quality if we 
want to be rewarded for being good at our jobs rather 
than simply taking on ever-longer lists of responsibilities.

Teacher quality is an unclear  
and often-contradictory area  
in research. 
While some studies suggest that good teachers can be 
spotted from characteristics of leadership, perseverance, 
sense of mission and prior academic achievement, the 
evidence is weak. Subject knowledge appears to make 
little difference in most areas, and there are few practices 
that every great teacher appears to share. Single-person 
observations have been shown to be relatively unreliable 
and even measures of ‘value-added’ in test scores 
appear to be unstable and poorly correlated with  
quality of teaching.

Nevertheless progress is being made in this area. The 
multi-million pound research project, ‘Measures of 
Effective Teaching’ carried out by the deep-pocketed 
Gates Foundation showed that when student perceptions 
are mathematically combined with value-added indicators 
and two or more observation-ratings from trained 

observers then we begin to reach a reasonable level of 
reliability. With ever-improving understanding of how to 
judge teaching quality we now need to focus on how to 
help teachers improve.

How to foster great teaching

Three ways of looking at this problem produce identical 
conclusions. The first is to consider the growing body of 
literature on general expertise that suggests that mastery 
is gained through thousands of hours of deliberate, 
focused practice combined with clear feedback, expert 
advice and time for reflection.

The second is to look at the literature around how 
effective practices identified in research become 
embedded in every frontline practice. In medicine, 
education, criminal justice and social care the 
conclusions are consistent: sustained cycles of 
implementation over long periods, constant interaction 
between professionals, rigorous and on-going evaluation, 
feedback, adaptation and refinement.

The final approach is to examine the growing research 
around the types of teacher professional development 
that result in improved outcomes for students. Once again 
this shows that these processes are sustained (at least 
50 hours in repeated cycles), supported and challenged 
by experts, targeted at improved learning outcomes 
(rather than solely on changed teacher behaviours), 
collaborative and constantly evaluated.

These lessons are unambiguous, and yet the vast 
majority of teacher professional development remains 
superficial, isolated and one-off, and almost always 
lacking the sustained challenge and on-going evaluation 
and feedback that is called for. As a result, teachers 
rarely make significant improvements in skill and schools 
barely ever undertake the rigorous analysis that would 
enable them to notice. Indeed some research suggests 
that as few as 7% of schools attempt to evaluate the 
effect of Continuing Professional Development on  
pupil attainment.

by David Weston, The Teacher Development Trust
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A need to reform career structures

With such a lack of emphasis on rigorous improvement 
in teaching quality it is perhaps little wonder that career 
progression is centred on the easily quantifiable: how 
many additional responsibilities, what magnitude, and 
how many people are being line-managed? Teachers 
are rewarded for taking on longer lists of tasks instead of 
being recognised for their teaching prowess. Attempts to 
introduce recognition for general and specialist expertise 
(in the form of Advanced Skills Teacher, Excellent 
Teacher and Chartered Teacher statuses) did not catch 
on in any widespread and systematic way – even at their 
peak only 1% of the teaching population were ASTs or 
ETs. The results of this imbalance are clear. Around  
4 in 5 teachers at or beyond their 4th year of teaching 
have taken on some form of administration or  
leadership responsibility. 

Teachers got in to the job to help children learn and  
grow, so when they are forced to take on ever more 
managerial tasks to get any sense of growth there is  
an inevitable tension. 

Indeed, the main reasons cited for leaving the profession 
(ignoring issues around personal circumstance) are 
workload and stress along with wanting change and 
wanting new challenge. 

Moving in a better direction

We need to ensure that we can 
nurture and retain the talent in 
our profession while improving 
outcomes for pupils. It seems 
very clear that in order to do 
that we need to make significant 
changes to career progression and 
professional development.
Firstly reform professional development so that it 
is focused on helping pupils learn and so that it is 
collaborative, sustained, evaluated, and aimed at 
achieving teaching mastery.

Secondly we need to introduce new models of career 
progression where administrative and leadership roles 
are only one of three main strands, the other two being 
a succession of increasingly senior general teaching 
practitioner levels and a similar succession for specialist 
teachers (e.g. mathematics, geography, literacy, SEN, 
assessment, etc.). These levels of skill could be linked 
to membership of the new proposed Royal College of 
Teaching, perhaps something like Fig. A above.

There are some encouraging signs that the system is 
gradually moving in the right direction. Teaching Schools 
are a welcome addition to the education landscape 
by ensuring that clusters of schools can develop 
specialist leaders of education, focus on research 
and development, carry out collaborative professional 
development, identify untapped talent and potential and 
find more opportunities for progression within a large 
and more flexible alliance. Moves for a Royal College 
of Teaching suggest that there may be changes to the 
career structures in the coming years, and the combining 
of the Teaching Agency and National College for  
School Leadership hints at a renewed focus on  
improving professional development by the  
Department for Education. 

The sooner these strands come together the better. 
Other countries such as Korea, Canada, Singapore 
and Australia are much further along the path of CPD 
and career reform than we are, but our need for great 
teachers to reduce educational inequality is even greater 
given that the gaps in attainment between our most 
and least disadvantaged pupils are larger. It’s time for 
organisations across the educational spectrum, whether 
charities or unions, schools, subject associations or 
government agencies, to come together and move 
decisively toward a better and more effective  
teaching profession.

By David Weston, Chief 
Executive and Founder of  
The Teacher Development Trust. 
Visiting Fellow at the IoE and 
former maths and physics 
teacher. Follow David on Twitter 
@informed_edu and  
@TeacherDevTrust
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Membership

General 
Practitioner  

Strand

Leadership  
Strand

Specialist  
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Associate Certified Classroom Teacher (e.g. QTS plus further evidence of impact and growth)

Licentiate Senior Teacher  
(e.g. Chartered)

Department or  
Year Leader
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(e.g. Chartered)

Member Master Teacher Senior Leader Master Specialist
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National Leader  
of Education

National Leader  
of Specialism

Fig. A

http://www.twitter.com/informed_edu
http://www.twitter.com/TeacherDevTrust
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Ninestiles School:
a case study in managing the  

next generation of talent

“Our youth now love luxury. 
They have bad manners, contempt 
for authority; they show disrespect 
for their elders and love chatter 
in front of parents, chatter before 
company; gobble up their food and 
tyrannize their teachers.” 
Attributed to Socrates by Plato in  
Plato’s Republic Book 4

I came across this quote when I was reading up about 
generational differences. In a very accessible paper 
which looks at some identifying characteristics of each 

generation, Michael Jenkins and Alex Swarbrick of Roffey 
Park, argue that developing and retaining people from each 
generation requires subtly different tactics and strategies. 
Though, as Socrates and Plato seem to suggest, older 
generations find it easy to see the current generation as 
having abandoned ‘accepted’ (or what they consider to be 
‘accepted’) standards. The implementation of a strategy to 
spot, develop and retain talent needs to both appeal to the 
characteristics of the new generation and plan for managing 
the resistance likely to come from people who believe their 
full potential was not recognised in a previous phase.

Context

The first time I planned to develop and manage talent was 
five years ago, four years into my leadership at Ninestiles. 
The school was two years into a large programme of 
redesign to establish structures, curriculum and most 
importantly: teaching that positioned student learning and 
progress at its centre. 

Key features of the redesign were:

the organisation of students into vertical tutor groups, •	
which were subsequently organised into six all-age 
colleges

a Year nine, Year ten and Year eleven curriculum •	
which created the flexibility for students to take some 
qualifications in one year and others in two or three, 
depending on individual’s performance and the nature 
of the subject, personalizing both  the offer and the 
experience

a commitment to continue developing teaching to •	
support excellence. 

The school had attracted some excellent staff in 
recent years including young and/or newly qualified 
teachers who were looking for opportunities to develop 
their leadership skills. Like most Generation X and Y 
professionals they didn’t want to wait for existing middle 
leaders to be promoted, move on or retire. Interestingly 
most of these new recruits had held posts in other 
organisations prior to entering teaching, and some of 
them had entered teaching through our Graduate Training 
Programme. We decided that our six colleges, comprising 
the small, vertical, all-age tutor groups, would be headed 
up by Assistant Principals to start with. The intention of 
this was to communicate the importance of the success 
of this initiative to all stakeholders. Two years in however, 
it seemed timely to hand our colleges over to our 
Generation Y talented workforce.

Process

The appointments were made transparently. Applications 
were restricted to people with fewer than five years’ 
experience in the profession. There were twelve 
applicants for six posts. The successful candidates 
were appointed for a fixed-term of two years and were 
paid retention points rather than TLRs. They breathed 
new life into an important innovation and added a new 
perspective. They became a highly effective team, 
leading highly effective teams. Four of the six have gone 
on to significant promotions with one of them becoming 
Ninestiles’ first Teaching Leaders Fellow. 

Rationale

The innovation needed to retain its edge. It was important 
to maintain the sense of momentum created when it was 
first introduced. Deploying new people in new structures 
seemed a good way of doing this. There was a pressing 
need to retain good teachers who were motivated and 
felt their careers were progressing. In hindsight, the 
appointment of these six young, relatively inexperienced 
teachers made a difference to more people than just the 
six. Their fast-paced, short-term focus injected a new way 
of working across the school. Ninestiles staff have always 
embraced change, rarely questioning why, just debating 
how, usually enthusiastically. Our new Heads of College 
did this but also demonstrated a healthy disregard for 
some of the old established structures. For these to 
be dismantled by people one step away from senior 
leadership, rather than by senior leadership itself, meant 

by Christine Quinn, Ninestiles School.
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it tended to happen quickly and with less resentment. 
Importantly it presented our students with role models 
from their own generation. The power of these models is 
not to be underestimated. Our determination to meet the 
needs of this next generation of students by refining our 
teaching to include facilitation and coaching alongside the 
more traditional presentation, teacher-centred approach, 
needed developments like this to succeed. These people 
were among the best and were able to exploit their 
positions to be the catalysts for this associated change. 
Alongside a well-established team of ASTs and middle 
leaders, they were key drivers in the redesign of teaching 
and learning, provision and support. 

Securing Success

In the McKinsey Quarterly in January 2012, Teresa 
Amabile and Steve Kramer found that of all the events 
that can deeply engage people in their jobs, the single 
most important is making progress in meaningful work. It 
seems rather obvious to say that all work in schools can 
be seen as meaningful. 

There is little doubt that many 
teachers regard teaching to be a 
vocation as well as a profession 
but to keep teachers deeply 
engaged, they need regular 
reminders of the meaning ful 
nature of their work. 
Giving teachers, recently appointed to the profession, 
the opportunity to find this relevance by early experience 
of leadership is an effective way of keeping their talent 
in our school or at least in the profession. In addition 
to providing good role models for our students it also 
presents other, even newer teachers an indication of 
possible routes for them in the near, rather than  
distant future. Finally it challenges the complacency 
of those, who like Socrates, fear that standards will 
automatically drop when placed in the hands of the  
young or inexperienced. 

Professional Development Programmes

There was a clear duty to support these people through 
their new roles. I was confident of senior leadership 

capacity to support, coach and mentor. An experienced 
Assistant Principal had a particular formal brief to do this 
in addition to the day-to-day informal support given by the 
whole senior leadership team. To complement this it was 
decided to support them by commissioning a recognised 
middle leadership programme ‘Leading from the Middle’, 
facilitated and assessed by external providers. This 
not only gave these teachers accredited professional 
development, it provided triangulated support as they 
progressed through their posts.

The role of middle leaders

Middle leaders can make or break the careers of 
teachers, particularly new, inexperienced ones in their 
teams. They are also key to student progress across 
a cohort or subject area. A good middle leader can 
make the difference to a new teacher who is struggling 
transforming that new teacher into an effective successful 
practitioner. Conversely a poor middle leader can lead 
to a new teacher with potential becoming ordinary and 
mediocre. Keeping middle leadership dynamic and 
effective is a priority for senior leadership, and a culture 
where talent is recognised, nurtured and developed is 
both a function of good middle leadership and a healthy 
challenge to it.

Conclusion

Current teachers’ pay and conditions guidance could 
be perceived as a barrier or at least a disincentive to 
nurturing talent in new and experimental ways.  It doesn’t 
need to be this way, in fact pay and conditions can serve 
as a comfort blanket for those most threatened by the 
promotion of new talent.  I believe we need to embrace 
innovation, seek solutions that fit the individual school’s 
context and ensure that the system’s hierarchical 
structures don’t dissuade our good, talented teachers  
to give up and leave the schools and pupils who need 
them the most.

Christine Quinn, NLE and 
Principal of Ninestiles School, 
An Academy and Teaching 
School. Follow Ninestiles on 
Twitter @ninestiles

http://www.twitter.com/ninestiles
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United Learning:
a case study in developing  
and retaining talent across  

a national group

It’s often said that in a well-run, stable school the head 
can be away for two days and the only person who 
need notice is their PA. But, if a strong middle leader 

is absent, even in the very best schools, the impact is 
immediate and commonly detrimental.

Middle leaders in both primary and secondary phase 
schools really are the engine room of success. They are 
critical for peer learning through providing timely and 
motivating feedback to their teams. They hold the vision 
for what might be possible when presented with either 
opportunities or challenges. So when a great middle 
leader moves on, heads and leadership teams are often 
left feeling demoralised and deflated. And yet, they are 
the staff whose training and developmental needs have 
often been given the least attention.

First attempts

As a national group of over 30 academies and fee-paying 
schools, United Learning has long realised the potential 
value of cracking the conundrum of how best to train 
and retain middle leadership talent. Solving the problem, 
however, even with the investment, commitment and 
expertise that a national group can bring to it, is harder 
than it looks.

With the investment of its Board, the group began 
seriously to attempt to address the development of middle 
leaders in 2008. A series of discrete, one-off training 
events were organised which looked at issues such 
as: raising standards, motivational analysis, leadership 
styles and 360 degree feedback. Approximately 50 of 
our middle leaders attended this training annually. And, 
in many ways, it was successful with excellent feedback 
from attendees and a high impact within their schools. 

But it became clear that these one-off events were 
not sufficient to deliver the ongoing collaboration and 
sharing of best practice that was required. Not all 
potential attendees were aware of the events and for 
those that did attend, it quickly became clear that the 
informal collaboration the group had hoped for, did not 
immediately emerge. 

The geographical realities – with colleagues based 
anywhere from Accrington to Bournemouth – which 

gave a national perspective to the issues colleagues 
shared, did not, however, encourage ongoing networking 
and participation. Likewise, whilst the enthusiasm and 
commitment was there to second talented individuals to 
other schools in the group, in practice the logistics too 
often proved insurmountable.

So, whilst this form of training did help succession 
planning within schools, it did not utilise the opportunities 
available for us as a group. There were no clearly defined 
career paths for individuals to understand. 

We believed that we could and needed to do better. So it 
was back to the drawing board.

A new systematic approach 

This rethink of our approach coincided with other 
impactful changes across the group; a new chief 
executive, a largely new executive team, a new 
articulation of our vision and values, and a renewed 
conviction that we were stronger as a group than as its 
constituent parts. 

At the same time, we decided to develop further our 
partnership with Teaching Leaders. We had first engaged 
with them in order to send our middle leaders on the TL 
Fellows programme but now intend to work together in a 
way that will enable us to co-facilitate programmes and 
build capacity internally. In this way, we have developed a 
longer term model which is based on the concept of some 
of our “partner schools” becoming “delivery schools”.

Thus, led by our refined vision and priorities, our focus 
has turned to the creation of People Development 
Pathways for all colleagues. These give staff a clearly 
defined career path with associated development for 
each stage. It makes clear our consistent expectation for 
all colleagues and provides a framework and process that 
is consistent across all our schools.

As a widely-promoted initiative for all staff, the People 
Development Pathways will be more accessible; online 
portals will allow all individuals to track their CPD – thus 
ensuring they are aware of the opportunities available 
to them and that everyone is given the opportunity for 
development.

by Andy Buck and Josie Maydon, United Learning
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Pathways similar to the one described below exist for staff 
in all areas of the group: teachers; subject specialists; 
technical specialists; leadership at middle, senior and 
Headteacher levels. We are also developing a similar 
framework for all staff across United Learning. This 
includes teaching assistants, administrative support staff, 
teachers, business managers, senior leaders, heads, 
central services staff and our governors. All these pathways 
will include induction, core training, talent management and 
step up opportunities, as well as the extended development 
opportunities for group wide impact.

The enhanced offering for middle leaders includes:

Pre-role preparation/aspiring  
leader preparation

A systematic programme which will enable teachers who 
wish to become middle leaders to begin developing the 
right skills before taking on the role, as well as giving 
United Learning the opportunity to identify a talent pool 
for future succession planning. 

High-potential/accelerated  
development pathway

Talented middle leaders will be given the opportunity to 
complete the Teaching Leader Fellows programme, which 
includes coaching and a two year Impact Initiative aimed 
at improving student results. Again, this talent programme 
will enable United Learning to identify potential future 
leaders and support our succession planning. 

Core skill-specific training

Leadership training run by our deputy heads which will 
focus on managing self, and managing others. These 
programmes combine motivational analysis, simulation 
exercise, coaching and individual action planning in order 
to enable managers to reflect upon their own leadership 
styles, as well as learn how to motivate others to work 
more effectively.

Training on specific line management responsibilities, 
through both face to face training and e-learning modules

Access to middle leadership training such as the NPQML 
through our growing partnership with Teaching Leaders.

A 360 degree feedback survey, which will be completed 
once a middle leader has been in post for a year. 
Reflection and feedback is very important to us,  
and all middle leaders are given the opportunity to 
receive feedback and action planning sessions with  
a trained coach. 

Subject-specific programmes  
and networks

Subject related training from both United Learning and 
external partners such as the Prince’s Trust Institute, so 
that professionals continue to learn and feel inspired by 
their subject. 

The opportunity to be part of a United Learning subject 
network; these networks will impact on teaching and 
learning across the group, as well as provide peer 
support regionally for our teachers and middle leaders. 

Middle Leadership Experiences

Middle leaders will also be given the opportunity to 
further their development by engaging in group wide 
work, and having an impact on group initiatives, for 

example; leading action research projects, mentoring 
new middle leaders or ITT graduates, leading a subject 
network and facilitating teaching and learning training 
programmes. 

Why this matters – as an employer  
and as educators

As a Group we believe that:

Every student in a United Learning classroom deserves an 
outstanding learning experience every lesson, every day.

Every United Learning teacher deserves high quality 
professional development and feedback on their teaching 
to ensure that they can be an excellent teacher. 

Every other United Learning colleague deserves high 
quality professional development and feedback on 
their practice to ensure that they can be an excellent 
practitioner in creating the conditions for excellent 
teaching and learning.

To be true to this vision, it is imperative that we equip our 
middle leaders with the ongoing stimuli and opportunity to 
renew, refresh and refine their practice.

The cost to us of recruiting and retaining an outstanding 
middle leader far exceeds the cost of training and 
developing one of our own. We have the potential through 
our regional clusters to provide Middle Leaders with 
the range of opportunities to build and develop their 
careers without having to leave the Group. Likewise, in a 
profession in which many colleagues are the secondary 
earner in a household, our geographical spread can 
provide colleagues needing to relocate to follow a spouse 
with opportunities impossible elsewhere. 

To live our mission is to bring our most talented 
colleagues quickly into positions of middle leadership and 
to continue to develop our middle leaders themselves; not 
just those who will ultimately look for senior leadership, 
but, as importantly, those who wish to become experts in 
their subjects. 

Excellent middle Leaders are the infectious advocates for 
deep knowledge that can transform a young person’s love 
of learning into a chosen career. They can be the impetus 
within a staffroom that galvanises colleagues into joint 
working or trying something new. At their best, they are 
the reminder why we all went into teaching. 

And that is why they are too precious to let wither on the vine.

Andy Buck, Managing Director 
of Academies, United Learning. 
Former Director of Teaching 
Schools at the National College 
and former Headteacher.

&

Josie Maydon, People Development Co-ordinator, 
United Learning Trust



Teaching Leaders Quarterly  |  Q1/13
10

From teacher  
to leader... 

and beyond?
A Teaching Leaders Alumna  

reflects on her career progression

This summer I will have taught in London for a 
decade. My journey to school leadership was one 
that I didn’t realise I was on for a number of years 

and I certainly didn’t set out to be a school leader in the 
capital. In fact I deliberately chose to do my PGCE course 
in Kent because of my misgivings about what awaited me 
in the city’s classrooms. 

After a brief stint in the world of advertising though I knew 
that working in education was my true vocational calling. 
It’s a decision I have never regretted and now find myself 
thoroughly enjoying my role as a senior leader in London.

Both of the schools I have worked in, Greenford High 
School and Brentside High School in Ealing, would be 
described as having a challenging context based on 
key markers such as the percentage of FSM pupils, the 
numbers of SEN and EAL students and looking at levels 
of prior attainment. After completing Teaching Leaders 
as a Fellow in their first cohort (2008 – 10) and now in 
my first year of Future Leaders, what has inspired me to 
move into senior leadership roles has really been driven 
by two main factors:

Learning on a much deeper level about myself and what I 
can bring to leadership. 

Gaining a greater understanding of the socio-economic 
inequalities of the current system and what could be done 
to address them. 

I started out as a middle leader with preconceptions of 
leaders having to be directive and leading from the front 
all the time. As Dweck would put it, I approached with 
‘a fixed mindset’, you either had the personality to lead 
or you didn’t. It was a huge confidence boost to spend 
time exploring different leadership styles, identifying 
which ones I naturally preferred to use and then 
experimenting with different approaches to fit different 

situations. I realised that leadership, like any other skill, 
was something that could be learnt and that with practice 
you got better. I now believe that the best leadership 
teams will include a range of different types of leader to 
effectively move a school forward and certainly feel that 
I can make a contribution in the schools that I work in. 
Gaining a greater awareness of the wider educational 
context that I am working in has also been a motivator 
in terms of career progression. For me, to be able to 
recognise that most of the issues that we face in school 
are not unique and to share solutions in a supportive 
environment has given me a sense of perspective and a 
greater determination to make a difference. 

My career progression started in a fairly ad hoc way and 
I imagine this is typical for many in education. My head 
of department was due to go on maternity leave and a 
temporary post was advertised. I nearly didn’t apply. I 
was still getting to grips with my own classroom practice 
and felt relatively new to the profession, only two years in. 
I also worried about an exponential increase in workload. 
It took a conversation with my line manager for me to fully 
recognise: that I was capable of leading a department, 
that it was a challenge that I was ready for and that, at the 
very least, it would be a good move to show ambitions to 
progress my career to my Headteacher. 

Suddenly it wasn’t just my own classes that I had to worry 
about. I had a team to lead and motivate, whole cohorts 
of children to monitor and schemes of work to write. I had 
no formal preparation or training for this and learnt a lot 
‘on the job’ and from what I observed other leaders doing, 
both good and bad. I was fortunate to be in a school that 
placed a high emphasis on CPD and looked outwards to 
external providers as well as using expertise within the 
staff. So when the opportunity came to apply for a new 
middle leaders development programme called Teaching 
Leaders I jumped at the chance. 

by Amy Elcock, Brentside High School
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As I progressed through the Teaching Leaders 
programme I certainly experienced a series of ‘lightbulb’ 
moments that have had a direct impact on my career 
and made senior leadership the logical next step. An 
appreciation of the wider educational context, both 
nationally and internationally, was a huge motivator. I 
never thought that I would be wildly enthused by data 
but I found statistics about how children from low social 
economic backgrounds are having to achieve against 
the odds in our education system truly alarming. The fact 
that UK mobility is so low in comparison to other OECD 
countries and the innovative practices that are going on 
to change this interested me and I enjoyed exploring 
these bigger issues that went far beyond my own  
school’s context. 

I also found it powerful and 
inspiring to be surrounded by 
like-minded individuals who all 
shared similar beliefs about social 
justice, that every person should 
have equal opportunities to fulfil 
their potential, and have felt more 
galvanised to go back to my own 
schools and have an impact. 
Teaching Leaders and Future Leaders have also allowed 
me to work closely with school leaders who are facing 
similar issues in their own organisations across the 
capital and to be able to talk through concerns in a safe, 
encouraging environment. This outlet for discussion has 
been invaluable and I have definitely made some friends 
for life going through this process. The knowledge that I 
would have this sort of ‘back up’ played a large part in my 
decision to apply for Future Leaders.

Another key driver in my career has definitely been 
access to coaching. To have opportunities to reflect on 
my professional development and my actions as a leader 
has made a significant difference in the choices I have 
made. A common question that has often pushed me 
into action has been, ‘What’s stopping you?’. Through 
Teaching Leaders and now Future Leaders I have had 
regular access to a coach. Both have been ex-heads 
with a wealth of knowledge and expertise about the 
education world. I have felt very fortunate to be able to 
work so closely with them and it has really felt like they 
have been ‘on my side’, willing to go the extra mile to 
support me. This has even included a transatlantic mock 
interview over the phone when I got stuck in the USA 
because of the ash cloud!   In my first formal session with 
my Teaching Leaders coach I remember thinking that 
a 90 minute meeting was pushing it a bit. I didn’t really 
have much to talk about, I thought, and I had a stack of 
books to mark and an exam report to finish by the end of 
the day. After her opening question of ‘How are things?’ 
it felt like we had just got started when she alerted me to 
the fact that we only had 5 minutes left!    Through her 
skillful questioning and the creation of space and time 
to think I had really started to unravel a situation where 
I would have to manage upwards and have a difficult 
conversation with my line manager. I left ready to address 
this head on, feeling empowered and knowing that 
this was the right thing to do. The prospect of being an 
effective school leader became a little less daunting. 

Working under very supportive Headteachers and line 
managers who have shown faith and confidence in 
my potential as a leader has certainly encouraged me 
to progress my career. Professional development has 
always been a strong feature in the schools I have worked 
in and I have been fortunate that these school leaders 
have created opportunities for me to take on greater 
responsibilities and leadership roles. My first Headteacher 
at Greenford High School offered me the chance to apply 
for Teaching Leaders as part of their first cohort. This 
really did transform me as a leader. Her successor set up 
an Associates Programme to assist middle leaders make 
the transition to senior leadership, recognising that career 
progression in education could be a fairly impromptu 
business. He also saw that more and more applicants 
for senior leadership positions had experience of whole 
school as well as middle leadership roles and wanted to 
make sure his staff were not at a disadvantage. 

Being accepted as an Associate Assistant Head gave 
me my first real taste of senior leadership. This involved 
taking on whole school responsibility for enriched 
learning, overseeing an external review of teaching and 
learning, coaching two other middle leaders new to post 
and picking up general ‘senior leader’ responsibilities 
such as Patrol and Lunch Duty - along with the 
glamorous high viz vest and radio -   the true symbols 
of senior leadership!   I enjoyed working with a wider 
range of staff and students in areas that were completely 
new to me and having a voice on SLT was empowering. 
The experience confirmed that I was ready to make the 
move from head of department to senior leader a more 
permanent one and I saw Future Leaders as a great way 
to support me with the transition after having had such a 
positive experience on the Teaching Leaders programme.

Leaving Greenford High School after nine years really did 
feel like ‘flying the nest’. I had started there as an NQT 
and left as a member of SLT. What made me decide to 
leave was a culmination of factors: feeling confident to 
lead; feeling ready for a new test and being equipped with 
the skills to deal with it. 

Why have I made a career for myself in inner city 
secondary schools, with all the challenges they face? 
I think the main reason is that the schools that I have 
worked in have fostered a culture of professional 
development at all levels, which in essence, has 
made me feel valued. The fact that there has been an 
investment of time and money in me to grow into a senior 
leadership role has made my own self-belief soar and 
my career aspirations have evolved as a result. I am 
reassured by the growing recognition by senior leaders 
and government that high quality leadership training, 
coaching and forums to share expertise are the main 
ways to nurture talent and that the provision to do this is 
increasing through the expansion of programmes such 
as Teaching Leaders and Future Leaders. It is vital that 
we attract the best graduates into the profession but the 
next step is to keep them here. Knowing that leadership is 
the key driver to school improvement it seems even more 
pressing that investment in this area is sustained. Then 
we can be confident of a bright future for the children 
about to embark on their education journey in the capital, 
regardless of their background. 

Amy Elcock, Teaching Leaders 
Alumnus (2008), current Future 
Leader and Associate Deputy 
Headteacher at Brentside High 
School
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Wake up and  
smell the coffee:

how Pret A Manger motivates  
their team members

Pret’s people are our single greatest asset. By the 
time our Head Office staff has arrived in Victoria at 
9am, many of our shop Team Members have been 

working tirelessly in our kitchens for four hours, having 
spent an hour commuting on night buses. Yet when our 
customers pop into Pret to pick up their coffees en route 
to the office, they are met with happy and enthusiastic 
Team Members. Without these Team Members, their 
passion, their drive and their commitment, Pret would be 
a mere shell of the company it is today.

With only three years of Pret experience under my belt, 
I am but a newcomer to the company. At a Head Office 
of 190 people, 30 have more than ten years’ service to 
their name, and a couple have been with the company 
since the day it was formed in 1986. Pret enjoys a very 
low rate of Shop Team Member turnover as compared to 
its competition, and the results from a third-party yearly 
employee satisfaction survey consistently place Pret in 
the top 10% of companies assessed. 

The retention and development of Pret’s people sits at the 
very core of every decision that is made. From product 
innovation to new market expansion, the impact on staff 
is the only hurdle that will never be compromised. Indeed 
at the very heart of Pret’s strategy sits the continued 
maintenance and development of a culture that fosters 
staff motivation and engagement. 

Whilst Pret offers a bonus scheme to its Head Office 
staff, and attractive benefits to its shop Team Members, 
these are not materially misaligned with the competition, 
and cannot account for the high rates of retention Pret 

experiences versus the market. It has long been suggested 
that it is non-monetary factors that can best incentivise 
staff, and this is where Pret places much of its effort. 

Talking about Values

When we ask our employees why it is that they enjoy 
working for Pret, and what it is that keeps them smiling 
through the 4am starts, the response most frequently 
heard is that “Pret is a company I want to be a part of, 
because I believe in and share in its values”.

Values are not created overnight, and talking about 
them is entirely ineffective unless they are truly lived and 
breathed. But when values are fully embedded within 
a company’s culture, they are an incredibly powerful 
motivator, and one which cannot easily be replicated by 
others in the market.

At Pret, our employees are proud to talk about the values 
which best resonate with them. They understand Pret’s 
passion about selling only natural, freshly-made food. 
They are proud to know that in some tiny way they are 
helping towards London’s homelessness problem, as  
Pret distributes every unsold sandwich to homeless 
charities each night. 

Many of our staff also have the opportunity to work with 
members of Pret’s apprenticeship scheme – a program 
that seeks to help young people who, through no fault 
of their own, have ended up on the streets. When these 
apprentices join our shops, almost invariably they are 
scared, lacking in self-belief, and with little sense of 

by Richard Harpham, Pret A Manger
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aspiration. There can be fewer more powerful motivators 
for the employees around them, than to be part of the 
support network that sees these vulnerable individuals 
blossom, and find stability in their lives once again.

Encouraging Direct and Open 
communication

Pret operates an “open door” policy. Nobody has an 
office, and even the CEO is approachable at all times. All 
employees, either in the Head Office or in shops, are actively 
encouraged to have a voice, and once quarterly there are 
off-site meetings for all Shop Managers and all Head Office 
staff to put questions or suggestions to the Board. 

Every Tuesday morning sees the Head Office staff 
coming together for a “Team Brief”, where the Head of 
a particular department gives an update on their area, 
highlights the latest company figures, and talks about 
anything in “The Pret News” – most likely new shops 
that have opened or success stories from the week. This 
breaks down the information hierarchy common in many 
companies, as all staff have the same understanding of 
everything that’s going on.

Similarly in shops, every morning begins with a team 
talk at 7am. The General Manager of the shop brings the 
team together to talk through the plan for the day, and to 
provide an update on anything going on in the company 
more widely. 

But whilst the sharing of information is a powerful tool in 
encouraging employees to become an invested part of 
the company, it can only be truly successful if supported 
by visible examples of voices being heard, and actions 
being effected as a result. 

Recognising Talent

Recognition must surely be the easiest, yet one of the 
most effective ways of motivating staff. At Pret, we 
are keen to recognise great performance as often as 
possible. Our Head Office staff carry “Wow!” cards, 
which are handed out to any shop team member that has 
impressed. The top performing shops (measured against 
a number of factors, not all financial), are recognised 
monthly with a team event of their choice, and individuals 
that offer exceptional service can be picked out by our 
third-party mystery shoppers.

For individuals or teams that have truly out-performed, 
recognition becomes a more public event, with the 
incumbents called to the stage at our quarterly off-sites, 
and congratulated before the whole company. Any Pret 
employee can nominate colleagues for these awards, and 
the participation is extraordinary. 

Providing the tools to progress

Employees at Pret are motivated by their opportunities 
to progress within the company. This progress can take 
many forms. For example, it could be a fast ascent up 
the rungs of the career ladder, or perhaps a broadening 
of responsibility within the current role. Most importantly, 
the success stories are visible and well communicated, 
and Pret’s preference for internal promotion is clear for all 
employees to see. In fact, two members of the Operating 
Board began their careers in shops 15 years ago, and 
almost all our Operations Managers were previously shop 
General Managers.

However, any aspiration to progress can only be realised 
if the individual has the appropriate skills. Each quarter, 
all employees within Pret are assessed against a matrix 
that crudely shows the quality of their performance 
against their potential. There is an open conversation 
about how the individual performs versus their peers, 
and what development is required to move to the next 
role, or indeed to excel in the existing one. Pret has a 
comprehensive library of training courses which are open 
to any employee looking to progress in their career, and 
these courses are matched to the skills gaps identified. 
The training courses vary tremendously, as there is as 
much available for the Team Member that wants to take 
on a Barista role, as there is for the young Head Office 
Manager wanting to learn about conflict resolution and 
how to coach rather than direct.

Perhaps most importantly, wherever possible Pret 
attempts to move training away from the theoretical, and 
towards the practical. For example, recently one of our 
Operations Managers mentioned that he was keen to 
learn more about project management, as he felt this 
would broaden his skill set. But rather than simply enrol 
him on a course, Pret matched his skills and background 
to a project that was about to begin, assigned him a 
mentor should he require the support, and gave him the 
opportunity to run the initiative. 

Empowering employees

At Pret, employees are empowered to make decisions 
wherever possible. Within our shops, our General 
Managers are essentially responsible for businesses 
which turn over an average of £1.5m per annum, which is 
hugely motivational. They are responsible for the people 
they hire, the way they set production, and the way they 
manage costs. Since Pret provides such comprehensive 
training to the managers, the Head Office can afford to be 
relatively “hands-off” and allow the shop team to flourish. 
Such treatment allows Managers to be entrepreneurial at 
times, and the sense of ownership resonates throughout 
the team.

In the same way, Head Office staff are actively 
encouraged to involve themselves in projects which move 
them away from their day jobs. Given its entrepreneurial 
roots, Pret is still keen to embrace change and new ideas, 
and many of the design ideas, shop formats, and food 
offerings are driven by individuals within the company 
that spotted an opportunity to do things differently. 

Conclusion

With the current economic uncertainty, there is perhaps 
no better a time than now to be embracing the benefits 
of non-monetary motivation. If times get tougher on the 
High Street, and revenues start to fall, the first thing that 
companies will need to cut is their bonus pool. Perhaps 
therefore, the companies best placed to weather the 
storm will be those that have commanded staff loyalty 
and passion in rather more effective ways.

Richard Harpham, Head of 
Strategy at Pret A Manger & 
member of the Teaching Leaders 
Finance Committee
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The war for talent shows no signs of letting up, 
even in sectors experiencing modest growth. 
According to a global study we conducted, only 

15% of companies in North America and Asia believe that 
they have enough qualified successors for key positions. 
The picture is slightly better in Europe, but even so, fewer 
than 30% of European companies feel confident about the 
quality and amount of talent in their pipelines. Moreover, 
in the regions where many companies are focusing 
their growth strategies – emerging markets – the supply 
of experienced managers is the most limited, and the 
shortage is expected to continue for another two decades. 

One popular battle strategy is to institute programs aimed 
at ‘high potentials’ the people that companies believe may 
becomes their future leaders. The appeal is clear for both 
sides: promising managers are attracted to companies 
known for strong development opportunities and a well-
managed talent pipeline dramatically increases the odds 
that a company will appoint great leaders at the top. 

But these programs aren’t simple to execute. The selection 
criteria are often confusing. Employees are frequently 
mystified by who’s included and who’s excluded. Company 
leaders have to weigh the upside of putting top performers 
into developmental opportunities against the downside 
of temporarily distracting them from an enterprise’s 
immediate needs. Firms risk demoralising solid 
contributors who are not anointed as high potentials – the 
vast majority of managers, the people who keep the trains 
running on time. Sometimes the chosen few don’t stick 
around or don’t live up to expectations. And too often, the 
programs fail to maintain momentum, leaving companies 
unsure they have paid off and fuelling worker cynicism. 

As far as we know, no one has yet studied the process 
of managing high potentials from end to end. In order 
to fill this void, in 2007, we launched a joint research 
project with the executive search firm Egon Zehnder 
International, conducting a large-scale cross-sectional 

and longitudinal analysis of how companies access and 
manage their rising stars. We also interviewed executives 
from 70 companies that have programs for high potentials 
– firms of all sizes, located around the world. 

From this research, we identified a set of cutting-edge 
practices. Some are from expected places – such as 
an Argentine manufacturer of steel tubes that’s become 
an international leader despite regional and industry 
turbulence, and a Turkish bank that has gone global. 
Some are broad- such as the direct involvement of a 
pharmaceutical-device maker’s senior management team 
in the development of that company’s 600 most promising 
leaders. Though high-potential programs abound, the 
field is so new and so dynamic that these practices 
haven’t yet been time-tested. Still, they can provide 
valuable ideas and inspiration to companies looking to 
strengthen their talent pipelines. 

One important finding of our research was that the 
effective management of the next generation of leaders 
always encompasses three sets of activities. The first 
involves the establishment of clear strategic priorities, 
which shape the way companies groom high-potential 
leaders. The second involves the careful selection of high 
potential candidates – and communicating who they are 
to others in the organisation. This can be touchy. And the 
third comprises the management of talent itself- how high 
potentials are developed, rewarded, and retained. 

There is no cookie-cutter method for creating a 
successful program. Just as you can’t lift any other 
people management process directly from another 
company, you can’t assume that a high-potential 
program that works somewhere else will work for you. 
Your strategy and your culture influence the nature of 
the program that will be most effective. If your strategy 
is to aggressively expand through acquisitions in 
emerging markets, for instance, you’ll need a different 
type of program than you would if you were pursuing 

How to hang on to your 

high potentials.
Emerging best practices in 

managing your organisation’s 
future leaders

by Claudio Fernandez-Araoz (Egon Zehnder International), 
Boris Groysberg (Harvard Business School) & Nitin Nohria 
(Harvard Business School)
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low-cost leadership through operational and productivity 
improvements. 

We’ll outline the strategic, selection, and managerial 
aspects of effective high-potential programs below. But 
first, let’s start with a definition. 

What is potential?

We were a little surprised to discover how many 
companies launch high potential programmes without 
first clearly establishing what they mean by ‘potential’. 
We use the following simple definition: Potential indicates 
whether someone will be able to succeed in a bigger role 
in the future. It is a person’s ability to grow and to handle 
responsibilities of greater scale and scope. By ‘greater 
scale’ we mean a job in the same area but with, say, a 
larger budget or staff; by ‘greater scope’ we mean a job 
involving activities of substantially more breadth and 
complexity. 

Consider a sales vice president who consistently meets 
her budget forecasts. Could you reasonably expect her 
to take responsibility for marketing as well? Might she be 
able to lead a multidivisional initiative – repositioning the 
business from a product-centric to a customer-centric 
organisation? She doesn’t have to be ready to take it on 
tomorrow to be high potential. However if you’re going to 
invest significantly in her development, you want to be 
reasonably confident that the investment will pay off. 

Before classifying her as an up-and-coming leader, then, 
you’d look for signs of her capacity to learn quickly on 
the job, genuine interest in broadening her scope (is she 
inclined to show up at meetings where she might learn 
something that doesn’t directly relate to her job?), and 
willingness to take on extra work on short notice. She 
might be very bright and highly valued contributor but still 
not qualify as a high potential. 

A basic model for assessing executive potential, 
developed by Egon Zehnder International, is depicted 
in the exhibit ‘The Essentials of Executive Potential’ 
(above). It contains five elements, shown in the exhibit as 
a section of five concentric rings. These range from very 
difficult to change (motives) to highly teachable (skills). 

At the inner core are the individual’s motives. These 
predict consistent patterns of behaviour over time. They 
tend to be stable, are usually not conscious, and are 
highly related to what people enjoy and get energised 
or engaged by. Does the person get satisfaction from 
seeing others succeed? Does she demonstrate a passion 
for the organisation’s mission over personal reward? 
Foundational research at Harvard long ago showed the 
relevance of the ‘three social motives’ – achievement, 
affiliation, and influence. One form of the last motive, 
the desire for socialised influence (having a positive 
impact on others for the good of the larger organisation), 
is a predictor of senior executive potential. To a certain 
extent, it may be something you’re born with – or at least 
a product of early social interactions. However positive 
work experiences and wise mentorship can help people 
develop better motives. 

One level out you’ll find a series of abilities we call 
‘leadership assets’, which predict how far and how fast 
an executive will grow. There are four important assets: 
A high potential derives insight: she can make sense of 
a vast range of information and discover and apply new 
ideas that transform past practices or set new directions. 
She also effectively engages others through emotions 
and logic, communicating a persuasive vision and 
connecting individuals. She demonstrates resolve and 
keeps on driving toward goals despite challenges. Finally 
and perhaps most important, a high potential seeks 
understanding; she constantly looks for new experiences, 
ideas and knowledge; asks for feedback; and adjusts her 
behaviour accordingly. 

Knowledge
What the executive knows

Skills
What the executive can do

Senior Executive Identity
Accepting the costs of the executive position; 
seeing yourself as a senior executive

Leadership assets
Derives insight; engages others; demonstrates 
resolve; seeks understanding

Motives
Desire to have a positive impact on others

Easier to change Harder to change

The 

Esse
ntia

ls o
f  Executive Potential
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At the next level is a sense of self, or identity. Identity is 
how you see yourself on the stage. For high potentials, 
this means envisioning yourself as a senior executive – 
not just for the prestige but because you want to fulfil a 
passion for developing a team or make things happen. 
Individual contributors may be motivated by others’ 
success, for instance, but may have no wish to play an 
enterprise-wide role. 

The characteristics found in the three innermost rings - 
which are so hard to change or learn – are essential to 
high potential. The things in the outer two rings of the 
model – skills and knowledge- can be acquired. Skills – 
what an executive is actually able to do and apply – can 
effectively be taught or learned on the job. And in order 
to perform an individual job well, every manger needs 
some specialised knowledge, which should be tested and 
eventually supplied before any critical promotion. 

Align Development to Strategy

Many companies’ programs for high potentials simply 
replicate those in place at other firms, as if talent could be 
developed with an off-the-shelf model, without taking into 
account an organisation’s goals. Potential is situational, 
and programs that manage it should be aligned with 
a company’s strategy. (If your value proposition to 
employees is that you’ll develop them for successful 
careers wherever they go, that’s a legitimate aim, but it’s 
not something that will necessarily strengthen your talent 
pipeline.) There is no universal great manager. 

Best practice organisations start with a strategic focus 
but periodically re-examine their strategic priorities and 
refresh their pool of candidates. Such flexibility is key; 
from what we’ve seen, companies that set rigid goals 
about the type or number of high potentials, instead of 
taking a dynamic approach, become complacent and 
don’t get much out of these programs. 

One more note on tying talent management to 
strategy – it’s not a matter to be left to HR. If the senior 
management team is not involved, the process may 
be doomed. It can be tough to get the senior-most 
executives viscerally engaged in talent development, but 
if they aren’t personally invested from the start, the whole 
program could easily head down the wrong path. 

Select with care

Identifying promising candidates. Selection usually 
begins either with nomination by the employees’ 
immediate supervisor or through the annual appraisal 
process. At several companies we studied, including a 
Caribbean financial services firm, an Italian utility, and 
a Cypriot bank, managers are expected to pinpoint high 
potential employees. At some companies, managers 
are expected to put forward candidates from their own 
departments but can nominate individuals from other 
departments as well. 

Other companies, like one Danish bank we studied as 
well as a European airline and a Scandinavian airline, 

allow employees to nominate themselves. However 
we found that the practice is not prevalent, because it 
carries risks. Across the board, people overestimate their 
importance. Their self-assessment might be useful but 
needs to be taken in context. 

Using annual appraisals to make the first cut brings more 
objectivity to the process. At a gas pipeline company 
we studied, two year’s worth of outstanding reports 
qualify an individual as high potential. At an insurance 
company, the annual appraisal process specifically calls 
for categorising individuals as lateral, potential, or high-
potential: lateral signifies that someone is ready to move 
into positions only at the same level; potential, readiness 
for promotion in two years; and high potential, the ability 
to make two major moves upward in the next five years. 
But annual appraisals alone are not enough - research 
has shown that most high performers are not, in fact, high 
potentials. That’s why we recommend supplementing 
appraisals with a subjective view of candidates – like 
supervisors’ recommendations and other inputs. 

After you’ve identified your first cut of candidates, the 
next step is to develop valid and reliable assessments 
of their potential. Many companies routinely use 
personality tests to do this. The practice is somewhat 
more commonplace in North America and somewhat 
less popular in Asia and Africa. We don’t recommend 
it; though some research in the early 1990s provided 
evidence that personality can predict job performance, it 
has become clear that personality tests have low validity. 
Furthermore, if they’re self-reported, you can’t prevent 
people from gaming them. The best tools for assessing 
potential are references and behavioural interviews. At 
some companies, psychometric tests are used only to 
customise development plans for candidates who have 
already been selected by other means. 

Increasingly, major organisations also complement their 
own internal appraisals with periodic input from qualified 
external partners. External assessments decrease the 
element of bias and offer a broad set of benchmarks – 
allowing companies to compare their talent against strong 
outside candidates. 

Just as important as the choice of methods is the person 
conducting the assessment. Most people aren’t nearly 
as good as they think at sizing others up. Indeed, most 
managers are dismal at predicting employees’ future 
accomplishments. The good news is that it’s not about 
intuition; accurate assessment can be learned. And the 
right person using the right model can learn to assess 
potential (predicting whether a person will not be promoted, 
will be promoted once, or will be promoted twice or more 
over the next four to five years) with 85% accuracy. 

Communicating wisely. Many organisations try to ‘hide’ 
high-potential classifications, as if that were possible. A 
study conducted by Anthony J. Fresina and Associates in 
1987, featuring 225 corporations in 10 industries, found 
that 78% of companies did not inform high potentials of 
their designation, but 90% of the time employees knew 
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anyway. Yet even in that study, informing high potentials 
of their status was clearly associated with enhanced 
retention and improved productivity. 

Nonetheless, this is a delicate topic. If you’re completely 
open about who is on the list, you have to prepare for 
the disappointment of those not anointed and even 
the frustration of high potentials whose expectations 
are not met. We believe strongly in transparency – let 
people know if they’re high potential; acknowledge it 
when they are not. To some extent, the instinct to keep 
the list private is understandable, because the process 
is new at many firms and because companies have so 
much trouble evaluating even past performance. Still, 
we’ve found that the main reason companies don’t 
communicate openly is that their process is overly 
subjective or unfair and therefore indefensible. 

To make sure they provided the right type of feedback, 
the companies we studied would typically inform 
managers in private discussions that they had or hadn’t 
been designated as high potentials. Some companies 
also communicated status indirectly, by suggesting 
enrollement in special programs or appointing 
the managers to special developmental roles and 
assignments. However, transparency wins over secrecy.

Develop and reward thoughtfully

The development of high potentials needs to go 
beyond formal education programs and include self-
directed learning and other types of training. On the 
job development is also key. Changing underlying 
motives and traits is hard, but a combination of targeted 
mentoring, coaching, education, and job experiences can 
achieve considerable impact. The best companies in our 
study look for experiences that will both challenge and 
motivate people and strongly encourage senior leaders’ 
involvement in key activities like mentoring. 

It’s useful to involve company leaders as teachers – in 
both formal programs and informal conversations – 
and as networking resources. High potentials need 
visibility with senior executives, as well as role models 
of leadership. At a major pharmaceutical company we 
studied, the CEO and other members of the senior 
team meet one-on-one with people on the leadership 
development track. ‘They’ll ask them about their 
experience being a member of the talent pool’, explains 
the company’s executive vice president of HR and 
corporate affairs. ‘Do they feel they’re getting appropriate 
development? Are they getting good coaching from their 
leader? How can we help them? Do they understand the 
benefits of being a member of the global talent pool? 
When the CEO spends time doing this, it shows you how 
important he thinks it is’.

Job rotations. It’s well established that on the job 
experiences are by far the biggest lever you can pull 
in developing the skills that will take high potentials to 
larger, more senior, and more complex positions. As long 
as 1988, a study on managing high potentials conducted 

by C. Brooklyn Derr, Candace Jones, and Edmund L. 
Toomey showed that 84% of firms used job rotations as 
the primary strategy to develop high potentials. 

Rotations that develop managers include bigger scale, 
bigger scope, line to staff or staff to line switches, cross-
moves (handling a very different set of activities across 
divisions, functions, or industries), start-ups, turnarounds, 
change management initiatives, and international 
assignments. Changes in level, organisational unit, 
location, industry and circumstances all help managers 
grow. Ideally, job assignments will involve novelty and 
the need to adapt. The greater the change in scope and 
responsibility, the greater the learning. There is, however, 
a fine line between a challenging assignment and an 
overwhelming one. 

Rewards and incentives. Some companies seem 
to believe that the high-potential classification is a 
significant reward in itself. But the best companies 
think beyond the benefits of participation in specific 
development programs and make considered choices 
about their high potentials’ compensation, as well as how 
it’s paid out. 

External incentives like money work only in conjunction 
with internal motivators like the need for achievement 
and recognition. While companies need to pay people 
well to attract and retain high potentials in the first place, 
they should be careful not to overdo it, because that is 
the surest way to demotivate employees who are not 
classified as high potentials, who may feel unfairly paid. 

If people are your most important asset, as companies 
like to say, then high potentials are vital to your future. 
We are hesitant to definitively label the processes we 
describe here as ‘best practices’, because they are 
evolving and we don’t yet have long term evidence 
of their merit. But we give credit to the companies 
experimenting with new approaches, because they are on 
the vanguard as we move into what may prove to be the 
most intense battle yet in the global war for talent.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
By Claudio Fernandez-Araoz (senior adviser at  
Egon Zehnder International), Boris Groysberg 
(professor of business administration in the 
Organisational Behaviour unit at Harvard Business 
School) and Nitin Nohria (George F. Baker Professor 
of Administration and the dean of the faculty at 
Harvard Business School. 

Reproduced by Teaching Leaders from an article in 
the Harvard Business Review with permission from 
Egon Zehnder International
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Introduction and demographics

Over 200 school leaders responded to the Teaching Leaders 2013 Talent Survey, helping us to build a picture of current 
attitudes to talent management in the schools we work with. The survey asked:  how schools spot high potentials, what 
drives retention and motivates leaders to stay in their school and, given this, what measures schools take to retain the best 
teachers and leaders. The survey included responses from the Headteachers of 53 TL schools and 169 middle leaders.

Fig a.      Middle Leaders      Heads
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A profile of survey respondents

The 53 TL schools contain a good representation of schools with 53% from Academies (28% in a chain, 25% 
independent) and 47% from non-Academies and a broad geographic spread (44% London/South East, 37% North, 
19% Midlands).  Middle leader responses are from 44% Academies (24% in a chain and 20% independent) and 56% 
non-Academies, but weighted to the south (60% London/South East, 29% North, 11% Midlands). Both have a wide 
distribution by FSM and GCSE achievement data (see fig a.).  The average tenure of middle leaders was 2.2 years.

The Teaching Leaders talent survey: 

what the heads 
and middle  
leaders say

by James Toop, Teaching Leaders
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The importance of talent management

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Development and retention of high potential leaders is a key priority for my school 

I feel confident in my school's ability to spot leadership talent

My school knows how to find and create development opportunities for talented leaders 

There is a strong culture of talent retention in my school 

I see middle leadership as a key phase of my career development 

My school knows what motivates me and has managed me effectively 

Future potential is a better indicator than prior performance to identify leadership talent 

 
Fig b. To what extent do you agree with the following statements?      Middle Leaders      Heads

Responses suggest that talent retention is a key priority for schools. This may be partly due to the fact that turnover is 
high - both Headteachers (2.6 years) and middle leaders (3 years) agreed that on average it takes no more than 3 years 
for a high-potential middle leader to master the role before they’re ready for the next challenge. Headteachers also 
highlight the challenge of recruiting high-potential middle leaders in the first place. 

There is agreement amongst both Headteachers and middle leaders that middle leadership is seen as a key career 
step in a school leader’s career progression. However, middle leaders are not primarily driven in the short-term 
by the ambition of becoming a Headteacher. What is important for them are the short-term, more immediate next 
developmental steps to keep them learning and on an upward trajectory to senior leadership.

Middle leaders are generally less confident than their Headteachers about the majority of statements, but of all 
the statements, middle leaders report that they are most confident in their school’s ability to spot talent and find 
opportunities for them.

Identifying and spotting talent

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

Head's experience/professional judgement

Lesson observation

Pupil performance in exams

Informal leadership roles

Performance in formal leadership posts

Formal feedback from line management/HR processes

Informal feedback from colleagues

Formal process (e.g. interview, application)

Other; please specify

 
Fig c. Top three methods used to identify high-potential leaders      Middle Leaders      Heads

The responses suggest Headteachers are the gatekeepers to spotting potential in their schools. The talent spotting 
process starts from the top. Just as important in getting noticed by the Head were lesson observations and pupil 
performance in exams.

After looking at teaching quality and exam results, Headteachers tend to spot potential informally through delegating 
projects with SLT/whole-school exposure to high potentials, formal HR processes and systems were a less common way 
of identifying potential. 

Middle leaders recognise the importance of exam performance and tend to believe that it is more important for them 
to be performing solidly in their current role (within their department/team). They are also more likely to believe that 
feedback from formal line management processes is more important than Headteachers believe it to be.

Interestingly, one area of agreement among Headteachers and middle leaders was the uncertainty about whether 
performance or potential is more important when identifying talent. This reflects the findings by Egon Zehnder 
International, that most organisations do not have a common understanding of the definitions of these terms (see article 
in the e-version of this Quarterly).
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Drivers of talent retention

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Opportunity to take on additional responsibility within school 

Ability to see clear career progression/pathway

Professional development programmes (internal and external)

Vision and mission of the school’s senior leadership 

Quality of line management 

Mentoring/coaching from senior colleague 

Financial reward 

Informal development opportunities 

Aspiration to be a Headteacher

Opportunity for a secondment or experience in another school 

 
Fig d. Top three drivers of retention for high-potential leaders      Middle Leaders      Heads

Headteachers and middle leaders agree on the top three drivers of retention: 

opportunity for additional responsibility• 

ability to see clear career progression • 

access to professional development programmes.• 

The next most important thing for middle leaders is the mission and vision at the top of the school, suggesting that 
strong leadership is important. High quality line management at all levels is also a key driver of retention. Although it 
does not necessarily help in spotting and developing potential, the survey suggests that formal line management helps 
prevent staff from leaving their schools.

Both middle leaders and Headteachers consider financial reward to be relatively important, but only slightly more so 
than informal development opportunities such as mentoring/coaching. New ideas and system developments such as 
secondments and SLE status have not yet been embraced by either middle leaders or Headteachers.

Strategies for retaining talent

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Professional development programmes 

Additional whole-school leadership responsibility 

Promotion 

Temporary seat on SLT 

Meeting to discuss career options

Embedded strong line managemt/HR processes 

Mentoring/coaching

Opportunities to lead out of school, teaching school alliance, network

Financial reward 

Secondments to other schools 

Sideways moves to broaden experience 

 
Fig e. Top three measures used by schools to retain high-potential leaders      Middle Leaders      Heads

Broadly, Headteachers’ current practice for retaining talent matches the drivers expressed by middle leaders. The 
strategies of additional whole-school leadership responsibility, promotion and professional development programmes 
are the top three measures for talent retention. These all appear well-embedded and widely used in all schools, and the 
same is true of a temporary seat on SLT which is fourth on the list.

While promotion and financial reward are important drivers, they are potentially over-used by Headteachers as a means 
of retaining staff. Middle leaders report that their schools use these strategies more frequently than Headteachers think 
they do. They also say that promotion and financial reward are used to a larger extent than might be required. This might 
raise questions in some schools as to how sustainable this strategy is and what other options are available.

More personalised and cost effective routes for development, such as career discussions and mentoring/coaching, 
are used but to a much lesser degree. Headteachers are more likely to believe they are using these methods than their 
middle leaders report.
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There are emerging strategies which are used 
infrequently at the moment but which have real room 
for development if applied creatively. These include: 
secondments, opportunities to lead across schools in 
the new self-improving system, becoming an SLE and 
sideways moves into new schools/roles.

Recommendations and ideas

Formalising talent identification • 
Headteachers appear to lead the talent spotting 
process and do not rely on nominations from others 
or other formal processes in their schools. A more 
formal process and a wider range of views may build 
more objectivity into the process meaning schools are 
more likely to invest in the right individuals. This might 
involve performance reviews linked to training plans 
for every member of staff; an annual review where 
SLT builds these reviews into cycle of development 
planning and budget setting. This theme is also picked 
up in the Egon Zehnder article. 

Reforming line management • 
Rather than acting as a vehicle for preventing exit, line 
managers could be empowered to be the first step in 
the formal part of an in-school talent spotting process. 
For this to happen, the ‘talent spotters’ within the 
school should have a shared understanding of what 
‘performance’ and ‘potential’ mean so that they are 
transparent in their approach. This expectation could 
be built into the job specs of deputies and assistant 
heads and not just left to the province of the CPD co-
ordination.

Potential v performance?  • 
Schools, as well as other organisations, appear to be 
uncertain about the meaning of high-potential, how 
to identify potential and its importance compared to 
performance. Ultimately, it is the responsibility of the 
school to decide how much to promote using one or 
the other, but a clearer view could help to distribute the 
responsibility to leaders at all levels. Egon Zehnder 
International defines potential as “[an indication of] 
whether someone will be able to succeed in a bigger 
role in the future”. Using this, Teaching Leaders is 
piloting a talent mapping tool which may help schools 
identify their high potentials. 

Re-thinking promotion • 
Promotion appears as the main retention lever and 
while successful initially, this may not be sustainable 
in the long-run as schools become more stable and 
successful. As more staff are promoted and retention 
improves, the ladder can become congested without 
room for promotion. If a culture of regular promotion is 
created, high potentials may leave if they cannot see 
the next step. Schools could think about alternative 
levers in addition to promotion such as short-term 
action research projects, bursaries for projects or 
personal professional development offered on a 
competitive basis, sabbaticals etc.

Evaluating financial reward • 
Similar to the promotion story, financial reward may be 
used more frequently than required. It may be good to 
reflect on this in the current context of more autonomy 
over pay structures and financial reward. This could 
also lead to a culture of inflated expectations which 
may not be sustainable in the long term. 

Career progression  • 
As an alternative to promotion, career discussions and 
mentoring might prove to be a more cost effective, 
personalised approach that helps middle leaders 
to see a clear career path ahead of them. A leading 
investment bank, with a traditional culture focusing on 
financial reward, has launched 1:1 career discussions 
with staff which has helped made staff feel valued and 
increased retention when compensation was reduced.

Innovation • 
The changing landscape, with its increased 
collaboration between schools, opens up opportunities 
for secondments and cross-school leadership. 
Ideas such as a temporary seat on SLT are quickly 
commoditised, so regular innovation and testing of new 
ideas could keep schools ahead of the competition 
when retaining staff. Egon Zehnder International 
suggests rotating people through jobs that match their 
development goals and experiences as a point of best 
practice. This may become a growing opportunity in 
the education sector. There are already some good 
examples in the system. If anyone has any they’d like 
to share with us then do please get in touch and we will 
share them with our readers.

Talent Management 2.0

Talent management has been an important topic for 
the education sector over the last decade, specifically 
attracting talent into teaching rather than other sectors. 
As this has developed and our awareness of the impact 
of great teaching and leadership has developed, it is now 
recognised as an important theme for individual schools 
and requires us to re-think our approach.

As we can see from Amy Elcock’s journey in this TL 
Quarterly, there are many different drivers for retention, 
promotion and career progression within education. 
Increasingly, there are alternatives to the traditional 
means we know well: pay and promotion. As we attract 
higher quality individuals into teaching and retain them, 
the sustainability of pay and promotion will be called into 
question.

Pioneering heads have already started to innovate 
and pilot these alternatives with great success as 
demonstrated by Chris Quinn at Ninestiles. The leverage 
and scale of Academy groups and school alliances will 
also create new opportunities such as described by Andy 
Buck at United Learning. The schools that succeed in 
retaining talent will be the ones who understand their staff 
and innovate to retain them.

A final reflection: while this survey and TL Quarterly 
edition has focused on the theme of talent, which 
could be seen as a focus on individuals and career 
progression, all leaders have highlighted that while they 
do believe this is important, talent management counts 
for nothing unless there is a strong moral purpose and 
mission underpinning the school’s vision. For any talent 
management initiatives to work, there needs to be a 
shared sense of vision and purpose within the staff team, 
a common belief that by remaining in that particular 
school, they will be able to make a significant difference 
to the life chances of their students. 
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