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These notes are my summary of what seem to be the key attributes of a self-improving school 
system (SISS). Hargreave’s research indicates that an effective SISS rests on four main building 
blocks:  

1 capitalising on the benefits of clusters of schools 
2 adopting a local solutions approach 

3 stimulating co-construction between schools 
4 expanding the concept of system leadership 

1 Clusters of schools 

Hargreaves recommends a ‘family cluster’: an organic (may change) and sustainable relationship 
of a relatively small number of schools, between 3 and 12. The benefits can include: 

 finding it easier to meet the needs of every student since the range of provision, including 
curricular and 14-19 provision, is much greater than that of a single school, and students can 
easily be moved within the family 

 dealing more effectively with special education needs, especially when a special school is a 
family member and professional expertise in particular aspects of such needs is shared 
between schools  

 finding it easier to meet the needs of every staff member since staff can job-rotate or be 
offered fresh opportunities between schools without changing jobs, and school-based 
professional development, enriched by the resources of several schools, replaces out-of-
school courses 

 supporting new leaders since the existing headteachers and leaders in the family cluster are 
at hand to support the newcomer 

 building leadership capacity and boost succession planning since staff are interchangeable 
within the family of schools 

 protecting their members, for while even the most successful schools are, like businesses 
vulnerable to crisis and failure, if this happens to a school in a strong or tight family cluster, 
other members get an early warning – earlier than Ofsted – and can intervene with 
immediate support without provoking defensive resistance 

 distributing innovation by sharing the costs, in time and resources, of new developments, 
and by working with other partners, such as business and further education 

 transferring professional knowledge more readily through joint professional development 
and the ease of mentoring and coaching 

The more family-like the cluster arrangement, the greater the 
chance that these benefits will be realised and the more likely it is 
that all member schools will improve. Cluster arrangements do not 
preclude competition between members, but combine it with co-
operation.  

If the links between schools in the cluster are loose and superficial 
they don’t yield much in the way of benefits. Schools in tighter 
clusters explicitly share a ‘cumulative logic’, the core purpose of 
which is the joint improvement of teaching and learning. Schools do 
not have to be in a hard federation/trust/chain to have a tight 
relationship. 

Several schemes have 
demonstrated that pairing a 
high-performing school with a 
weaker one helps both schools. 
The morale and professional 
skills of the lead school’s staff 
develop as a result of the help 
they offer to other schools.  
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2 A local solutions approach 

The local solutions approach builds the culture of a SISS, because it necessitates the acceptance 
by schools of three related ways of thinking about their condition and what to do about it.  

1 Schools take ownership of problems and reject the notion 
that the school itself can do little or nothing because it is 
somebody else’s responsibility to provide a solution. 

2 Solutions are seen to be available from within the school 
system, provided schools work together to diagnose the 
problems and devise solutions in their mutual interests.  

3 The school system is not simply an amalgam of isolated 
schools but a collection of groups of schools that sometimes need to collaborate in order to 
get better. 

The local solutions approach also involves a recognition that the centralised and clumsy one-
size-fits-all approach that ignores local contexts is becoming less and less appropriate as the 
local solutions approach is embedded, and indeed impedes that process. 

3 Co-construction  

The term co-construction refers to the way the schools agree on the nature of the task, set 
priorities, co-design action plans, and then treat their implementation as a co-production. In 
some schools, co-construction is also well-developed between students and teachers in the co-
design of aspects of learning and is associated with the growth of mentoring and coaching 
among students. Co-construction is the action taken to ensure ‘what works’ in specific contexts 
with particular people; it is about adapting and adjusting the practices of teaching and learning 
to secure the promised outcomes.  

Co-construction does more than get results. Through its processes, social capital (trust and 
reciprocity) within and between schools is built up and then fostered by the extent and depth of 
mentoring and coaching that is easier to achieve within a family of schools. The enriched social 
capital generated by these relationships enables the member schools’ intellectual capital 
(knowledge and skill, core competences) to be exploited more fully.  

The local solutions approach combined with co-construction provides a collaborative culture 
within which each school in the cluster develops and improves.  

4 Expanding system leadership 

System Leadership in education has three core features 

1 a value: a conviction that leaders should strive for the success of all schools and their 
students, not just their own 

2 a disposition to action: a commitment to work with other schools to help them to become 
successful 

3 a frame of reference: understanding one’s role (as a person or institution) as a servant 
leader for the greater benefit of the education service as a whole 

This helps schools go beyond the situation where very good schools help failing schools to the 
situation where good schools can learn with and from one another so that they become great 
schools. System leadership is ideally distributed to all levels. Teaching and leading go hand in hand 
and acting on this helps to build leadership capacity within and between schools in the family. 
Groups of teachers across the schools who work in the same areas learn from each other and 
learn how to support and lead improvements across the cluster. 

In the best current practice, students too are adopting a system view by offering support to 
students in schools other than their own. 

The system element in a SISS 
consists of clusters of schools 
accepting responsibility for self-
improvement for the cluster as a 
whole. 
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Creating a SISS 

A SISS depends on the creation of family clusters, but ones of the right kind will not emerge unless 
they are led, initially at least, by the headteachers of highly successful schools willing to be system 
leaders.  

What sorts of family clusters are needed in a SISS and what action is needed to 
create them to scale? 

Basically any type of cluster from loose collaborations to hard federations and academy chains. But 
not too loose or the benefits are unlikely to be recognised. 

Some headteachers, and even more governing bodies, are wary or even sceptical about families of 
schools. Indeed, some governors find it difficult to think beyond the individual school that they may 
have loyally served over many years, and so are more resistant to new partnerships than their own 
headteacher. Much the same may be said of parents, only a small minority of whom have 
experience of a family cluster. Having said that: clusters cannot be imposed on unwilling schools: 
that would undermine a SISS. It is essential for headteachers, governors and parents to support the 
idea of a family cluster.  

Clusters can be based on existing relationships or new ones may arise from policies adopted by the 
government/LA. Some outstanding primary schools may be reluctant to lose the support their local 
authority offers by becoming a lone academy, but might choose to become one within a self-
managing family cluster with shared administrative support. This would reduce back-office costs and 
minimise the burden on individual headteachers. 

For the system to become self-improving, it is not necessary for every school to join a cluster. 
Freestanding schools can, as now, be self- evaluating and self-improving units. There may be good 
reasons why a school should not join a cluster and could continue as at present either within a local 
authority or as an academy, free school or trust. 

Being a system leader 

The skills of leading a successful school and the skills of helping another school to become equally 
successful are not the same! This was the mistake made with Beacon schools, introduced in 1998. 
Some schools knew how to make effective partnerships with other schools, and improved their skills 
in so doing. But others did not. 

Creating a SISS entails ensuring that what one might call ’Partnership Competence’ becomes a core 
competence of all headteachers. From the business world there are three core features of 
‘Partnership Competence’: 

1 co-ordination: building consensus on partnership goals, ways of working, roles and 
responsibilities 

2 communication: being open and honest, sharing information fully and with accuracy and in a 
timely way 

3 bonding: creating trust and ensuring that people get pleasure from working together  

The distinctive constituents of partnership competence in education include: 

1 the conception of the school as a learning community, with the expansion of school-based CPD 
to embrace mentoring and coaching, teachers’ observations of one another at work and the co-
construction of better professional practice. 

2 an investment in innovation in teaching and learning (‘doing things differently in order to do 
them better’), arising from CPD that is school-based and classroom- focused, with ‘learning as 
the bridge between working and innovating’ so that improvement becomes an inherent part of 
teacher development 
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3 distributed leadership, with an emphasis on preparing leaders at every level, including pupils, by 
identifying talent and empowering the taking of responsibility and initiative 

4 recognising that working with another school is a reciprocal process, because there is always 
something to be learned both from and with others 

5 local knowledge and the ability to adapt whatever arises, from necessity or preference, to the 
immediate context, with its distinctive history and culture 

The first three are important for the whole staff of the school, not just the headteacher, if they are 
to engage professionally with the whole staff of partner schools. The fourth removes the suspicion 
by staff in the partner schools that they are being treated as inferiors without any worthwhile 
qualities and something is being done to them, not with them; and the last is the sensitivity to 
context, including the personalities and cultures in partner schools, to support making the right 
decisions in the right way at the right time.  

System leaders build such competences into their own school, so they are well-placed to transfer 
them to a less successful one. It is never just a matter of what the headteacher does. It is how the 
rest of the staff are able to transfer their values and ways of working – their shared partnership 
competence – to another school in their cluster. For example: staff who have been subject leaders 
have had the experience of transferring skills in their own schools and can use this to transfer skills 
to staff in their partner schools. This is what distributed system leadership means in practice. 

Establishing a partnership 

Drawing on the business literature as well as directly from school partnerships, key lessons for 
school leaders include: 

 ensuring that collaboration fits with the objectives of all the partners so that everyone involved 
wants to make the partnership work 

 spending time understanding the culture and working methods of partners and using differences 
as a spur to learning rather than conflict 

 having open communication between partners, covering performance data and, as they arise, 
differences and changing circumstances 

 developing strong links between organisations at all levels so that partnership is supported by a 
dense web of interpersonal connections 

 spending as much time on building up commitment to collaborative activity within an 
organisation as on building relationships with partners 

 using interim or input measures to assess a partnership’s early progress before the full value of a 
partnership comes through 

 agreeing a clear status and remit and decision processes for the collaboration 

To get this right, system leaders with partnership competence should take the lead in the family 
clusters. Without them, teachers may busily share good practice, that is, talk about what they do, 
but without any significant change in their practice.  Otherwise there is a risk that partnership 
meetings simply become talking shops when what is required is knowledge and skills transfer, IE: 
when a teacher successfully puts into practice something new that has been learned from another 
teacher.  

Effective knowledge and skills transfer is based on these premises: 

 the group of teachers shares the same subject or discipline and its members come from different 
schools;  

 the cycle of professional development is managed by this group, not a consultant/other person. 


