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Collective Leadership of Local School Systems: Power, Autonomy and Ethics
Introduction. We are all partners now
The World Conference on Education for All held at Jomtien in 1990 established five underpinning principles of a global vision for education, endorsed by the majority of nations. One of the five principles is increased partnership (Shaeffer, 1992). In England and Wales ‘partnership’ is increasingly stressed in the policy discourse as a major strategy to forward the development of education. Explicitly in the title of many policy initiatives, such as, for example, the Leading Edge Partnership Programme, The Learning Partnership, Partnership Working, or implicitly in the terms of funding available for other initiatives such as the 14-19 Pathfinder programmes, partnership is promoted as a major means of improving the retention, achievement and progression of learners
This article focuses on partnership in upper secondary (high school) education. In England and Wales there has been a broad thrust to widen and personalise the curriculum for 14-19 year old learners and to provide a more comprehensive and coherent range of youth services (Broadfoot, 1998; Hargreaves, 2003; Harris et al, 1995; Hodgson & Spours, 2003). Partnership is promoted by the Government as key to achieving these objectives. Consequently, a large number of schools are involved in partnerships. In 2004 the Secretary of State for Education and Skills indicated that 70 per cent of all secondary schools in England (age 11-18) were involved in at least one formal collaborative network with other secondary schools, that is, 2391 schools engaged in collaborative arrangements, each with from three to sixty one other schools (DfES, 2004). As this excludes partnership with primary (elementary) schools and higher education it underestimates the extent of partnership activity.
In reviewing research on leadership, Hallinger & Heck (1998) identified the existence of blind spots, that is, ontological or epistemological bias resulting in the invisibility of aspects of leadership and management. This article suggests that there is a blind spot in relation to educational leadership which is conducted in collaborative situations. While leadership has been increasingly conceptualised as emerging from numerous actors, it has been framed largely as relating to a single organisation. Principals, deputies, heads of department and teacher leaders are expected to improve practice and performance in their own school (Begley, 2004; Bennett, et al, 2003; Bush & Glover, 2003; Fullan, 1992). There is little research as yet which may allow assessment of how far theories of leadership constructed in relation to autonomous single institutions may be relevant to and helpful for leading within a wider collaborative framework. If increasingly single organisations are seen as inadequate to the task of providing the breadth of curriculum and services required by secondary learners, then it will not be enough to study partnership or collaboration as a phenomenon which is divorced from school leadership. Indeed to do so would imply a particular conception of partnership as a bolt on to a school’s activity, rather than the primary context within which leadership must be enacted, and therefore researched. 
This article draws on evidence of interviews with young people, teachers/trainers, support services and parents from three Local Authorities to explore the implications for researching and theorising leadership in the new world of partnership. It explores the implications of an alternative multi-organisation framework by applying distributed leadership frameworks to this new context for leadership. It posits a mutually reinforcing relationship between much current leadership theory which is focused on leading a single school and a competitive orientation which may result in detriment to learners. Finally it proposes two key ethical premises which might underpin leadership practice and the urgent necessity of further research to conceptualise leadership within partnerships.

Conceptualising collaboration and partnership

‘Collaboration’ may indicate a spectrum of arrangements. A range of collaborative agreements is evident internationally and in all phases of education (Harman, 2000). The Nuffield Review of 14-19 Education and Training Annual Report 2004/05 identifies a variety of practice in England and Wales which is described as ‘partnership’ (Hayward et al, 2005).  This includes ‘harder’ arrangements where a single governing body and principal lead what was previously more than one school, to ‘softer’ arrangements where organisations retain their autonomy but work together for particular ends.  In some Local Authorities both formal, legally binding and informal, pro-tem collaboration is in operation. In their national review of one kind of policy supported partnership working, 14-19 Pathfinders, Higham & Yeomans (2005) suggest that arrangements differ in scale and scope along three dimensions:


 (i) the size of the geographical area


(ii) the number and types of institutions involved


(iii) the extent to which they address the full range of potential 14-19 issues or


      focus upon selected elements of the agenda.

These dimensions could be used to characterise the individual nature of each partnership, including the number of organisations in each collaboration, the geographical area involved and the degree to which each is inclusive of the whole range of ability and provision or otherwise. Indications are that variation will be considerable. The context in which leadership is enacted will therefore differ considerably from partnership to partnership, but there is little doubt that the advent of partnership will consistently ‘involve a qualitative difference in the relations between schools’ (Glatter, 2003, p. 16).

So far the terms collaboration and partnership have been used reflecting their use interchangeably by practitioners and commentators. Glatter (2003, p. 16) for example links them together in one term ‘organisational partnership and collaboration’ or OPC. Collaboration is a generic term for agreement to work together. Partnership is used commonly, and generally by our respondents, to indicate a more long term and extensive collaboration in intention, if not in execution. There remains however a semantic uncertainty about the distinction between the concepts. Despite the ubiquitousness of the term partnership, there persists some conceptual vagueness in how it is understood. It is used as a label for very different kinds of collaborative arrangements, and there is as yet relatively little empirical data to support conceptualisation. 

Huxham and Vangen (2005), engaging with partnership across private and public sector organisations in the UK, including those concerned with children’s services and education, conclude that there are three approaches to researching this area which appear most common: identifying the life stages or lifecycle of partnerships and how to support each stage, identification of attributes of a partnership and the factors or conditions which are likely to lead to effectiveness or the contrary, and finally research to develop tools to support  the functioning of partnerships. Within education, the second of the three approaches has been the most prevalent (Glatter, 2003; Lumby & Foskett, 2005; Woods et al 2004). Literature on networking falls largely into the second category, describing activity and looking for evidence of impact. A related literature review presents leadership in networks as unproblematic (Bell et al, 2005). The market and competitive environment are airbrushed out. The impetus is towards description and instrumental formulae to guide practice, rather than the construction or testing of theory. Partnership is conceived as the focus of research. The conceptualisation and enactment of leadership within partnership is generally not evident or peripheral.

Emerging literature on specifically education partnerships tends to be descriptive of the variety of arrangements, identifying supposedly key factors. The most commonly described elements promoted as defining characteristics of partnership are common goals and trust (Bennett et al, 2004; Glatter, 2003; Lowndes & Skelcher, 1998). However the identification of these is often reliant on self-reported data from staff participating in partnerships; the degree to which the characteristics can be viewed as evident in current practice or as reflecting an ideal type of partnership is unclear. The data reported in this article were triangulated by exploring the perspective not only of staff, but also of learners and parents. The findings suggest an absence of both common goals and trust in the three partnerships in question at least. Many of the partnership organisations have in common primarily pursuing their own organisational goals rather than any which transcend those of individual organisations (Lumby & Morrison, 2006).  

The analysis of our data from the three 14-19 partnerships in England and Wales suggest three possible forms of operating as discerned through staff perspectives:

· Partnership as complement

· Partnership as synergy

· Partnership as trust

Partnership as complement was reflected in the comments of staff indicating that the aim was for partner organisations to provide curriculum elements that their own school could not. Partnership was a ‘bolt on’, ‘a convenience’ in the words of one respondent. In this perspective, the school is committed to using the resources of other organisations to supplement what it cannot offer itself, thereby solving difficult issues created by a curriculum ill suited to some learners and allowing retention on roll of those who might otherwise opt out psychologically or physically. The view of those who see their partnership in this way is that each school is pursuing its own individual path in its own way, but it is a peripheral convenience to send some learners elsewhere for part of their experience. 

Partnership as synergy was reflected in the belief of some staff that collaboration went beyond just bolting on additional courses; that by working together the curriculum could be expanded in a way that would not otherwise have been the case. By pooling resources, rather than just attaching existing provision, new possibilities could be created. For example, small numbers of learners from two or more schools might together be sufficient to justify the cost of providing a minority subject. Collaboration involves more than merely transporting learners to another place. Some degree of mutual development of provision is necessary

Partnership as trust was suggested in the comments of staff who saw agreed values as fundamental, leading to an alignment of direction, and its enactment through common systems, for example of quality assurance and behaviour management. In this conception of partnership, it is not a question of adding disparate elements together, or working together to extend the curriculum in relatively minor ways. Rather the aim is to create one coherent system based on common values and goals to benefit all learners in a defined geographic area. The findings of a national evaluation of 14-19 partnerships in England led to a similar typology (Higham & Yeomans, 2005).
Methodology
The research reported here analyses a data set comprising interviews with 219 14-19 year old learners, 80 staff and 45 parents in relation to 14-19 arrangements in two English and one Welsh Authority. In all three locations the research aim was to investigate the degree to which the partnership had succeeded in improving the experience, achievement and progression of learners; that is, how far the schools and colleges working in partnership were providing what was needed by all the 14-19 year olds in the location, to enable them to find education a positive experience leading to positive outcomes. The specific research questions in the three locations included: 

1) Has the quality of learning for 14 to 19 year-olds improved? 

2) What are the key factors promoting or inhibiting improvement?

3) Has system capacity developed?

4) Have attitudes in schools/colleges and the wider community towards different pathways and progression changed?
The learners were drawn from 27 secondary schools, and five further education/sixth form colleges. All of the schools and colleges were involved in self-styled partnership arrangements with other local organisations, generally with the aim to increase achievement (the number of accredited outcomes), retention (staying on for further education or training after compulsory schooling age) and progression (undertaking higher level education/training qualifications). The partnerships facilitated arrangements whereby some of the young people spent a part of the week, usually a half or one day, undertaking study at a school or college other than their own. This ranged from training in a craft or trade such as construction, vehicle maintenance or hairdressing through to general occupational areas such as engineering, leisure and tourism, childcare or information and communication technology. A minority of learners spent their entire time in a learning environment other than their own school, despite the fact that they were of compulsory school age. Developments were primarily financed by ring-fenced government funds, for which partnerships had tendered.
The partnerships concerned were of a particular type. In England they were schools, colleges, Education Authorities and private trainers which had formally agreed to collaborate for a defined period of time to achieve those outcomes specified in their partnership plans and for which they were funded by central government. The majority of schools within both of the Authorities in England were involved. In Wales, the partnership comprised smaller and looser groups of organisations, initially driven internally rather than by the Authority or national funding. All three partnerships formally aimed to expand the curriculum to meet the needs of, and thereby retain, as many as possible. There are many other kinds of partnership arrangements in England and Wales with varied aims and practice: for example between schools and universities: between secondary (high) and primary (elementary) schools. The article is predicated on the belief that the partnerships chosen as a focus, that is, 14-19 partnerships, raise particularly critical issues. If young people are moving between organisations to access learning not as a transition strategy, but over a number of years as an integral part of their education, then the implications of leading in such a way as to enable cross boundary learning are spotlighted. 
Learners were generally interviewed in focus groups of between six to eight young people, though in the case of those either not in education, employment or training (NEET) or placed part-time at a work-based learning provider, individual interviews were carried out. NEET young people provide evidence of the capacity of partnerships to meet the needs of those for whom schooling has proved unsuccessful. Also, those of compulsory school age remain the responsibility of their school and so are formally part of the partnership learner community. School and college staff were individually interviewed. They included those with a strategic responsibility such as Principal/Head teacher and deputies, those with pastoral responsibilities such as head of year, learning support staff, and those with primarily teaching responsibilities, teachers and lecturers. Additionally some officers from Local Authorities and Careers Services were also interviewed. Parents were interviewed by telephone. All interviews were recorded to allow accurate use of quotation. 
The young people were asked about the information, advice and guidance they received when making choices at 14 about which options to pursue in the final two years of compulsory schooling, or at 16 when they chose whether to remain in education and training in their current or another organisation and about their satisfaction with the range of learning experiences available to them. They were asked about their experience of learning in their own school/college and how this compared with their experience of learning elsewhere, for example, at an alternative school, a further education college, work based provider or youth provision for the disengaged. They were asked if the experiences were different, and if so, what they liked or disliked about each experience. Specifically, they were asked about the physical environment and facilities, their relationship with teachers/lecturers, the pedagogy they experienced (group work, pace, equipment, use of ICT), and, in summary, what they had found positive and supportive of learning and what they had experienced as the contrary. 

Staff were interviewed about their experience of the partnership or how they viewed it if they were external. They were questioned about the purpose of the partnership, which young people participated and why, how the partnership had impacted on the curriculum, on pedagogy and on the learning of young people. They were asked to comment on the issues working in partnership, the problems, successes and the likely future scenario.

Parents were asked what they saw as the purpose of the local partnership, whether they contributed to the decision to involve their son/daughter, if the partnership had widened subject options. They were also asked whether learning experienced through the partnership had any impact on the learning and/or behaviour of their child. They were asked to summarise the positives and negatives from their perspective.
The data from young people were coded to identify the range of experience at choice moments: how far they were offered a choice and the degree to which it was an informed choice.  The data were also coded to identify those aspects of learning which they had found positive or the contrary, and the frequency of incidence. Those elements which were mentioned in the majority of groups in all three locations were identified.
Staff and parent data were coded to produce a typology of purposes of the partnership (Lumby, 2007), the reasons for selecting young people to participate and the perceived effects on behaviour and learning. Of particular relevance is the analysis of the range of future plans to continue in partnership or otherwise.
The article draws on the resulting analysis, but its primary focus is not presentation of the data itself, but rather the implications of its analysis in terms of a conceptual frame for leadership.

The evidence 

This article has not space to present in detail a substantial and rich data base. A variety of perspectives have been adopted to explore and report the data elsewhere (Lumby & Morrison, 2006; Lumby, 2007 & 2007a). Here, the major findings are summarised and illustrated in order to provide a situational context for exploring the conceptual and research implications of leading within collaborative contexts. 
The staff most closely involved in supporting partnership working tended not to be headteachers or principals. While there were exceptions, in the majority of cases a deputy or middle manager held the role of liaising with other organisations and was often the driving force.  In all three geographic areas, the absence of interest from many headteachers was noted and interpreted as a negative factor in developing partnership. 
While the stated aim for each of the three partnerships was to meet the needs of individual learners, practice also, and in some cases primarily, aimed to benefit the individual organisation and/or staff as individuals. Such organisational aims included:

• To keep students in schools

• To provide schools with funding

• To provide colleges with trainees post 16

• To provide colleges with funding


(Lumby 2007, p. 8)

Some staff made it clear that the selection of learners to attend provision in partner organisations often reflected organisational rather than learner need. Students who were perceived as presenting behavioural problems or who were not likely to achieve success in accredited outcomes were often selected. One focus group of young people explained the opportunities to participate in the additional courses made available through their school’s partnership with other organisations. Those who ‘had trouble with lessons, who couldn't concentrate or were not confident enough’ were chosen. Staff attitudes varied and also, for some, changed over time. One member of staff of a FE college explained:

At the start I saw the calibre of the young people they were sending us and schools were using us as a dumping ground: the ones that are a pain in the neck in the classroom. The college is offering this programme, so let's get rid of them and send them there. 

Staff motivation to participate in the partnership reflected different and sometimes ambivalent reasons. One school deputy reflected on the problem caused by some young people who wanted to attend college courses but ‘who were not necessarily those who we wanted to send.’ In this school, and in the majority of others, students with a record of high academic achievement were excluded from the choice of attending a partner organisation. As one deputy explicitly noted, ‘We have to meet the school targets as well as student needs.’ Therefore those students who were able to achieve accredited outcomes, gaining kudos for the school, were retained in the school whatever the preference of the learner or their need, in order to bolster examination results and the position in the league table. Parents were well aware of the use of colleges as ‘dumping grounds for problem children.’ One parent protested:


effort should be made in making sure the right people get selected. It's not right to send kids to college only to get rid of them. The issue of their learning should be given greater prominence.

Questioned about the benefits of the partnerships, staff identified improvements in learning and in outcomes. However, organisational improvement was also an intended outcome. Several heads of department indicated that the capacity to employ more staff and to re-equip learning areas, because of the increased funding, was a prized benefit. For example, one head of department felt the partnership ‘allowed me to take on more full time staff. It has allowed me to turn a series of part time staff into full time staff and to develop a team.’ Improving the learner experience was appreciated but only if there was no detriment to existing systems. For example, one deputy felt that staff were not completely in favour of partnership if by expanding learner opportunities those school subjects which had low recruitment were put under threat. The ability of staff to continue teaching the subject they wished outranked providing what learners needed. Where new provision developed through the partnership led to success in raising achievement and progression, schools were quick to wish to replicate the success of other organisations, thereby importing success from elsewhere into their own domain and control. One school deputy articulated a common position: ‘I don't like putting myself in the hands of X (the partner college). Schools have seen the brave new world and have thought we will have some of that!’ The same orientation was evident in the data relating to the guidance given to young people about options post-16 and the common withholding of access to staff and/or information about courses in other institutions.
The conclusions are that while there were examples of leaders who wished to work with others long term, to develop trust and to unreservedly put learners first, these form a minority. The majority adopted a complementary or synergistic orientation to partnership. While they sought benefits for learners, they also saw it as a convenient means of accessing additional funding, removing the 'problem' of children who were unable to succeed at GCSEs and/or presented behavioural challenges, and learning of ways in which they could harness skills and systems in evidence elsewhere to the benefit of their own organisation. Practice varied from organisation to organisation, and over time, but the anger of some young people and parents at what they saw as the self-centred organisational purpose of the partnership, implicit in paths chosen for some young people by schools for inappropriate reasons, points directly at a moral issue and therefore a moral issue for the leadership of schools. 

Leading learning

The majority of learners, staff and parents interviewed agreed that their local partnership had improved the range of curriculum opportunities. As one deputy head of a school for those with special learning needs explained, the partnership ‘has very much  widened the range of options. There is more scope and more variety for them.’ Taking an Authority wide view, one support professional believed ‘the range of curriculum is obviously dramatically increased for particularly small secondary schools.’ The experience of and effect on learning was also often perceived as very positive. One young person who had been bullied previously and had not been attending school at all, was enabled through the partnership to attend an alternative institution full time. ‘I didn't want be a person who dropped out of school and never got any qualifications. I wanted a lot of qualifications and to catch up quickly on all the stuff I had missed and to prove that I can do it.’ The partnership had allowed her to achieve her goals. 

Many of the learners participating in provision made available through partnership had shown spectacular learning (Billet, 1998); their interpersonal skills, self-esteem and engagement with learning had shown dramatic improvement, noticed by the learners themselves, staff and parents. The delight of one parent whose son was undertaking a new programme which was possible because of the partnership, is typical: 


He studies in small groups at school and gets a lot of support from tutors and peers. Teachers are to monitor his progress, encourage him, give him a feel good factor, boost his self-esteem and make him feel confident. He’s learnt a lot. 

The evidence is mounting that partnerships can considerably improve the experience of learning, the personal growth and the achievement of young people (Lumby, 2007; Higham and Yeomans, 2005). This being so, there is a strong case to consider that educational leadership of learning could be conceived as a responsibility across organisations, rather than just within one school.  A need for collective leadership is implied.
Placing leadership in partnership

Spillane et al (2004, p. 4) assert that:


to study leadership activity, it is insufficient to generate thick descriptions based on observations of what leaders do. We need to observe within a conceptual framework if we are to understand the internal dynamics of leadership practice. (Original emphasis)
One such framework which might be helpful in relation to leading within partnership is distributed leadership. The latter recognises leadership as a construct of the interplay of leaders’ thinking, behaviour and the situation within which they function (Spillane et al, 2004). The concept also conceives leadership as a phenomenon which is discernible not in a single individual but in the complete picture of all those who interact to influence goals and take action to achieve them. 

How the thought, behaviour and situation interact, how the activity of disparate individuals constitutes leadership has been subject to considerable theoretical analysis. 
The alternatives presented are reflected in Gronn’s (2003, p.35) two different conceptualisations of distributed leadership: as the aggregate of multiple actions and as concertive action. Distributed leadership as aggregation of many peoples’ efforts does not imply that school staff are necessarily enacting leadership any differently to prior times when heroic, individual leadership was the focus of attention. Rather the lens of observation has changed to discern and take account of the activity and interplay of more people, the actions of whom may influence the vision, direction and success of the school. Leaders who were previously invisible have become visible. There is not necessarily any implication that the action of many is aligned. Rather leadership will be the sum of the activity of various people, who may or may not be pursuing common goals.

In contrast, distributed leadership can also be conceived as at least attempting some degree of alignment in the multiple activities: in Gronn’s term (2003, p. 35) ‘concertive action’. Gronn (2003, p. 35) identifies at least three forms of concertive action:

· collaborative modes of engagement which arise spontaneously in the workplace; 

· intuitive understanding that develops as part of the close working relationships; 

· structural relations and institutionalised arrangements.

(Adapted from Gronn, 2003, p. 35) 
Distributed leadership theory, with its emphasis on the contribution of many, and possibilities of including both aggregate and concerted action, may seem to have potential as a framework for analysing collective leadership in partnership. However, its analysis habitually refers to leadership within the organisation and bounded by the historic view of the structure of education, as comprising single schools functioning autonomously.
Leadership relates to the school community, but community is understood in limited terms. Bamberg (2003) offers two alternative understandings of the word. Firstly she argues that community can imply a range of individuals, groups and organisations who are in some way linked to a school, even when geographically distant. An alternative is to see a community as a location, the local people in the context of the structures, history, and economy of the area surrounding a school. Rose (2003, p. 49) adds a further level of meaning in suggesting that:


A community implies a network of shared interests and concerns, with communities categorised in a variety of ways, for example in relation to geographic areas (e.g. villages) ethnic and racial groups, religious groups.

Schools may relate to multiple communities, primarily those families who have children in the school, but perhaps also local employers, religious groups and schools with which they have interests in common, for example feeder schools. The location surrounding the school frequently has priority. If leading within a partnership implies working for the good of all learners within the partnership, the community to which each leader relates is wider than the historic concept of a school community. For example a faith school might draw its students from geographically dispersed locations and see its community as primarily those of the faith in question. Leading within a partnership would impel a moral commitment to the wellbeing of a wider community than the school’s own pupils and those of one faith. It would demand an orientation to all the young people in the geographic location of a partnership, such as an Education Authority, whatever their faith. Similarly, ‘serving the community’ could not be taken to imply service to those in the school’s catchment only, but rather the wider geographic location of the entire partnership.
Partnership and moral leadership

Theories of distributed leadership, while they engage with how we understand the construction of leadership, are silent on its purpose. Our evidence makes clear what has been suggested by multiple commentators (Begley, 2003; Hodgkinson, 1996; Langlois, 2004), that leadership is a moral activity, experienced in a ‘partnership’ as, for example, choice about prioritising the needs of learners or the needs of the organisation, competitive capture of provision which is successfully offered elsewhere or willingness to sacrifice some degree of individual power for long term joint arrangements which will benefit learners. If leadership is taken to be a moral endeavour to enhance the experience, achievement and life chances of learners, to which learners this relates becomes a crucial and moral question. No school staff who were interviewed suggested concern about learners other than those in their own organisation. Moral leadership was bounded by the school gates. If distributed leadership is to be related to leading within partnerships, leadership across organisations and with other organisations has to be integrated into the conceptualisation. The situation which influences leadership would be defined more widely, not only as the school and its immediate community, but as the system of all provision within the partnership, demanding a reconfiguration of the environment of learning within which leadership impact is assessed. While this might be an ideal type and difficult to achieve, it serves the purpose of an ideal: that is, to provide a benchmark and goal against which to measure development. If practitioners, policy makers and researchers persist in conceiving of the arena of leadership as a single institution, then they will neither reflect the reality of developing practice, which is increasingly collaborative, nor break from the current embedded competitive orientation which may work to the detriment of learners.
How then do alternative conceptualisations of distributed leadership relate to leading within a partnership? Aggregate leadership is powerfully descriptive of the nature of leadership in the three partnerships in question (Lumby, 2003). Leaders generally pursued goals in relation to their own or their organisation’s interests. There was not necessarily alignment. Asked about the purpose within partnership 1, answers ranged widely:

· developing the curriculum ‘to offer of wider range of options at Key Stage 4’ 
· vocationalising the curriculum ‘access to a well planned vocational curriculum’

·  recruiting future students ‘opportunity to experience the college and the course’ 

· removing undesired students ‘a way of getting them out of the school's hair for a while’

As such, this partnership reflected aggregated rather than aligned leadership. A similar disparity of goals was evident in the other two partnerships.
Leadership was also usually not overseen or directed by the headteacher/principal. Leadership, in any case, escapes the control of any individual, even the principal, as it is arguably enacted by those who have no formal leadership role as well as those who have a formally designated role. While supporting the partnership may be formally delegated to one or more individuals, leadership of the partnership will not be confined to them. The vision of the partnership and its enactment are the product of a community consisting of several, sometimes many educational organisations which are likely to be more diverse than any one organisation. Within the multiple motivations, predilections and abilities of the many distributed leaders, the tug of individuals’ personal and organisational goals will be strong. As one partnership coordinator reflected on her experience of attempting to work together, ‘Individual missions of school and college remained sacrosanct for some, and it was difficult to prioritise partnership over individualist tendencies’.

Distributed leadership within partnership, if conceived as an aggregate, may offer an explanation of the instability of partnerships. The multiples of leadership within the aggregation are greater, more diverse and focus in two directions: that of the home organisation and that of the partnership. The analysis resulted in a list of twenty staff goals (Lumby 2007) some of which reflected very different pedagogic and value bases, for example:
• To enable learners that are less able academically to follow vocational pathways

or alternatively

• To introduce all learners to vocational courses to complement academic

programmes they are offered


(Lumby 2007, p.7, original emphasis)

The connection being drawn by the first speaker between vocational education and being less able resonates with the greater esteem given to academic education in the English tradition and to issues of class. The value base of each respondent differs.
Where values and goals may differ more widely than within a single institution, the necessity for alignment or concertive action may be all the greater within a partnership. However, partnership provides fewer opportunities to facilitate concertion than a single organisation. Gronn’s first two forms of concertive action are limited in relation to leadership within a partnership. Individuals working in different organisations have less frequent opportunities to meet. Not only are they physically working apart for most of the time, developing close understanding may be inhibited by the different cultures and vision of the member organisations, as evidenced in this instance by the differences in attitudes to vocational  education. The kinds of task which underpins ‘stretching’ leadership (Spillane et al, 2004) over numerous activities and people are exemplified by Gronn: budget meetings, staff appraisals, ad hoc crisis meetings to solve specific problems. Some of such activity takes place in a partnership but is less frequent. It also involves a more limited number of staff (as a percentage of the overall number of staff in the partnership) and is perhaps less intense. The habitual pattern among the three partnerships was occasional planning meetings involving coordinators, who tended to be second or third tier leaders in their organisation hierarchy. Concertive action which relies on proximity, spontaneous response to circumstance and the daily communication which builds shared understanding of a common culture was constrained in the partnerships.
The third form of concertive action, structural relations and institutionalised arrangements is based on collaborative units, categorised by Gronn into formal and informal units. He argues that the effectiveness of such groups, whether multi-site in one organisation or across organisations, depends on their ‘consciousness of their ‘groupness’ (Gronn, 2003, p. 36). If staff are part of a meaningful group which amounts to more than just a number of people but has an identity and purpose, they may function effectively in contributing to leadership. Partnerships are problematic in this respect. Any individual member of a group is likely to feel a strong identification with his/her own school, and/or department. The data reviewed suggest that this generally overwhelms identification with the ‘groupness’ of the partnership. In partnership 2, analysis of the perceived barriers to development included awareness of overdependence on certain key people who were fully committed to the partnership while there was a variable degree of enthusiasm about partnership working amongst others, and a perceived reluctance to take necessary risks to achieve innovation. Rather than groupness, there was a sense in this partnership of volition resulting from a few individual drivers who achieved in the face of variable commitment and some resistance.
Leading for learners

It would seem that partnership is an umbrella term which is used to describe a variety of ways of collaborating. If leadership is concerned with influencing direction and goals, then leadership within complementary, synergistic and trusting partnerships may be markedly different in nature. Additionally any partnership may comprise all three kinds of engagement, simultaneously, sequentially, in different degrees and may change over time. The educational leadership field has an insufficiently robust empirical base to begin exploring the implications of such complexity for leadership practice.

The brief exploration of the interrelationship of theories of distributed leadership and leading within partnerships has highlighted the disparity between previous research which generally looks inward at the school and the increasingly common context of leading in a situation which transcends single institutions. If distributed leadership is therefore to be analysed within wider parameters, in relation to a partnership, then much evidence to date suggests that leadership is failing. The schools and colleges in this sample persistently promote their own interests, if necessary to the detriment of others. For example, in our evidence, schools would replicate the success of courses offered elsewhere, even where this threatened the original provision or was of a lesser quality. In partnership 3, one college coordinator bewailed the fact that the hairdressing training they offered had proved so popular that hairdressing was now appearing in schools, though usually with less well equipped salons and without thought of industry links and local job availability. As one LEA officer suggested ‘If you speak to individuals they will of course say they are there for the students but in the doing of it, it is not quite as straightforward as that’. If sometimes organisational interests take precedence over those of one’s own learners, even more striking was that the interests of learners in other organisations did not enter the horizons of staff. ‘Putting learners’ interests first’ has become something of a mantra in England and Wales. Our evidence, and much evidence from elsewhere,  suggests that it is often a posture rather than a reality and that individual and organisational needs and wants often take priority (Ball et al, 2000; Lumby & Morrison, 2006; Schagen et al, 1996). 
None of this is universal or necessarily clear cut. Staff believe themselves to be genuinely deeply committed to learners. A case can be made that retaining subjects, maintaining a position in a league table, avoiding travel to other organisations are all positive for learners. There are examples in our data of staff who encourage learners to undertake actions which may put a subject or the school in jeopardy. However, the data is shot through with candid statements that the priority is the school. How ‘the school’ is conceived is critical. Staff may argue that ‘the school’ equates to learners. Analysis of our data suggests that the school equates more closely to corporate staff perspectives. This being so then prioritising the interests of learners even within one school cannot be taken for granted, let alone the interests of a wider group of young people within a partnership community. Leadership holds responsibility for this value stance.
There are of course reasons for leaders adopting this position which the article has not space to explore in full. Market forces and more profound social and psychological imperatives propel individuals, families and schools towards competition and opposition. At the same time, the insistence on partnership demands cooperation and mutuality. The quasi market which has evolved in response to increasing school autonomy continues to maintain a competitive environment where succeeding at the expense of other schools is explicitly seen as acceptable (Gorard, 2000; Hemsley-Brown et al, 2002). The strategy applauds the closure of ‘weak’ schools and the growth of the successful, viewing schools as abstract organisations, not as groupings of learners who may be considerably harmed by such processes. 
If, as this article has suggested, leadership is essentially a moral endeavour, two ethical premises underlie analysing and assessing leadership in relation to a collaborative environment:
1. The needs of learners should take precedence over staff and organisational interests.

2. No school should plan to succeed at the cost of detriment to another thereby creating detriment to another organisation’s learners.

A number of questions follow. How could leadership be conceived and enacted if it assumes a community wide obligation? How might leadership differ if its goals relate to a group of organisations which constitute a partnership rather than to individual organisational goals? How can internal and external rewards be reframed to encourage partnership working? What conceptual frameworks might support reflection for action? 
This article has considered only distributed leadership which offers ideas on, one might say, the mechanics of leadership, but not on its purpose, its moral dimensions. Is there a  necessity to consider other conceptual frames such as authentic or democratic leadership in relation to leading within a partnership context? Do we need to synthesise moral and mechanical dimensions in a concept of leadership which transcends leading a single school? As yet we have little empirical evidence on which to base answers to these questions. School leadership and partnership leadership are generally researched independently as two dissociated phenomena. There is a growing literature related to networking or networked schools, but this is frequently normative, and focused on the professional development of staff. It ignores the grip of the competitive environment. The literature also tends to  present the key capabilities required for systems leadership as merely restatements of general and longstanding leadership attributes such as ‘setting direction’ (Hopkins & Higham, 2007, p. 10). It often does not engage critically with theories of leadership and how these might be adapted or changed to guide reflection on leadership in the new context of partnership (Bell et al, 2006). 
Development of school leaders still emphasises the core task as creating a ‘vision’ and  agreeing direction. The profound moral dilemmas in doing so, evident in the analysis of this data, are displaced. Much research of leadership has been powered by a mechanistic rather than philosophical orientation, searching for the means to support increased attainment and achievement for learners, the latter being a taken-for-granted term. Focusing on ‘learners’ has a comforting, righteous ring, but this article suggests that the term learners is far too vague. Which learners must leadership support? Where are the boundaries to be drawn? When there are inevitable choices between supporting particular groups of learners, what development and guidance could be offered to leaders to act as a counterweight to the psychological and social compulsion to privilege those who are closest or most like the leader? In loco parentis, implies adopting not only the care of a family but also its fierce protection of the unit. 
To challenge the assumptions embedded in the discourse of collaboration and leadership, research might adapt  distributed leadership as a concept to map the axiological flows within a partnership system, rather than focusing on the interplay of activity. Alternatively, the analysis in this article might suggest that the ideal type of a trusting partnership, with aligned values and partnership wide commitment is unlikely to be achieved and that research of leadership as patterns of activity, rather than values, is therefore appropriate.  Partnership may be accepted as, in practice, permanently aggregated and not aligned action. Research would therefore look to explore more efficient methods of aggregation. 
The two implications drawn, the need for greater axiological content in leader development and the appropriateness of research focusing on aggregated action rather than aligned values, are in tension. To resolve the ambivalence, research to conceptualise leadership in partnerships might see the two approaches as parallel. Ethnographic research or further research, as here, from multiple perspectives, might unpick values in action, rather than values as discerned by self-report. Such a larger body of empirical evidence might support firmer conclusions about the nature of values at play and the degree to which values aligned leadership in partnership is apparent or possible. Additionally, research using a distributed leadership framework might explore further the degree to which activity which is merely aggregated, or aggregated in particular ways, can bring benefits for learners, the latter explicitly comprising distinctive groups. There is an urgent need to move the research focus and conceptual lens from single organisations to partnerships to address this significant blind spot in leadership theory. 
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