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Abstract

In England, ‘federations’ are defined as groups of schools that have a formal agreement to collaborate with the aim of raising achievement and promoting inclusion and innovation. Such federations can involve different numbers and/ or types of schools, and a wide range of priorities and targets can be agreed, some have strong links with other agencies and services while others do not. And perhaps, most importantly, they exhibit a range of structures. At one end of the continuum a federation can be ‘integrated’, ‘tightly coupled’ or ‘hard’ by creating a joint governing body with legal responsibility for all the schools involved. Conversely, a much more ‘loosely coupled’ structure is possible where a formal agreement is made between a group of schools to work together on a particular issue or range of issues; these federations tend to be considered ‘soft’ federations. These collaborative arrangements exist in diverse geographical and socio-economic contexts. Federations are viewed as an important element to central government policy and a potential mechanism for the raising standards through collaboration. Since 2002 the ‘New Labour’ government has invested over $30 (US) million into the ‘federations Policy’.

This paper presents a number of findings from the case study strand of a three-year study investigating the impact of 37 federations (see Lindsay et al., 2007). Maximum variation sampling (Maykutt and Morehouse, 1994) was used to select 10 case study federations. Key stakeholders were interviewed during three rounds of field visits to each case. Documentary evidence from each case provided important contextual information and provided a source of triangulation. Within and between case analysis from case studies (Miles and Huberman, 1994) highlighted a number of key themes, patterns and trends which have implications for the development of collaborative strategies attempting to re-structure and re-culture schools and their communities. This paper explores issues of leadership, management and governance in developing federations. Findings suggest localized ownership and control of the process within the context of interdependent relationships have supported the development of a range of models of governance, leadership and management in federations aimed at improving schools facing challenging circumstances. 

4 This paper is based on an earlier version presented as part of the symposium Collaborating for Improvement in Disadvantaged Areas: Theoretical and Empirical Perspectives, American Educational Research Association Annual Meeting, Chicago, Illinois. 11th April, 2007 

INTRODUCTION

In the past, schools tended to work in relative isolation with relatively few links other than across phases of education. While this way of working might have been appropriate a decade or so ago in the current climate of rapid and technological change there is a need for collective knowledge creation and information sharing at classroom, school and system level. There is ample evidence from both the public and private sector that school-to-school networks and partnerships are a powerful means of achieving such knowledge creation and sharing (Sullivan and Skelcher, 2003; Church et al, 2002) and it is clear that new organisational forms of schooling are required for system transformation and sustainable improvement to occur. Michael Fullan (2004:16) argues that “changing whole systems means changing the entire context in which people work” and it is clear that the current context of schooling is rapidly shifting. 
Many educational systems have experimented with networking and collaborative approaches to improvement. For example in the 1990s over one hundred schools were involved with the National Schools Network in Australia, in the US there are a number of school improvement networks including the League of Professional Schools and the coalition of Essential Schools, the school improvement network, Improving the Quality of Education for All (IQEA) exists in diverse contexts ranging from Hong Kong to Iceland.  However, it would seem it is the English context where the commitment to networking and collaboration has been greatest. During the past decade significant resources have been invested in collaborative arrangements including Education Action Zones (EAZ), Excellence in Cities (EiC), Leadership Incentive Grant (LIG), Schools facing Extremely Challenging Circumstances (SfECC), Network Learning Communities (NLCs) and various Specialist Schools partnership and network programmes. These developments have been aimed at relocating innovation closer to schools in order to generate greater collective capacity for change and have relied on teachers working together across organisational boundaries without any significant structural changes to their organisations. The launch of the federations policy in England signalled a new phase of policy development. While federal structures do exist in other countries, including the Netherlands, for the first time in England collaboration between schools had the potential to be more than individuals and teams working across organisational boundaries the 2002 Education Act made it possible for governing bodies to change organisations structural configurations to support school-to-school collaboration. 
This policy development is grounded in research. OECD (2000) findings suggest creating collaborative structures around schools is more likely to result in deeper organizational learning both collectively and individually. This work shows that school networks are locations in which specialised knowledge can be created and transferred within collaborative contexts.  Senge (1990) emphasises collaborative learning and team skills as being the key to successful and sustainable organizational development rather than individual skills and individual learning.  His work suggests that networks of schools do not just facilitate innovation but the evidence would suggest that they offer the possibility of new ways of working. It has been shown that they offer the potential for redesigning local systems and structures by promoting different forms of collaboration, linkages, and multi-functional partnerships (Senge et al, 2000). Consequently, school networks are increasingly being seen as a means of facilitating innovation and change as well as contributing to large-scale reform (Chapman and Fullan, 2007; Ainscow and West, 2006; Hargreaves, 2003; Hopkins, 2001; DEMOS, 2001, OECD, 2000). 

In 2007 the federations policy remains central to the English government’s ‘Transforming Secondary Education’ agenda. Within this agenda, diversity and collaboration are the two main driving forces for raising standards and improving teaching and learning. Federations are viewed as an innovative strategy for improving schools in challenging circumstances and for confronting underperformance and school failure. Federations provide increased opportunities for sharing staff and other resources, joint professional development, curriculum development, leadership and management. It is also argued that a federation can extend curriculum opportunities for young people at 14-19 level and promote inclusion in the broadest sense.  Each federation is configured to meet local conditions and can therefore be responsive to the particular educational challenges its community faces.

In terms of definition, the term ‘federation’ has been broadly interpreted and applied. It has been used to describe many different types of collaborative groups, partnerships and clusters, even through to mergers and the creation of new schools. For the purposes of this study, federations were defined in two ways:

· The definition as invoked in the 2002 Education Act which allows for the creation of a single governing body or a joint governing body committee across two or more schools from September 2003 onwards. 

· A group of schools with a formal (i.e. written) agreement to work together to raise standards, promote inclusion, find new ways of approaching teaching and learning and build capacity between schools in a coherent manner. This will be brought about in part through structural changes in leadership and management, in many instances through making use of the joint governance arrangements invoked in the 2002 Education Act.

The former have been termed “hard” federations as they are tightly coupled sitting at the more formal end of the spectrum of collaborative arrangements. Across all types of federations, whether hard or soft, it is generally recognized that there is a need for high levels of trust, co-operation and confidence.  Consequently, while the government has been keen to promote all forms of school-to-school collaboration it is arguable that groups of schools need to take a measured and staged approach to partnership to guarantee impact and success. 

This paper focuses on the issues related to governance and leadership in federations. It is structured in four sections.  This introduction has outlined the educational context and provided a definition of terms. The second section of this paper provides an overview of the methods used to collect and analyse the case study data. Section three highlights the key themes pertaining to governance, leadership and management emerging from the data. In conclusion section four discusses the findings and argues the development of a more federated system may provide an opportunity for developing more context specific approaches to improving schools facing challenging circumstances.

METHODS

This study aimed to investigate and highlight the relative benefits and limitations of various forms of federation (i.e. hard and soft). The research was guided by a number of overarching research questions pertaining to governance, leadership and management, including:

· What are the emerging forms of governance within federations of schools? 

· What are the emerging forms of leadership and management within federations of schools?

· To what extent can federations support school improvement?

The case study data collected throughout the evaluation both illuminates and illustrates the potential and potency of collaboration between schools. It also shows the sheer diversity and range of activity occurring under the umbrella term of ‘federations’. The two main elements of this study were case studies of a sample of the 37 federations in the programme together with surveys of schools in the non-case study federations. This paper focuses on the findings relating to governance, leadership and management from the case study strand of research.

Identification and selection of case studies
Ten federations were selected as case studies using a sequence of criteria to ensure a sample that reflected the range within the project. Two of the original 10 federations declined to continue from Phase 2 of the study.  A new federation was included in Phase 3.  The final sample, therefore, comprised nine very varied case studies. Selection was made on the basis of maxium variation sampling drawing on DfES summaries of the federations derived from their original bids.  

The first criterion was type of governance.  This varied in terms of a ‘soft-hard’ continuum, reflecting increasing power and responsibility for a governance system for the federation.  At the ‘softer’ end, federations comprised schools voluntarily joining together for specific purposes with relatively informal arrangements.  Governing bodies of individual schools retained independent power.  At the ‘harder’ end, schools set up new systems of governance which supported stronger links between schools.  These could include joint meetings of governors, service level agreements approved by all governing bodies, and moves towards a single governing body for the federation.

The main second order criteria were the aims of the federation and the types of schools/organizations involved.  Aims reflected governance.  For example, federations developed on the model of a successful school supporting a school experiencing difficulties had, or were working towards, forms of governance where there were formal arrangements and structures.  Where the focus was on continuing professional development, for example, governance appeared to be primarily based in the individual schools with informal arrangements between governing bodies.  Sampling also ensured there was a range of sizes of federations (from 2 to 20) and of institutions.  Consequently, some federations comprised only schools of a single phase, others crossed school phases, and others included Further Education (FE) colleges and/or other services.  Finally, geographic spread was also taken into account to ensure both urban and rural locations and a distribution across England.

Data collection and analysis
Data collection was undertaken in three phases in order to gain information on the early stages of the federation, its mature phase and finally the phase at which DfES funding was coming to an end.  Documents including original bids, Ofsted reports, governing body papers and development/improvement plans were examined throughout the project. Over 100 interviews were conducted during each phase of the study with key participants, including:

· The federation ‘lead’, who was typically its director or chief executive, but could be a senior LA officer instrumental in developing the federations;

· Headteacher/college principals;

· Chairs of governors and members of governing bodies;

· Teachers holding posts of responsibility such as year tutor; 

· Other professionals.

All interviews were semi-structured and followed proformas appropriate to the phase and interviewee.  For example, Phase 1 interviews addressed setting up the federation, plans and expectations, whereas Phase 2 focussed on the embedding process, and Phase 3 interviews included reflections on reasons for and barriers undermining success, sustainability and the interaction between the development of the federation and other government policies and initiatives over the period, including Every Child Matters, inclusion, Education Improvement Partnerships and the proposals for Trust schools.  The study also included attendance at federation meetings.

All interviews were recorded and notes were taken during interviews. Researchers also made field notes during site visits to capture insights into relationships and events as they occurred in the field. 25% of all interviews were fully transcribed. Marginal annotations were used to identify emerging themes patterns and trends within and between cases. Field notes and interview recordings from transcribed interviews also fed into this processes. After each round of visits an account of practice was constructed and fed back to the Federation for validation purposes. The accounts of practice were built up over time. These accounts formed the basis of case study reports for each federation (see Lindsay et al, 2007).

FINDINGS
This section of the paper draws on the case study data to present key findings relating to the governance, leadership and management of Federations

Governance arrangements 

Underlying the concept of ‘federation’ is a different level of governance beyond schools simply making informal arrangements to collaborate in particular activities.  Discussion of types of federation often used the ‘hard-soft’ continuum as one key variable. A ‘hard’ Federation has a different a governing body structure with powers removed from isolated constituent schools and invested in a new Federation governing body.  At the other end of the continuum (‘soft’) the governing bodies are unchanged and all activities are arranged by agreement.

In the case studies we found a continuum, not a dichotomy.  Indeed, the defining characteristic, even in the early stages, was the lack of uniformity.  Even within the ‘hard’ Federation there appeared to be different models while in the middle of the continuum there are examples of varying degrees of changes to governance.  In one example there was a Strategic Management Board comprising two members of each school’s governing body together with head teachers, the Federation Director and Assistant Director, and an LA representative.  In another example, there was an interim Partnership Board including governors from each school and their head teachers, which was expected to give way to a Federation Board.  At the ‘soft’ end, Federation G had no Executive Head or Development Manager, nor any formal governing body spanning the schools. 

Soft federations
Federation D was essentially a collaborative proposal for the secondary and feeder primary schools, but in practice there was some tension, even suspicion, between the partners.  Within the primary heads there was a feeling that federating may be a ‘take over’ attempt by the secondary school. 

There was quite a fear that there would be one governing body for all five schools and, you know are we looking at some type of ‘superhead’ position where somebody is taking a controlling role in all five schools. (Primary head)

The primary schools were unclear as to whether ‘soft’ may progress to ‘hard’ and were uneasy about this. They were also unclear about the leadership, management and legal roles and responsibilities and how this ambiguity might impact on their own school governance and autonomy. As the process developed, these fears reduced.  

By the end of the study, variation in models of governance remained.  While some federations continued to evolve, others continued unchanged.  The secondary head of Federation D, dispelled the initial fears of the primary headteachers, reporting that, 'There have been no real changes to governance as a result of the Federation'.  In terms of governance this was a soft federation. Each school has its own governing body; the Federation however, has a joint governance/ strategic committee without delegated powers.  All schools within the Federation shared a set of common goals that bind Federation activity together.  There were agreed protocols and the joint committee can make recommendations but it is up to individual governing bodies to authorize plans.  There was no common budget and each school retained their DfES number.  The Strategic committee decided how the DfES pump-priming federation grant was used over the three years of the project.  In terms of staffing, there have been some joint appointments and movement of staff between schools. However, the federation has been unable to appoint a Federation Principal/ Manager despite offering an attractive salary and re-advertising the position. Therefore this role continues to be the preserve of the secondary school headteacher.

Federation F provides an example of how federation governance can evolve over a period of time.  The basic structure of a Strategic Management Board (SMB) has continued – half way through the study the federation director reported that its meetings had been ‘real drivers for change and accountability’.  Proposals to amend the constitution were under consideration by the four governing bodies as there was no significant budget for the SMB.  The re-drafted constitution casts the SMB into a monitoring (rather than strategic) role and recommends that the terms of reference for a full governing body make it more explicit that the school-based governing bodies are to monitor their schools’ contributions to the Federation. The revised constitution also foresees a reduced number of SMB meetings (three times a year).  A chair of governors did not think that the role of the governing bodies had developed over the life-time of the Federation. While governors’ responsibilities and statutory duties had increased substantially, their role had not really developed and the SMB meeting was simply another ‘talking shop’.

Federation C took an alternative approach.  Although there was no joint governing body for the federation, the federation decided to develop legal status by setting itself up as a limited company with a joint governing body. An executive group of head teachers became the board of the limited company and the governors meet as a scrutiny committee as members of the company, in order to get them involved, but without the binding legal power of a hard Federation.  The choice of company status was generally seen as very successful.  It has allowed the federation to appoint staff working specifically for the federation, such as the coordinator and an advisor.  Human Resources policies have so far been somewhat unclear with regards to matters such as pension conditions, although this is changing now as more people are federation employed.  Company status has also made it easier for the federation to enter into contracts with other organisations and to provide services. It gives the federation a sense of structure: ‘it is a statement of intent. It’s like musketeers stepping into the ring and saying ‘we really mean this’’ (head, secondary school).  Capacity for growth in the federation without external pressure is seen as a further advantage.  According to the chair of governors of a large federation school, the fact that the federation is a company has led to a stronger feeling of ownership among the schools. ‘If you want to make something work, make sure people have a financial interest in it’.

Both federations A and B had shared governance committees but with limited authority.  In Federation B the committee comprised governors from each school but with no statutory powers.  In both cases the meetings of governors provided a forum for communication and discussion rather than decisions.  In both cases, there was a strong commitment to respecting the individual ethos of schools, and indeed their governing bodies.  In Federation A, joint governor training had developed which was now being taken up by the LA.

Hard federations
Federation E, however, had proceeded from the earlier Partnership board to a Federated Governing Body of the three schools. This, the most radical development among the case studies, had experienced a number of challenges during its development.  The original proposal for the federation had included bringing the three schools into one building but without an explicit plan to have only one school, although such a possibility was under consideration as a possible long-term option.  In the absence of a definitive long-term policy several factors became apparent.  Firstly, the process of developing the system had caused some difficulties in the early stages.  As one interviewee noted, ‘I was absolutely astounded to learn that the first time the three governing bodies had come together was just over a month ago’.  The changes of head teacher at the secondary school interacted as these resignations and appointments reflected different views by those in post compared with the LA’s vision, but the change of key staff was disruptive, both because this had resulted in three different heads and because some secondary staff felt their voice was lessened.

Initially, the governors also had concerns.  The discussion of a ‘soft’ or ‘hard’ federation was reported by one governor to be a ‘sticking point’ but in the end they had decided to ‘bite the bullet ‘ and support the hard version.  Governance was initially through a partnership board although there was a separate project board which guided the government backed Private Finance Initiative (PFI) building of the new school.  The partnership board included three governors from each school and their head teachers.  The Director of Education described the relationship between these as ‘The Partnership Board…. being the operational doer and the Project Board being the executive arm that would take key decisions if the Partnership Board were unable to take them’.  The development of the model had not been easy, with both practical concerns (e.g. how many governors per school) and other matters particular to specific schools.  The Director thought that, ‘if anybody wants to know how to do it, we can tell them how to do it, now, and based on our mistakes.  But, you know, you never learn unless you make mistakes.’

In the early stages, the governing bodies were seen to be pulling in different directions at times. They were in a difficult position. As governors, they had a duty to consider the development of the federation, but they also took seriously their responsibility towards their own school. This caused tensions ‘I think everybody was pulling in their own direction, as it were, and it wasn’t coming together’ (secondary head). Each had its own culture and history and had different degrees of interest in and commitment to either federating or the importance of the inclusion agenda. There were also technical questions regarding the legal status of a joint body and the basis for representation for each school; would the secondary school, by nature of its size, have an inbuilt majority of governors?

Nevertheless, the governors were positive in principle, not least because they could see the benefits of the new building that came with the federation. They would have liked joint meetings of the governing bodies earlier in the planning stage but they had voted in favour of the federation and governors interviewed articulated benefits in terms of joint working and sharing expertise. However, these early positive perspectives were to some extent replaced by doubts as the realities of the federation became apparent, e.g. budget decisions. 

The early days of the federated governing body required a substantial commitment from its members. A number of sub-committees were set up to which tasks were delegated. These were not organised around schools but themes, seen as an important decision. Another fundamental issue was the decision to pool all schools’ budgets; ‘We couldn’t do what we now do if we hadn’t got that (single budget)’ (executive director). Similarly, the workforce reform received ‘outright opposition from both (primary and secondary) schools until the new secondary head gave his support for (what he termed) this ‘brilliant idea’’ (executive director). By the end of the study the federation was able to address economies of scale and there was support for the single budget.

The partnership board, set up initially, was replaced in April 2005 by the federated governing body which took over the responsibilities from the three separate governing bodies, which were disbanded. These two bodies had the benefit of committed and highly respected chairs who were able to steer the development of the federation during these challenging times with sensitivity and efficiency widely assisted by those in the committees. It was apparent also that by the summer of 2006 members of the Federated Governing Body generally had high regard for their colleagues. The difficulties and contentiousness of some issues were recognised but there was also appreciation of the positive contribution of governors:

‘When the governing bodies were dissolved and we created the federated governing body, then it took on a whole new meaning and people were starting to look, particularly at that level, at the good of the federation’ 
(Member of federated governing body)

These examples provide a flavour of the range of governance models developed by federations.  Most are towards the ‘soft’ end of the continuum with governance responsibility remaining primarily with the constituent schools.  The joint bodies, with various titles, were set up to facilitate, provide fora for discussion and to provide opportunities for joint strategic planning but generally they had only limited decision-making powers.  In this sense, Federation E provides a substantially different model, but one that was regarded as necessary given the nature of the federation.  In some case studies, governance remained throughout the ‘life’ of the federation (e.g. Federation G) while others debated governance and amended slightly, rejecting a move towards harder-edged arrangements (e.g. Federation F) and others evolved (e.g. Federation L).

Leadership & Management
Context of federation leadership and management

Federations differed in the extent to which they were developed from historical, collaborative working relationships. Those that involved successful schools joining with schools in difficulty were essentially collaborations engineered out of adversity with an in-built power and status differential, which in one case at least was quickly renegotiated by the schools involved. Federations that grew out of past collaborations, however, had a greater sense of equality. However, this description, while having general validity, is too simplistic. In the case studies we found other, more subtle variations. 
Federation A grew out of a pre-existing local Head Teachers’ Conference which itself was an outgrowth of other developments.  As one head teacher put it, “The federation gives us the money to do what we were already doing” - speculating that the federation would not have achieved nearly so much had it started as a new initiative when the funding began.  All of the head teachers interviewed placed importance on the trust between the heads themselves as the foundation of the network.  This was echoed by a governor, who cited it as a positive influence which had allowed the federation to be much “further down the road” than it would have been otherwise.  This was a ‘soft’ federation, in that there was no legal relationship between schools.  The chair of the federation described himself as ‘primus inter pares’, and emphasised the need for independence among the schools.  In spite of this ‘soft’ nature, however, head teachers within the federation were clear that the structures which were in place allowed for more consistent and useful work between the schools than a looser, more ad hoc relationship (such as was extant for other areas of the LA). A discordant voice was heard, however, from a head who had previous experience of a more tightly structured federation elsewhere, and felt that Federation A could be more effective if the structure were to be tightened.  

This example indicates the benefits of pre-existing collaboration but it is necessary to note they are federations by agreement. These schools saw an opportunity to do more of what they were already doing, but better. Federation B, however, comprising two secondary schools, one of which was having difficulties, had a less equal relationship at the start.  The two schools involved in the secondary network had not previously had much collaboration: therefore, there was a great deal of ground work to be done before the federation could be successful, as the head teachers themselves acknowledge.  This was compounded by three other issues: the preconceptions staff had about what federation might be/entail; existing ways of working in one of the schools; and the local authority’s (school district) original idea of what the federation should be. Before the federation got off the ground, there was a good deal of speculation in the national education press which head teachers are convinced was unhelpful.  In essence, this information seems to had led staff to believe that all federations would be ‘hard’, would have joint governance, and led to staff fears of loss of school identity, of head teachers becoming remote, and of changes in employment status and conditions.  As one of the head teachers pointed out, 

Because we were a softer federation it would have been much more helpful if we could have called ourselves a collaborative from day one... But it was very hard because forces from without – and I would include the LEA in that – were really quite locked into the idea of a hard federation – that was my perception anyway - hard in the sense of accountability and change 
(Headteacher)
This example also highlights the ‘hard-soft’ dimension. The schools saw themselves in a soft federation despite the focus on improving standards in one of the constituents, whereas others in this model developed harder types of governance systems with a formal agreement or contracts.

Senior leadership and management within federations
Federations differed in the use of an overall ‘leader’. Terminology, function and power also varied. In some cases there was a chief executive who saw their role as concerned with facilitation:

My role has stayed the same. Although I’m the chief executive, my role is to be chief facilitator, to bring people together to discuss things.

In this instance, the chief executive was the head teacher of the secondary school in federation D who had been instrumental in the setting up of the federation. The secondary school exhibits an entrepreneurial approach and was opportunistic in terms of developing materials and activities that could add value to the federation’s work. This is an example of a ‘loosely-coupled‘ model where participants negotiate their level of involvement and nature of contribution.

Some federations introduced posts of director or chief executive. In the case of one federation that withdrew from the study the chief executive had been the headteacher of the successful secondary school. When he took on this chief executive post he was replaced as head by his deputy, a strategy also noted in a recent study of this model of federation (Glatter & Harvey, 2006). In Federation E, the LA had originally planned to appoint the Head of the secondary school as chief executive but, when he resigned, they rethought and subsequently appointed the head of the special school as acting chief executive. Over time, the federation ‘hardened’ and has moved towards a single school, with the acting chief executive having been confirmed as chief executive of the federation. 

In other cases, a federation appointed a director who was not simultaneously a headteacher, but with a clear leadership role and appointed at a level to match this. Such directors had a delicate path to tread but were very successful. For example, in Federation H where the federation principal provides the strategic leadership. During the early stages of development of the federation, the principal paid particular attention to developing and communicating a vision for the federation based on the support for the failing schools (schools placed on Special Measures by the Office for Standards in Education (OfSTED)). This involved making key appointments and providing leadership capacity in key areas. Once Schools A and B had been removed from Special Measures much of the vision had been accomplished. Therefore the federation leadership revisited their core values and beliefs in an attempt to develop a shared vision for future development. The outcomes of these discussions will dictate how the federation will evolve and the nature of leadership roles and responsibilities assigned to individual leaders. This is a challenging task because tensions exist within the leadership group. The federation has created an additional tier of management. A governor highlighted how the new structure has impacted on the headteachers:
When a headteacher has been directly responsible to his [sic] governors and now he’s responsible to his Principal as well as his governors. I mean it’s taking something away from his original authority. (federation governor)
The headteachers also recognized their power and autonomy have been eroded. One reflected:

You’re not a head any longer you are merely managing a department… (federation headteacher)

In Federation E headteachers left their posts over the period of the federation’s planning and development, the last despite having an important role to play in moving towards a new management structure that abolished the roles of the headteachers other than the executive director. 

The personal styles and commitment of the federation leaders were seen as very important to success, whatever the formal designation of the post of chief executive/director. The Partnership Director was seen as a vital part of the work of Federation I, described as 

‘a human dynamo. He’s passionate about what we’re doing and when there is a barrier … he’ll find a way round it and to have that sort of leadership helps. … [He]’s been the facilitator, the leader, the inspiration for us to move forward’ (headteacher). 

Similar comments were made by other interviewees in this federation. Losing the project management and with it the drive to move things forward would spell the end of the federation, because head teachers are not able to do it. An assistant head pointed out that the head teachers all needed to support the federation for it to be maintained, with the Partnership Director the ‘real driving force’, adding that she would not want to lose the part of the federation with which she was involved.

The importance of these personal characteristics of drive and commitment, but coupled with sensitivity, was evident across the sample. Drive and similar characteristics have also been reported as likely key success factors when a successful school combines in some sense with a school in difficulties. However, sensitivity is less central in those cases. Indeed, the head charged with helping to turn the other school round may consider there are hard decisions to be made, and quickly, such as removing staff and pupils (Glatter & Harvey, 2006).  In the current study, however, the majority of schools were federations of choice, so working relationships had to be developed not imposed. Many schools, while happy to collaborate, sought to maintain their autonomy. For example, in Federation A the need to maintain autonomy was articulated by the federation chair (who was also a headteacher), the administrator (a deputy head) and other heads and, although not expressed as such, this desire for autonomy might mitigate against there ever being a hard federation with a chief executive who had power to intervene in constituent schools. While interviews in this federation’s schools did not indicate a concern for autonomy in such trenchant terms, it was still apparent that individual cultures were considered sacrosanct. One head teacher spoke of consistency across the network in terms of issues such as ear and body piercing and uniforms and in terms of relationships with parents and pupils, but not in terms of conformity of pedagogy and structure. 

Middle level leadership and management in federations: ownership and involvement
During phase one of the study middle managers, teachers and governors had relatively little understanding of the federation of which they were part. This may suggest proposals to the DfES for funding as a federation had been created and owned by senior members of staff. This is perhaps not surprising. One reality for schools over recent years has been the importance of responding quickly to new government initiatives, especially those that brought resources into schools. This is not a cynical reaction but one developed out of necessity. Furthermore, as previously discussed, many of these federations were already committed to collaboration and partnership. Consequently, bids built upon existing practice but were typically developed without extensive discussions throughout the schools. 

Over the period of the study, however, other staff and governors became more knowledgeable and enthusiastic and there were opportunities, for example, for middle managers to take on whole school and federation-wide roles. This was not always the case, although reasons could be complex. For example, in Federation A there was a marked difference in enthusiasm for the federation as one delved down: senior staff were generally quite enthusiastic; governors were supportive but unable to show much impact on the life of the school; some teachers were unenthusiastic at best.  Two teachers could see no gains to be accrued from the federation or its work.  Perhaps significantly, these teachers saw little input from the federation or any other network in terms of information and resources, that is, in terms of immediate impact on teaching rather than on any long term issues.  

This may indicate that the federation concentrated on upper level issues – choice of specialism for federated schools seeking specialist status, fresh start, etc. rather than classroom based change.  As head teachers were so enthusiastic about the work of the federation it may be the case that the federation served and supported their work.  This does not mean, of course, that there was no effect in the classroom – in fact, it is clear that initiatives run through the federation had significant effect in the classroom.  However, this work was not branded as federation led or inspired.  This lack of branding was almost certainly linked to, if not a direct result of, the culture of independence and individual ethos mentioned above.  Schools undertook initiatives which were supported by the federation but those initiatives remained school based and owned.  

In other cases, the impact of the Federation was readily appreciated and commented upon by the staff throughout the school and by governors. These instances were characterised by clear branding of initiatives as part of the developing federations, for example the emphasis on continuing professional development in Federations D, G and I and the development of an initiative to promote inclusion in federation I. The latter was developed over a period of the project and by May 2006 had been rated ‘good, with outstanding features’ by OFSTED. 

DISCUSSION

The findings from this study support the literature that suggests successful change is underpinned by ownership of the change residing with teachers (Fullan, 1991), and that all change is local (Datnow et al., 2002). Where the federations worked well and the schools were keen for their continuation it was clear they had addressed their own internally driven priorities in their own way.  These were schools coming together with a common purpose rather than being forced into alliances to solve problems defined and driven by outside agencies.  These initiatives could be built upon positive action, to enhance existing good practice, but there were also examples of schools working together to support one or more schools experiencing significant difficulties.  However, in the latter case also, the schools developed a federation that was more collegial and equal than a simple ‘good school – weak school’ combination, with its implications of differential power and value. 

The notion of interdependence is associated with successful collaboration particularly in urban and challenging contexts (Ainscow and West, 2006).  This was found in the present study where schools in the more successful federations had developed strong interdependent relationships based on the assumption that all partners within the Federation could learn from each other, rather than the relationships promoting a one way transfer of ideas, knowledge and resources from the ‘good’ school to the ‘weak’ school. This was viewed as being important in avoiding a dependency culture where the weaker school is reduced to a ‘performance training sect’ holding negligible internal capacity (Hargreaves, 2003). 

Beyond issues of local ownership and control within a context of inter-dependence the findings reveal a greatly variegated picture. The nine case studies, in particular, have indicated there is a lack of conformity on all the major themes by which we have analysed the data.  This is particularly evident when considering models of governance, models of leadership and management.

Reflecting on governance
Sullivan and Skelcher (2002) provide a helpful taxonomy of forms of collaboration and rules of governance within the public sector. They argue that the loosest form of collaboration involves informal networks underpinned by self-governance through mutual norms and obligations and shared values and trust. Within this continuum networks become defined as partnerships when parties agree to share a limited amount of information. Such partnerships become more formalized and move towards becoming a federation when there is agreement to undertake joint activity and constitute a formal governing body. However, it is argued that the defining feature of a federation is the creation of a “federal structure in which participating bodies agree to devolve upwards some of their autonomy” (p. 43), this is underpinned by external government through an overarching constitution. At the extreme, Sullivan and Skelcher describe the merger of participating bodies into a single organization as integration. 

A federation continuum became apparent during this study and a typology has been developed by the DfES (see appendix A).  The main dimension may be termed ‘hard-soft’ and is the construct mainly used during this paper.  A further refinement concerns whether the federation has a statutory or non-statutory basis (Appendix A).  At the ‘hard’ end of the continuum are federations with hard governance, established under statute (Section 24 of the Education Act 2002).  These have a single governing body covering all schools.  Next are federations set up under Section 26 of the Education Act 2002, which may be described as ‘soft governance’.  Here each federation has its own governing body but the federation has a joint governance/strategic committee with delegated powers. 

The other two types of federation are non-statutory.  In a soft federation each school continues to have its own governing body.  In addition, the federation has joint governance with a strategic committee but without delegated powers.  Finally, the fourth type is not a federation as such but a group of schools meeting for a particular purpose.  This may be termed a loose collaboration.  In practice variation may also exist in this last group in terms of the issue that brings them together to work collaboratively and also the non-statutory structures they agree short of delegated powers.

Within this study, most of the federations would fall into the category of non-statutory or soft governance statutory federations. This may suggest that while schools involved in the pilot could see the advantage of collaborating to achieve economies of scale and transfer of knowledge and resources, ultimately they value their independence and powers of autonomy. 

Governors, especially chairs of governing bodies, were key to the setting up of the federation but thereafter the role of governing bodies was often relatively limited.  This was the case more often with softer federations, where reports to individual governing bodies or relatively informal joint committees of governors were seen as more appropriate.  Harder federations, however, needed to set up systems of governance.  One federation moved through a partnership board to a federated governing body over the period of the study, as the nature of the federation took shape and responsibilities changed.

Central to the structure of governance was finance.  In most federations schools retained their own budgets.  The discussion regarding finance, therefore, was firstly to agree on the use of the DfES grant under this programme and secondly whether, and if so by how much, to pool resources, and what accountability measures could be put into place.  The federation’s approach to pooling resources was an important factor in its likely sustainability after the funding ceased.  It was evident that loosening and giving up control of the school budget was a fundamental issue for schools.  Most avoided moving down this line, a position that was possible where this was not essential to the federation’s operation.  Where a single budget was desirable or necessary, as was the case for hard federations with a statutory basis, schools had to face the issue head on and this hit at the heart of their autonomy. 

Reflecting on leadership
The relationship between head teacher leadership and school effectiveness has been demonstrated in numerous studies over several decades (Teddlie & Reynolds, 2000). Findings from this study indicate that the success of a federation depends on the quality of the headteachers involved. This suggests that the quality of headteachers’ leadership is not only important in terms of the effectiveness of individual schools but also for the development of effective collaborations between schools. Headteachers in this study tended to display characteristics of ‘system leaders’ (Fullan, 2004) by taking an evolutionary theory perspective where they could see the benefit of collaboration for both individual organizations and the wider system (Alter & Hage, 1993).  

The leadership structures put in place varied across the federations.  Some appointed a federation director (the titles varied) but these typically had a facilitating role with few delegated powers.  This reflected both the nature of the federations and also the lack of clarity about the legal aspects of federation headship that continued throughout the study.  For example, the federation that comprised three schools combining on a single campus moved from a structure of three head teacher posts plus federation director to a new structure by the summer of 2006 when the resignation of the last head teacher allowed the federation director to take on the legal status of head teacher. The issue of legal status of the leadership and governance of federations is an important issue and the development of the 2007 School Governance (Federations) (England) Regulations (DfES, 2006) appears to go some way to providing a stronger framework. 

It has been argued that one of the original policy drivers for federations was the view that there were insufficient potential headteachers of the necessary quality to lead the country’s schools (Glatter & Harvey, 2006).  The development of a system where a leader could have responsibility for two or more schools appears to be a response to this view.  However, the federations in the present study generally did not set up models that reflected this.  As noted, federation leaders tended to have facilitating roles, and in some cases a headteacher of a federation school took on the role because of the failure to appoint.  Typically this was seen as primus inter pares.  As such it reflected a very different model compared to that given above in a harder federation, or that exhibited in one of the federations that withdrew from the study, where there was an executive head with a powerful role over the constituent schools.

Models of distributive leadership within schools have some applicability in federations, but there are further issues to consider.  As we have shown, the federations varied in how they were governed and led, the distribution of leadership was not necessarily similar to the way that responsibility is delegated in a school.  Rather, the general model was for the schools to continue to have autonomy – federations frequently stressed how important this was to their functioning – under the facilitation of the federation director – although in some federations there was evidence of a greater degree of distributed leadership.

It is increasingly clear that successful interventions and school improvement efforts involve mutual adaptation and are co-constructed (Datnow et al., 2002). The coherence around localised ownership and control combined with the range of models of governance, leadership and management suggests the federations policy has provided a tight/ loose framework which can support the localised development of governance, leadership and management with the power to serve complex local contexts. In short, the movement towards a federated system may signal the beginnings of a genuine shift towards relocating innovation closer to schools in order to generate greater collective capacity for change. If we can move innovation closer to schools, the opportunity exists to generate locally devised improvement strategies that are relevant to their individualised contexts.  
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Appendix A:
Federations Continuum
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	Soft Governance Federation
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	Informal, Loose Collaboration
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	Committee with delegated powers
	
	
	Committee without delegated powers
	
	
	Informal Committee
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Governing Body?
	Single governing body shared by all schools
	Each school has its own governing body, but the federation has joint governance/strategic committee with delegated power
	Each school has its own governing body; the federation , however, has joint governance/strategic committee without delegated powers
	Each school has its own governing body and the group of schools meet informally on as-hoc basis.

	Statutory?
	Yes. Hard governance federations are established using Federations Regulations made under Section 24 Education Act 2002.
	Yes. Soft governance federations established using Collaboration Regulations, made under Section 26 Education Act 2002.
	No. Schools can set up soft federations without having to follow regulations.
	No. Schools can form information collaborations without having to follow regulations.

	Common goals?
	All schools share common goals through SLA and protocol; having single governing body allows for efficient, streamlined decision making in all areas.
	All schools share common goals through SLA and protocol; joint committee can make joint decisions in some areas, but not all.
	All schools share common goals through protocol; joint committee can make joint recommendations, but it is up to individual governing body to authorise plans.
	All schools share common goals and can work together on ad-hoc issues and informal agreements.

	Common Budget?
	No, but having a single governing body allows for prompt budgetary decisions on behalf of the group of schools.
	No, but if JSC has budgetary powers delegated to it, they can make prompt budgetary decisions for the group of schools.
	No, but it could make budgetary recommendations for the group, which in turn would have to be approved by individual governing body.
	No. However, if group of schools wish to commit budget, they would need to go back to their individual governing bodies to approve.

	Shared staff?
	Common management and appointments are agreed in a simple, effective manner.  Sometimes choose to have single headteacher across group of schools.
	Common management positions and appointments, but need to have protocol/contract to underpin commitment to shared posts.
	Common management positions and appointments, but need to have protocols/contract to underpin commitment to shared posts.
	Unlikely to have common management positions, but if they exist, they have to be agreed in a protocol/contract.
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