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The sense that we are at an inflection point, not just in education but more broadly, is pervasive. The French philosopher and sociologist Edgar Morin describes how our current global crises “feed on each other in a sort of polycrisis—ecological, economic, political, social, civilizational” (Morin, 2024). Morin refers to many of the crises we face – ecological degradation, democracy in retreat, escalating wars – but of course there are others. 

This makes the BELMAS conference theme of turbulence, reform and development particularly relevant and urgent. Yet the role of schools in this context remains unclear. Are they engines of meritocracy, helping all children – particularly the most disadvantaged – to prepare for life and work? Are they stable sanctuaries, providing safety, care and support for children’s development? And/or are they future-focussed activists, seeking to unlock children’s critical voice and agency in a world that needs to listen?    

Of course, schools can be all these things and more. What seems clear is that the task of leading contemporary schools is hugely demanding (Woods et al, 2021). Across many international contexts longstanding societal inequalities have been compounded by COVID-19 and cuts to public services. Many schools face tight budgets, reduced support and staffing shortfalls together with ever-growing pressure to demonstrate impact. Headteachers report working unreasonable hours, some are burning out and many plan to leave, while fewer senior leaders say they aspire to the top job (Dicke et al, 2022; Thomson and Greany, 2024).         

This raises important questions around the sustainability of leadership. At one level this is a succession planning issue, leading us towards practical considerations, such as how school leaders might best be supported, developed, deployed and rewarded. At another level, a focus on sustainability raises more fundamental questions, around how leadership and schooling should be conceptualised and whether our current models are fit for purpose to achieve our collective Sustainable Development Goals (UN, 2023). 

The keynote is informed by an ongoing study of sustainable school leadership across the UK which I am working on with my colleagues Professor Pat Thomson and Drs Tom Perry and Mike Collins. The research seeks to understand: i) how the four UK nations recruit, train and retain school leaders, ii) how well these approaches take account of individual, local and systemic needs and sustainability. 

Following Hargreaves and Finks (2006) we take sustainability and the need for a long-term view of student learning and schooling as our framing. Sustainability is about meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. Yet, too often, current thinking is underpinned by notions of school improvement and effectiveness, driving a global consensus around what is meant by successful school leadership and a persistent emphasis on ‘instructional’ or ‘learning centred’ approaches. This consensus feeds into wider issues that include: a focus on hierarchical and market-based reforms; surveillance and audit; work intensification; and, unsurprisingly, problems with teacher and leader supply. 

We argue that reframing successful and sustainable school leadership requires a different set of lenses. Our project conceptual framework brings notions of identity and place together with a processual view of leadership to explore how school leaders work to balance their own and their communities’ current and future needs. Among many insights, our data reveals that most leaders have limited time for ‘instructional’ leadership, often because they are focussed on issues of inclusion and well-being, for staff as well as pupils. We call this the leadership of care, after Tronto and Fisher, who argue that care “includes everything we do to maintain, contain, and repair our 'world' so that we can live in it as well as possible” (1990:40)​. We suggest that this is not simply a fault to be corrected, so that leaders can get back on with the ‘real’ work of leading learning, but a signal to be heard so that we can explore what is needed to create a more care-ful schooling system.   
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