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Thematic Paper 4: The formation of leaders
This paper is divided into two parts, the first descriptive of the data gathered from school
leaders on the above theme and the second analytical.
Please read the paper carefully and reflect on the following three questions:
(i)
(ii)
(iii)

What resonates?
What would you add?
How does this relate to practice?

We would like you to share your thoughts on the paper during the opening session of the
conference. Your participation will be essential to shaping the conference’s outcomes, as
we determine what is needed to build theological, ethical and spiritual capacity for
leadership in Catholic schools.
The data quoted in the papers was collected through interviews, focus groups and surveys
participated in by school leaders. All contributions have been anonymised.
If you have any questions about the conference please contact Robert Ivermee
(r.ivermee@heythrop.ac.uk). More information about the VfEL project is available here:
http://www.heythrop.ac.uk/heythrop-institute-religion-society/hirs-visions-educationalleadership.

Part A: Description of the data
(Written by Robert Ivermee on behalf of the VfEL research team.)
This paper considers the formation of school leaders – the preparation and ongoing development
that leaders require to fulfil better their roles. It takes into consideration leaders’ experiences and
suggestions for the formation of their successors. The first half of part A considers the individuals,
institutions and activities through which the formation of leaders takes or ought to take place,
detailing leaders’ thoughts on existing structures of formation and recommendations for the future.
The second half considers understandings of what knowledge, topics and ideas should be included
in leadership formation.
1. Structures of Formation
Training for teachers and school leaders provided by government and most other institutions is
largely secular in character – where faith is considered at all it is usually as an auxiliary or “bolt on”.
How then does one learn to work in and lead a Catholic school?
Leaders recognise that formation for school leadership does not end when one enters into a post
but continues throughout leadership (“The day you stop learning will be the day you retire.”). The
support available to school leaders differs considerably from one location to the next. Usually it is
the task of leaders to look for sources of support and develop linkages with institutions or
individuals. In the following the major individuals, institutions and activities identified as important to
the formation of school leaders are noted and proposals for improving their effectiveness are
detailed.
1.1 Leaders within one’s school
School leaders consistently identified colleagues in school leadership teams as a source of
formation:
To learn to lead in a Catholic school is unique. You learn from good Catholic leaders. You
learn about your own faith and your own prayer life; you learn about your own clear
mission and your Christian values. You learn in Catholic schools because it's there and it
permeates through everything whereas I don't think I saw that as much in a non-Catholic
school. So I would say I learned under good Catholic leaders how to lead.
I actually saw three Heads leading the school and the amount that I learnt from them as
leaders was invaluable. The Head while I was deputy was called Joe. I learnt a
tremendous amount from him.
I have learned to be a Catholic leader very much from working with strong and good role
models over the years. I might go right back to my first Head Master who died earlier this
year. He was a very good model and I suppose looking 25 -30 years on I can see a lot of
parallels between how he led the school and what I am trying to do and how I am trying to
do it now – this sort of oral tradition of seeing how it is done.
1.2 Leaders in other Catholic schools
It was considered essential to learn from leaders in other Catholic schools:
I feel that it is essential for Catholic head teachers to meet and share their experiences on
a regular basis as the demands placed on us differ from those in the non-Catholic sector.
Listen to other colleagues and utilise their good practice: i.e. leaders in schools in the local
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cluster within the Birmingham Catholic Primary Partnership and leaders within other
schools that I know or have previously worked with.
Strong links with other Catholic heads is essential not only to share experiences but to
realise you’re not on your own.
Ongoing changes in the Catholic school sector, including academisation and the setting up of
networks of Catholic schools, have increased opportunities for school leaders to support each
other:
The local group of Catholic schools has always been important but is now essential for the
well being of leaders. It will develop even more when the diocesan schools become a
Multi-academy Trust.
The multi-academy approach may sustain better support because you need to speak to
somebody else. When I first started teaching I had something quite difficult to deal with
and I couldn’t unload to anybody. I got most comfort talking to other heads in those
snatched moments that you have and it’s just that common sense of realising that nothing
you deal with is unusual. I’m hoping that in the future the multi-academy school leaders
will have that opportunity to be supportive to each other. I envisage that the multiacademy in Catholic education will be successful. It will be about those school leaders
really being in a very cohesive group.
I'm a member of two organisations. One is the Hexham and Newcastle Catholic Head
Teachers. There's about 22 of us. It's a very, very good group. And we organise a
conference at least once a year. And 90 percent of that time is dedicated to how we lead
faith communities. The other thing is the Catholic Partnership. That's a formal organisation
of 13 schools. And we have our own director; it's a company now. We put a percentage of
our budget into that for the development of staff and opportunities for youngsters and it's
very much, again, looking at the distinctive nature of Catholic schools and theological
development of staff.
It was suggested that not only head teachers but also deputies and potential leaders of the future
should be given opportunities to meet more regularly with each other.
1.3 Diocesan education services
Many leaders have received important training and support from dioceses:
I have received a lot of support from the DES. DES courses such as the Moving Together
programme for new Heads are very useful.
I consult with the diocesan adviser and attend conferences organised by the diocese
which are of the highest standard without exception.
My other main source of support comes through the diocesan education staff. Support is
always at the end of the phone or email if needed and should we be seeking specific
knowledge. This is on top of the conferences and events that are delivered at diocesan
level.
About six years ago the diocese ran a preparing for headship course which I attended and
got a lot out of. More recently I've gone along and delivered to some of the middle
managers wanting to get into senior leadership. There was one course I went on which
was trying to look at leadership in the Catholic school in post-modernist terms. And that
was very good.
The diocese has provided lots of training, which is great for me. I went to a Sikh temple.
We were in a mosque. They give us an experience that we can come back to the children
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with. I think that’s what the diocese seeks to provide. Recently I was on a course
challenging the way that we deliver scripture. It will have an impact on the way that I
deliver scripture and hopefully on the way that the staff deliver scripture too. So the
diocese is incredibly important.
Provisions from one diocese to the next appear to vary considerably, however:
I have received little or no support or understanding from diocesan officers. Nobody would
ever begin to understand the pressure of being a Catholic head teacher unless they had
done the job.
I have found that the support given by different dioceses varies enormously. As a head in
the Plymouth diocese I feel very well supported. The network of skills and support
currently available to me is not as good.
I am sorry to say that I had very little support from the diocese after my induction as
Headteacher in 2008. I did not have a mentor allocated even though I asked several
times!
I don’t really see the diocesan annual conference of head teachers as being about
spiritual regeneration. It is just about seeing people and networking. If the diocese was
serious about the spiritual regeneration of school leaders it could do that a lot better.
Leaders identified the need for a more coordinated approach to the development of school leaders
at diocesan and national levels. This should include the identification and nurturing of potential
school leaders:
I think the way that we approach and nurture our talent needs a bit of an overhaul. We’ve
not really, from any almost helicopter style viewpoint, had a look and thought “that person
may be a prospective leader for the future, maybe we can enhance their career path.” I
just don’t think we’ve actually thought like that.
I would completely restructure the whole thing. I would probably take ten thousand from
every secondary school, or twenty thousand, so that the diocese can restructure and have
a system for developing school leaders. As heads we don’t always know what the diocese
is thinking. They haven’t got the capacity to do things at the moment, the support
structures are not in place.
As head teachers we waste so much time reinventing the wheel because we're not
receiving leadership from the hierarchy above us to help us do things. There's brilliant
work going on in so many schools that isn't being shared. The idea of the archbishop
leading the training of teachers, as the main teacher in the archdiocese, makes a huge
amount of sense. We spend hours and hours trying to find the best way of creating a
curriculum that is Catholic but we're doing it individually in every single school.
There’s nowhere you go to learn how to be a leader in a Catholic school. There’s no
equivalent to the NPQH for Catholic leaders. With the NPQH, there are certain standards
expected from school leaders. But as a leader in a Catholic school, you don’t really know
what you’re expected to do. As a faith leader you don’t know what your responsibilities
are. You’re just hoping you’re doing the right thing. There’s nothing out there, specifically,
to say “A good Catholic school does this” or “The leaders do this, this, and this”. And
there’s no support coming from the diocese to my knowledge.
I think we could do more. The sort of thing I would be promoting is sending potential
leaders to spend time in other Catholic schools. Even if it is a short term placement it
gives people an opportunity to see a different Catholic organisation functioning and
different ways of tackling things.
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Developing school leaders is a challenge, without a huge amount of support from the
Catholic network. I think we’re missing a trick. There are lots of opportunities but because
it’s divided into archdioceses or dioceses, it’s so different throughout the country. The
academy agenda, for example. You just cannot believe that there’s not a national steer on
that.
I think it would be worth exploring the idea an educational deacon to nurture school
leaders
1.4 Priests and other clergy
Leaders regularly identified parish priests as a source of support and influence on formation. Some
did however question how far clergy understand the nature of school leadership. For more on this
see thematic paper 3.
1.5 Religious orders
Leaders of schools with their roots in religious orders often spoke about the order as a positive
influence on their formation. One suggested that the Ursuline order is good at meeting her needs.
In the words of another:
The Salesians are very good at formation and have provided me with a number of
opportunities over the years to think about what it means to be a Salesian leader. There
have been formal opportunities such as annual conferences on Christian leadership and
Salesian spirituality. And I have learnt from good Salesian role models.
1.6 Universities
Leaders spoke about the benefits derived from university studies in subjects including theology and
Catholic school leadership.
I felt the need to gain more theological knowledge and consequently completed the MA in
Contemporary Christian Theology in the Catholic Tradition at Heythrop in 2006. I gained
knowledge of theology, church teaching and scripture and understanding of how to apply
that in a leadership situation. It was a revelation.
I did the MA offered through St. Mary's in Catholic School Leadership. After three years of
study, I realised that there wasn't anything that I didn't really know. It was just being able
to articulate it and speak from the heart about it and not be embarrassed about that.
I am one term away from completing a doctorate in succession planning in Catholic
primary education at the University of Birmingham. This expertise supported me on
becoming a head.
I am currently half way through a doctorate on the philosophical underpinning of English
Catholic identity and its impact on education and mission. I encourage people to consider
the MA in Catholic School Leadership (e.g. at St Mary's). I collaborate closely with St
Mary's University College where my staff undertake some Visiting Lecturer roles and from
where we take the majority of our teacher trainees.
1.7 Individual research and self-study
Many leaders spoke about the impact of individual research or study on their development as
leaders. They make use of resources from a variety of places.
I read Catholic Church documents, Catholic press/websites and other faith publications. In
the past two years the diocesan schools commission has become more effective at
pointing these out to leaders.
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I seek opportunities to attend Bible classes to reflect on the Word of God. I study a variety
of documents and take interest in Catholic newspapers.
There is a knowledge base that is often missing or inadequate as leadership of our
schools has moved from religious to laity. I have gained knowledge through reading and
have attempted to put together a series of papers for staff on Catholic ethos. While writing
the papers, comments and corrections from other people were very beneficial.
In the library we have a set of resources on the Catholic faith. So if you need to
familiarise yourself you can go and read it. There is a website where you type in the date
and it comes up with a reflection. They are really good because they will give you some
sort of historical facts and also a prayer that links with it. That is a really good source
when it comes to assemblies.
1.8 Training days
Leaders spoke positively about the impact of training days provided by external parties. Training
may have been organised by dioceses or the schools themselves. For example:
A few years ago, the Birmingham Archdiocese ran a course through Margaret Buck for
middle leaders, but with a Catholic slant – middle leadership training for people working in
a Catholic school. And that was quite an interesting process. It had the same essence as
any middle leaders’ training but it had an emphasis on the background of working in a
Catholic school. It helped middle leaders understand a little bit clearer that they did have
an extra responsibility for the ethos of the school.
1.9 Sabbaticals
Some leaders suggested that the best opportunities for personal religious study and formation
came through sabbaticals. One proposed that sabbaticals should be part of formalised training for
Catholic school leaders, as they are in Australia. Another spoke about the benefits of sabbaticals in
the following way:
Something that I am passionate about is mini sabbaticals and sabbaticals for heads
because we all know what we do in our everyday lives. On a sabbatical you can share,
you can pray, you can reflect. Last year I helped organise a mini sabbatical for heads and
that was very powerful. Leaders of schools need some time out to reflect and to look at
their vision and to look at the core purpose and to understand what makes us distinctive
from a school down the road. It’s very important. And it gives people time to reflect on
the tensions, because there’s a lot of stress.
1.10 Coaching/mentoring
Leaders suggested that coaching and mentoring has enabled them to develop in many aspects of
their roles, including as faith leaders. Many feel that dioceses should organise mentoring for all
new heads.
I insisted on somebody being my mentor. I handpicked my mentor in my first year of
headship and that made it absolutely manageable and incredibly helpful, and I hear
myself saying things that he said to me, time and again, about the quality of relationships
and so forth. He really shaped and formed me as the leader I am. Being given those initial
tools and confidence to be able to do it and knowing somebody is literally walking beside
you is incredibly powerful.
I’m now mentoring a new Head Teacher. I didn’t have a mentor myself and I really felt the
lack of it. What I really needed was somebody to confide in and ask: “this has happened,
this is what I’m thinking of doing, do you think that’s the right thing to do?” I could have
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done with that, certainly in the first year.
I think mentors are incredibly important and I was explicit when I took on the post here not
just that I wanted a Catholic mentor, I stated who it was that I wanted because it is a
person who has led an outstanding Catholic school for many, many years who when I
started teaching was my Deputy Head. He hugely influenced me as a teacher and I had
the highest, still have the highest regard for him. Having somebody like that to help guide
and support and talk to me was incredibly helpful.
Dioceses were not supportive at all four years ago because they would appoint people
and very much leave them to it. I think in the last three or four years there is better support
for newly appointed head teachers, but I think the dioceses really need to move forward
and actually look at having mentors assigned to newly appointed heads. That would be
something really positive because a mentor is somebody to talk through the daily issues
with. As a head teacher your first and second years are very lonely. When you face
challenges there are great tips which you can learn from somebody who has been through
it before. Dioceses should have a system of mentorship and coaching for newly appointed
heads.
1.11 Theological/spiritual advisors
In addition to mentors or coaches, many leaders expressed a wish for theological or spiritual
advisers to help them make decisions and build their capacity to work as a faith leaders. In some
instances R.E. coordinators, priests or members of school leadership teams appear to be meeting
this kind of need.
Spiritual advisors or somebody to whom you can refer things are a way forward to support
the leaders of Catholic schools as they’re developing.
I use the head of R.E. to problem solve or have conversations about faith issues. It’s
important to recognise that you’re not in it alone.
I think having a pastoral deputy or someone else in charge of pastoral issues is a
wonderful thing. We now have ELSAs – emotional literacy support assistants – in the
school who are trained by psychologists. They run ten week courses where the children
go and chat to them. It helps me in my role as well. I think it is really worthwhile and I
would hope that other Catholic schools would take that on board.
2. The Formation Required
Many of the skills and characteristics identified by school leaders as necessary for their roles would
be shared by leaders outside of the Catholic school sector. They included people skills,
communication skills, listening skills, the ability to delegate, numeracy, creativity, energy, emotional
resilience, vision, patience and a sense of justice.
Other skills and characteristics were particular to the leadership of Catholic schools. They included:
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

Strong personal faith
A strong and clear Catholic vision
Understanding of the church’s teaching on various issues
Ability to interpret church teachings in everyday life
Knowledge of catechism and Canon Law
A good understanding of other faiths and a willingness to learn from them
The ability to understand, develop and deliver liturgy within the school setting
The ability to use prayer in decision-making
Discernment: using intelligence in order to create a vision driven by faith
Creativity and imagination to skilfully engage young people in the message of Jesus
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!
!
!
!
!
!

Kenotic characteristics which enable the 'Spirit' to flourish
Understanding of the key issues in the Catholic Church
Good knowledge of the Bible
A dedication to Catholic education which includes keeping abreast of recent theological
research and Church documents
Ability to lead in prayer and reflection
Knowledge of Catholic social teaching

Almost all school leaders consider themselves faith leaders or leaders of faith communities. How
well-equipped do they feel to fulfil this part of their roles?
There is a lack of ‘theological’ support for school staff. Over the years I have done part
time studies in theology. They are helpful but expensive in time, commitment and money,
all three coming from personal resources.
Being entirely blunt, I’ve had no structured support for years. Spiritual formation for me, as
a Catholic leader, has been entirely limited in the last twenty years.
I feel very vulnerable as a Catholic leader because I haven’t studied theology. I don’t talk
the doctrine or whatever it is you’re supposed to talk about. I’ve not been educated or
trained in that kind of language. I’ve not done anything to develop the Catholicity side of
being a leader. I don’t have theological fluency. I can’t just stand up in front of a group of
people and talk the language. And I don’t know the correct books or articles to read, that I
should have read in the position that I’m in.
Theological fluency, yes! If you ask me, is it a challenge for us as faith leaders then I
would say “yes it is!” Is it a challenge for me, yes I believe it is. Are there faith leaders out
there who are more theologically fluent than others, yes certainly. Is there work that can
be undertaken with faith leaders in Catholic schools to develop theological fluency, yes
certainly there is.
Leaders suggest that the deficit of theological capacity in their schools begins with teaching staff,
many of whom do not have adequate knowledge or understanding. They work to overcome this
deficit in their schools:
My young staff don’t have the background knowledge. We need a way of giving them this
solid base of what the Catholic faith is about but in a way that they can access. I’ve got
staff who are doing the diocese’s Certificate in Religious Studies or the Catholic Certificate
in Religious Studies and they find it really hard because they’re going in at a theological
level that is way above their experience. Perhaps we need a stepping stone somewhere in
between where we provide them with more basic knowledge. The staff need to be
evangelised themselves.
We have development days for staff based around theology and the charism of the
school. Everybody is invited and I have found that quite powerful. Pitching it at the right
level is important.
It is very difficult to recruit teachers, never mind Catholic teachers. We make sure that we
have good support packages for new staff: they have a list of expectations about the
prayers we do, the worship we have and why, what Advent is, what Pentecost is, and we
also have a separate booklet on how to prepare a Mass and what's expected in that and
what the reasons are behind that. That gives a good common language. We also come
together as staff to pray every morning and we have an inset day that's dedicated to RE.
At the start of each September term, my deputy, a nun who is fantastic at meditation, has
a whole school meditation for all of the staff and people actually sometimes cry at that.
That's developing their own spirituality and I think that's really essential and it's very good
bonding for us as staff.
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The chaplaincy team try to have simple reflection. The chaplaincy team leader leads staff
prayers on a Friday and writes up themes from the Sunday Gospel to circulate among
staff.
The theological development of staff is seen by heads and deputies as part of the wider creation of
opportunities for potential school leaders to develop, through distributed leadership, coaching and
other initiatives.
What exactly should be the theological content of formation for current and future leaders? Some
consider the Catholic Certificate in Religious Studies (CCRS) a useful starting-point:
I found that undertaking the CCRS made my faith grow tremendously. I was quite
challenged by it, all of the modules, and it reaffirmed and widened my religious education,
helping me as a leader of a faith school. How can I lead without accurate knowledge and
information? That knowledge is not being taught in secondary schools so the CCRS is
vital.
We’re hoping to host the CCRS soon. As someone who hasn't been in Catholic schools
for a long time, I'm not as comfortable as I should be with the testament and theology of it.
The CCRS was criticised however for being too far removed from the reality of schools and not
spiritual enough:
You could ditch the CCRS, although I insist on my teachers doing it. It’s not helping our
teachers. It is not to do with what they’re doing in primary school and it’s not to do with
their own spirituality. It’s got to be more spiritually based and more school-centred. It is too
information based. Modules could be pared down quite a bit to explore who God is for
each person – What experience have you had with God? How do you relate to God the
Father? How do you reconcile the Trinity? – and things like that.
Leaders suggested that the theological formation of school leaders should be about raising
knowledge of Catholic social teaching and how to apply it:
One of the things that we need to be better informed of is Catholic social teaching. I think
the principles of Catholic social teaching should direct the mission of the school and I don't
know how high a priority they are when we set our school development plan or when we
engage in our strategic vision. Publications such as Caritas in Veritate need to be made
much simpler for teachers and head teachers to use. I think there is a bit missing between
what gets published at a very high theoretical level and what then gets distilled to school
leaders through professional development and dissemination.
It should be about the mission of Catholic schools and their history:
When I started as a Head, I don't think anybody ever said to me “why are you doing the
job you're doing? why have you chosen to be a leader in a Catholic school and not
another school?” I was brought up a Catholic, I went to a Catholic convent school, it was
part of me, but nobody actually asked whether it was my faith that was driving me into the
leadership of a Catholic school or simply the fact that this is how I was brought up and all
I’d ever known in education. Those questions were never asked. As a new Head I think it's
really important to bring it back to why you are leading a Catholic school.
There is a lack of opportunities to discuss what the mission of the school is. That is
something we have been looking at as a leadership team. One of the things that we have
started is a new induction programme for young staff coming into the school, with
sessions on mission and ethos. If you don’t have a clear perspective on what the mission
of the school is, how can you be expected to uphold it?
Leaders should explore what it is to be a leader in a Catholic school, looking at the history
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of the church and Catholic education.
Leaders need to understand the history of Catholic education, they need to understand
what they are custodians of.
Theological training must be made personal to individuals and relevant to real life situations:
I'm very open with my staff about my life and faith journey. I try to share my spirituality.
You've got to have courage to do that. Would I have had the courage 17 years ago? I
wonder that.
For the development of Catholic leaders, people must have the confidence that their faith
– no matter where it is and however personal it is – is valued. Then they can share and
articulate it and find ways of being the person that they want to be as a leader.
It must nurture spirituality:
I think we've been proactive in the diocese up here. I'm in a group where we have three
programmes running for leaders in Catholic schools – one for headship, one for senior
leadership and one for middle leaders. We purposely don't replicate the things that the
National College does; we look specifically at the distinctive demand of leading a Catholic
school. We explore things like servant leadership and how to draw on your reservoir of
spirituality. To be an authentic leader, you need to be a spiritual leader, and so you need
to go inwards before you can go outwards. And that's a continuous journey. A lot of the
programme is based on that.
I read books on male spirituality, e.g. Richard Rohr, to help me develop as a leader.
I had a very good spiritual base to become a head teacher because I’d been in a spiritual
community for many years and still am. How to lead an assembly, how to set up prayer
times, if you’ve been involved in spirituality that’s going to come more naturally to you. I’ve
been formed in a community. If you’re coming as a general parish-based person without
some other experiences, you’re actually just regurgitating stuff. If your personal
experiences are not behind it you’re not going to have a spiritual base. So training for
school leaders has to be based on some form of spiritual formation.
It should equip leaders to deal with pastoral issues:
A Catholic pastoral programme that incorporates the gospels into issues of everyday life,
whether alcohol abuse, or drug taking, abortion, family issues. I do not know if it exists
but that could really help the pastoral teams in the school because I think that most of our
pastoral input, excellent though it is, is created in-house. It would be valuable to have
additional theological resources.
And to deal with trauma, e.g. a young person committing suicide.
Theological training should relate to particular tasks of school leaders, e.g. providing for children
with special needs:
I was special needs coordinator in the school. I have done the special education needs
qualification and I started the CCRS. I am very interested in theology. I’m not aware of
theology relating to special needs but it might be very useful.
Theological aspects of leadership formation should be integrated with practical training:
In terms of training, what tends to go down well is when it is a mixture of ethos and
spiritual dimension plus something practical, rather than separating the training into one
thing or another. Then you see it as a whole job. What has been quite good in recent
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training has been looking at how particular values apply to real situations.
The language used should be accessible:
I go to the Catholic Heads residential conferences organised by the diocese and some of
the input is very, very academic. I have been at a number of conferences now where I just
do not understand what is being said – it is just at a level that is beyond my understanding
and knowledge. Maybe it is different for people who have an R.E. background. There
should be more for people who lack either experience or confidence. I really like the
phrase ‘theological fluency’ – I would sign up for it.
It worries me that when we go on training courses we are given a kind of theological
language. If you start getting familiar with it you don't realise that other people have not
got a clue what you're talking about.
A number of leaders are not convinced that ‘theological’ knowledge is important to their roles. This
suggestion appears to be based upon a distinction between theology and faith at a practical,
operant level.
I know that I can maintain the Catholic ethos of the school. I don’t care about not knowing
that much theology. I don't feel like I need to know anything in that much detail. As long as
you've got your faith inside, I think that will sustain you and you can always find out
theological points from other people, can't you.
I'm thin on the ground with regard to theology. All that I've got is my own life experiences –
I'm a practising Catholic, I go to church, I read, I've brought up my children. I have a fairly
clear view of the sort of things that I should be, the types of approach I should be taking.
My knowledge of theological issues is weak but I don’t think that affects my role as leader.
My knowledge of the Catholic faith is built on attending a Catholic school myself, working
in previous Catholic schools and what Father John says on a Sunday, and I live it.
I think you've got to have a basic grasp of what being Christian is, and what being a good
Catholic is. That’s an automatic default position that you don't have to think about really,
because the way that you have been brought up, the way that you live your life, just tells
you instinctively what the call is. Training is important, but you can't substitute your own
life experiences.
The weakness in my Catholic leadership is that I have no theology background. But in a
way I suppose that maybe I work at it or think about it more than other people who come
through Catholic schools, who have a set of givens and don’t necessarily need to think
about it. As a leader I have to live it every day, it's in my heart, I don’t need to rehearse it.
This kind of expression was combined in some instances with leaders questioning the value of
formally studying theology. One suggested that in light of the major time demands on teachers, the
postgraduate study of theology “would be a bit of a luxury.” Another suggested that a Masters
degree in theology was unnecessary for leadership at primary school level.
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Part B: Analysis: The schools leader: training, formation and ongoing care and development
(Written by Clare Watkins on behalf of the VfEL research team.)
The day you stop learning will be the day you retire.
There’s nowhere you go to learn how to be a leader in a Catholic school…you don’t really
know what you’re expected to do. As a faith leader you don’t know what your
responsibilities are. You’re just hoping you’re doing the right thing. There’s nothing out
there, specifically, to say “A good Catholic school does this” or “The leaders do this, this,
and this”.
I really like the phrase ‘theological fluency’ - I would sign up for it.
The subject of the initial and continuing formation of teachers for schools leadership positions goes
to the heart of the motivation for the Visions for Educational Leadership research. Consciousness
of the struggle to recruit suitable applicants to leadership posts in schools and awareness of the
stresses experienced by those in post, strongly suggested, from the outset, that this was an area
for significant attention. It was clear that we needed to listen carefully to the experience of those we
spoke with ‘on the ground’; and, in honouring that experience, we needed a quality of theological
engagement which might lead to a clearer vision for, and so practice in support of, schools leaders’
formation and nurture.
In adopting the language of ‘formation’ we are already locating our reflections in a particular way.
Most commonly associated with the preparation of men for ordained ministry, the language of
‘formation’ expresses an approach to personal readiness and equipping for a complex task or
service, which goes beyond training, education, or personal qualities / skills in isolation. Rather,
formation suggests a process which is shaped by, and responds to, the integrative complexity of
the whole person, in response to the particular service which they are being called upon to
perform.
With regard to formation for the presbyterate, recent courses are based on the ‘four pillars’ set out
in Patores Dabo Vobis, and given particular content in local curricula described by Bishops’
Conferences.1 These so-called ‘four pillars’ seek to describe the scope of formation, and name the
human, intellectual, pastoral and spiritual as the foundational areas for attention. In doing this,
great stress is to be laid on the integration of these ‘pillars’, and their rootedness in the person,
uniquely called to embody this service. These four areas of formation have become the normative
way in which preparation for presbyteral ordination is carried out, planned and assessed.
In referring to this vision of formation for ordained ministry in the church, I want to suggest, from
the outset, that there is, in the testimony of the schools leaders, an operant theology which bears
remarkable witness to the need for something analogous to this integrative and whole-person
approach.2 Whilst not wishing to detail preparation for schools leadership in a similar way to that
needed for seminary training, I do want to suggest that the notion of formation (as distinct, though
not separate from, ‘training’, ‘education’, etc.), based broadly on the integrated areas of the human,
intellectual, pastoral and spiritual, reflects the theology implicit in the accounts given by those
interviewed.
Such an implicit theology of formation relates to that reading of schools leadership as pastoral /
ecclesial / faith leadership which we have detailed elsewhere in this research - leadership that is
described by more than one participant as ‘priestly’. As someone involved in seminary formation, I
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I am encouraged in this by the essay of Chris Hughes, “Faith Formation for Leaders in Catholic Schools”
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was struck by the account given by our schools leaders about the qualities and skills which are
seen as distinctively characteristic of Catholic schools leadership - the qualities towards which any
formation must be directed. The ways in which these itemised requirements mirror what is
expected of ordained minsters is not, I think, coincidental; rather, what we see outlined here is a
Catholic understanding of what faith leadership in a complex pastoral setting requires of those who
lead. For ease of reference I reproduce that list here:
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!
!

Strong personal faith
A strong and clear Catholic vision
Understanding of the church’s teaching on various issues
Ability to interpret church teachings in everyday life
Knowledge of catechism and Canon Law
A good understanding of other faiths and a willingness to learn from them
The ability to understand, develop and deliver liturgy within the school setting
The ability to use prayer in decision-making
Discernment: using intelligence in order to create a vision driven by faith
Creativity and imagination to skilfully engage young people in the message of Jesus
Kenotic characteristics which enable the 'Spirit' to flourish
Understanding of the key issues in the Catholic Church
Good knowledge of the Bible
A dedication to Catholic education which includes keeping abreast of recent theological
research and Church documents
Ability to lead in prayer and reflection
Knowledge of Catholic social teaching

In particular, the integrative requirement that enables the development of a practical wisdom,
bringing together knowledge, spirituality and personal skills is a striking feature of this list of skills /
characteristics. This suggests a need for a coherent ‘practical theological’ approach to the work of
preparing and supporting Catholic schools leaders - and approach to which this research aims to
make a significant contribution.
In what follows we will first reflect on what our schools leaders told us about the formal
opportunities for on-going training and professional development, before enquiring after these
more deeply in the context of their witness to the fundamental significance of more informal, and
relational ways in which they had learnt their job. A third section discusses a number of emerging
theological themes more formally, so as to open up concluding questions as to what might need to
be learnt about the formation (initial and ongoing) needed for our schools leaders, today and in the
future.
1. Training and Education for Schools Leadership: Formal Structures
1.1 Diocesan Education Services - of crucial importance, but mixed provision?
A first, straightforward feature to note from the data, is the noticeably diverse accounts given of the
support and training offered by diocesan education services (DES). There were those who had
high praise for the quality of provision, in terms of training days, courses, and so forth. From
others, however, we heard a strong sense of being simply ’left to it’, without the kind of support
they knew they needed, and even directly requested: “I am sorry to say that I had very little support
from the diocese after my induction as Headteacher in 2008. I did not have a mentor allocated
even though I asked several times!” There was a sense of isolation, of not having the stresses and
strains of the headship job fully understood by diocesan workers.
Such a diversity of experience raises questions about the varied levels of resourcing available to
different dioceses, as well as, perhaps, calling into question the existence of a common, shared
vision across dioceses as to what constitutes best or most helpful practice in the support of head
teachers. Whilst diocesan officers across England and Wales do network, and are overseen by the
CES, it would be interesting to know more about the envisioning work that goes on at this level,
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and the possibilities for sharing resources. This might suggest another area of research and data
gathering.
Within these accounts there was also a hint that, whilst the DES was an important, even essential
source of “specific knowledge”, when particular policy or practical decisions were being made,
there was less consistency around areas such as the spiritual development of schools leaders.
One participant, speaking of the usefulness of the Diocesan Heads Conference, comments:
I don’t really see the diocesan annual conference of head teachers as being about
spiritual regeneration. It is just about seeing people and networking. If the diocese was
serious about the spiritual regeneration of school leaders it could do that a lot better.
This sense of a lack in spiritual formation resonates with observations form elsewhere. For
example, in commenting on the CCRS, run by most dioceses for the specific training of teachers in
Catholic schools, one Head identifies just this same lack:
You could ditch the CCRS, although I insist on my teachers doing it. It’s not helping our
teachers…It’s got to be more spiritually based and more school-centred. It is too
information based. Modules could be pared down quite a bit to explore who God is for
each person – What experience have you had with God? How do you relate to God the
Father? How do you reconcile the Trinity? – and things like that.
What seems to be at work, more or less implicitly, is a theology of schools leaders formation - and
indeed, of formation for Catholic teachers generally - which instinctively recognises the necessity of
an integrated approach. Just networking, knowing the faith, being able to negotiate the politics and
so forth, is not enough. There is an identifiable hunger and need for a ‘spiritual’ accompanying in
all these areas of learning. What seems to be being called for is a response from the diocese
which attends to this holistic, faith-formational aspect of schools leadership expertise.
1.2 Courses of study: CCRS, University degrees, training days
We have just seen how, for one Head teacher at least, the weakness of the CCRS lay in its
inability (in that diocese) to offer a way of teaching and learning in which the personal, spiritual and
faith dimensions were integrated. Another area in which the same qualification came in for criticism
was in the way it was ‘pitched’ - which was often seen to be at a level which was not readily
accessible for most attendees. Those who valued the CCRS, did so because of the way they felt
they got the “accurate knowledge and information” they needed for their job. For others, however,
there was a recognition that many younger teachers didn’t have a foundational knowledge on
which to build; for these the CCRS could become incomprehensible:
My young staff don’t have the background knowledge. We need a way of giving them this
solid base of what the Catholic faith is about but in a way that they can access. I’ve got
staff who are doing the diocese’s Certificate in Religious Studies or the Catholic Certificate
in Religious Studies and they find it really hard because they’re going in at a theological
level that is way above their experience. Perhaps we need a stepping stone somewhere in
between where we provide them with more basic knowledge. The staff need to be
evangelised themselves.
This last observation is important, in that it highlights what all involved in formation come up
against - the reality of the informal, life-experience ‘formation’ that has taken place in a person long
before they ever get to a place of formal education, training and so forth. The ways in which our
younger teachers, and further schools leaders are ‘formed’ by ecclesial and cultural experiences
needs further reflection, if the formation and training opportunities for their development as faith
schools leaders are to be appropriately and helpfully designed. Theologically, the recognition of the
whole-person formation of schools leaders as faith leaders, requires attention to wider ecclesial
and evangelising forces at work in church and society.
“Knowing things”, having a basic understanding of the doctrines and practices of faith was seen as
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necessary, and in principle the value of CCRS in providing this was attested to. A number of head
teachers also saw it as part of their own role to extend this knowledge for their staff, using their
own study as a basis for making papers and resources available. Indeed, a lack of confidence in
this area of knowledge left some schools leaders feeling ‘vulnerable’. However, this recognition of
the importance of the intellectual side of formation needs to be understood in the wider context one which strongly suggests a need for a more integrative pedagogical approach to the theological
training of schools leaders.
Comments on the CCRS from our participants raise in a particular way these questions of the
integration of “knowledge” with the spiritual and cultural formation of the person who is learning.
These same questions are at play when we look at the varied responses to the question of how
‘theology' might inform schools leadership. For many the opportunity to study theology further, and
to bring their schools leadership work into an academic forum, was highly valued:
I gained [through taking an MA in Contemporary Catholic Theology] knowledge of
theology, church teaching and scripture and understanding of how to apply that in a
leadership situation. It was a revelation.
Formal theology can be a real benefit to those with an instinctive desire to study in this way. For
others, what was significant was the growth in confidence in articulating “what they already knew”.
However, whilst for some of our participants these opportunities for study were relished (though we
should note, at considerable personal cost in money and time), for others such formal theological
work was seen as remote from the particular needs of their work. Understanding this is important; it
suggests that there is a perception of theology as strange to what really matters - the personal faith
and experience of the leader. If theology is seen as apart from this basic human and personal
formation, then it becomes less important - even unhelpful:
I'm thin on the ground with regard to theology. All that I've got is my own life experiences –
I'm a practising Catholic, I go to church, I read, I've brought up my children. I have a fairly
clear view of the sort of things that I should be, the types of approach I should be taking.
My knowledge of theological issues is weak but I don’t think that affects my role as leader.
My knowledge of the Catholic faith is built on attending a Catholic school myself, working
in previous Catholic schools and what Father John says on a Sunday, and I live it.
“Theological fluency” may well have been highly rated as a concept by our participants; but the
provision of accessible and appropriate processes by which such fluency might be gained seems
lacking. In particular, the integrative pedagogy in a theological knowledge embodied in practice
emerges as a particular need.
1.3 Learning beyond ‘studies’ and ‘courses’
What is emerging from this reflection on the data so far is a sense that the formation for schools
leadership necessarily involves a whole-person approach, which is not fully met by ‘purely’
academic or formal courses, even when they are highly valued in themselves. This becomes
clearer when we look at that strand in the data which refers to the personal faith development of
schools leaders, and its significance for their work.
Many of those interviewed demonstrated an instinct for an integrative, personal sense of formation,
the desire to be questioned more deeply about faith and vocation, as a proper part of growth in the
job:
When I started as a Head, I don't think anybody ever said to me “why are you doing the
job you're doing? why have you chosen to be a leader in a Catholic school and not
another school?” I was brought up a Catholic, I went to a Catholic convent school, it was
part of me, but nobody actually asked whether it was my faith that was driving me into the
leadership of a Catholic school or simply the fact that this is how I was brought up and all
I’d ever known in education. Those questions were never asked. As a new Head I think it's
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really important to bring it back to why you are leading a Catholic school.
This integrative instinct informed the ways in which their personal study and prayer lives were
spoken of as supporting their schools leadership role: “I seek opportunities to attend Bible classes
to reflect on the Word of God. I study a variety of documents and take interest in Catholic
newspapers.” Praying and learning the Scriptures, attention to Church teaching and affairs, are
seen as part of the ‘background’ ongoing formation for schools leadership, which suggests a totallife learning experience is being implicitly recognised.
One of the ways in which this integrated personal faith dimension to learning was recognised was
through the value placed by a number of our participants, on the opportunities for days for
reflection, retreats, and sabbaticals. In particular, the idea of the sabbatical - or ‘mini-sabbatical’ as a time for necessary reflection came across strongly. Such space to pray and return to the heart
of what they were about as schools leaders was recognised as a ‘powerful’ ingredient in their
ongoing formation as leaders:
We all know what we do in our everyday lives. On a sabbatical you can share, you can
pray, you can reflect. Last year I helped organise a mini sabbatical for heads and that was
very powerful. Leaders of schools need some time out to reflect and to look at their vision
and to look at the core purpose…
Underpinning these observations about the importance of ‘learning’ and formation beyond formal
courses and structures, is a felt need for whole-person formation which is the strongly emerging
theme from this data. Such a desire is not simply - or even - about the confidence and selffulfilment of school leaders themselves; rather, it is seen as directly related to demands of their
work, as involving the day-to-day practice of phronesis - practical wisdom. So, in tune with this, one
head teacher expressed the desire for “A Catholic pastoral programme that incorporates the
gospels into issues of everyday life, whether alcohol abuse, or drug taking, abortion, family
issues…” Schools leaders witness to the need for a theological-spiritual pedagogy, which engages
consistently and authentically with the details of practice; only such an approach can help them
develop a practical theological wisdom for the complex pastoral, institutional and teaching
decisions that they are routinely required to make. As one participant describes it:
In terms of training, what tends to go down well is when it is a mixture of ethos and
spiritual dimension plus something practical, rather than separating the training into one
thing or another. Then you see it as a whole job. What has been quite good in recent
training has been looking at how particular values apply to real situations.
1.4 Wider ecclesial responsibilities and possibilities of development in schools leaders
support / formation
One further point needs some brief comment in this section: the sense of the wider ecclesial
responsibilities in relation to the formation and development of schools leaders. We saw above
how there was recognition that many younger teachers coming in to Catholic schools cannot be
presumed to have even a basic knowledge of their faith, let alone a developed personal faith /
spirituality. They often arrive needing “to be evangelised themselves”. Many of those in leadership
roles at the moment were able to reflect on the importance of their faith development through
family, parish involvement and belonging to communities of various kind; but they also saw that
these foundational formative experiences were often lacking in younger generations.
Not only do these remarks open up a large question about the transmission of faith in the church in
contemporary cultural contexts, but they also suggest that there might be the need for renewed
ways of engaging with formation, which take account of this situation. Our schools leaders often
made practical and thoughtful suggestions about how the situation might best be responded to: a
deliberate investment of time and money in identifying and developing future schools leaders at a
diocesan level; a more focussed and pedagogical relationship between head teachers and the
diocesan bishop; the appointment of an ‘educational deacon’ to nurture schools leaders.
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We might note the specifically ecclesial nature of what is being called for here – reflecting,
arguably, a sense of school leadership as, itself a properly ecclesial calling which has its own
distinctive and authoritative place within the mission and ministry of the church.3 This coheres
somewhat with the ways in which school leaders identified their parish priest, and the support of
the religious congregation which sometimes was associated with their schools, as ongoing sources
of support and development. There is a sense of belonging to an ongoing community of formation
in some sense which goes beyond - whilst not excluding - courses, event and resources.
2. The Relational Learning of Leadership: the Importance of the Informal
What is beginning to emerge for reflecting on what schools leaders had to say about formal
structures and processes of learning for their work is largely substantiated when we look at how
they understood their formation more widely. In fact, taking the data as a whole, it is clear that,
however valuable different courses and so forth were, the most effective and significant ways in
which schools leaders learnt to do their job was through informal, relation-based learning ‘on the
job’. This is reflected in what follows.
2.1 Learning from ‘role models’ – the apprenticeship of schools leaders
In particular, it was generally the case that schools leaders identified a particular person, usually an
older schools leader, who inspired, encouraged, and ‘apprenticed’ them in their growth towards
headship. These two remarks are typical of this dynamic:
You learn from good Catholic leaders…You learn in Catholic schools because it’s there
and it permeates through everything…So I would say I learned under good Catholic
leaders how to lead.
I have learned to be a Catholic leader very much from working with strong and good role
models over the years…this [is a] sort of oral tradition of seeing how it is done.
This hint at an ‘apprenticeship model’ of training and formation sits well with the emerging sense of
a whole-person, integrated, ‘practical theological’ pedagogy which we have seen in the previous
section of this paper. Mimetic learning such as this suggests that what is being learnt is necessarily
embodied in a person, and cannot fully be articulated in propositional knowledge forms. It further
suggests that the transmission of this practical wisdom requires a process embodied in relationship
- a locus of inter-personal communication in which words, knowledge, and skills are mediated
through personal qualities and characteristics.
2.2 A community of learning
This relational view of learning and formation should be noted as of a piece with that educational
anthropology which informed many of our schools leaders’ vision of their teaching work.4 It is
because “a true education aims at the formation of the human person”5 that relationship and
community are key themes in schools leaders’ accounts of their work and understanding of the
school. Something of this Catholic pedagogical instinct can be recognised in their own sense that
community and sharing is an essential part of their formation for their role, as they described
“strong links with other Catholic heads” and Catholic heads “meet[ing] and shar[ing] on a regular
basis” as ‘essential’.’
In part, such a communal need for headteachers to get together can be seen in terms of sharing
good practice, and so forth. However, in keeping with the ‘whole person’ vision of schools
leadership formation, it is clear that this communal need goes beyond knowledge based sharing, to
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thematic paper 3.
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provide something of the graces of relationship and community which nurture the personal and
faith life of the schools leader:
When I first started teaching I had something quite difficult to deal with and I couldn’t
unload to anybody. I got most comfort talking to other heads in those snatched moments
that you have and it’s just that common sense of realising that nothing you deal with is
unusual. I’m hoping that in the future the multi-academy school leaders will have that
opportunity to be supportive to each other.
One of the things that schools leaders identified as important and needing more development was
the kind of conversation that leads to clear vision, and personal development: “There is a lack of
opportunities to discuss what the mission of the school is…” The need for a (vocational) community
of and for schools leadership is hinted at.
2.3 Mentoring
One specific way in which this strong relational and communal characteristic of formation focussed
in the experience of our schools leaders, is in the references to mentoring. The formal link with a
more experienced leader was seen as an invaluable tool in ongoing development and support. The
leadership role inevitably involves some separation from other staff in the school, and this can
result in a sense of isolation, even loneliness, as the person has to deal with new challenges as the
one ‘where the buck stops’: “As a head teacher your first and second years are very lonely.”
Perhaps even more significant, is the way in which the expertise of the schools leader lies
specifically in being able to bring to bear a consistent vision and wisdom within a highly complex,
detailed environment. There is a real sense that no two decisions or situations are the same, and
each requires discernment and careful attention - sometimes under considerable pressure. Here
the support of another, whose confidence in exercising such discernment on a day to day basis is
formed by experience, is invaluable:
I insisted on somebody being my mentor…Being given those initial tools and confidence
to be able to do it and knowing somebody is literally walking beside you is incredibly
powerful.
When you face challenges there are great tips which you can learn from somebody who
has been through it before. Dioceses should have a system of mentorship and coaching
for newly appointed heads.
This last comment raises the question as to how widely the mentoring approach is being used, and
how it might be improved upon. One head mentioned having requested a mentor on a number of
occasions from the diocese, to no avail; and those who did have a mentor had often taken the
initiative themselves, or ‘insisted upon it’ with the DES. As a practice for the ongoing formation of
schools leaders mentoring is emerging as a strongly supported process, the lack of which puts at
risk the learning and development, especially of heads in their early years:
I didn’t have a mentor myself and I really felt the lack of it. What I really needed was
somebody to confide in and ask: “this has happened, this is what I’m thinking of doing, do
you think that’s the right thing to do?” I could have done with that, certainly in the first
year.
Above all, from a theological point of view, the high value put on mentoring as a means of ongoing
leadership formation, emphasises once more the relational, whole person sense of leadership
learning that is emerging. In the end there is no real substitute for learning from the embodied
practice of another leader, for all that may be gained from courses and training days.
2.4 Spiritual formation
There is one specific area of formation for leadership which calls for particular attention - that of
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‘spiritual formation’. Something of this is already coming through the data we have discussed: the
personal, integrative sense of faith and experience, the need for theology to be of a piece with this
- all these points reflect a latent spirituality for schools leaders, which requires nurture, support and
development. The data on the importance of sabbaticals also importantly suggest that this aspect
of formation requires time and space - including time and space away from the daily demands of
the work itself. As one head teacher puts it: “To be an authentic leader, you need to be a spiritual
leader, and so you need to go inwards before you can go outwards. And that’s a continuous
journey.”
Once again, this attention to the spiritual growth of the schools leader is not just a matter of
enriching their own ministry and service. Many heads in particular recognised that, as leaders, they
themselves have a significant role in affecting the culture of the school, among staff and students.
Here, the authenticity of one’s own faith and prayer life became crucial, as did the confidence to
share this with others:
I'm very open with my staff about my life and faith journey. I try to share my spirituality.
You've got to have courage to do that. Would I have had the courage 17 years ago? I
wonder that.
Such attention to spiritual growth was recognised as essential for the nurture of future leaders. It is
striking that this is instinctively associated with a self-honesty and openness as the basis for
spiritual growth:
For the development of Catholic leaders, people must have the confidence that their faith –
no matter where it is and however personal it is – is valued. Then they can share and
articulate it and find ways of being the person that they want to be as a leader.
What is required here is not some achievement of ‘spiritual maturity’ or ‘authentic personal faith’;
rather, the commitment to ongoing growth and the confidence and maturity to express this honestly
are named as the key attributes for spiritual formation for schools leadership.
3. Wider Theological Observations: Engaging with the Formal and Normative Voices
In this concluding section I will briefly summarise what seem to me the three significant points
drawn for this data on formation, which are important contributors for a theological vision of the
formation of schools leaders. In doing this the paper seeks to open up theological and practical
questions about appropriate responses to what we have learnt form our schools leaders
participants in this area.
3.1 Schools leaders’ formation - integrative, whole-person
Overall the testimony of those interviewed justifies the language of ‘formation’ used in relation to
the training and development of schools leaders. There is a clear sense of an integrated, personembodied skill-set, orientated towards practical wisdom, as the desired outcome for such ‘training’.
In addition, the ‘four pillars’ associated with presbyteral formation can be discerned as present
throughout what was said, suggesting an instinct for recognising the human, pastoral and spiritual
as necessarily integrated with the intellectual aspects of processes leading to schools leadership.
Given this set of insights, it seems clear that similar questions might be asked, and demands made
of the expected preparation for Catholic schools teaching and leadership. The demise of the
specific Catholic teacher training colleges raises structural questions as to how such integrative
formation can be delivered, alongside - or, better, embedded within - the professional training given
to teachers and senior management. The nature of such formation suggests it cannot be delivered
solely through ‘courses’, but rather requires more long-term, ongoing and integrated processes.
This raises questions for us about how such formation can realistically be delivered; and how, too,
potential schools leaders can be encouraged to avail themselves of it. It is clear that the majority of
ongoing formation depends on the initiative, determination and often personal funding of the
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schools leaders themselves, and it is not clear that such a system is sustainable or desirable if the
proper development of men and women for this crucial role is to be consistently delivered.
In addition, from a theologian’s point of view, this data raises important questions about the nature
of ‘theology’ in the life and mission of the church. If theology is to be ‘at home’ within the life and
discernments of the People of God, then it needs to rediscover the ways in which it is properly
integral to that living dynamic. This emphasis on the practical wisdom of theology is being
articulated in our own time by a number of scholars - working, especially, in ministerial formation.
The notions of theological formation for ecclesial mission as habitus, and of sapiential theology,
may prove useful formal sources for developing our thinking here. In particular, the extension of
such thinking into the formation of lay people with ad extra ecclesial function would be particularly
important new ground.
3.2 Formation as communional-relational learning
The importance of relationship and community for the formative learning of our schools leaders
was striking. Whilst such an understanding is broadly reflective of the fundamental educational
anthropology of those interviewed, as noted, it also points to the school as a context for leadership
learning itself. If a teacher’s relationship with the head or other senior leader is such that it might
form so as to inspire apprenticeship in leadership, then it must also be the case that formation
might work negatively. The challenge of relational formation is that all sorts of personal
characteristics are part of the mix!
Recognising this suggests that attention to the ways in which schools themselves act as formative
communities for potential and actual schools leaders might be a priority. Many of our head
teachers were aware of their own personal responsibility in succession planning and encouraging
potential future leaders and this might be something which could be well served through greater
focus and articulation. In particular, exploration of the school community as a whole as formative in
these ways might be fruitful.
The emphasis placed on discussion, mentoring, and relational learning in the data reminded me,
too, of the shift away from religious congregations towards lay leadership that a great many of our
schools have experienced in the last couple of generations. For what is implied by the data
together is that there is a ‘missed’ sense of community among schools leaders, the formative
possibilities for which were glimpsed in those moments of shared ‘mini-sabbaticals’, mentoring and
so forth. The implicit theology might be one of the importance of an ongoing formative community
of faith schools leaders - communities of whole person support and formation, drawing on the
wealth of practical wisdom and experience embodied in that community itself. How such a pattern
of relational formation might be consistently delivered remains a question.
3.3 Formation of schools leaders - a whole-church demand?
In 2002 Gerald Grace concludes his study of Catholic schools in England and Wales with a
concern about future leadership. In particular, he recognises that, whereas in the past there was a
more or less dependable ecclesial formation in faith through schools parish and religious
congregations committed to teaching, this will no longer be the case consistently in the future. This
concern is also clearly reflected in our data, and raises complex questions which take us beyond
the immediate remit of this research project.
However, what is being said here suggests that the research’s reflection on Catholic schools
leadership has a wider ecclesiological significance - it concerns nothing less than focussed
exploration of how the traditions of learning, truth-seeking, and practical wisdom are to be
communicated in secular, late modern societies. The central conviction of this project is that we
need in our contemporary ecclesiology and missiology guides from the embodied theologies of
those who, like leaders in our Christian schools, live these realities in the ordinary, integrated, dayto-day of lay living.
____________________
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