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Headship (Principalship) as System Leadership
A compelling objective for school leaders?
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Boylan, 2016; Dimmock, 2016; Harris et al., 2021; Hopkins, 2009 



Being a Headteacher in Scotland

©UofGEducation ©UofGHeadship

Headteacher Recruitment and Retention
Working Group 
• Attractiveness and appeal of the role (workload)
• Career Journeys
• Data sharing
• System Resilience
• Wellbeing 
• Diversity in the profession
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The role of the headteacher as a system leader in Scotland 



Amplification of Principals’ Voices:
A Life History Narrative (LHN) Approach

Source: Microsoft 365 stock image (University of Glasgow subscription)

How can we understand the lived 
experiences of school principals as school 
and system leaders?

What are the implications from the LHNs 
for leadership development during 
current and future global and societal 
complexities, conflicts and uncertainties?
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Vigo-Arrazola and Beach (2020); Danaher et al. (2013)  
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• Interview 1
• Interview 2

Interviews

• Collaboration
• Sensemaking

Analysis
• Co-production
• Authenticity

Narrative

Relationships Roles and Rights Responsibilities Research Design



Scottish headteachers’ experiences of system leadership in their journey to headship
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How do we create 
unity, through 

diversity, to move our 
education system 

forward?



Provocation One
Education systems constrain 

influence and innovation that 
challenge the status quo
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Source: Harvard Business Review [online] 2019



Provocation Two
Access to system leadership, as a 
means of leadership development 
and progression, is currently 
inequitable
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Headship as System Leadership 
in Scotland: sites of practice

(Levels: Priestley at al., 2021)



Provocation Three
System leadership both develops 
and undermines the practice of 
schools within the system 
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Headteachers (School Principals) as System Leaders
Propositions for Leadership development
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Political Literacy

Professional Courage
Formal SL Opportunities

Anti-discrimination
Ethical Leadership

Genuine Collaboration
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