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PAPER ABSTRACT

A Research/Policy/Practice University And School District Professional Learning Partnership To Strengthen Leadership 
Of And For Critically Conscious School Communities

This paper explores perspectives on politically cognisant leadership for school effectiveness and improvement, internationally and 

through a university and school district research/policy/practice professional learning partnership. Principals worldwide are navigating a 

complex global landscape in which volatility and inequity have been heightened through and since the Covid-19 pandemic. Given such 

global challenges, reflected in glocal policy trajectories, political literacy is increasingly essential in principals/headteachers if they are to 

reconcile the fundamental and escalating tensions around the purpose(s) of education and learning, not least the paradox of Equity and 

Excellence. Political astuteness, as a leadership attribute, is promoted in many systems globally, including Scotland, where the General 

Teaching Council for Scotland’s (GTCS) mandatory professional standards for headteachers (principals) highlight the imperative of 

leadership that is research informed, with leaders who are adept at interrogating and navigating the complexities of education policy 

and politics. Articulations of the principal role are underpinned by social justice, and a recognition of the power of education to 

challenge pervasive political and social injustices that undermine inclusion and equality. 
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PAPER ABSTRACT (continued)

This paper uses Scotland’s context as a case study to report on an innovative university/district partnership; the Enhanced Political 

Awareness (EPA) programme, designed to realise the prescribed GTCS standards around political literacy to improve student learning and 

school effectiveness. EPA aims to nurture school leaders’ political astuteness and their knowledge, confidence and capacity to foster 

critically conscious school communities that will advance and enact positive social change. It strengthens participants’ understanding and 

interrogation of the political foundations of education and social policy, and how policy mandates can support or undermine social justice 

and equity, in education leadership and in society. This paper illustrates, through three participant perspectives (a district lead, a school 

principal, and a school curriculum lead) the impact of the EPA programme on inclusive education leadership practice and critical literacy in 

students. It reports on how the expansion of participants’ critical consciousness has led to deeper understanding of complex glocal and 

global challenges to education, including the intersections between poverty, inclusion, race and all protected characteristics. EPA has also 

increased confidence in nurturing critically conscious school communities that will challenge discrimination in all its forms. The paper 

concludes with a proposition to the ICSEI community around the importance of supporting professional learning and leadership that will 

enhance students’ and school communities’ capacity to recognise, understand and critique policy and social injustices, to prepare our 

students for courageous and ethical living, learning and leading in politically and socially volatile times. 
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Education is always 
a political act, which 
can be used both to 
maintain the status 
quo and to promote 
social change.

Paulo Freire
Glasgow High Street St Mungo’s Mural (Smug, 2016)
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Challenging educational inequities:
A sense of Scotland

Policy? Practice?

What is changing?
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Heightened Volatility
(Magill & Rodrigues, 2022: 

OECD, 2021)

Political Literacy
(GTCS, 2021; Yates & Hartley, 

2021; Ydesen et al., 2023 )

Critical Consciousness
(Friere, 1970; Heberle et al, 
2021; Ydesen et al., 2023 )

Mobilise Activism
(Diemer et al., 2021; Heberle 

et al’, 2021)
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o Why leaders undertake the course?
o Self and context: professional learning 

journeys
o Coherence across leadership
o How does learning impact on their role, 

influence, confidence and their career 
progression?
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EPA: A necessity for district and school leaders



Professional
Practice
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Support
Ideas

Self
enquiry

critique

reflection

Dynamics of the 
Model of Learning

(Forde, 2011)
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Enhanced
Political
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Informed 
Decision 
Making

Informed 
leadership 
at all levels

School 
context 

awareness

School 
culture and 

learning 
impact

School leaders 
use research 
and policy to 

make 
decisions at 
school level

Staff are guided 
towards 

research and 
policy reading 
to inform their 
own practice

Policy and 
research drives 
forward school 
improvement  

School leaders 
and staff are led 
to research and 
policy which is 

directly linked to 
context

Criticality. Policy enactment which is 
context driven. Poverty, equity, diversity

Improved professional 
learning. Criticality, 

knowledge and courage to 
act.

Focus on research and 
policy which is specific to 

school and supports school 
improvement – UNCRC, 
social justice, equalities, 

curriculum design.

School leaders are reading widely 
both research and policy with a 

critical lens and taking judicial action 
from a position of knowledge.
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The impact of critically conscious 
leadership on staff:

- Critically conscious staff
- Contribution to systemic change
- Leading from the middle
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Picture Source: World Bank, 2023
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Participants’ Agency 
within the policy 

exosystem

Contextual support or 
isolation in 

participants’ sites of 
practice

Pushback against 
perceived wokeness
e.g., positive action 

measures 

Competing priorities 
and ideologies that 
intersect all system 

levels

Challenges
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To what extent does leadership across 
your system(s) enhance stakeholders’ 
capacity to recognise, understand and 
critique social injustices, to prepare our 
communities for living and leading in 
politically and socially troubling times.
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