Learning to Lead in the Secondary School, eds Mark Brundrett and Ian Terrell, RoutledgeFalmer, £19.99

It is now widely accepted that middle managers have a powerful role to play in the process of school improvement. Mark Brundrett and Ian Terrell make this point with their comment that “middle managers are the glue that holds schools together since they are frequently the ones to turn policy into action”. Being glue may not be glamorous, but without it any school would come unstuck.

Since middle managers are so important, it is essential that they develop the necessary range of skills. Everyone’s nightmare is (I assume) to be promoted to a role just beyond our own abilities. Good training therefore helps us to know what we can do and how we can address our weaknesses. 

Like so many books edited by academics and containing dozens of chapters by different contributors, there is an inconsistency in the overall quality. There are sections on leadership, managing staff, developing teaching and learning, recruitment, and many more. I felt that some of these did little more than remind us of information already available from the DfES, TTA and National College for School Leadership. The sample scheme of work in “Models of Teaching and Learning” is really quite poor. It lacks clear objectives (I don’t think “continue with brainstorming” constitutes a lesson’s work), has no differentiation, and bears limited resemblance to good practice. 

At other points the book is very helpful. Lesley Saunders’ section on using value-added data is an impressive combination of overview and practical advice.  What strikes me overall is that the book simply isn’t practical enough. It’s no good simply telling me what the skills are that I need to be an effective Head of Department. Show me how I might develop them. That’s where the book is at its weakest, despite a number of interesting contributions.
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