Subject Leadership: Principles and Practice, Optimus Publishing, £45:

The Role of the Subject Leader by Glynn Kirkham, The Cross-Curriculum by Kit Field, Policy Implementation by Elizabeth Hoult

Subject leaders have long been recognised as playing the central role in school improvement. Now, thanks to programmes like Leading from the Middle from the NCSL, they can hardly move for ring-binders of advice.

The quality of much centrally-produced material – such as the KS3 Strategy resources – poses a challenge to publishers, just as the government’s emphasis on “independent specialist foundation schools” poses a challenge to LEAs. Both need to re-think their traditional roles. 

For publishers, they need to compete with an enormous range of often high quality support material. They need to provide resources – at a cost – which will add value, even in competition with a bulk of government freebies.

This new series from Optimus Publishing aims to address the needs of subject leaders. It works on the premise that they “should be empowered to adapt and tailor good practice to fit within their own circumstances”. 

The books are written by what the blurb describes as “experts in middle management”. They are in fact lecturers in higher education institutions. This gives the benefit of a range of theoretical perspectives, with adjacent questions for reflection which encourage the reader to challenge her own views and perspectives. 

For a teacher taking up a new post as a subject leader, these books will help to give a rationale for the role. They serve as a useful reminder of the need to think about leadership and management styles. What they are not is a set of ‘tips for teachers’, so you won’t find many practical hints on, say, running a meeting or dealing with the departmental cynic.

For me, the most welcome book in the series is “The Cross-Curriculum”. I suspect the emphasis on compartmentalised subject areas has proved an obstancle in many schools to genuine development of students’ holistic skills. They will go from doing graphs in Maths to the same topic in Physics and say “I can’t do graphs”. 

Kit Field’s book reminds us of the need to see beyond narrow subject boundaries. It addresses (too briefly in my view) whole-school literacy and Numeracy, ICT, citizenship and creativity. This is also the central territory of those shelf-fuls of yellow DfES ring-binders, and it’s a tricky battle ground. I liked the book, and admired the wish to develop subject leaders’ whole-school view, but at a time of tight budgets it may prove a spending decision too far.
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