Who's leading here? Leading within partnerships and collaboration
Ann R J Briggs, Emeritus Professor of Educational Leadership, Newcastle University, UK ann.briggs@ncl.ac.uk
The purpose of educational leadership

The primary purpose of leadership within educational settings is that the individual participant – child, adolescent or adult – develops and learns.  Linking leadership actions directly to learning is an issue which has challenged researchers in recent years, but which is beginning to be resolved, notably through the work of the New Zealand BES synthesis (Robinson et al, 2009).  Educational leaders are responsible for providing the curriculum, resources and learning environments within which their learners can best develop and succeed. Increasingly, this includes drawing upon resources beyond the single early years, school or tertiary organisation for which the educational leader is responsible. This paper explores some of the implications of system leadership (Higham et al 2009): leading within partnerships.
Distributed leadership in individual organisations
System leadership across organisations is conceptually related to distributed leadership within single organisations.  Educational leadership at senior levels is acknowledged to be fundamentally important: senior leaders have both the authority and accountability for maximising the achievements of their learners.  Over the past two decades the actions of other leaders in the organisation, including the learners themselves, have increasingly been seen as integral to creating a responsive and effective environment for learning, and the concept of distributed leadership is now well accepted within educational settings.  Distributing leadership expands the available span of knowledge and expertise within the organisation, and creates networks of mutual accountability for successful learning.  It involves a range of people in the processes of decision-making, potentially increasing the effectiveness of implementing those decisions.  It also encourages the development of leadership expertise, enabling career development and succession planning.
However, achieving distributed leadership is not always easy.  Taking responsibility and carrying accountability may be seen as the province of senior leaders alone.  Some staff find it difficult to see themselves as leaders, even when they are carrying out a leadership role.  Some adults are unwilling to draw younger people into the process of decision-making and leadership, even when the outcomes are crucial to the young person’s well-being and success.  Both paternalism and maternalism are evident within educational settings: the urge to ‘make decisions for’ younger people, and to protect them from difficult realities may stand in the way of learner involvement in leadership, and these same attitudes may also be taken towards ‘junior’ staff or those in support roles. Distributed leadership within a single organisation involves a difficult balance of responsibilities, expertise and accountability, especially when most members of the distributed leadership network spend the majority of their time teaching, managing the processes of the organisation, or learning.
Multi-organisational leadership

Why, then, might we attempt to distribute leadership across organisations?  The simple fact is that a single organisation may not have the capacity to carry out its purpose alone.  Just as no one person in a school has the knowledge and expertise to provide for every learner, it may be beyond the capacity of a single educational organisation to meet effectively all the needs of all its learners.  External partnerships and collaborative contexts expand the range of accessible resource and expertise.  Typical partners for a school include:
· Other schools

· Early years providers

· Tertiary providers

· Vocational education / training providers

· Employers

· Community leaders

· Health professionals

· Social service professionals

· Careers consultants

Some of these partners may carry out a specific function on behalf of the school: for example local employers might offer work experience for learners of an appropriate age or may sponsor specific school activities.  Those same partners may be drawn more closely into the strategic leadership of the school by working on Boards of Trustees, helping to shape – or provide - part of the curriculum content, or offering mentorship for learners experiencing difficulties. In all of these examples the primary leadership focus is on the single organisation – the school – with the other agencies working in partnership to support the work of the school.
In other collaborative contexts, leadership may be distributed across organisations. For example in the integrated work of education, health and social service professionals within the early years sector, partnership, including joint leadership, is becoming the norm.  Each type of professional has a responsibility to work for the child, and joint ways of working and leading have to be negotiated, including systems of mutual accountability.
Benefits of collaboration
Collaboration is most easily achieved between organisations with similar structures, cultures and purpose.  In educational settings, partnerships between schools, including collaborative provision of learning, are seen to have a range of benefits.  Partnership is a structured way for schools to learn from one other and to share best practice.  It gives the opportunity for collective planning, enhancing the strengths and leadership capacity of each constituent school.  It enables individual learning pathways to be devised across the providers, through which a learner’s needs and aspirations can be met by drawing upon a wide range of expertise and specialisms. Partnership offers economies of scale, with increased opportunities for shared staffing and staff development opportunities, and for a wider career structure across the partnership. Importantly, participation in one partnership forms a basis for further partnerships with other providers (Adapted from Arnold, 2006: i-ii).
Where collaboration is set up between different types of organisation, there is considerable potential for widening the scope of support provision and learning contexts for children and young people. Schools with integrated health centres, early years centres with family support provision, partnerships between secondary schools and providers of vocational training: these and further types of partnership enable the individual to develop and learn in a purposefully extended context.
Different degrees of collaboration are needed, depending on the purpose of the partnership.  The following criteria may be useful in for assessing the relative degrees of collaboration between partners:

· Degree of [shared] strategic vision

· Degree of group identity / area identity

· Enduring organisational structure of collaboration

· Significant professional collaborative activity

· Penetration below senior management levels

· Strategic innovation

· Normalisation of collaboration as part of the culture (Woods et al, 2006: 59)

There is overlap between these criteria, but together they indicate collaborative leadership practice which potentially goes beyond single-organisation thinking.  At the strongest level of collaboration, there would be joint accountability for the outcomes for learners, indicating multi-organisational leadership.  

Difficulties of collaboration

Effective partnership has substantial benefits for learners and for staff, but it entails new approaches to leadership and a willingness to address logistical and inter-personal problems.  Leading within partnerships involves institutional and personal risk-taking, and high levels of trust are needed for effective collaboration, especially where there are perceived to be weaker and stronger partners (Ainscow et al, 2006; Atkinson et al, 2006).  The context for collaboration may change within the life of a partnership, shifting the focus of activity and the balance of leadership input between the partners.  Understandings of professional practice vary, both across the educational sector and beyond it; even within a single organisation there may be different concepts and interpretations of what makes ‘good education’ (Connolly and James, 2006).  A partnership convened in response to a specific government initiative may not have the time to reconcile these differences and establish trust within the lifetime of the initiative. 

In Figure 1, the tensions, barriers and ambiguities of collaborative leadership are modelled, based on primary and secondary data reported in Briggs (2010).  The inward-pointing arrows on the model represent contextual factors which can impede effective partnership working.  Two impediments noted in recent UK studies of partnership are contradictory Government policies (see, for example, Rodger et al, 2003) and single-institution models of strategy and operation (Hayward et al, 2006).  Two further constraining factors – multiple agendas and differing cultures between the partners - are apparent where partners have historically different purposes and cultures, and may also have misconceptions about the motivation and performance of each other’s activities.  In these circumstances, time is needed to establish mutual trust and reconcile conflicting agendas. 
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Figure 1: Tensions, barriers and ambiguities presented by collaborative leadership
The outward-pointing arrows represent a range of issues which collaboration in partnerships may provoke or intensify.  Power issues arise: equitable partnership working may be difficult to achieve when one partner is larger, more successful or more assertively led.  Resource can be a source of contention: how is resource to be ‘shared?’ where organisations are unequally funded, and funding streams for partnership working are temporary or unclear.   Effective communication between a range of people at strategic and operational level across a number of separate types of institution is very difficult to establish.  The collective workforce may not be ready for collaborative working involving different kinds of learning provision.  The re-structuring of curriculum, timetable, transport and student tracking systems may seem prohibitive.  Partners need time to establish understanding before they have to trust each other and act collectively.  Each individual issue presents a significant challenge to partners, and collectively they may appear insurmountable.  It is little wonder that ‘ambivalence and fear of risk’ is reported by organisation leaders as an impediment to collaborative working (Briggs, 2010: 247).   
System leadership
Leading within partnerships could be seen simply as an extension of distributed leadership.  However, multi-organisation leadership is inherently different from single-organisation leadership, mainly because of the issues of shared responsibility and accountability across organisations.  There is a growing awareness, particularly among senior leaders who are involved in substantial partnership working, that their previous understanding of the purposes and practice of leadership may not ‘fit’ the newly developing situation, and that  a new kind of leadership is needed. The term ‘system leadership’ is emerging to describe this practice (Higham et al, 2009).

Effective partnerships are based upon strength of common purpose and positive mutual interaction.  Stakeholders have a strong sense of ownership of the partnership, and belief in its goals.  System leadership, working across the partnership, balances the needs of the constituent organisations with those of the whole: at best the two sets of needs are congruent.  Based upon the factors quoted from Woods et al (2006) earlier in this paper, the characteristics of system leadership may be seen as:

· A willingness and capacity to plan strategically for the needs of partnership as a whole

· The establishment of a partnership identity within which the identities of constituent organisations will fit

· The creation of effective organisational collaborative structures, supporting significant professional collaborative activity

· Networks of leadership across the partner organisations below senior management levels

· The encouragement of strategic innovation to support learning
· Collaborative leadership is seen as the norm, within and across the organisations 

System leadership is not solely carried out at senior level, although senior leaders may have most opportunity to interact and to establish the basis for the partnership.  Multiple ‘layers’ of leadership across partners need to be established if the partnership is to act effectively, building both mutual trust and manageable systems of operation.  Partnerships involve each institution in re-thinking how it operates, developing structures which support the partnership as well as the individual institution (Stoll et al, 2006). An inclusive approach to decision-making is needed, based upon openness between partners, and a realistic acknowledgement of their individual strengths and weaknesses (Rudd et al, 2004).  Even within this collaborative setting, there will be times when allegiance to the system leaders’ own organization is of necessity stronger than commitment to partnership.  
System leadership in action
The leadership skills needed for collaboration across institutions are often apparent in senior leaders who have already established collaborative arrangements within their own organisations (Ainscow et al, 2006).  Higham et al (2009: 66) point out that system leadership builds upon the practices of distributed leadership and leadership for learning.
As senior leaders and teachers work increasingly beyond individual institutions, they realise they need to develop and empower a wider cadre of staff to act and link strategically, both to sustain leadership capacity and to enable staff at every level to contribute to leading learning in their own classrooms and collaboratively.

System leadership is characterised by democratic and facilitative leadership styles.  It is based upon an ethos of equity and inclusiveness among partner leaders which can accommodate lateral and joint accountability.  It works through reciprocal adaptation and a strong focus on common purpose - in essence, creating successful, inclusive conditions for learning and teaching.  It involves leaders at all levels of the constituent organisations working in mutual trust.  Trust extends to accepting the leadership of others who may be situated in partner organisations and to sharing expertise about learning and the contexts which support it.  This implies that both leadership influence and ‘ownership’ of expertise are agreed to be distributed across the partners, creating conditions for collective inclusive decision-making and responsiveness to achieve aligned organisational goals.  The partnership energy, which is robustly evident in successful collaborations, can then be translated into collective achievement for learners.  If single-organisation leadership is sometimes seen in terms of hierarchy, power and position, system leadership offers a fundamental conceptual shift to a focus upon equity, mutuality and shared educational purpose. Despite its inherent difficulties, the strength of system leadership in an educational context is its co-operative focus on achieving successful and supportive environments for learning.
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