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1 Aims and purposes of the case study 
The What works in enabling school improvement? The role of the middle tier study, carried 
out in partnership with NFER, aims to investigate how schools are accessing services and 
support for their improvement, with a focus on school-to-school support. As part of this work, 
NFER undertook a rapid review of the evidence on how high-performing countries enable 
school-driven systems leadership (Smith et al. 2012). The review was unable to identify one 
single method of enabling school-driven system leadership. However, the successful 
systems all shared some common features, and each had some form of middle tier that was 
distinct from national government. Therefore, our study also examines the role that this 
emerging middle tier plays, or needs to play, in school improvement.  
 
There are five case study areas: Hertfordshire, Wigan, Brighton and Hove, York and 
Southend. The Southend case study was commissioned by the Southend Educational Trust, 
while the other four were commissioned by their local authorities (LA). 
 
Hertfordshire also requested that its case study would set out some principles to guide the 
next stage of reform. Suggestions are set out in the final section. 

2  Research base 

The interviewee list was assembled by Hertfordshire LA to represent a cross-section of 
views. It included representatives from the LA, a teaching school, and headteachers from all 
sectors who have been closely involved in school-to-school support. The interviews were 
conducted following a standard format during a day visit. One interview was concluded in a 
follow-up call. In addition, a considerable amount of background information was provided. 
The opportunity has been taken to draw on the other four case studies, as well as the 
research review. Although the report is based on a fairly narrow sample, there was a great 
deal of consistency in the emerging messages. 

3 The Hertfordshire context 

Hertfordshire is a large county with 528 schools. Of its 82 secondary schools, 51 are 
academies, and most are convertor  academies. Of the schools rated outstanding by Ofsted, 
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26 per cent are primaries, 38 per cent are special schools and 31 per cent are secondaries. 
Currently, it has nine teaching schools. Its schools are high-performing (GCSE performance 
ranked 12th nationally and averaging third out of 11 compared to statistical neighbours) and 
with a profile of year-on-year improvement across all key stages. At this point  it would be 
difficult to separate the contribution of school-to-school support to this achievement – except 
where the executive head model has been deployed – because most of the developments, 
including the teaching school alliances (TSAs), are still in the early stages. However, the 
history of education improvement partnerships within the LA is well-established and pre-
dates National Leaders of Education (NLE) and teaching school developments. 
 
Hertfordshire’s tradition of school autonomy dates back to the Fifties. It also has a long 
history of school self-evaluation and peer-to-peer challenge and support. 
 
The school improvement challenge in Hertfordshire, as elsewhere, is how to make best use 
of local partners and limited resources to improve the standards in all schools. In addition to 
this, the Department for Education (DfE) requirements are that no schools are rated as 
failing or fall below constantly rising floor targets. It was clear from the interviews that 
Hertfordshire recognises the two challenges in the DfE White Paper, The Importance of 
Teaching (DfE 2010, section 5.7 and p.13), which made clear that the LA has a responsibility 
to ensure that there are sufficient high-quality schools and signalled the increasing 
importance of using outstanding schools to undertake this work.  
 
In addition, there is the Ofsted focus on moving all previously satisfactory schools to good 
(some 5000 nationally, or more than 23 per cent) and requiring outstanding schools to be 
outstanding in teaching. This is the first time that the government has intervened to require 
that almost all schools improve if they want to avoid an adverse judgement or fall in their 
Ofsted rating. The Chief Inspector stated in his latest Annual Report (2012, p.16) that it is 
part of LAs’ responsibilities to promote improvement in all these schools, including 
academies. Many LAs are only beginning to adjust to this wider challenge. Previously, the 
focus has been on failing schools. This is compounded by the problem that government 
funding for councils is being cut. The more academies there are, the steeper the reduction. 
This has been a significant issue for Hertfordshire, especially in the secondary sector. The 
key school improvement system leaders in Hertfordshire are the LA, NLE, the Local Leaders 
of Education (LLE) and an increasing number of teaching schools.  

LA partner 

Hertfordshire LA has focused its efforts on: 
 
• The Monitoring, Challenge, Support and Intervention (MCSI) Framework.  

• The Hertfordshire Improvement Partner (HIP) package, which is sold to 93 per cent of 
primary schools. Adjusted to fit individual requirements, it includes school visits, a 
performance assessment, a full report to the school and governing body, and an action 
plan that is drawn mainly from the Hertfordshire Standards and School Effectiveness 
(SSE) service for primary schools, with input from other relevant experts. 

• The information obtained from MCSI is used as the basis for deciding what interventions, 
if any, are required. The SSE has commissioned services from teaching schools, NLEs, 
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quality-assured schools and from its own still-substantial service. It also offers schools a 
wide range of improvement functions, from business support services (including financial 
services and IT support systems) to critical intervention and support for schools causing 
concern. Most schools purchase services. SSE has faced substantial reductions this 
year (2011–12) as the LA’s ability to subsidise it has reduced with the fall in council 
funding and the clawback to fund academies. Hertfordshire is forecast by the Chartered 
Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA) to be the lowest-cost LA compared 
to any other in the top quartile. 

LA use of school-to-school support 

The LA commissions significant school-to-school support for intervention and prevention. 
 

In the primary sector the evidence was mainly, as in many LAs, of the use of the proven 
executive head model, which has been validated by Ofsted. Two executive heads had been 
encouraged by the LA for their second executive headship to become an academy and 
sponsor a failing school. The LA meets termly with primary NLEs to provide support and 
enhance effectiveness of their deployment. 
 
In the special school sector, schools provided and sought school-to-school support to 
complement what was available through SSE. 
 
In the secondary sector, the LA estimated that 75 per cent of the services commissioned 
for intervention or prevention were in the form of school-to-school support. This ranged from 
use of the executive head model and encouraging academies to sponsor failing schools to 
brokering support in a school’s particular areas of weakness. One innovative and ambitious 
programme, still in its early stages, pairs six local secondary schools with thriving partners 
from beyond the local area. The supporting schools, including a teaching school and those 
led by NLEs (or equivalent, as assessed by the LA), meet regularly to provide mutual 
support and identify common issues. 

Teaching schools 

There are four teaching schools in Hertfordshire and an application has been made for two 
more. Only one was included in the list of interviewees. The LA has a nominated senior 
officer to liaise with them and provide support. Their roles, as defined by the DfE, are: 
 
• initial teacher training 

• support for School Direct (teachers being trained in other schools) 

• identification and training of SLEs 

• continuing professional development (CPD) 

• school-to-school support  

• support for leadership and succession planning 

• research and development. 

The System Leadership Prospectus (2012), produced by the National College of Teaching 
and Leadership, makes clear that the teaching school focus should be on prevention rather 
than intervention to tackle failure. 
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Each national teaching school is required to have a close relationship with a group of up to 
40 schools through a TSA. The teaching school is expected to be able to demonstrate 
improvement from the baseline for these schools. The number of schools in the TSA ranges 
from 12 to 35. The oldest teaching schools are just 18 months old and are still finding their 
feet. 

School-to-school support 

School-to-school support is succeeding nationally because:  
 
• it is one of the few areas being advocated and resourced by the DfE  

• LAs have insufficient resources to maintain their own teams 

• there is growing proof of its effectiveness, beginning with the use of executive heads. 

 
The five case studies indicate that there are broadly two kinds of school-to-school support 
networks present in the areas studied: core or base networks and strategic networks. 
 
Schools will often choose to belong to more than one base or core network to meet all their 
needs. Typically, these might comprise: 
 
• a local network, perhaps for the family of schools 

• a network focused on teaching and learning 

• A TSA. 
 
They also see being part of a strategic network as critical. 
 
The core or base networks are the forum for potentially intensive school-to-school support 
work, usually consisting of up to 12 schools. They correspond to David Hargreaves’ 
definition of ‘deep’ inter-school partnerships (Hargreaves, 2012). The Hertfordshire-led 
executive headship arrangements and the TSA are examples of this. There may well be 
other core networks that were not discussed. 
 
Strategic partnerships seek to set a vision and strategy for teaching, learning and quality 
assurance that: 
 
• includes a framework for core or base groups 

• embodies the sense of place 

• brokers and coordinates 

• provides services for schools (usually for them to purchase) 

• promotes cross-area and cross-border learning. 
 
Increasingly, as in three of our five case study areas (Wigan, York, Brighton and Hove), 
these partnerships are school-led but involve the LA in an enabling role. 
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Hertfordshire is supporting the continuation of school improvement services with the creation 
of new company, Herts for Learning Trust. This standalone company, with its board of 
directors drawn both from schools and the LA, will ensure the partnership is formalised for 
the future. Services can be more accountable to both schools and the LA, be more 
competitively priced, and meet the evolving needs of schools themselves. 
 
It is proposed that there are two core strands to Herts for Learning’s work: 
 
• statutory school improvement responsibilities commissioned by the LA through a 

contract or service level agreement 

• school improvement and business services bought by schools. 

It was not clear, at this stage, whether the following roles will sit outside the Trust or be joint 
LA/Trust roles: 
 
• development of a vision and strategy for teaching and learning 

• bringing agencies and stakeholders together 

• giving expression to the Hertfordshire brand and sense of place. 

4 Emerging impact 

This assessment of emerging impact focuses on Hertfordshire’s work in enabling school-to-
school support, but it will refer to the emerging role of the teaching schools, as this has been 
the study’s focus and has driven the majority of the school-to-school support. 
 
The six key network drivers, drawn from national and international research and highlighted 
by these five case studies, have been used to guide the interview questions and analyse the 
answers. They are: 
 
1. Purpose 

2. Relationships 

3. Leadership (as reflected in collective sense of moral purpose and vision and strategy) 

4. Workforce (focusing on joint professional development) 

5. Systems (service access and underpinning of school-to-school support) 

6. Evaluation and challenge (quality assurance of inputs, challenge and support of practice, 
accountability) 

 
There are, of course, other key drivers for networks that are not explored, such as teacher 
recruitment and the accountability framework. 
 

Purpose 

The evidence showed a sharp focus on tackling failure and the need for timely intervention, 
informed by the MCSI process. Hertfordshire LA and schools were aware that they needed 
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to find ways to respond to the broader improvement challenge and the acknowledged gaps 
(discussed in the following ‘Relationships’ section). Engaging schools through Herts for 
Learning was seen as a key development. 

Relationships 
LA 
All interviewees testified to the strength of the relationships between Hertfordshire and its 
schools. The evidence provided was: 
 
• the level of purchase from SSE 

• the close engagement with teaching schools and academies 

• the success of the all three sectors’ annual conferences, organised on their behalf by the 
LA, and attended by all special schools, half of the primary schools and 80 per cent of 
the secondary sector 

• interest shown in joining Herts for Learning. 

 
Primary and special schools have traditionally worked closely with the LA, but it was 
reported that relationships with secondary schools have strengthened as a result of these 
discussions. The reasons for this include: 
 
• respect for quality services and strategic advice 

• schools feeling the need for support 

• the ability of the LA to respond flexibly to autonomous schools 

• a desire by schools to find local solutions, rather be dictated to by the DfE. 

 
Teaching schools 
It was considered premature to assess the relationship between schools and the teaching 
schools, so this was not a focus for the study. There was clear evidence that the teaching 
schools were being treated as an integral part of the LA’s school-to-school support. The 
teaching schools, at this stage, were relying heavily on Hertfordshire to identify school’s 
needs, to increase their sustainability by commissioning services both for intervention and 
prevention, and providing access to additional services where the demand was greater than 
the teaching school could meet. By partnering teaching schools, the LA was enhancing the 
brand. The one school interviewed, at both headteacher and senior team level, was clearly 
enjoying the opportunities and other heads showed an interest in taking on such a role. The 
school was concentrating on developing relationships with TSA schools but it was still at 
fairly low level in terms of the drivers or David Hargreaves’ (2012, pp.8–22) maturity criteria. 
As the teaching schools’ reputation for system leadership develops, some schools saw an 
opportunity for the TSA to assume certain LA roles within school-to-school support (subject 
to continued DfE involvement).  

Gaps identified 

Hertfordshire identified a number of gaps in current provision that school-to-school support 
could tackle: 



7 
 

• developmental and innovative work 

• sharing of best practice 

• brokerage of services outside intervention 

• support for schools rated by Ofsted as requiring improvement 

• support for outstanding schools. 

Leadership 

The two aspects of leadership were considered: collective moral purpose, and vision and 
strategy.  
 
Collective moral purpose 
All the interviewees felt there was a strong sense of moral purpose, defined as schools being 
committed to all the children in Hertfordshire, not just those in their own school. The test for 
‘collective moral purpose’ is more stringent: it requires schools to commit to diverting 
resources to help other schools. Those interviewed were chosen because they had opted to 
support other schools or had benefited from that support. Although interviewees felt there 
were still some outstanding schools that did not engage, there is improvement in this area. 
One headteacher spoke for many interviewees, stating:  
 

I cannot stand a child in a particular area getting less of an opportunity than if they 
live in another area. I know it is down to leadership but if I can spread best practice 
and help develop others so that I can increase the life chances of other children, I 
want to do it. My mindset is now broader than just the leadership of my school. I see 
it as a progression. As a teacher I started by being responsible for 30, then 100 as a 
year head, then 1000 as a head. Helping other schools is just a step on. 

 
Others felt collective moral purpose was what drove the TSA, given their limited resources. A 
number of schools said they had given free support to other schools. 
 
Vision and strategy 
Hertfordshire’s current vision and strategy for teaching and learning, in common with many 
LAs, contains objectives focused on improving key stage results, narrowing the gap and 
tackling poor performance. It could also be seen, in common with the vision and strategy of 
most LAs, as being largely a reaction to government priorities. These are complemented by 
particular leadership, teaching and learning strategies delivered through SSE. This has 
served Hertfordshire well, as the schools’ performance demonstrated. There is a strategy in 
place for engaging with TSAs and academies, and protocols exist in draft form for 
formalising relationships with schools receiving school-to-school support. In addition, Herts 
for Learning will offer innovative solutions to school leadership and improvement within a 
framework of autonomous schools. 
Two challenges to this were reported in the interviews: 
 
• That ‘what was needed was a Hertfordshire approach to teaching and learning’.  

• Greater clarity about Hertfordshire’s place in the changing national and local scene. 
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Workforce 

The focus here was on whether Hertfordshire schools, through school-to-school support, 
were engaging in joint practice development (JPD). This has been identified by David 
Hargreaves as one of the four keys to mature school-to-school support (see Annex 1). This 
is where the system goes beyond ‘show and tell’ to supporting the implementation in another 
school. 
 
There were a number of examples cited in interviews by teachers supporting schools. A 
number highlighted the skills needed to work alongside teachers who were operating in a 
school where morale was low, and encourage them to take on new practice. It was also 
apparent that this was a skill deployed by LLEs and by former advanced skills teachers. SSE 
had been able to model best practice for TSAs with new staff delivering CPD. One 
headteacher working in a TSA has identified sharing good practice as a TSA priority. They 
have developed a variety of approaches such as internships and senior leadership 
interchanges linked to pre-National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH) training, 
development of staff interviewing, lesson observation, school leadership team (SLT) 
observation and newly qualified teacher (NQT) induction. 
 
A number of interviewees also said that JPD was a work in progress. 

Systems 

Access to SSE services is through established routes of direct contact, in addition to the new 
Herts for Learning website. It is also a forum for debate and comment. 
 
MCSI is the core system used in Herts, based on school self-assessment. 
 
The LA has made a number of system developments to improve school-to-school support: 
 
• The LA realised that it needed more NLEs in order to develop school-to-school support. 

It has set up a process to identify NLE equivalents based on school value-added 
outcomes and track records of working with schools to ensure that it was quality assuring 
one of the key inputs to school improvement. 

• The LA brings together NLEs as a board for support and review of LA deployment 
needs. 

• It has introduced a protocol at the request of heads to govern school-to-school support, 
including for academies.  

• It brings together support groups to increase capacity, as in the locality example above. 

• There is brokerage of support. 

• It is recording expertise in schools. 

Evaluation and challenge 

Embedding evaluation and challenge, as acknowledged by David Hargreaves, is one of the 
biggest challenges in school-to-school support. 
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The LA view was that this was a work in progress. The MCSI framework was crucial. It 
reported a reluctance by headteachers to challenge each other. There was no such 
reluctance to challenge deputies and staff below. Primary headteachers felt the authority of 
an executive head, academy sponsor or the LA was required to intervene if a headteacher 
was blocking a challenge. There was not much confidence that governors could deal with 
headteachers who were resistant to engagement. One headteacher said it was easier to 
work with failing schools because the issues were clear. 
 
One group of headteachers echoed a point made within another case study: that the key 
was whether a culture of evaluation and challenge existed within both schools, whether it be 
those providing or those seeking support. 
 
Embedded evaluation and challenge did not exist in the TSAs that schools were part of, but 
there was evidence that some progress was being made to embed evaluation and challenge 
beyond the LA-driven intervention work (outlined in the section on Workforce, above). 
Of course external accountability primarily through OFSTED is a very important part of 
evaluation and challenge. 
 
It is worth noting the close link between these drivers and the criteria adopted by Hargreaves 
(2012), whose work has become a reference point for school-to-school support, for 
evaluating the maturity or ‘depth’ of a partnership (see Annex 1). 

5 Sustainability 

There was anxiety, shared by all interviewees, about the sustainability of funding and 
structures to support school improvement. A particular focus for concern was schools that 
would, by inaction, slip through the cracks and fail. The LA were putting faith in the new 
schools’ company, ‘Herts for Learning’, underpinned by competitively priced services to meet 
evolving needs.Clearly, successful implementation of all the key drivers was necessary to 
guarantee sustainability. 
 
A constant theme from headteachers was the need to underpin capacity for school-to-school 
support, especially if it required long-term engagement. 
 

6 Middle tier 

The need for a body to support with school improvement was taken as a given by all 
interviewees. It was felt that the focus should be on strengthening school-to-school 
initiatives, coordination and brokerage at a local level. Perhaps school and stakeholder 
networks would better describe the functions, distinguishing between core or base networks 
and strategic ones, as this report has done. The interviewees summarised it as follows: 
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Table 1: Views on the role of the middle tier  

Schools LA 

• Guidance through different initiatives 
• LA providing a moral lead, to prevent 

excesses of competition 
• Assurance that all Herts schools 

achieve a basic level of quality – there 
was seen to be a future role for TSAs 
in making that judgement 

• Organise meetings to allow schools to 
keep in touch 

• Ensure impartial broker intervention 
and engagement of other professionals 

• Knowledge of expertise 
• Create a local solution for Herts 

schools 

• Vision and strategy 
• Brokerage and coordination 
• Identifying need 
• Embodying the collective 
• Setting out the rules for 

engagement, for example, school-
to-school support protocols 

• Ensuring sustainability 
• Challenge for poor performance 

7 Conclusions  
These relate to school-to-school support. 

Successes 
• The support for the teaching schools initiative to ensure they grow and benefit 

Hertfordshire schools. 

• The successful adoption of school-to-school support as the primary method of 
intervention and prevention for Herts secondary schools. 

• Modelling the rules of engagement through mechanisms such as the school-to-school 
support protocol. 

• Identifying the benefits of using Hertfordshire’s system of identifying additional NLEs. 

• Recognition that the future of school improvement depends upon school-led structures 
underpinned by LA support. Acknowledgement that this will need to be cost effective. 

 

Areas for improvement 
• Vision and strategy. Collaboration is required to produce a local vision and strategy for 

teaching and learning that moves beyond the short term and compliance to national 
requirements.  

• Extension of school-to-school support. This, alongside other strategies, and using the 
lessons already learnt in Hertfordshire, could provide a way to tackle the gaps in 
provision identified in section four, above (see also recommendations, below). 

• Evaluation and challenge. A key issue for all interviewees. The challenge was to 
extend the successful processes for the former ‘schools causing concern’ category to 
those at risk of receiving an Ofsted notice to improve, at a time when LA resources are 
reducing. 
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Recommendations and next steps 

1. Consider adopting a long-term vision and strategy 

There is an opportunity to move beyond a narrow, compliance-driven focus on key stage 
results – important though that is. This could involve partners signing up to a long-term 
strategy to adopt what are now broadly accepted as the characteristics of outstanding 
learning in the 21st century, the kind of teaching necessary to deliver that learning, and the 
school conditions needed to achieve it. One such approach is provided in the work of 
Hargreaves and Fullan (2012); Hattie (2008, 2011) and Hargreaves (2012).  
 
In a recent article, Oceans of Innovation, Barber et al. (2012) summarise most aspects of 
this consensus very well. This leaves room for differing views on the effectiveness of 
individual programmes. It could provide the framework, for example, for tackling evaluation 
and challenge as something that is organically grown in schools and cross-partnerships as 
part of a common approach. It would provide a shared school improvement language to 
launch Herts for Learning. Just as important, it has the potential to mobilise teachers around 
a professionally enhancing agenda that can only benefit children’s learning. Other key 
elements could be: 
 
• A stronger focus on growing the number of outstanding schools and system leaders to 

create the capacity in the system. The top is as important as the bottom. 

• Continued incorporation of the teaching schools as an integral part of the strategy. All 
five case studies clearly show how the development of the teaching schools is enhanced 
by support from the LA. Two of the Teaching Schools’ roles are fundamental to any 
future success, namely teacher recruitment and induction, and leadership development. 
Where there is more than one teaching school in an area, there may be scope to 
encourage specialisation as a way of increasing their effectiveness. 

• Developing the concept of abandonment in schools, which have previously been 
conditioned to think that new initiatives have to be funded externally instead of revising 
priorities and dropping less important activities to make space. This will need to include 
finding two to five per cent of funds for professional development. 

2. Extend the use of school-to-school support 

There is no one successful method of improvement, but there is significant evidence that 
school-to-school support can play a greater part in the right conditions. Hertfordshire already 
has considerable experience of this but there is considerable scope to extend it to meet the 
gaps in provision identified in section four. Key requirements gleaned from interviewees in all 
case studies are that there needs to be a framework to underpin the school-to-school 
support networks, in addition to the broad, long-term vision and strategy discussed above, 
covering: 
 
• clear transparent criteria for selection of leaders 

• funding to ensure capacity (not least for the leader) 

• quality assurance of other inputs 

• a plan 
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• a mechanism for holding the network to account for delivery. 

There is a lot of advice. The work of Hargreaves (2012) has already been mentioned, 
demonstrating how to grow school-to-school support.  
 

3. Evaluation and challenge 

Take steps to embed evaluation and challenge. Evaluation and challenge has to be 
embedded in individual schools if it is to operate across partnerships through peer-to-peer 
support and challenge, use of data and training, which can then be extended across 
schools. 
The underpinning of an agreement about schools’ categorisation is an important element. 
The behaviour needs to be modelled by leaders. Wigan has modelled this, with schools 
taking over the LA’s statutory duties by holding networks to account and encouraging the 
use of external consultants. In exceptional cases, the LA has undertaken the challenge role 
if the schools feel they cannot. 
Hertfordshire has a strong history of school autonomy and success with school 
improvement. It is in a strong position to go on to the next stage in vision, strategy and 
structure. 
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Annex 1: David Hargreaves’s partnership maturity criteria 

David Hargreaves has argued that ‘mature’ partnerships need an evidence-based narrative, 
setting out the vision and strategy, and which meet four criteria (in ascending order of 
difficulty): 

 

• Joint practice development is well established within and between schools in the 
partnership (which he says is the key). 

• Social capital is high within and between schools in the partnership. 

• Collective moral purpose is a value shared and enacted by all stakeholders, including 
students,within the partnership. 

• Evaluation and challenge are practised at every level within and between schools(the 
most difficult to achieve in his view) 

(Hargreaves, 2012) 
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