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1
WHY DO WE NEED 
EVIDENCE-BASED 

SCHOOL LEADERSHIP?

Chapter outline
This chapter aims to provide a clear justification to why evidence-based 
school leadership is needed. In doing so the chapter will look at issues 
related to:

• the ethics of evidence-based school leadership;

• the relationship between evidence-based school leadership, fallibility 
and professional standards;

• the problems of fads and faddism within education;

• how facts become ‘rusty’;

• the increasing role of social media and how this can leave school 
leaders vulnerable to bullshit;

• the impact of cognitive biases on decision-making.
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WHY DO WE NEED EVIDENCE-BASED SCHOOL LEADERSHIP? 11

The chapter then briefly explores why evidence-based school leadership 
is needed now. Finally, the chapter examines some of the potential ben-
efits of evidence-based school leadership.

Key words: evidence-based practice, decision-making, ethics, cognitive 
biases, professional standards

Imagine going to the doctor because you are not feeling well. Before 
you had a chance to describe your symptoms, the doctor writes out a 
prescription and says,

‘Take two of these three times a day, and call me next week.’

‘But – I haven’t told you what’s wrong,’ you say, ‘How do I know 
this will help me?’

‘Why wouldn’t it?’ says the doctor. ‘It worked for my last two 
patients.’ (Christensen and Raynor, 2003)

Consider this hypothetical situation, which has been derived from 
Hill et al. (2016). You are the chair of the appointment panel who is 
looking to appoint a new headteacher for your school. The previous 
headteacher resigned after two years of GCSE results being well 
below expectations and a disappointing Ofsted inspection. At the end 
of the selection process you are left with two candidates, both of 
whom have quite different approaches to bringing about school 
improvement, and you have the ‘casting vote’ on the selection panel. 
Candidate A already has experience of successfully ‘turning around’ 
two schools similar to your school, and has two very clear priorities. 
First to improve pupil behaviour by introducing a ‘zero tolerance’ 
approach to behaviour management and suspending and expelling 
pupils who do not conform. Second, to improve GCSE results as fast 
as they possibly can by focusing resources on Year 10 and Year 11. 
They plan to do this by reducing class sizes, allocating the most effec-
tive teachers to classes in Year 10 and Year 11, and introducing 
revision classes during the Easter break. Candidate A is very well 
dressed, self-assured, extremely confident in their own abilities, and 
says they can get the job done in two years and will then leave.

Candidate B – who is a deputy headteacher at a school not known 
to you – takes a different view on what is needed to bring about 
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EVIDENCE-BASED SCHOOL LEADERSHIP AND MANAgEMENT12

school improvement. Candidate B’s priority is to focus on improving 
pupil behaviour by ensuring the curriculum offer is appropriate for 
different pupils, intending to develop relevant pathways for poorly 
behaved or performing pupils and does not intend to use a zero tol-
erance behaviour policy. Candidate B also wants to prioritise the 
creation of an all-through school by acquiring a primary school and 
creating a post-16 A-level provision. Candidate B also proposes to 
improve teaching in all year groups by introducing a substantial 
programme of continuing professional development, although this 
will only be done once both pupil behaviour has improved and a 
new school leadership and management structure has been imple-
mented. Nevertheless, Candidate B acknowledges it may be at least 
three years before there is a major improvement in GCSE results. 
Candidate B, whilst being a confident and effective communicator, 
is far less charismatic and comes across as being very humble.

In making your decision as to whom to appoint as headteacher, 
what will you rely on? Experience, intuition, performance in the 
selection process or the advice of external experts? On this occasion, 
you decide to rely upon the advice of the external consultant on your 
selection panel, who from the very beginning of the appointment 
recommended the appointment of a so-called ‘super head’ who has a 
track record of turning around schools. This advice is consistent with 
your own intuition and ‘gut feeling’, which suggests Candidate A 
might be the ‘charismatic leader’ needed by the school. However, you 
decide not to adopt an ‘evidence-based’ approach as to whether 
Candidate A’s or Candidate B’s plans for the school are most likely to 
provide long-term success for the school. Unfortunately, this may be 
a major mistake.

Research by Hill et al. (2016) suggests that if you do appoint 
Candidate A, although after two years there may be impressive 
improvements in GCSE results, this will come at a significant cost to 
the long-term future of the school. School revenues decline as a result 
of a fall in pupil numbers due to a significant number of exclusions. 
After two years, Candidate A leaves, and GCSE results fall below their 
previous levels, as younger pupils who have been taught by less effective 
members of teaching staff move through the year groups. Hard-
working, dedicated and long-serving teaching staff leave the school as 
they become despondent that things will only get worse as there are no 
resources to invest into the improvement of teaching and learning.  
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WHY DO WE NEED EVIDENCE-BASED SCHOOL LEADERSHIP? 13

The local community, whose hopes have been raised by the initial 
improvements in the school’s GCSE results, lose confidence in the 
new headteacher.

On the other hand, Candidate B is in all likelihood the better appoint-
ment. Although GCSE results may not improve rapidly, they do improve 
and continue to improve in years three, four and five of Candidate B’s 
tenure as headteacher. A revised curriculum offer meets the needs of all 
pupils within the school, resulting in improved pupil behaviour, rela-
tively few exclusions and stable school revenues. Although a number of 
staff leave the school on the appointment of Candidate B, those staff 
that do remain are committed and believe in the continued improve-
ment and success of the school. Along with steady improvement in 
GCSE results, the acquisition of the primary school and the develop-
ment of the sixth form provision increases the local community’s 
confidence in the school as parents can see their commitment to their 
children’s education from ages 4 through 18 (Hill et al., 2016).

Disappointingly, in school leadership and management, ignoring 
the best evidence and making decisions by relying on personal experi-
ence, intuition or the popular ideas of so-called educational experts, 
consultants and others is a regular occurrence. As Lewis and Caldwell 
(2005) state, many leadership and strategic decisions are based on 
‘evidence that is ill-informed, outdated, and incorrect’ (p. 182). So 
instead of basing a decision on evidence that is ill-informed, outdated 
and incorrect an alternative is evidence-based school leadership.

Evidence-based school leadership helps school leaders and man-
agers of whatever level – aspiring leaders, heads of department, 
senior leaders, headteachers, chief executives, governing bodies and 
boards of trustees – develop practical answers to important school-
based problems by making use of the best available evidence. 
Moreover, evidence-based school leadership helps school leaders and 
managers make ‘decisions through the conscientious, explicit and 
judicious use of the best available evidence from multiple sources … 
to increase the likelihood of favourable outcomes’ (amended from 
Barends et al., 2014: 2).

Chapter 2 will provide the full version of Barends et al.’s (2014) 
definition of evidence-based management and will help increase 
understanding of the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of evidence-based school 
leadership. In doing so, Chapter 2 will address the unnecessary dis-
tinction between evidence-based and ‘evidence-informed’. Whereas, 
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EVIDENCE-BASED SCHOOL LEADERSHIP AND MANAgEMENT14

the remainder of this chapter will follow the advice of Sinek (2009) 
and ‘start with why’ and ask two questions: one, why is evidence-
based school leadership needed; two, why is evidence-based school 
leadership needed now?

Evidence-based school leadership as an  
ethical endeavour

First and foremost, evidence-based leadership is an ethical endeavour 
and should be seen as a way of ensuring that those practices which can 
lead to favourable outcomes for pupils, staff, parents and the broader 
community are either continued with, or introduced to the school. 
Alternatively, evidence-based school leadership involves ensuring that 
those practices which lead to unfavourable outcomes for pupils, staff, 
parents and the broader community are withdrawn or never intro-
duced. Writing about evidence-based practice in health, Gambrill 
(2006) cites Gray (2001) who states:

When evidence is not used during clinical practice, important 
failures in clinical decision-making occur: ineffective interven-
tions are introduced; interventions that do more harm than good 
are introduced; interventions that do more good than harm are 
not introduced; and interventions that are ineffective or do more 
harm than good are not discontinued (Gambrill, 2006: 351).

Figure 1.1 The consequences of the non-use of evidence-based practice

Practices

Introduced Withdrawn

Net impact Benefits exceed costs Quadrant 1 NO Quadrant 2 YES

Costs exceed benefits Quadrant 3 YES Quadrant 4 NO

Figure 1.1 illustrates the consequences of the non-use of evidence-
based practice. In Q1 there are new practices that are warranted by 
a comprehensive range of evidence, which are not introduced to the 
school due to a lack of awareness of the evidence. In Q2 there are 
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WHY DO WE NEED EVIDENCE-BASED SCHOOL LEADERSHIP? 15

good practices that benefit pupils and/or staff, which are withdrawn 
without sufficient consideration as to whether the decision is war-
ranted. In Q3 practices have been introduced for which there is 
little or no evidence, but where costs clearly outweigh the benefits. 
Finally, in Q4 we may have practices that continue to be used – and 
not withdrawn – despite the costs outweighing the benefits to 
pupils/staff.

On the other hand, if an evidence-based practice approach is 
adopted then practices or innovations that have the potential to 
bring about improvement in ‘outcomes’ are more likely to be intro-
duced. Current practice, which may be causing harm where ‘costs 
outweigh the benefits’, may be withdrawn, or innovations that have 
negative consequences are less likely to be introduced (see  
Figure 1.2). In Q1 new practices with the potential to provide ben-
efits that exceed the costs will be introduced. In Q2 existing 
practices where benefits exceed costs to pupils/staff are continued 
with and not withdrawn. In Q3 the introduction of interventions 
where costs exceed the benefits is avoided, whereas in Q4, using an 
evidence-based approach existing practices where costs exceed the 
benefits are withdrawn.

Figure 1.2 The consequences of using an evidence-based approach to 
practice

Practices

Introduced Withdrawn

Net impact Benefits exceed costs Quadrant 1 YES Quadrant 2 NO

Costs exceed benefits Quadrant 3 NO Quadrant 4 YES

Indeed, one way of thinking about evidence-based school leader-
ship is to see it as a way of ensuring practices that are detrimental to 
pupils and the wider school are either withdrawn or never intro-
duced. As Carl Hendrick states: ‘my view is that there is an ethical 
imperative to provide the best possible classroom conditions in which 
the students in our charge can flourish. This means rejecting what 
wastes time and embracing that which makes the most of it’ 
(Hendrick and MacPherson, 2017: 11).
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Evidence-based school leadership and fallibility
However, it would be wrong to think that the evidence-based school 
leader is infallible and things will not go wrong. There will be occasions 
where the evidence-based school leader makes a decision that does not 
lead to favourable outcomes: what is hoped will work does not; benefits 
that are expected to appear fail to materialise; and costs, which are 
anticipated to be small, escalate. As such, the evidence-based school 
leader may fail in what they set out to do. However, not all failures are 
created equal with some failures being more acceptable than others.

To help understand ‘failure’ Gawande (2010) draws upon Samuel 
Gorovitz and Alasdair MacIntyre’s 1976 essay ‘Toward a theory of 
medical fallibility’, which identifies three reasons for failure. First, 
there is ignorance, with there being a limited understanding of what 
works, for example, in teaching, learning and management. Second, 
there is ineptitude – where the knowledge exists about what to do in 
certain situations, be it headteachers or other school leadership who 
do not apply that knowledge competently. Third, there is necessary 
fallibility and some things we want to do are beyond our capacity. 
Complex systems – such as schools – are beyond all-encompassing 
generalisations due to the differences in the circumstances of each 
individual school and complex feedback systems. In these circum-
stances, the best possible judgement may turn out to be incorrect – even 
if it is based on the best available evidence from multiple sources.

The interesting question then is: what does this mean for the prac-
tice of school leadership and management? At a simple level, it would 
suggest that school leaders who do not make use of the best available 
evidence, and avoidable mistakes are made, are leaving themselves 
unnecessarily open to charges of ineptitude. Perhaps another and more 
gentle way of putting it is that school leadership and management, at 
whatever level, is difficult enough without leaders unnecessarily disad-
vantaging themselves by denying themselves access to the best available 
evidence of what works, for whom, to what extent, in what context and 
for how long.

Evidence-based school leadership and  
professional ethics
The preceding discussion on ignorance, necessary fallibility and inept-
itude naturally leads to a discussion of professional codes of conduct 
and ethics. In the context of educational leadership and management 
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WHY DO WE NEED EVIDENCE-BASED SCHOOL LEADERSHIP? 17

within the English education system there are professional standards 
that either directly or indirectly make reference to the need for  
evidence-based school leadership and management. Examples of 
some of these professional standards are summarised in Table 1.1.

Table 1.1 Professional standards relevant to school leaders and managers

Role Relevant professional standard(s) Standards

Headteacher Sustains wide, current knowledge and 
understanding of education and 
school systems locally, nationally and 
globally, and pursues continuous 
professional development
Challenges educational orthodoxies in 
the best interests of achieving 
excellence, harnessing the findings of 
well evidenced research to frame self-
regulating and self-improving schools

National Standards of 
Excellence for 
Headteachers: 
Departmental advice for 
headteachers, governing 
boards and aspiring 
headteachers (Department 
for Education, 2015)

School business 
manager

Engages with research to inform 
effective policy development and 
seeks to influence it

National Association of 
School Business Managers 
Professional Standards, 
succeeded in November 
2017 by the Institute of 
School Business 
Leadership

governor Acts with honesty, frankness and 
objectivity taking decisions 
impartially, fairly and on merit using 
the best evidence and without 
discrimination or bias

A Competency Framework 
for Governance: the 
knowledge, skills and 
behaviours needed for 
effective governance in 
maintained schools, 
academies and multi-
academy trusts
(Department for 
Education, 2017)

As such, to reach and maintain those professional standards, it is 
difficult to see how school leaders, of whatever level or role, cannot 
actively engage in some form of evidence-based practice. To do other-
wise would suggest these leaders are not being consistent with their 
own professional standards As Gambrill (2006) states:

Are these merely for window dressing, to impress interested par-
ties that our intentions are good and therefore our outcomes are 
good, to convince others that we are doing the right things.  
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Or are these codes really meaningful? Is it ethical to agree to 
abide by the guidelines described in professional codes of ethics, 
for example, to draw upon practice-related research, and then 
simply not do so? (p. 351)

Evidence-based school leadership and fads  
and faddism

Regrettably school leadership and management is highly susceptible to 
crazes – fads and fashions that change as frequently as clothing styles. 
As Slavin (1989) states, ‘educational innovation is famous for its cycle of 
early enthusiasm, widespread dissemination, subsequent disappoint-
ment, and eventual decline - the classic swing of the pendulum’ (p. 752).

Examples of fads within education include the use of interactive 
whiteboards, BrainGym and learning styles. More recently there has 
been an explosion of interest in schools around growth mindsets, grit, 
resilience and character education. Helpfully, McGill (2016) provides a 
list of educational fads over the last 20 years, which include:

• Lesson outcomes
• Assessing pupil progress
• Chinese teaching
• Textbooks
• Sitting in rows
• Group work
• Zero tolerance
• Verbal feedback stamps
• Triple-marking
• Starters, middle and plenaries

However, fads in education are not confined to teaching and learning, 
they can also be found in leadership and management. Furnham 
(2015) identifies a number of fads and fashions in leadership and man-
agement going back to the 1950s and goes on to highlight a number of 
current management ideas which appear to be ‘hot’ such as employee 
engagement, leadership derailment, women in management, intrinsic 
motivation, outsourcing and heterogeneous teams and team-working. 
Whereas management ideas such as empowerment, total quality  
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management, the learning organisation, benchmarking and emotional 
intelligence appear to be ‘not hot’.

However, evidence-based school leaders can protect themselves 
from the worst excesses of some fads put forward by educational con-
sultants, gurus and other experts by asking the following questions:

• What evidence is there that the new approach can provide pro-
ductive outputs and outcomes? Are the arguments based on solid 
evidence from lots of schools followed over time?

• Has the approach worked in schools similar to our own that face 
similar challenges?

• Is the approach relevant to current priorities and strategies of our 
school or multi-academy trust?

• Is the advice specific enough to be implemented? Do we have 
enough information about implementation challenges and how 
to meet them within the context of our school?

• Is the advice practical for our school given our capabilities and 
resources?

• Can we reasonably assess the costs and prospective benefits? 
(Amended from Miller et al., 2004: 14)

Evidence-based school leadership and the  
half-life of facts

School leaders need to be constantly engaged in evidence-based 
school leadership practice, as evidence that might be used to sup-
port decisions can become ‘rusty’ (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2012). 
Evidence that we have relied on in the past may no longer be current 
or applicable; indeed advice based on ‘old’ research evidence may 
now be viewed as being no longer justified. For example, addressing 
low aspirations and confidence before teaching subject content does 
not appear to be consistent with the latest research (Coe et al., 
2014). Arbesman (2012) argues that just like radioactive material, 
‘facts’ have a half-life and decay over time. Arbesman states: ‘Facts, 
in the aggregate, have half-lives: We can measure the amount of 
time for half of a subject’s knowledge to be overturned. There is sci-
ence that explores the rates at which new facts are created, new 
technologies develop, and even how facts spread’ (p. 3).
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To illustrate this point, Arbesman cites the work of Poynard 
et al. (2002), who demonstrate that in a particular field of medicine – 
cirrhosis and hepatitis – the half-life of facts in this field was approxi-
mately 45 years. In other words, half of what we thought we knew 
about cirrhosis and hepatitis was within 45 years shown to be incorrect.

Given that careers in education can last over 40 years, there is every 
chance that what school leaders learnt at the beginning of their careers 
about teaching, learning and the management of people may have 
been superseded by better, more plausible accounts and explanations. 
School leaders who are actively engaged in evidence-based school 
practice will provide both themselves and their schools some degree of 
protection from the continued use of ideas and interventions which are 
no longer supported by the evidence.

Evidence-based school leadership, social  
media and the post-truth world

Increasingly teachers and school leaders are using social media – be it 
Twitter, Facebook or blogs – as a source of professional development. 
However, in what some would describe as the post-truth world it is nec-
essary to provide teachers and school leaders with the tools necessary 
to help them ensure that they do not fall victim to ‘bullshit’ (Ball, 
2017). It should be noted that bullshit is not confined to social media 
and may often be heard, dare I say it, on a regular basis in school staff 
rooms and senior leadership team meetings.

Ball draws upon the work of Frankfurt (2009) to distinguish 
between lies, untruths and bullshit and summarises Frankfurt’s 
argument as: ‘to tell a lie, you need to care about some form of abso-
lute truth or falsehood, and increasingly public life is run by people 
who don’t care much either way – they care about their narrative’ 
(Ball, 2017: 6).

Ball goes on to cite Frankfurt who concludes:

Someone who lies and someone who tells the truth are playing on 
opposite sides, so to speak, in the same game. Each responds to 
the facts as he understands them, although the response of the 
one is guided by the authority of the truth, while the response of 
the other defies that authority, and refuses to meet its demands.
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The bullshitter ignores these demands altogether. He does not 
reject the authority of the truth, as the liar does, and oppose him-
self to it. He pays no attention to it at all, by virtue of this, bullshit 
is a greater enemy of the truth than lies are. (Ball, 2017: 6)

So how can evidence-based school leadership protect the school 
leader from being susceptible to bullshit? Ball suggests a number 
of strategies that can be adopted, which are integral to evidence-
based school leadership and which are more fully explored in later 
chapters.

• Burst your bubble: the evidence-based school leader makes sure 
they meaningfully engage with people who have different views to 
themselves, with the aim of this engagement being to understand 
the views of others, rather than seeking to convince others as to 
the strength of their own arguments.

• Learn some statistics: evidence-based school leaders will find it 
useful to get to grips with concepts such as p-values, confidence 
intervals, effect sizes, statistical significance and correlation (see 
Chapter 6).

• Treat narratives you believe in just as sceptically as those you 
don’t: just because a plausible and believable narrative is being 
promoted in social media does not mean that it is right. On such 
occasions, the evidence-based school leader needs just to step 
back and say – is there an alternative view or views on this? If so, 
what is it? Are there any elements of these alternative views which 
are robust?

• Remember Hanlon’s Razor: Ball argues that in a world of bullshit 
there is a tendency for there to be a rise in conspiratorial thinking 
and that others are ‘out to get us’. When evidence-based school lead-
ers begin to think conspiratorially – it is always worth remembering 
Hanlon’s Razor. This concept can be described in a number of ways, 
for example: ‘Never attribute to malice that which is adequately 
explained by stupidity’ or ‘Don’t assume bad intentions over neglect 
and misunderstanding’.

• Use deliberative thinking: evidence-based school leaders need to 
engage in deliberative thinking rather than thinking which is far 
more intuitive and instinctive. This naturally leads us to the final 
reason for evidence-based school leadership – cognitive biases – 
which are now explored in more detail.
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Evidence-based school leadership and  
cognitive biases

Our final, though possibly most compelling, reason for the use of 
evidence-based practice relates to how cognitive biases can get in the 
way of our ability to objectively evaluate data, form balanced judge-
ments and make effective decisions. Wilke and Mata (2012) define 
cognitive biases as ‘systematic error(s) in judgment and decision-
making common to all human beings which can be due to cognitive 
limitations, motivational factors, and/or adaptations to natural envi-
ronments’ (p. 531). For example, people are often described as being 
cognitive misers who demonstrate a strong preference to rely on fast, 
intuitive processing (‘system 1’) rather than on more demanding, 
deliberate thinking (‘system 2’) (Kahneman, 2011). One consequence 
of this preference is that it leads to something called attribute  
substitution: when people are faced with a challenging and difficult 
question they will intuitively answer a less difficult question.

Let’s look at this example developed by Frederick (2005: 27) to 
illustrate the point:

A bat and a ball cost $1.10 in total. The bat costs $1.00 more 
than the ball. How much does the ball cost?

The answer that intuitively and immediately comes to mind is ‘10 
cents’, which is incorrect. If the ball were to cost 10 cents, the bat would 
cost $1.10 (i.e., $1 more) and then the total cost would be $1.20. The 
correct answer is 5 cents (so that the bat costs $1.05) with a total of 
$1.10. The explanation for this mistake is that people replace the criti-
cal ‘more than’ statement with a simpler statement. That is, the bat 
costs $1 more than the ball is read as the bat costs $1. So instead of 
working out the sum, people intuitively breakdown $1.10, into $1 and 
10 cents which is easier to do. In other words, because of the substitu-
tion people give the correct answer to the wrong question.

Benson (2016) has identified 175 cognitive biases and four general 
problems, which are probably all too familiar to school leaders, that 
cognitive biases help to solve. First, there is ‘too much information’ and 
individuals need to identify the most useful information. Second, there 
is ‘not enough meaning’ so individuals need to find ways of connecting 
different bits of information to develop stories and models of how the 
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world operates. Third, individuals sometimes ‘need to act fast’ on the 
information becoming available to use, otherwise this may lead to inac-
tion which may be extremely detrimental if not dangerous. Four, ‘what 
should we remember?’ There is so much information it is constantly 
necessary to work out what’s best remembered and also what’s best 
forgotten. Unfortunately, the use of these strategies and associated 
biases can lead to all sorts of distortions to the decision-making process.

Benson (2016) goes on to identify four drawbacks that arise from 
attempting to solve the above problems.

1. We don’t see everything. Some of the information we  
filter out is actually useful and important.

2. Our search for meaning can conjure illusions. We some-
times imagine details that were filled in by our assumptions, 
and construct meaning and stories that aren’t really there.

3. Quick decisions can be seriously flawed. Some of the 
quick reactions and decisions we jump to are unfair, self-
serving, and counter-productive.

4. Our memory reinforces errors. Some of the stuff we remem-
ber for later just makes all of the above systems more biased, 
and more damaging to our thought processes. (Benson 2016, 
online)

So how can evidence-based practice help school leaders and manag-
ers to reduce the negative impact of cognitive biases? First, as Stafford 
(2015) notes, it is important to recognise that everyone is prone to cog-
nitive biases, and it is not something which can be eliminated from 
individuals’ thinking. Second, evidence-based practice promotes critical 
thinking, the examination of claims, the underpinning argument and 
supporting evidence. Third, processes associated with evidence-based 
practice provide a framework to support ‘disciplined’ decision-making. 
Fourth, the role of research in evidence-based practice should help 
mitigate against over-reliance on ‘anecdotes’ and ‘case studies’ and cre-
ate conditions for the use of potentially more robust evidence.

Evidence-based school leadership – why now?

Although the term evidence-based management (EBMgt) is rela-
tively new, in a systematic review of evidence-based management 

02_JONES_GARY_CH_01.indd   23 28/08/2018   7:36:31 PM



EVIDENCE-BASED SCHOOL LEADERSHIP AND MANAgEMENT24

Reay et al. (2009) identified 144 articles relating to evidence-based 
management, with the first article appearing as early as 1948. 
However, evidence-based management only began to come to prom-
inence in the 1990s and early 2000s, with Professor Denise M. 
Rousseau giving a 2005 Presidential Address to the Academy of 
Management entitled ‘Is there such a thing as “evidence-based man-
agement?”’. In 2006 the publication of Pfeffer and Sutton’s (2006) 
treatise on the dangerous half-truths and total nonsense prevalent in 
much of the popular management literature followed, which had its 
intellectual roots in the evidence-based medicine movement Sackett 
et al. (1996).

Rousseau (2012) goes on to identify three factors that explain ‘why 
the time is ripe for the emergence of evidence-based management’  
(p. xxiv):

• Since World War II, a large body of social science and man-
agement research has investigated the individual, social and 
organisational factors that impact managerial performance.

• The Internet offers broad access to scientific knowledge.
• Increasing awareness of the consequences from managerial 

decisions prompts widespread concerns with improving its 
quality.

(Rousseau, 2012: xxiv–xxv)

In the context of education, around the globe there is growing inter-
est in the use of research evidence to improve the quality of teach-
ing and learning (Brown, 2015). However, as Collins and Coleman 
(2017) note, this interest in the role of evidence in education is not 
new in both the United Kingdom and the United States, and can be 
traced back to the 1970s. More recently, there has been an increase 
in political interest in the use of evidence in schools. In the United 
States, December 2015 saw the passing of The Every Student Succeeds 
Act (ESSA), which provides a definition of the evidence required for 
a program or practice to be considered ‘strong’, ‘moderate’, or ‘prom-
ising’. Prior to this in England, the Coalition government provided 
£125m of funding to set up the Education Endowment Foundation. 
So far the Education Endowment Foundation has committed more 
than £75m to fund 127 projects and has reached over 7,500 schools 
and 750,000 children and young people (EEF, 2016). In 2016/17 
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the Institute of Effective Education, based at the University of York, 
and the Education Endowment Foundation set up a network of 22  
research schools. In addition, there has been an increase in teachers’ 
interest in research and evidence, which is reflected in the rise of the 
researchED movement.

Nevertheless, within education, evidence-based practice has 
focused primarily around teaching and learning. However, over the 
last 30 years there have been significant changes in the roles of head-
teachers and other school leaders as a result of a move towards 
site-based management (Wood, 2017). Since 1988 England has seen 
the introduction of the local management of schools, changes in 
funding systems, academies outside of LEA control, multi-academy 
trusts, free schools, studio schools, university technical colleges 
(UTCs) and university training schools (UTSs).

These changes have led to the introduction of a number of new 
roles within the leadership and management of schools, be it school 
business leaders, executive headteachers and chief executive officers, 
all of which have significant responsibilities outside the leading of 
teaching and learning. The role of school bursar has morphed into 
being a school business leader having responsibility for activities such 
as finance, human resources management, facilities, marketing, 
information technology, risk and management information services, 
with headteachers within these schools being ultimately accountable 
for the success or otherwise of these activities (Wood, 2017).

Increasingly there are job advertisements for the post of executive 
headteacher who directly leads two or more schools in the form of a 
partnership arrangement. In a NFER (2017) report on the role of 
executive head, four broad role descriptors were outlined; strategic 
leadership, financial and business management, educational leader-
ship and management, and people leadership and management. 
Within the strategic leadership there is reference to ensuring and 
monitoring consistent and ongoing implementation across the 
school groups of key policies and strategies (e.g. finance, HR, IT and 
behaviour). Within finance and business management, there is refer-
ence to providing financial leadership. Within people leadership and 
management there is reference to ensuring an effective approach to 
managing staff performance and staffing issues. Finally, within edu-
cational leadership and management, there is reference to leading 
outstanding teachers and innovative practice to enhance learning.
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As for chief executive officers of multi-academy trusts, given that 
there are a number of academy chains, where the academy trust chief 
executive officer may have responsibility for anywhere between two 
and seventy schools, evidence-based practice is going to have to 
extend beyond maintaining and developing high educational stand-
ards across all the academies of the academy chain. Indeed, in all 
likelihood the chief executive officer of a multi-academy trust will be 
leading a team of senior managers who have a focus on finance, human 
resources, estates and performance management.

Evidence-based school leadership –  
the potential

However, for many school leaders, evidence-based school leadership 
might be seen as just another management fad, with there being a 
queue of other policies in ‘line’ ready to take its place (Collins and 
Coleman, 2017). Nevertheless, while there may be some justification in 
those claims, it has yet to be shown whether evidence-based practice 
leads to school improvement. However, there are numerous reported 
benefits to practitioners engaging in evidence-based practice (Jones 
and CEBMa, 2016). First, high-performing school systems appear to 
facilitate the collaborative examination of research evidence in order to 
identify both likely problem areas (in relation to teaching and learning) 
and potential solutions to these problems (Supovitz, 2015). Second, 
there is also evidence that indicates that where research is used as a 
component of high-quality initial teacher education and continuous 
professional development, there is a positive correlation with changes 
in teacher, school and system performance. Third, there is also evidence 
of a range of positive teacher outcomes that arise from evidence-
informed practice, including improvements in pedagogical knowledge 
and skills and greater teacher confidence in what works (Cordingley, 
2015). In addition, Sheard and Sharples (2016) have published a 
proof of concept of the relationship between the use of research 
evidence and school improvement.

As such, evidence-based school leadership would appear to have the 
potential to provide both leaders and members of a school community 
with a number of benefits. This benefits school leaders by focusing 
attention on ‘what works for who, in what context, for how, for how 
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long, to what extent, and why’. This potentially saves evidence-based 
school leaders time and money by focusing on what works and elimi-
nating what does not. Evidence-based leadership also helps protect 
schools from unsubstantiated management and teaching fads. Finally, 
evidence-based school leadership, when done well, improves rela-
tional trust within schools.

Summary and key points

• Put simply, evidence-based school leadership helps school leaders 
and managers – of whatever level – help make decisions through 
the conscientious, explicit and judicious use of the best available 
evidence from multiple sources to increase the likelihood of 
favourable outcomes.

• Fundamentally, evidence-based leadership is an ethical endeav-
our and should be seen as a way of ensuring that those practices 
which can lead to favourable outcomes for pupils, staff, parents 
and the broader community are either continued with, or intro-
duced to the school.

• Alternatively, evidence-based school leadership involves ensuring 
that those practices which lead to unfavourable outcomes for 
pupils, staff, parents and the broader community are withdrawn 
or never introduced.

• Evidence-based school leaders recognise the potential for fallibil-
ity and the need to reduce unnecessary ineptitude through the use 
of the best available evidence.

• Evidence-based school leaders recognise that if school leadership 
is to be recognised as a profession it is necessary to maintain and 
uphold professional standards that emphasise the role of  
evidence-based practice.

• Evidence-based school leadership has the potential to protect 
schools from fads, faddism, the ‘half-life of facts’ and ‘post-truth’ 
agendas.

• The existence of cognitive biases requires school leaders to take 
action in order to reduce the impact of such biases on decision-
making processes.

• Change in the way in which schools are organised and led –  
particularly in England – is increasing the need for evidence-based 
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school leadership, not just on teaching and learning but for all 
aspects of the work of the school.

• The increased use of evidence-based school leadership is particu-
larly timely, given the pressures on schools to both improve and 
make better use of resources.
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