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INTRODUCTION 

In January 2015 the Department for Education (DfE) published new advice for Headteachers, governing 

boards and aspiring Headteachers defining ‘high standards which are applicable to all Headteacher roles 

within a self-improving school system.’ ~ DfE January 2015 

 

The DfE intend that these standards will inspire ‘public confidence in Headteachers, raise aspirations, 

secure high academic standards in the nation’s schools, and empower the teaching profession.’ 

 

These standards are intended as guidance to underpin best practice, whatever the particular job 

description of the Headteacher and replace the National Standards for Headteachers (2004). 

 

They are to be interpreted in the context of each individual Headteacher and school, and designed to be 

relevant to all Headteachers, irrespective of length of service in post.   

 

 

THE PREAMBLE 

One of the first sections of the document contains ‘The Preamble’, which clearly sets out the DfE’s vision 

of the role of the Headteacher and is in fact similar to the standards set out for other professions such 

as medicine and law. 

 

Below is the Preamble in bullet point form: 

 Headteachers occupy an influential position in society and shape the teaching profession.  

 They are lead professionals and significant role models within the communities they serve.  

 The values and ambitions of Headteachers determine the achievements of schools.  

 They are accountable for the education of current and future generations of children.  

 Their leadership has a decisive impact on the quality of teaching and pupils’ achievements in the 

nation’s classrooms.  

 Headteachers lead by example the professional conduct and practice of teachers in a way that 

minimises unnecessary teacher workload and leaves room for high quality continuous professional 

development for staff.  

 They secure a climate for the exemplary behaviour of pupils.  

 They set standards and expectations for high academic standards within and beyond their own 

schools, recognising differences and respecting cultural diversity within contemporary Britain.  

 Headteachers, together with those responsible for governance, are guardians of the nation’s 

schools. 

 

These statements clearly intend to elevate the role of the Headteacher within society and acknowledge 

that the leadership of the Headteacher in a school is paramount to the successful education of the 

children. 

 

 

‘A leader has the vision and conviction that a dream can be achieved. 

He inspires the power and energy to get it done.’ 

~Ralph Nader 
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THE FOUR DOMAINS 

There are four ‘Excellence As Standard’ domains:  

 Qualities and knowledge   

 Pupils and staff  

 Systems and process  

 The self-improving school system  

 

Within each domain there are six key characteristics that are expected of Headteachers. 

 

 

WHO ARE THE STANDARDS FOR? 

The standards can be used:  

 by Headteachers to shape their own practice and professional development, within and beyond 

the school  

 by Governing Boards to inform the appraisal of Headteachers  

 by Governing Boards to support the recruitment and appointment of Headteachers 

 to provide a framework for training middle and senior leaders, aspiring to Headship.   

 

 

WHAT CAN THESE STANDARDS BE USED FOR? 

The intention is for these standards to: 

 represent contemporary headship in schools today 

 inspire public confidence in Headteachers 

 secure high academic standards in the nation’s schools 

 empower the teaching profession 

 be relevant to all Headteachers, irrespective of setting or length of service  

 be thought-provoking, and to require discussion in schools  

 be developmental to help Headteachers to develop and increase their capability to support the 
development of the school-led system, and in many cases lead this development 

 challenge Headteachers to develop and improve themselves, their own schools, and other 
schools 

 be aspirational and challenging 
 

 

WHAT CAN THESE STANDARDS NOT BE USED FOR? 

The standards are different from The Teachers’ Standards in that they are non-statutory and they do not 

set a baseline of expected performance. They therefore should not be: 

 used as a checklist or as a baseline 

 used (on its own) as the basis for questioning competence or initiating capability 

 used to create complex ‘levels’ or gradations for each characteristic set out in the standards 

 used on an individual level other than for professional development but rather taken together to 

consider the full range of characteristics of highly effective leadership which the standards as a 

whole describe 
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DOMAIN ONE 
Excellent Headteachers: qualities and knowledge 

1. Hold and articulate clear values and moral purpose, focused on providing a world class education for 
the pupils they serve.  

2. Demonstrate optimistic personal behaviour, positive relationships and attitudes towards their pupils 
and staff, and towards parents, governors and members of the local community. 

3. Lead by example - with integrity, creativity, resilience, and clarity - drawing on their own scholarship, 
expertise and skills, and that of those around them. 

4. Sustain wide, current knowledge and understanding of education and school systems locally, 
nationally and globally, and pursue continuous professional development. 

5. Work with political and financial astuteness, within a clear set of principles centred on the school’s 
vision, ably translating local and national policy into the school’s context. 

6. Communicate compellingly the school’s vision and drive the strategic leadership, empowering all 
pupils and staff to excel. 

 

 

Questions to be considered/asked by: 

Headteacher Aspiring Headteachers 
Questions for Governors 

appointing a new Headteacher 
Governors undertaking 
Headteacher Appraisal 

How do I keep myself informed 
about world class education? 

What personal and professional 
qualities do I have which 
underpins my work in school? 

What do you understand by the 
term ‘world class education’? 

The standards should inform 
appraisal but NOT be used to 
assess the Headteacher’s 
performance. They could be 
considered when setting 
objectives but should not be 
used in a ‘cut and paste’ way. 

What examples do I have 
where I have showed strong 
leadership through integrity, 
creativity, resilience and 
clarity? 

Who has influenced my 
educational thinking (pupils, 
parents, leaders, writers) and 
can I articulate their influence 
in an interview? 

Give an example of where you 
have demonstrated high levels 
of resilience in your current 
role. 

How have I used the expertise 
and skills of my staff? 

Do staff come to me for 
advice/support regarding my 
own area of expertise? 

What is your area of expertise 
and how will this be used in 
headship? 

What evidence has the 
Headteacher provided that 
meet Domain 1 statements and 
that are relevant to our 
school’s context? 

How have I created positive 
working relationships with all 
stakeholders? 

What evidence do I have that 
demonstrates pupils achieving 
highly following input from 
myself? 

Can you give an example of 
how you have demonstrated 
‘political astuteness’ perhaps in 
your dealings with governors, 
inspectors or the media? 

What specific school related 
objectives linked to Domain 1 
could be considered when 
setting targets? 

How do I ensure that the 
school’s vision is 
communicated effectively both 
to stakeholders and the wider 
community? 

Have I led (or could I lead) staff 
training on an area or my own 
expertise? 

How would you, as the 
Headteacher, empower pupils 
and staff to excel? 

As Governors are we working 
with the Headteacher to set 
aspirational/developmental 
targets to move the school 
forward next year? 

How do I ensure that 
national/local initiatives are 
implemented whilst focussing 
on the school’s context and 
vision? 

What do I know about schools 
that prepare staff to become 
future leaders? 

What professional 
development have you 
undertaken to prepare yourself 
for the role of Headteacher? 

What support and/or 
professional development does 
the Headteacher require to 
meet the statements in Domain 
1? 

What are my own professional 
development needs in this 
area? 

Have I had the opportunity to 
‘shadow’ the Headteacher e.g. 
in financial planning, Governing 
Board meeting? 

What opportunities have you 
had to experience difference 
aspects of the Headteacher’s 
role e.g. financial planning? Is there evidence of good 

practice that can be shared 
with other schools/leaders? 

What might I need to do 
differently in the forthcoming 
year to ensure all pupils and 
staff excel? 

Which areas in the Domain do I 
need to gain more 
understanding/experience of? 

What area(s) do you feel that 
you would benefit in have 
further support/development 
at an early stage of your 
headship? 

 
‘Vision is the ability to talk about the future with such clarity it is as if we are talking about the past.’  ~Simon Sinek 
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DOMAIN TWO 

Excellent Headteachers: pupils and staff 
1. Demand ambitious standards for all pupils, overcoming disadvantage and advancing equality, 

instilling a strong sense of accountability in staff for the impact of their work on pupils’ outcomes. 
2. Secure excellent teaching through an analytical understanding of how pupils learn and of the core 

features of successful classroom practice and curriculum design, leading to rich curriculum 
opportunities and pupils’ well-being. 

3. Establish an educational culture of ‘open classrooms’ as a basis for sharing best practice within and 
between schools, drawing on and conducting relevant research and robust data analysis. 

4. Create an ethos within which all staff are motivated and supported to develop their own skills and 
subject knowledge, and to support each other. 

5. Identify emerging talents, coaching current and aspiring leaders in a climate where excellence is the 
standard, leading to clear succession planning.  

6. Hold all staff to account for their professional conduct and practice. 
 

 
Questions to be considered/asked by: 

Headteacher Aspiring Headteachers 
Questions for Governors 

appointing a new Headteacher 
Governors undertaking 
Headteacher Appraisal 

How do I lead my school to 
ensure that all staff value pupil 
well-being? 

What evidence do I have that 
demonstrates how I have made 
a difference to disadvantaged 
pupils? 

What strategies have you used 
in your current school to 
successfully overcome 
disadvantage? 

The standards should inform 
appraisal but NOT be used to 
assess the Headteacher’s 
performance. They could be 
considered when setting 
objectives but should not be 
used in a ‘cut and paste’ way. 

How do I lead the school to 
overcome disadvantage 
amongst groups of pupils? 

If I was asked at interview how 
I would ‘close the achievement 
gap’ what would I say? 

What visits do I make to 
classrooms in my school and to 
other schools to assess the 
quality of teaching and the 
quality of the curriculum? 

Have I considered different 
models of curriculum and 
extra-curricular design and 
what would I say at interview if 
asked what my preferred 
models for organising the 
school curriculum were? 

What do you believe is the 
‘ideal’ curriculum model to 
ensure pupils achieve well? 

What evidence has the 
Headteacher provided that 
meet Domain 2 statements and 
that are relevant to our 
school’s context? 

How am I ensuring that my 
staff feel at ease with ‘teaching 
with the door open’? 

What examples do I have from 
my own teaching experience 
where ‘the open door of my 
classroom’ has allowed good 
practice to be shared with 
positive impact? 

What research on excellent 
classroom practice has 
influenced your own thinking? 

What specific school related 
objectives linked to Domain 2 
could be considered when 
setting targets? 
Is there evidence of good 
practice that can be shared 
with other staff or schools? 

How do I define best classroom 
practice and how do I ensure 
this is shared across the 
school? 

How do I encourage all staff to 
further develop their own skills 
and subject knowledge? 

What evidence do I have or 
coaching/mentoring other 
colleagues either formally or 
informally? 

Give an example of how you 
have supported a member of 
staff through mentor/coaching 
to improve their practice. 

How is the professional 
development of staff impacting 
on the quality of provision? 

How do I ensure that all staff 
are held to account in their 
professional conduct and 
practice? 

How do I (or would I) hold 
others to account for their 
responsibilities? 

How would you ensure that, as 
the leader of the school, you 
held others accountable for 
their responsibilities? 

How are we as a Governing 
Board ensuring that all staff are 
held to account and how do we 
evidence this? 

What are we doing at our 
school to successfully ‘talent 
spot’ and coach all members of 
our staff? 

What feedback have I had from 
those I work with/line manage 
about my style and the impact 
it has? 

Give some practical examples 
where you have been involved 
in succession planning? 

As Governors are we working 
with the Headteacher to 
consider succession planning 
within our school? 

 
‘The function of leadership is to produce more leaders, not more followers.’ ~Ralph Nader 
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DOMAIN THREE 
Excellent Headteachers: systems and process 

1. Ensure that the school’s systems, organisation and processes are well considered, efficient and fit 
for purpose, upholding the principles of transparency, integrity and probity.   

2. Provide a safe, calm and well-ordered environment for all pupils and staff, focused on safeguarding 
pupils and developing their exemplary behaviour in school and in the wider society.  

3. Establish rigorous, fair and transparent systems and measures for managing the performance of all 
staff, addressing any under-performance, supporting staff to improve and valuing excellent practice. 

4. Welcome strong governance and actively support the governing board to understand its role and 
deliver its functions effectively – in particular its functions to set school strategy and hold the 
Headteacher to account for pupil, staff and financial performance.  

5. Exercise strategic, curriculum-led financial planning to ensure the equitable deployment of budgets 
and resources, in the best interests of pupils’ achievements and the school’s sustainability. 

6. Distribute leadership throughout the organisation, forging teams of colleagues who have distinct 
roles and responsibilities and hold each other to account for their decision making. 

 
 

Questions to be considered/asked by: 

Headteacher Aspiring Headteachers 
Questions for Governors 

appointing a new Headteacher 
Governors undertaking 
Headteacher Appraisal 

In what way is our school 
effective in developing ‘pupils’ 
exemplary behaviour’ within 
and outside of the school? 

Can I think of three 
organisational systems in my 
school which are particularly 
effective? 

How can a school best 
influence the ‘exemplary 
behaviour of pupils’ in the 
wider community? 

The standards should inform 
appraisal but NOT be used to 
assess the Headteacher’s 
performance. They could be 
considered when setting 
objectives but should not be 
used in a ‘cut and paste’ way. 

What do visitors and people 
local to our school say about 
our pupils’ behaviour? 

What advice would I give to 
new members of staff on the 
subject of keeping children 
safe? 

How do I model the lead in 
addressing staff 
underperformance? 

Do I know about the Nolan 
principles of public life: 
selflessness, integrity, 
objectivity, accountability, 
openness, honesty, leadership? 
As a Head where would I place 
the greatest emphasis? 

What is you approach, in a busy 
Headteacher schedule to 
striking a professional balance 
between addressing staff 
underperformance and valuing 
excellent practice? 

What evidence has the 
Headteacher provided that 
meet Domain 3 statements and 
that are relevant to our 
school’s context? 

How do I celebrate the 
achievement of staff and how 
often? 

What do I do each week to 
ensure that my professional 
relationship with the Chair of 
Governors is positive and 
productive? 

What is my current 
involvement with governors 
within my school? 

Can you talk about some 
examples where you have 
worked with governors 
effectively to set school 
strategy? 

What specific school related 
objectives linked to Domain 3 
could be considered when 
setting targets? 
Is there evidence of good 
practice that can be shared 
with other staff or schools? 

Have I had the opportunity to 
see the full range of governors’ 
work? What systems are in place to 

actively support governors and 
enable them to hold the school 
to account in an informed and 
robust manner? 

How would I judge the 
effectiveness of governors 
collectively and individually? 

What medium and long-term 
planning am I doing with others 
to ensure that our curriculum is 
suitable for our pupils and 
financially sustainable? 

What staffing structure do I 
feel would ensure that the 
organisation of the school 
provides a high quality 
curriculum? What has your personal 

involvement with financial 
planning been in your current 
role? 

Are any changes being 
considered to the current staff 
structure to ensure continued 
improvement? 

What successes have I had this 
year in appointing/securing 
strong senior and middle 
leaders? 

How would I ensure financial 
sustainability? 

Has the Headteacher ensured 
the financial sustainability of 
any changes to either the 
curriculum of staffing? 

What might I need to do next 
year to strengthen leadership 
in the school? 

If I was to become the Head of 
my current school, which other 
systems would I change - why? 

 

‘Trust, honesty, humility, transparency and accountability are the building blocks of a positive reputation.  
Trust is the foundation of any relationship.’  ~ Mike Paul 
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DOMAIN FOUR 
Excellent Headteachers: the self-improving school system 

1. Create outward-facing schools which work with other schools and organisations - in a climate of 
mutual challenge - to champion best practice and secure excellent achievements for all pupils. 

2. Develop effective relationships with fellow professionals and colleagues in other public services to 
improve academic and social outcomes for all pupils. 

3. Challenge educational orthodoxies in the best interests of achieving excellence, harnessing the 
findings of well evidenced research to frame self-regulating and self-improving schools. 

4. Shape the current and future quality of the teaching profession through high quality training and 
sustained professional development for all staff. 

5. Model entrepreneurial and innovative approaches to school improvement, leadership and 
governance, confident of the vital contribution of internal and external accountability. 

6. Inspire and influence others - within and beyond schools - to believe in the fundamental importance 
of education in young people’s lives and to promote the value of education.   

 
 

Questions to be considered/asked by: 

Headteacher Aspiring Headteachers 
Questions for Governors 

appointing a new Headteacher 
Governors undertaking 
Headteacher Appraisal 

In what way do I model that my 
school is ‘outward facing’? 

If I consider other educational 
settings that I have visited in 
the past year. What did I learn 
from the visits and what impact 
back in my own school did 
these visits have? 

What does an ‘outward facing 
school’ mean to you and is it a 
good thing? 

The standards should inform 
appraisal but NOT be used to 
assess the Headteacher’s 
performance. They could be 
considered when setting 
objectives but should not be 
used in a ‘cut and paste’ way. 

What opportunities do I give to 
my colleagues to work beyond 
the schools and compare their 
practice with other 
practitioners? 

How well do I welcome 
professionals from other 
services working with pupils in 
the school? 

At interview, what examples 
will I give of working effectively 
with professionals from other 
services? 

How as a Head would you 
promote the value of education 
beyond the school gates and 
into the community we serve? 

What evidence has the 
Headteacher provided that 
meet Domain 4 statements and 
that are relevant to our 
school’s context? 

Do I lead (or delegate to 
another member of staff) 
reviews of the impact of their 
work? 

How have I assessed the 
impacted of working with other 
professionals? 

Who are the true guardians of 
a school – the governors or the 
Headteacher? 

From my own reading/research 
and/or observations 
throughout my school are there 
any educational orthodoxies 
that need challenging in the 
best interests of the pupils? 

Can I think of three examples 
from my recent career where I 
have led or co-led innovations 
which meant improvements for 
pupils? 

Cite a couple of educational 
orthodoxies which you consider 
need challenging, and why? 

What specific school related 
objectives linked to Domain 4 
could be considered when 
setting targets? 
Is there evidence of good 
practice that can be shared 
with other staff or schools? 

Have I (and others) been 
successful on training and 
developing the next generation 
of teachers and school leaders? 

Thinks of these examples what 
were the ingredients I used for 
successful leadership? 

No classroom is better than the 
quality of its teaching. How do 
we, as governors, best support 
a Head in ensuring sustained 
professional development for 
all staff? 

What works well in the school 
and what are our plans for the 
future? 

What evidence can the 
Headteacher give that we are 
we a self-regulating and self-
improving school? 

To what extent are we a self-
regulating and self-improving 
school? 

What do I think a ‘self-
regulating’ and improving 
school’ would look like? 

Am I keen to be held 
accountable and show this 
positively to others in the 
school? 

What are my own ideas on the 
most effective forms of 
external accountability? 

Which phrases in the Preamble 
of the National Standards of 
Excellence for Headteachers do 
you find the most compelling in 
defining how you see the 
Headteacher’s role? 

How do we as governors 
ensure that we hold the 
Headteacher to account in a 
positive manner? 

What else am I doing within 
and outside of school to be a 
top professional? 

What else so I need to consider 
to ensure I am well-prepared to 
lead a school? 

How can we support the Head 
to be a top professional? 

 

‘Education has opened many, many doors. However, there are still innumerable doors shut tight -- unopened yet. These are 
the doors of the future. Perhaps one of my children will open one of these doors … I shall help give him the key.’ ~Anon 
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CONCLUSION 

It is important to remember that the National Standards of Excellence for Headteachers has been 

published as guidance only and unlike the Teachers’ Standards is non-statutory. 

 

However, it is unlikely that any Headteacher would not aspire to the words of the Preamble or indeed 

that and Governing Board would not actively seek to support existing Headteachers to work towards 

achieving these standards within the context of their own setting. 

 

It is equally likely that aspiring Headteachers and Governing Boards seeking to appoint a new Headteacher 

will each aspire to either become or recruit someone who aspires to the words of the Preamble. 

 

As Aristotle said many centuries ago…  

‘Excellence is never an accident. It is always the result of high intention, sincere effort, and intelligent 

execution; it represents wise choices of many alternatives – choice, not chance, determines your destiny’ 
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