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Abstract
In recent times middle leaders have become increasingly important to the success of schools in
many countries, including Australia. Correspondingly the volume of research into middle leadership
in schools has increased since the late 1990s. Compared to senior leaders such as principals and
headmasters, however, middle leaders remain under-researched and middle leadership remains
under-theorised. Given the increasing responsibilities bestowed upon middle leaders in schools,
there is a need to better understand the nature of middle leadership as well as to suggest agendas
for future research. This paper is the result of an analysis of Australian and international literature
that aimed to identify key themes emerging from middle leadership research dating from the 1990s
to the present. A search process using multiple databases and specific selection criteria identified
over 250 research articles, institutional reports, book chapters and books which were then contentanalysed. Three main theme categories emerged from the analyses relating to middle leader roles,
factors that influence the work of middle leaders, and ways middle leaders might influence school
outcomes. Theme categories and sub-categories are described in terms of their prominence as units
of investigation and inter-relationships among them are explored. Synthesis of findings from the
literature led to the development of a model depicting the state of current scholarship relating to
middle leadership. Implications of the model and recommendations for future research agendas
around middle leadership include the need to address substantial knowledge gaps about the nature
of middle leadership roles, as well as the potential impacts of the work of middle leaders on teacher
performance and student outcomes.

Introduction
This paper reports on the review and analysis processes that led to the development of a
theoretical model of middle leadership in schools. Over 250 journal articles, reports, books
and other documents were content analysed and common themes relating to middle
leadership extrapolated for the development of the Middle Leadership in Schools (MLiS)
model recently published in the journal School Leadership & Management. After introducing
current thinking about the idea of middle leadership, the review method is described and
the results of the review discussed in terms of trends and themes. The paper concludes with
possible directions for future research to test the model.
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The idea of middle leadership
The term ‘middle leadership’ in education has been the result of a recent conceptual shift
from ‘middle management’. The term stems from a recognition that the roles of the people
once referred to as middle managers across early childhood, school and higher education
institutions have moved beyond managerial tasks (Branson, Franken & Penney, 2015; Gurr
& Drysdale, 2013; Ronnerman, Grootenboer & Edwards-Groves, 2017). Recent times have
seen middle leaders being asked to contribute to the strategic development of their
organisations due to a number of factors including the devolution of authority from systems
to member institutions, increased accountability from external bodies, and the rapid pace of
change to name a few (Branson, et al, 2015; Bush, 2016; Grootenboer, Edwards-Groves &
Ronnerman, 2014; Marks & McCulla, 2016).
Middle leadership in the context of schools has been defined from two perspectives: firstly
as a group whose actions influence school policy, programs and staff (Brooks & Cavanagh,
2009; Dinham, 2016; Gurr & Drysdale, 2013), and secondly as a group of individuals who sit
at a level of authority between the principal and other senior leaders and classroom
teachers (Bush, 2016; Fleming, 2014; Grootenboer et al, 2014). Middle leaders in formal
positions of responsibility commonly have a substantial leadership role with regard to the
functioning of the school, which may also entail some responsibility for a small group of
staff members (Ashmore & Clay, 2016; Wise & Bennett, 2003), but have a significant
teaching responsibility as well (De Nobile & Boffa, 2014; Edwards-Groves, Grootenboer &
Ronnerman, 2016).
This may seem simple enough, but the reality of practice in schools can be more complex
making the definition middle leadership more complicated. For example, De Nobile and
Ridden have observed “deputies who are given mostly mundane administrative duties in one
school, and coordinators who have significant strategic roles, similar to senior leaders,
driving school change in another school” (2014, p.23). If we view deputy principals as senior
leaders as many scholars have (Brooks & Cavanagh, 2009; De Nobile, 2017; Gurr & Drysdale,
2013), and coordinators as middle leaders (De Nobile, 2017; Dinham, 2007; Fleming, 2014),
then the definition seems somewhat contested. When we consider that some teachers
without formal positions of responsibility may perform middle leader roles, such as the
individuals that many scholars call ‘teacher leaders’ (Crowther & Boyne, 2016; Danielson,
2007; Smylie & Denny, 1990; Wenner & Campbell, 2016) tying the concept of middle
leadership to formal positions of responsibility is potentially problematic. And of course
teacher leaders can be in formally recognised middle leadership roles (Bush & Glover, 2014;
Muijs & Harris, 2006).
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At this point it is worth pointing out that teacher leadership and middle leadership are
overlapping concepts but certainly not the same thing (Grootenboer et al, 2014). Teacher
leaders are not always engaged in middle leadership activities (De Nobile, 2017) and their
work influences a broad array of elements from curriculum development to teacher
motivation (Sahlberg, 2015; Smylie & Denny, 1990). In a similar vein, middle leadership is
sometimes associated with distributed leadership (Gurr & Drysdale, 2013; Larusdottir and
O’Connor 2017). However, the concept of distributed leadership is far broader than just the
work of middle leaders and encompasses a range of staff, teaching and non-teaching, in a
variety of leadership roles (Harris, 2008; 2014; Spillane & Diamond, 2007).
Getting back to the idea of middle leaders as people in formal positions, my work in the area
has led to the view that middle leaders are the group of people between senior leadership
(such as principals and deputy principals) and teachers/non-teachers without formal
positions as well as, in some contexts, junior or emergent leadership (Bush, 2015; De Nobile,
2017). That last group includes those in junior positions who might assist middle leaders or
those who influence the work of peers at a local level (Ridden & De Nobile, 2012). Middle
leaders in formal positions may include subject, department or faculty heads, leaders of
cohorts, such as year coordinators or heads of house, senior teachers and teachers with
special responsibility (such as HATs) and some curriculum directors depending on scope of
responsibility (Crane & De Nobile, 2014; De Nobile, 2017; De Nobile & Boffa, 2014; De
Nobile & Ridden, 2014; Dinham, 2007; Fleming & Amesbury, 2001; Spillane, 2005).
In light of the above it might be prudent to conceptualise middle leaders as individuals who
may or may not be in formal promoted positions but nevertheless have responsibility for an
aspect of the running of the school, and middle leadership as the behaviour of individuals
that influences aspects of school functioning and influences other staff members. In other
words, middle leadership is not just about positions of authority or hierarchy, but the
influences people have in the space between senior leadership at one end and teachers and
other staff (including junior or emergent leaders) at the other. Key limitations of middle
leadership are that, in relation to school based decision-making, the buck does not always
stop with them, they do not usually have a hiring and firing function, and that a lot of their
work stems from interpreting the directions set by senior leadership (Bennett, Woods, Wise
& Newton, 2007; De Nobile, 2017).
This being said, there is a broader conceptualisation of middle leadership to be recognised.
School principals are recognised as senior leaders in schools. However, in schools that
belong to a larger system, such as a state department of education or a Catholic diocesan
system, it is possible for principals to exist in a middle leadership role, acting as interpreters
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of policy, for example, between the larger system and their schools. The focus of this paper
is on school-based middle leadership as defined previously.

A model of middle leadership
Whilst an overwhelming amount of school leadership literature is focussed on principals,
there has been increased research interest in middle leadership since the early 2000s.
Despite this, the body of research into middle leadership is still developing and the concept
remains under-researched under-theorised (De Nobile, 2017; Dinham, 2016; Grootenboer
et al, 2014). A model of what is known to date would be a useful reference point for future
directions in research.
The Middle Leadership in Schools (MLiS) model was developed from an extensive review of
the literature on middle management and middle leadership. My original aim in developing
a model was to incorporate literature from early childhood and higher education sectors as
well to arrive at a Middle Leadership in Education (MLiE) model. However, those contexts
are quite different to schools and early attempts led to over-complexity and ambiguity.
Sticking to schools as a common context could be complex enough given the differences
between primary and secondary schools as well as schools that have combinations of the
two. The model was able to integrate these adequately.
The MLiS model had two purposes. Firstly, it was designed to show the state of the art of
research into middle leadership in schools. That is to say, the model would outline where
the research and thinking on middle leadership in schools had come to up to a certain point
in time (that time being 2017). The second purpose was for it to be a guide for further
research: my own, as well as, hopefully, that of others. The MLiS model, presented in Figure
1 below, was published in a recent issue of School Leadership & Management. The model
and all of its elements are explained in detail in De Nobile (2017).

Figure 1: The Middle Leadership in Schools (MLiS) model from De Nobile (2017, p400).
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Method
The review of literature covered the period from 1990 to 2017, though the majority of
material included in the final analyses was from 2003 onwards due to work by Nigel Bennett
and his associates whose work captured much of what was done between the early 1990s
and the early 2000s (Bennett, Newton, Wise, Woods & Economou, 2003). ‘Middle
management’ and ‘middle leadership’ were the initial search terms used to locate literature.
However, a more expansive search strategy inspired by the work of Bennett et al (2003)
including additional search terms (teacher leader/leadership, department head, subject
leader, year advisor, head of year, curriculum leader, team leader, coordinator and some
others) yielded much additional material.
The databases employed included ERIC, A+ Education, EBSCO, JSTOR and Informit. The
review incorporated over 250 journal articles, book chapters and books, as well as reports
from institutions such as National College for School Leadership (NCSL) in the U.K. and the
Queensland Catholic Education Commission (QCEC), and policy material published by school
systems, such as ‘Leading from The Middle’ (Ministry of Education, New Zealand, 2012),
‘Leadership Framework for School Leaders’ (Archdiocese of Canberra and Goulburn Catholic
Education Office, 2009) and the ‘Developmental Learning Framework for School Leaders’
(Department of Education, Victoria, 2007).
The literature was content analysed for definitions, descriptions, findings, recommendations
and practices relating to middle leadership. Emerging themes were coded and related
concepts were also coded, eventually, as sub categories contributing to the main themes. As
a second-level analysis, the categories related to each theme were cross-checked with other
themes to locate any overlaps or duplications. Basic statistics were also recorded in relation
to years of publication, type of publication, origin of publication, the main foci of the papers,
contexts, and the terminologies employed. These would indicate the shape and form of the
research activity into middle leadership.

Results
The results of the literature review are presented in two parts. The first section examines
the statistics of the review and highlights some of the trends identified from the 252
publications that were selected for analysis. The second section presents the results of the
content analyses.

Middle leadership by numbers
Literature focussed specifically on middle leadership (including publications addressing
middle managers, teacher leaders, heads of subject and similar) was rather limited from
5

Number of publications

1990 to 1998. The year 1999 was significant for research in school middle management with
13 journal articles and books located from that time, in contrast to just 1 in 1998 and 3 in
1997. Figure 2 shows the research and other literature located from the searches in nineyear intervals from 1999 to 2016. Clearly 1999-2007 were ‘bumper years’ for research into
middle leadership. There were 77 publications found from that period as opposed to 57 in
the 2008-2017 period. Figure 3 breaks this information down to 3 year intervals, reflecting a
steady rise in research activity from 2002 to 2007, with a ‘peak’ period in 2006-2008. One
possible reason for the increased research attention is the impact of greater devolution of
decision making authority to schools (Klenowski, 2009; Marks & McCulla, 2016) as well as
the increased accountability and change processes that cannot be handled by senior
leadership alone (Irvine & Brundrett, 2016; McCulla & Degenhardt, 2015).
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Figure 2: Published literature in middle leadership (9 year intervals)
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Figure 3: Published literature in middle leadership (3 year intervals)

The literature originated from 19 countries with some research conducted in more than one
country. Publications included reviews of literature that examined studies from many
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countries (more than 3) worldwide. The overwhelming source of literature was the United
Kingdom (UK), followed by Australia and the United States of America (USA). The abundance
of UK scholarship in the field may be due, at least in part, to funded research by the
National College for School Leadership and its successor bodies (Bennett et al, 2003). The
number of sources by country is presented in Figure 4 below. Reviews of literature sourcing
studies from many countries were excluded from Figure 4 to ensure clarity of the data.
Table 1 provides information on the forms of publication for the 252 sources that eventually
contributed to the MLiS model. The term ‘academic journal’ refers to peer-reviewed
academic journals, while the term ‘professional journal’ refers to journals published by
teaching and other professional associations with articles that are generally editorreviewed. Books are listed if the whole publication was used, especially of the book was
about middle leadership (and related concepts), while book chapters were listed if only a
given chapter concerned middle leadership. With regard to types of publication, primary
research reports were kept separate from reviews of research as well as
conceptual/theoretical papers that, whilst drawing on research and review literature, did
not report original research.
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Figure 4: Countries of origin of literature sourced for the review (excluding reviews of literature)
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Table 1: Description of the literature
Publication
n
%
form
Academic journal
167
Book
25
Report
20
Conference paper
11
Professional journal
10
Policy document
12
Book chapter
2
Thesis
2
Monograph
2
Newspaper
1
n = 250

67
10
8
4
4
4
1
1
1
<1

Publication
type
Research report
Review of research
Conceptual paper
Policy

n

%
182
34
23
12

73
14
9
4

A record was kept of the contexts of focus for all literature. That data is presented in Figure
5 below. Some studies and institutional reports were based on research conducted in either
primary schools (n = 38, 15%) or secondary schools (n = 86, 34%). A large portion of the
research, reviews, conceptual papers and policy documents were focussed on both primary
and secondary schools (n = 90, 36%). A number of reviews of research and conceptual
papers did not refer explicitly to either primary or secondary school contexts or provide
enough information about them. These were coded ‘NA’ (n = 36, 14%).

NA

Combined

Primary

Secondary

Figure 5: Contexts of focus in the review

Given the varying terminology relating to middle leadership, this became the focus of closer
examination. The application of terminology used in relation to middle leadership was
analysed across the 17 years from 1999 to 2016. That data is presented in two figures.
Figure 6 shows the evolution of terminology over that time period. The columns on the left
hand side indicate the predominance of the terms ‘middle manager’ and ‘middle
management’, reflecting the nature of these roles at the time. ‘Middle leadership’ becomes
increasingly used from around 2005-2006. References to teacher leaders, of course, exist in
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earlier times, but its increased use from around 2003 is notable. By 2016 middle leadership
and teacher leadership were the predominant terms.
Figure 7 shows the data on each term organised into 6 year bands and compared. Use of the
term ‘middle management’ (MM) decreased to about a third over each period of time.
‘Middle leadership’ (ML) became a predominant term from 2005, as did ‘Teacher
leadership’ (TL). While it is worth remembering the distinction between the two made
earlier in this paper, both graphs show that middle leadership and teacher leadership
appear to be becoming interchangeable. The definitions and descriptions reported in
Wenner and Campbell’s (2016) recent review of the field suggest this could be so.

Figure 6: Predominance of terminologies 1999-2016.

100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

2011 to 2016
2005 to 2010
1999 to 2004

MM

ML

TL

Figure 7: Predominance of terminologies by comparison.
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The analysis of terms was then extended to teacher leadership. Inspection of the literature
database suggested that the work done in some countries might be responsible for the
predominant appearance of this term alongside middle leadership. Referring back to the
country of origin data from Figure 4, the number of outputs focussed on teacher leadership
was compared with the total publications for the top seven countries listed. Those data are
presented in Figure 8. The country with the highest percentage of literature focussed on
teacher leadership was the USA (93%). Singapore was a distant second with 38% and
Australia a closer third with 23%.
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Figure 8: Literature focussed on teacher leadership in top 7 countries of origin.

Middle leadership in words
This section briefly describes the results of the content analyses that led to the MLiS model.
A fuller description of this work is reported elsewhere (De Nobile, 2017). Three broad
themes emerged from the review: Roles, inputs and outputs. The theme ‘roles’ concerned
the tasks middle leaders perform. ‘Inputs’ concerned factors or experiences that
contributed to the development and success of middle leadership roles. ‘Outputs’ referred
to the impacts middle leaders had on students and teachers. The reporting of these themes
and categories includes the number of publications that contributed to the category as well
as the key, or important, research articles or other documents influencing conceptualisation
of given categories.
Roles
Theme categories initially related to specific role domains, but later in the analyses it
became clear that another sub-category relating to how middle leaders perform their roles
was needed. Six role-based categories were identified: ‘Student focussed’, ‘administrative’,
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‘organisational’, ‘supervisory’, ‘staff development’ and ‘strategic’. The ‘how’ sub-categories
are briefly overviewed after these.
SF = Student focussed role
Number of references
Key references

15
Ashmore & Clay (2016)
Busher (2005)
Coffee, Berlach & O’Neill (2011)
Cosenza (2015)
Crane & De Nobile (2014)
Danielson (2007)
Dinham (2007)
Lodge (2006)
Wise & Bennett (2003)

The student focussed role refers to occasions when middle leaders deal directly with
students and their issues (academic as well as personal). For example, Busher (2005) and
Crane and De Nobile (2014) described middle leaders in a number of contexts who
monitored student performance and liaised with parents about students’ academic issues as
well as those who looked after the personal welfare of student across a cohort. Other
studies reported how some teacher leaders assisted students with their study choices
(Danielson, 2007; Struyve, Meredith & Gielen, 2014).
AD = Administrative role
Number of references
Key references

22
Bell & Ritchie (1999)
Busher (2005)
Danielson (2007)
Fleming (2000) (2014)
Harvey (1997)
Jarvis (2008)
Kerry (2005)
Youngs (2014)

The administrative role concerns the development of procedures and systems such as
online forms, file sharing / communication systems and databases to support the students
focussed, organisational and other roles. The literature gave many instances of record
keeping relating to acquisition and storage of resources and keeping of budgets and
gathering of student records for monitoring and other purposes (Bennett et al, 2003;
Fluckiger, Lovett, Dempster & Brown, 2015; Flecknoe, 2000; Jarvis, 2008; Tranter, 2000;
Youngs, 2014). The administrative role sees middle leaders dealing with ‘things’ rather than
people (De Nobile, 2017).
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OR = Organisational role
Number of references
Key references

26
Bell & Ritchie (1999)
Brooks & Cavanagh (2009)
Devolder, Vanderlinde, van Braak & Tonduer (2010)
Dinham (2007)
Fleming & Amesbury (2001)
Flecknoe (2000)
Glover & Miller (1999)
Mercer & Ri (2006)
Ribbins (2007)
Struyve, Meredith & Gielen (2014)
Wise & Bush (1999)
Wise (2001)

The organisational role refers to how middle leaders deal with the organisation of people.
Key tasks include the negotiation and drawing up of rosters and timetables (Bell & Ritchie,
1999; Choi, 2013; Glover & Miller, 1999). Other tasks may include the planning and
implementing of programs (Brooks & Cavanagh, 2009; Struyve et al, 2014) and organisation
of activities (Brooks & Cavanagh, 2009). Mercer and Ri (2006), for example, describe how
one secondary school head of department organised the exams for their subject area.
Flecknoe (2000) described how primary coordinators organised team meetings and planning
sessions.
SU = Supervisory role
Number of references
Key references

24
AITSL (2012)
Bennet et al (2003)
Brooks & Cavanagh (2009)
Busher, Hammersley-Fletcher & Turner (2007)
Fleming (2014)
Fleming & Amesbury (2001)
Flecknoe (2000)
General Teaching Council, Scotland (2012)
Ghamrawi (2010)
Glover & Miller (1999)
Hammersley-Fletcher & Strain (2011)
Wise (2001)

The supervisory role sees middle leaders engaged in monitoring and evaluating the
performance of other staff. Some key activities include discussions with staff about
teaching, classroom observations and program supervision (AITSL, 2012; Brooks &
Cavanagh, 2009; Hammersley-Fletcher & Strain, 2011; Wise, 2001). Some of the literature
has identified an issue of middle leader resistance to the evaluative supervision of teachers
(Bennett et al, 2003; Ghamrawi, 2010). Attempts to remediate problems or will lead to
activities aligned to the staff development role, so these two roles may be closely linked.
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SD = Staff development role
Number of references
Key references

38
Abdul Razzak (2015)
Bennett et al (2003)
Cheeseman & Clarke (2006)
Danielson (2007)
Dinham (2007) (2016)
Fleming (2014)
Harris (2001)
Gurr & Drysdale (2013)
Lai & Pratt (2004)
Liljenberg (2016)
Youngs (2014)

The staff development role is enacted in a number of ways. Middle leaders have been
reported to support teachers with coaching, mentoring or other direct assistance (Brundrett
& Duncan, 2010; Danielson, 2007; Flecknoe, 2000; Fleming, 2014). They may also influence
teacher practices through leading by example (Cheeseman & Clarke, 2006; Heng & Marsh,
2009; Youngs, 2014). In a more recent study Liljenberg (2016) described how a pedagogical
leader provided direct advice to teachers who were experiencing difficulty. This shows both
direct assistance as well as demonstrating professionalism by example. Some writers have
reported that frequent curriculum change and the close proximity of middle leaders to staff
members provide a platform from which staff development can naturally occur (Dinham,
2016; Edwards-Groves et al, 2016).
ST = Strategic role
Number of references
Key references

28
Anderson & Nixon (2010)
Busher (2005)
Danielson (2007)
Dinham (2007) (2016)
Gurr & Drysdale (2013)
Hammersley-Fletcher & Brundrett (2005)
Tam (2010)
Thorpe & Bennett-Powell (2014)

The strategic role points to the more recent demands on middle leaders to set goals and
develop visions for their area of responsibility (Anderson & Nixon, 2010; Dinham, 2016; Lai
& Pratt, 2004). This role more than any other requires middle leaders to persuade and
otherwise motivate their staff to work towards the goals and cooperate to achieve the
desired results (Danielson, 2007; Fleming, 2014; Thorpe & Bennett-Powell, 2014). Tam’s
(2010) study of department heads showed how the staff development and organisational
roles were used to empower teachers during the implementation of successful curriculum
change.
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How roles are carried out
Number of references
Key references

42
Abdul Razzak (2015)
Edwards-Groves, Grootenboer & Ronnerman (2016)
Fitzgerald & Gunter (2008)
Fleming (2014)
Irvine & Brundrett (2016)
Muijs & Harris (2006) (2007)
Ng & Chan (2014)
Sinkinson (2005)
Thorpe & Bennett-Powell (2014)

How do they get the job done?
The review of the literature suggested that middle leaders carry out their roles by managing
the challenge of time commitments well (Abdul Razzak, 2015; Irvine & Brundrett, 2016),
managing relationships positively (Edwards-Groves et al, 2016; Jorgensen, 2016; Ng & Chan,
2014; Sinkinson, 2005), managing their emotions and other aspects of self (Fleming, 2014;
Muijs & Harris, 2006), and communicating effectively (Herrington, 2004; Southworth, 2008).
They often achieve success in their roles by leading or working with teams well (Ashmore &
Clay, 2016; Department for Education, 2016; Muijs & Harris, 2007).
Inputs
The inputs into middle leadership include the personal qualities, organisational supports and
other factors that influence the work of middle leaders positively (encouraging success),
negatively (constraining success) or both. The five sub-categories that emerged from the
content analysis were: ‘principal support’, ‘professional development’, ‘school culture’,
‘enthusiasm/drive’ and ‘knowledge of curriculum, pedagogy and assessment (C, P & A)’.
Principal support
Number of references
Key references

16
Crowther & Boyne (2016)
Day, Gu & Sammons (2016)
Grootenboer, Edwards-Groves & Ronnerman (2014)
Gurr & Drysdale (2012)
McCulla & Degenhardt (2015)

There was a clear line of argument across publications that referred to the dynamic
between middle leaders and principals: principals can make or break middle leaders
(Crowther & Boyne, 2016; Gurr & Drysdale, 2012). The support of principals (seemingly to
the exclusion of other senior leaders) not only enabled middle leaders to perform knowing
someone ‘had their back’, but also motivated aspiring or emergent leaders to ‘put their
hand up’ for middle leader roles (Grootenboer et al, 2014; McCulla & Degenhardt, 2015).
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Professional development
Number of references
Key references

22
Harris, Busher & Wise (2003)
Jones (2006)
McCulla & Degenhardt (2015)
Odhiambo (2014)
Rhodes & Brundrett (2009)

Professional development was recognised as a necessity and a key factor in successful
middle leadership practice (Cheeseman & Clarke, 2006;Harris, Busher & Wise, 2003). Longterm, hands-on and context situated professional development was preferred over one shot
in-service sessions (Odhiambo, 2014; Rhodes & Brundrett, 2008; Wang, Gurr & Drysdale,
2016).
School culture
Number of references
Key references

11
Fairman & Mackenzie (2015)
Heng & Marsh (2009)
Muijs & Harris (2006)
Silins & Mulford (2004)

A relatively small number of publications addressed the impacts of school culture. Cultures
that encourage participation in decision making, collaboration and risk taking can encourage
success (Muijs & Harris, 2006; Silins & Mulford, 2004). Cultures that encourage resentment
of leadership and resistance to change can hinder success (Fairman & Mackenzie, 2015;
Harris, 2008; Heng & Marsh, 2009).
Enthusiasm/drive
Number of references
Key references

10
Bezzina (2012)
Day, Sammons, Hopkins, Harris, Leithwood, et al (2009)
Dinham (2007)
O’Neill, Coffey, Lavery, Oaten & Thompson (2010)
Reid, Brain & Boyes (2004)

Enthusiasm/drive provides middle leaders with the personal energy to carry out demanding
roles. The theme of enthusiasm/drive encapsulated personal qualities such as commitment
to teaching or improvement and passion for the subject area (Day et al, 2009; O’Neill,
Coffey, Lavery, Oaten & Thompson, 2010). This commitment and enthusiasm may be driven
by underlying moral purposes and values (Bezzina, 2012; Klenowski, 2009).
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Knowledge of C,P & A
Number of references
Key references

16
Abdul Razzak (2015)
Crowther (2011)
Dinham (2016)
Heng & Marsh (2009)
Mangin & Stoelinga (2009)

References to knowledge of C, P & A often related to subject area knowledge and
pedagogical expertise and how recognition of this was associated with leadership roles in
the given areas. It was a recognised trait of most teacher leaders (Crowther, 2011;
Danielson, 2007). There is a limited amount of research on how individuals go about actually
using their knowledge of curriculum and so forth. However, having deep and up to date
knowledge of teaching practices has been recognised in this review as a determinant of
effective middle leaders (Abdul Razzak, 2015; Lai & Pratt, 2004; Mangin & Stoelinga, 2009).
Outputs
The theme ‘outputs’ represented the possible impacts middle leaders have on schools.
Three distinct outputs were identified in the literature review: ‘teacher quality’, ‘teacher
attitudes’ and ‘student outcomes’. Each of these, or combinations of them, in turn influence
the success of schools via the work of teachers and the achievements of their students.
Teacher quality
Number of references
Key references

8
Dinham (2007)
Fleming (2014)
Harris, Busher & Wise (2003)

This is an area that Dinham (2016) and De Nobile (2017) have asserted warrants further
empirical investigation. In his earlier study, Dinham (2007) reported on how subject heads
improved teacher practices via modelling (in line with the staff development role). Others
have written of the potential for middle leaders to impact on the practices of teachers and
other staff (Fleming, 2014; Harris et al, 2003).
Teacher attitudes
Number of references
Key references

5
Day, Sammons, Hopkins, Harris, Leithwood, et al (2009)
Dinham (2007)
Wong, Wong & Peng (2010)

This is another area that warrants substantial research attention (De Nobile, 2017). A couple
of studies were found that suggested a link between the work of middle leaders and
possible impacts on staff job satisfaction, commitment, occupational stress and burnout
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which are attitudes and experiences that can, in turn, significantly impact on teacher
productivity and effectiveness (Day et al, 2009; Wong, Wong & Peng, 2010).
Student outcomes
Number of references
Key references

5
Day, Sammons, Hopkins, Harris, Leithwood, et al (2009)
Dinham (2007)
Youngs (2011)

The impacts of middle leadership on student achievement are likely to be the result of
interactions with the other two outputs. For example it is conceivable that improved
teacher quality will lead to better student outcomes as suggested by Day et al, (2009) and
Dinham (2007). It is also possible to conceive more direct influences of middle leadership on
student outcomes, such as the influences of year or cohort heads on student results. Like
the other three, it is an area that needs more research attention. Youngs (2011) presents a
framework to guide qualitative research in this area. It follows that quantitative methods
could be used to test any relationships using student progress data.
And the meaning of ‘Other??’
The inclusion of ‘Other’ in all three sections of the model was done to allow for any
elements not yet discovered. Remembering that the prime function of the MLiS model is to
guide research, it follows that allowances need to be made for additions to the model.

Future directions
As a guide for further research the MLiS presents a number of implications. Starting with the
obvious, a need has been identified for substantial research into the impacts of middle
leadership roles on schools by way of staff attitudes, quality of work and, of course, student
outcomes. The study of relationships among these output variables is also required if any
understanding about the dynamics of middle leadership and outcomes is to be achieved.
This could be done qualitatively by asking questions of teachers and students about the
things that influence their perception of success of otherwise. Middle leadership roles could
be measured and relationships with student achievement and staff attitudes tested
statistically based on the qualitative work.
The possibilities for measurement of middle leadership roles have been explored by De
Nobile (2016) in his description of the Middle Leadership Roles Questionnaire. Scores
generated by such an instrument could be compared with scores of measured input
variables such as commitment, moral purpose, enthusiasm and support from the principal
(to name just some) to test hypotheses relating to associations between these variables and
which phenomenon leads to another. There are many possibilities for such empirical work
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such as: the extent to which principal support influences specific middle leader roles,
success in middle leader roles and associations with quality or quantity of professional
development, and the interaction of curriculum knowledge with staff development roles
and in turn effects on student outcomes.
Aside from estimating relationships, the exploration of each element of the MLiS as a
phenomenon or lived experience would also be worthwhile for our understanding of how
middle leadership works in various contexts. Questions such as: ‘What helps middle leaders
to succeed?’, ‘What elements sustain and what factor constrain the work of middle
leaders?’, and ‘What does the supervision role look like for middle leaders?’, could guide
substantial research efforts. The theoretical lenses that may be employed could be as
numerous as the sets of variables being explored and their contexts.
A research agenda based on the model would, therefore, not just test the model itself, but
describe its elements (and any other subsequently discovered elements) in detail that would
be useful to school system administrators wishing to develop or optimise middle leadership.
Research findings would also inform the development of theory regarding middle leadership
and, importantly, the practices of middle leaders themselves.

Conclusion
This paper set out to describe the review process that led to the development of a model to
guide subsequent research into middle leadership. The Middle Leadership in Schools model,
was therefore suggested as an indication of the state of the art in research about middle
leadership in schools up to the present time. Trends relating to the international scholarship
relating to middle leadership were presented and in some cases discussed. Elements of the
MLiS model were then briefly described and key sources listed. An overview of possible
future research directions based on the model was presented. Some specific research
focuses were listed.
In concluding I want to make some acknowledgements. First of all, the MLiS model should
not be viewed as a model of middle leadership per se. Rather, it should be interpreted as a
schema indicating where research and thinking on middle leadership has arrived at up to
now and areas for research into the future. Second, there is no claim that the review of the
literature described here uncovered every possible journal article and policy document on
middle leadership in existence from the given time period. Indeed, several have been found
since the review was completed in 2017. What was collected represents the best possible
effort at the time. Finally, I want to again express my thanks to the group of academics who
reviewed the MLiS model in its draft stages between May and November 2017. Their
generous time made the refinement of this work possible.
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