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INDEPENDENT SCHOOLS GUIDE 
HEADTEACHERS

Have you got 
a demon 
headmaster?
How important is the role of head teacher in transforming  
the fortunes of a school and its pupils? By Antonia Windsor

T
he Demon Headmaster is 
back after 15 years in a new 
story by author Gillian Cross. 
Education has changed a 
lot in the ensuing years 

and the hypnotising head is now in 
control of an academy: “Hazelbrook 
Academy, where every student is  
a star.” The old wooden gates have 
been replaced by shiny metal ones 
and the deputy head has the title 
“Deputy Head, Public Relations”, 
while the website promises pupils 
will become obedient and docile.  
Of course, this is a work of fiction 
but, with the growth of academies, 
headteachers in the maintained 
sector are now under more pressure 
to market and present a public  
image of their school – a role  
that has always existed in the 
independent sector. 

“The sort of changes that Michael 
Gove drove through, turning schools 
into academies independent of 
local authorities, has turned the 
head teacher into a figurehead,” 
says Simon Schneerson, educational 
strategy consultant. “People are 
identifying schools with the heads 
now and I think that’s the case 
across the state sector as well as the 
independent sector. The job has 
changed from being head of the 
teachers to being chief executive.” 

Schneerson believes this change 
has converged the role of head 
teacher in the maintained and 
independent sectors. “I think the 
differences are closing up. Because 
historically in the independent 
sector the head was responsible for 

marketing because without the pupils 
they didn’t get the fees – whereas in  
the maintained sector you could be 
very average and still have children 
because there wasn’t anywhere else 
for them to go to. But now, if you 
look at the heads of the free schools, 
grammar schools and academies, then 
they are running a business as well  
as a school, and they need to keep  
their school full to get the money.”

David Dunn has been headteacher 
of Yarm School, an independent 
school in North Yorkshire, for 18 years, 
and public relations has always been 
part of his job. “We have to make  
sure we are attractive to people and 
offering them what they want,” he 
explains. “When people are dipping 
into their own pockets then there is a 
bigger drive for customer satisfaction.” 

However Dunn believes there are 
crucial differences between heading 
up an independent school and a state 
school. “I see my colleagues in the 

maintained sector becoming very 
focused on teaching and results. We 
have a more holistic view of education; 
our tagline here is ‘educating for life’.” 

Dunn believes that what makes 
independent schools less in need of 
gimmicky tactics for controlling the 
pupils (head teacher Katharine 
Birbalsingh of Michaela Community 
School, Wembley, recently hired a 
£35,000-a-year detention director 
to act as the sergeant major of 
its classrooms) is the focus on 
extracurricular activities and the 
additional resources independent 
schools have for pastoral care. 

He says: “We do much more sport, 
a lot of music and drama, CCF and 
Duke of Edinburgh’s Award – all these 
things – and they in turn are excellent 
for character development and 

interpersonal skills – and lead to a far 
greater mutual respect between 
teachers and pupils, so the working 
relationships are very harmonious.” 

Although we hear more often of 
head teachers turning around state 
schools, heads in the independent 
sector can have an equally powerful 
impact. Deborah Leek-Bailey, who has 
an OBE for her services to education, 
took her all-through school from 
satisfactory to “excellent in all areas  
of school life”, as defined by the 
schools inspectorate. “I was recruited 
to Babington House to raise academic 
standards and increase the intake.  
To successfully market a school it  
is necessary to have a high-calibre 
product,” she says. 

Leek-Bailey set about a thorough 
investigation of the school, examining 

results, interviewing staff to see  
if they had skills that were not being 
used and rewriting the policies with 
the help of the staff. 

“Interestingly, that was when I 
first encountered resistance, because 
my predecessor had written them 
herself and some staff were of the 
view I was shirking responsibility,” 
explains Leek-Bailey. “The more 
enlightened were able to see that 
we required a realistic living 
document that reflected the work 
staff did each day.” 

She also created curriculum 
groups, implemented a more 
transparent and structured 
performance management system, 
which had clearly defined and 
measurable targets, and restructured 
the middle and senior leadership 
teams. “We implemented a time for 
staff to pop in and I did the same for 
pupils and parents too; this way,  
I was better prepared to move the 
school forward because I knew what 
the school community was thinking 
and any issues that might arise,” 
says Leek-Bailey. “It became easier 
to focus on the common goal of 
providing the best education possible 
for a mixed-ability cohort. As results 
improved, and we marketed [the 
school] in a more focused way, so too 
did enquiries [step up]. Instead of 
staff fearing inspections they became 
keen for inspectors to endorse work 
that they were proud of.”

Managing an entire school 
from early years to seniors is one 
of the areas that is unique in the 
independent sector. “As head of an 
independent school, one of the joys 
is we have students from three to 
18 years old, and there is nothing like 
a little one to lift everyone’s mood,” 
says Sally Davis, headteacher at 
Howell’s School in Llandaff, Cardiff. 

“This is one of the ways we 
differ from state schools, and the 
opportunities to work across the 
range of ages and stages is 
encouraged.” 

Where else do the differences lie? 
“The clue to the biggest difference  
is in the name: independence,” says 
Kieran McLaughlin, headteacher  
at Durham School. “Independent 
schools are free to design their own 
curricula, develop their co-curricular 
programmes and control their 
admissions. They are also largely 
independent from the heavy hand  
of Ofsted though they are inspected, 
and so are able to make decisions 
solely for the benefit of their pupils 
rather than to address real or 
mythical Ofsted expectations.” 

And as to the Demon Headmaster, 
he is very much a fictional character. 
“I’m not sure I can think of anyone 
who wants to be associated with the 
term ‘demon headmaster’,” concludes 
Schneerson. “It is everything that 
they wouldn’t want to be seen as.” 
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