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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Middle Leadership has been poorly used in most schools and companies, for decades. 
It’s sometimes seen as a thankless stepping stone to senior leadership, a necessary 
administrative function to keep a small team organised, and conduit for senior 
leadership’s missives. And so it follows that much of the training and support offered 
to middle leaders, if there's any support at all, takes the form of in-service sessions 
that focus on the tools of facilitating meeting time with peers and perfunctory 
management tasks. Much of the job remains managerial, rather than leadership-
based. If we assume that “the cost of learning has its payoff in future performance” 
(Edmondson, 2008) then it is no small wonder we’re not getting the most out of our 
talent. 

Relational Leadership offers an ambitious starting point for the development of a 
different type of Middle Leader in schools, who inform and inspire the kind of agile, 
whole-school, interdisciplinary work that is needed to create the exceptional learning 
experience our young people deserve. 

We hope this white paper serves as a provocation, and a reminder of what the 
exciting job of educational leadership is all about, whatever level you’re operating at 
today.  

Ewan McIntosh 
Edinburgh, January 2021.  
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FOREWARD 

It was Ron Heifetz and Marty Linsky of the Harvard Kennedy School who first coined 
the phrase “Leading from the Middle” in their book, The Prac)ce of Adap)ve 
Leadership. There is a depth of meaning to the phrase. 

As Linsky says: 

“In a healthy organiza0on, with a culture of 
leadership, people throughout the organiza0on are 
expected to exercise leadership by, for example, 
asking uncomfortable ques0ons, using their 
judgment to make progress in unan0cipated 
circumstances, taking reasonable risks in service of 
the mission, and going beyond their own comfort 
zones, doing whatever it takes, to make sure that 
relevant data and insights from their piece of the 
whole come to the a@en0on of other senior leaders.”  

The times call for this very description.   

The NoTosh and AAIE collaboration in launching the Leading from the Middle 
professional learning programme is dedicated to supporting international school 
leaders who contribute to the sustainability of our schools as principals, department 
heads and other leadership team members, working shoulder-to-shoulder with their 
school head and board trustees.  Too often these leaders go unheralded: they bring 
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their expertise, perspectives from the everyday life of the school (in many cases 
virtual yet still building community and loyalty) and are the first line of tackling issues 
and problem-solving. What a difference these fine people have made in the lives of 
countless young people.  Let’s keep these key people learning and innovating.   

This White Paper, authored by NoTosh’s Ewan McIntosh and Chantelle Love, is a 
rationale for why we want to offer a new approach to leadership learning, where 
leaders in the crucible of a once-in-a-lifetime crisis are provided with sustenance and 
substance for their continued learning. And as importantly, how to make sense of all 
they have been through these past twelve months of 2020 and how they can take on 
with renewed insight and energy the challenges that still await. 

We want to recognize senior leaders and honor how they have kept teaching and 
learning going, ensuring our schools remain sustainable because of the community’s 
confidence in their leadership.   

All Good Wishes, 

Mark Ulfers, ExecuHve Director, AAIE 
January 2021 
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Ewan McIntosh + Chantelle Love 
FOUNDER   SENIOR CONSULTANT 
NOTOSH 

2021: 
IT’S TIME TO 
RELAX THE 
LEADERSHIP MUSCLE 

Senior leaders around the world are exhausted. 

Another ‘holiday’ season passes with little respite. 

Senior teams’ leadership muscle is straining under the weight of the additional 
management jobs they’ve taken on, while also trying to run a school. At the same 
time, many are realising that their school’s purpose and future strategy needs 
reviewed and re-articulated for a different plan over the next few years. Serious senior 
leadership work needs done, but managerial habits that proved a necessity, and then 
a comfort zone, in 2020 risk getting in the way.  

And the hangover of managerialism won’t be shaken off with a perfunctory two-day 
retreat months down the line, or day-long seminars for middle leaders.  
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Senior leaders cannot manage all of their core responsibilities while their leadership 
muscle is strung out tight. One key to relaxing that leadership muscle and lessening 
the load is to make more use of the talent in middle and aspiring leaders. And that 
means going beyond what traditional middle and aspiring leader training has ever 
offered.  

WHAT DO EXCELLENT SENIOR LEADERS FOCUS ON? 

There are six big jobs that make up the daily work of Directors at leading 
organisations, including international schools:  

REMIND AND REFINE: LONGER TERM STRATEGY 
Reframing the vision so there’s always something to reach for; deciding on bold 
moves and the resources to realise them.  

SEEK AND RETAIN TALENT 
Engaging with the team and seeking the best talent budget allows; making sure that 
the value of that talent is reflected in the outcomes of students.  

MAKE SURE TEAMS WORK AS A TEAM 
Defend the shared vision of the school against individual bias and agendas; make 
sure processes are fair, relevant and as effective as they can be in supporting the 
competences that make the school so special.  

EMPOWER THE SENIOR LEADERSHIP TEAM 
Take the leadership team’s vision beyond the immediate urgency or meeting agenda; 
balance and match up capabilities to achieve more together than an individual 
division can on its own.  

ENGAGE THE COMMUNITY 
Revisit and reinforce the long-term purpose, or ‘why’, of the organisation; build up 
resilience ahead of any future crisis.  
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BE THE EXAMPLE 
Manage your own time and energy, becoming the model for others; plan beyond 
yourself, for the good of the community.  

Concentrating on these six elements, every day, leaves little room to be doing 
the work of Middle Leaders, too.  

WHAT DO EXCELLENT MIDDLE LEADERS DO?  

Many middle leaders do know what they’re expected to achieve: the best possible 
learning outcomes for every student. But less clear is what excellent middle leaders 
do to help achieve that: 

1. THEY CLEAR THE DECKS: THEY’RE EFFECTIVE INDIVIDUALS 
Middle leaders in schools don’t own their time as middle leaders in corporates 
might. So middle leaders need to understand how to organise themselves in a 
way that places the improvement of teaching and learning at the heart of every 
action and job they have to undertake. It’s great having vision. It’s less great if 
people don’t have what they need to do their jobs well.  

2. THEY UNDERSTAND WHAT MATTERS 
Personal vision and values can often get in the way of achieving the vision of a 
team or school. Understanding what you really stand for, and the difficult 
discussions and negotiations you’re prepared to have, helps remove 
unnecessary hurdles to a school system trying to achieve a collective goal. 
Creating meaningful shared goals requires care, so that people work towards 
building on strengths and resolving the real challenges at the heart of our work. 
Unfortunately, it is easy to create goals that get mistaken for the work itself, 
where people start to focus on the metric rather than on the outcome that the 
organisation was seeking in the first place.  
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“Choose metrics with care — and cunning. Leaders can exert a powerful 
effect on behaviour by artfully choosing what to measure and what metrics 
they expect employees to use.” Waller, 2020. 

3. THEY BUILD RELATIONSHIPS 
Relationships are the fundamental quality of any successful team, and yet 
traditional middle leadership training often focusses on team-building, over 
relationship-building. Where the focus is on team-building, schools can end up 
with a series of disconnected teams and, in the worst case, teams or 
departments that pull against each other towards disparate goals. Relationship-
building is not defined by the department or organisational unit in which you 
find yourself. Rather, it’s about seeking connection with colleagues on themes 
and action that build on each other: 

“Crown shyness is a phenomenon where the crowns of fully stocked trees 
form a canopy… a community of practice feels like: growing together, 
leaning on one another in the wind, while forming a microclimate of new 
patterns and flows that wouldn’t have existed otherwise.” Angheloiu, 2020. 

And understanding how to engender trust and credibility amongst peers is core 
to building strong, lasting relationships, and increasing team retention: 

“Not surprisingly, the most important influence on psychological safety is 
the nearest boss… middle leaders.” Edmondson, 2008. 

4. THEY UNDERSTAND STRATEGY AND THEIR ROLE IN IT 
Strategy is too often seen as irrelevant by middle leaders, an unnecessary layer 
of highfalutin jargon to fog up the clarity of goals middle leaders and their 
teams must set each year. Middle leaders need to sit at the same table as senior 
leaders when it comes to understanding how strategy works, and what their role 
is in shaping their team’s goals towards a shared outcome. While the objective 
will be clear - ensure quality individual students’ learning - how to get there is a 
shared responsibility beyond any one department.  
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“Through collaborative action, we reinforce that leadership is a journey and 
a process rather than a position or a title. This is because in collaboration, 
we must learn to lead and also to follow.” Gino, 2019. 

5. LEARN HOW TO CREATE A SHARED IMPACT 
Storytelling can persuade, cajole, inspire and celebrate achievements. Great 
storytelling focusses on the impact an event had on student performance. And 
yet most middle leaders use up the precious team time they have with 
administration they feel bound to do. Schools generate hundreds of stories 
every day that can inform what we do tomorrow, and middle leaders are the key 
to unlocking every one of those learning moments.  

“Our ability as leaders isn’t measured in technical skills, but in the capacity 
to make those around us better. And in our capability to bring positive 
results and victories for our teams.” Wilder, 2019. 

6. DEVELOP A PROTOTYPING CULTURE FOR THE LONG TERM 
Ready. Fire. Aim. There’s no time, and few resources, to place all your bets on an 
idea. Hoping it’ll work is not a strategy. So design a simple process that helps 
people know they’re on the right track, doesn’t let effort go untested for too 
long, and provides support for ideas that are runaway successes. This requires 
consistent, regular reflection. Disciplined reflection takes time away from the 
‘core work’: conventional management wisdom can’t help but see this as lost 
productivity, or an impingement on busy teachers’ time. Nonetheless, the only 
way to achieve and sustain excellence is for leaders to insist that their 
organisations invest in the slack time and resources that support this 
(Edmondson, 2008). 

“Nuanced leaders have a curiosity of what is possible, openness to other 
people, sensitivity to context and loyalty to a better future. They see below 
the surface, enabling them to detect patterns and their consequences. 
Nuanced leaders are experts in networks and in humanity.” Fullan, 2019. 
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WHAT’S WRONG WITH TRADITIONAL TRAINING 
AND SUPPORT FOR MIDDLE LEADERSHIP? 

Middle Leadership has been poorly used in most schools and companies, for decades. 
It’s sometimes seen as a thankless stepping stone to senior leadership, a necessary 
administrative function to keep a small team organised, and conduit for senior 
leadership’s missives. 

And so it follows that much of the training and support offered to middle leaders, if 
there's any support at all, takes the form of in-service sessions facilitated in-house by 
senior leaders, and sessions that focus on the tools of facilitating meeting time. Much 
of the job remains managerial, rather than leadership-based. If we assume that “the 
cost of learning has its payoff in future performance” (Edmondson, 2008) then it is no 
small wonder we’re not getting the most out of our talent. 

But in more advanced organisations, middle leaders are lynchpins in researching, 
developing and implementing changes in learning and teaching. Middle Leaders 
actually inform the direction of the organisation more than the senior leadership in 
many organisations. 

In 2020, the shortcomings of the role came to light. Forbes Coaching Council research 
outlines thirteen observations taken from hundreds of interviews with organisational 
leaders, revealing the most common ways we neglect middle leadership:  

1. They’re not communicated with on important decisions in the works; 

2. They’re not kept in the loop; 

3. They don’t get delegated to; 

4. They’re not part of succession planning; 

5. Their creativity isn’t tapped into; 

6. Their feedback isn’t heard; 

7. They don’t get recognition and support; 

8. Their leadership skills are not developed; 
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9. Their growth and development is ignored; 

10. They get too comfortable managing, instead of leading; 

11. They don’t get involved in major decision-making and change programmes; 

12. They’re taken for granted; and  

13. They’re underused. 

These hard-to-read truths were problems before 2020. The crisis endured in 2020 has 
served only to accentuate the challenge of being a Middle Leader, and for Senior 
Leadership to make better use of this talent. 

In a time of crisis, it is both normal and expected that leadership snaps into the 
vertical, making big, difficult decisions quickly. Commander Chris Hadfield, the 
astronaut who headed up a mission to the International Space Center for 146 days, 
has an experience of leadership many school leaders will recognise. On his first day at 
the NASA office, he finds himself surrounded by talent, and has a thought that shapes 
what he describes as a hierarchically ‘flat’ leadership style:  

“Sitting next to me was Norm Thagard, a medical doctor and Vietnam War 
veteran, who was sitting there studying Russian because he was going to be 
the first American to fly on the Mir Space Station. So there's Norm in the corner, 
mumbling away in Russian. 

“And the other disk beside me is John Young. John Young, who flew in space 
six times. He did the first flight of Gemini. John went to the moon twice. John 
walked on the moon. And John did the first flight of the space shuttle. He was 
the commander of the first space shuttle. And he was the chief of the 
astronaut office for decades. And John is sitting at the desk beside me. 

“And I sit down at my desk and I'm thinking, what on earth am I doing 
here?” 

But such hierarchical spasm can’t last forever. Management, not leadership, has swept 
across our schools in tempo with the pandemic. And if we don’t relax that leadership 
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muscle soon, it risks moving from short-term managerial spasm into a chronic cramp, 
stopping in its tracks any form of leadership from within.  

LEADERSHIP YOGA: LIGHTENING THE LOAD 

A quick search for “carrying weight leaders” has 47,800,000 results on Google. The top 
spot, for my filter bubble Google search at least, is a pre-COVID article: “How to 
lighten the burden of School Leadership”. The answer is a simple two-part one. 

1: DISTRIBUTIVE LEADERSHIP AND RESPONSIBILITY 
Firstly, distribute leadership and responsibility, starting with your paid-up middle 
leadership teams and those aspiring leaders who want to do meaningful work 
without the title. Today’s schools are stuck with Taylor’s Scientific Management 
Principles from 1911, made famous for cost-saving at the height of the Industrial 
Revolution, and disseminated into businesses, Government and schools like a virus. 
These principles featured hierarchical leadership structures that, quite frankly, are no 
longer fit for today’s ever-changing landscape that demands agility.  

“To win a race, an elite rowing crew must not only train strenuously, they must 
have mutual respect and a shared determination to succeed. Just like the best 
rowing crews, the best work teams operate as one: They are completely aligned, 
in tune and working towards the same goals.” Hu Chan, 2017. 

2: KNOWING HOW TO LEAD AND DOING IT 
Many aspiring or early stage Middle Leaders have a perception of leadership that is 
stuck in the 1990s notion of personality-based leading. Instead, we need to view 
leadership as a learnable set of tools, skills and a mindset. And this model is based on 
principles of speed, efficiency and results.  

“When speed, efficiency, and results are what matter, they become exceedingly 
reluctant to risk taking up managers’ time with any but the most certain and 
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positive of inputs. They don’t offer ideas, concerns, or even questions.” 
Edmondson, 2008. 

That’s why NoTosh have partnered with AAIE as official launch partner for Leading 
from the Middle. This online programme will quickly raise the confidence of your 
Middle Leaders, giving each one a strong understanding of their own leadership 
strengths, how to be a more effective leader with their own team, and how to 
influence change across the system.  

It’s a three-sprint programme, offering 16 hours of live sessions, over three months, 
with bonus sessions, events and a learning platform that will bring your middle 
leadership team into their own. 

Many school leaders still find themselves ‘just surviving’, endlessly spinning 
operational plates.  

Schools’ senior leadership teams and Boards have one key job that belongs to 
nobody else in their communities: to assure the future of the school. They are 
assisted, no doubt, by legions of incredible volunteers in school communities who, 
particularly in 2020/2021, are stepping up to the plate to plan out “what next?” But 
the job of looking ahead and taking decisions today that set the realisation of that 
vision in motion, comes down to this group only. 

Short-term challenges, however pressing, monumental, and all-consuming, can’t 
become long-term managerial challenges for a senior leadership team. Their 
communities expect leadership, not management, and an eye on the next phase of 
transition from where we are today, to a brighter place tomorrow. That leadership 
comes not just from the top, but by Leading from the Middle, too. 
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TAKE IT FURTHER 

Read more on NoTosh’s Leading from the Middle Programme:  
https://learn.notosh.com/aaie-notosh-middle-leadership  

Get in touch:  hello@notosh.com  
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