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Pupil-centred spiritual leadership: an empirical study of thirteen church
primary school headteachers in England

Ursula Eisla, MaryWoolley b, SabinaHulbertc, AnnCassonb* and RobertA.Bowieb

aFaculty of Catholic Theology, University of Würzburg, Germany; bNational Institute for
Christian Education Research, NICER, Canterbury Christ Church University, Canterbury, UK;
cCentre for Health Services Studies, University of Kent, Canterbury, UK

The place of Church school headteachers as spiritual leaders of the school
community is rarely highlighted. This article investigates how 13 Church
primary school headteachers (Catholic Church of England, and Methodist)
interpret this role. It draws on the Faith in the Nexus research which
investigated how church primary schools nurtured pupils’ spiritual development
and facilitated faith activity in the home. The head teacher interviews revealed
several recurring themes, such as empowering children, collective worship,
relationships with church and parents, and the visibility of faith in school. This
research brings together a comparison of leadership approaches from Catholic
and Anglican headteachers. Evidence of differences emerged; Catholic
headteachers tended to use ‘overtly religious’ language while many Anglican
headteachers employed a more ‘secular’ language to express their vision of
spiritual leadership. A comparison with Shaw’s (2015, 2017) model of ‘ethotic
leadership’, highlighted much in common. The headteachers’ ethos was pupil-
centric and shaped by a focus on the spiritual development of the child. An
adaptation of Shaw’s model is offered which places the child at the centre.

Keywords: Ethotic leadership; spiritual leadership; Church school headteachers

1. Introduction
More than one third of the UK’s state-funded schools are faith-based schools and
almost 30% of primary school children in Britain attend a school with a religious
character, most of these schools are Church schools founded by one of the Christian
denominations1 (Long and Danechi 2019). A Church school is defined as a school
with a church foundation, not all pupils will necessarily identify as Christian.
There are various types of Church schools in England, some of which have faith,
as expressed in initiation rites or church attendance, as an admission criterion.
There are further distinctions on governance, whether schools are voluntary aided
(VA), where the Church has a substantial influence in the running of the school or
voluntary controlled (VC), where the church has more limited formal influence in
the running of the school. In addition, Academy schools are schools run by the
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Church or a diocesan sponsored multi-academy trust, or a local or national non-faith
based multi academy trust (Long and Danechi 2019).

Aside from their main task of providing an academic education for children, these
schools offer an environment to nurture spiritual development, in a society where only
a tiny minority attends church services regularly (Woodhead, 2012). The 2001 Dearing
Report and the 2016 Vision for Education stressed that for the Church of England, the
Church schools’ key role is to stand ‘at the centre of the Church’s mission to the nation’
(General Synod 2001, xi, Johnson 2003, 473–474; Church of England 2016, 2). The
Roman Catholic Church regards its involvement in education as a vital part of the
mission of the Church (Catholic Education Service 2014, 1). However, the Roman
Catholic Church’s formulation of the purpose of Church schools differs from that of
the Church of England as for the Catholic Church focus is on maintaining a distinctly
Catholic identity of Church schools and providing education for Catholic children.

Existing studies of Church schools often focus on one specific denomination,
Catholic (Grace, 2009; Whittle 2018; Casson 2018) or Anglican (Chadwick 2001;
Jelfs 2010; Worsley 2012). The Faith in the Nexus research (Casson et al. 2020) is
unique and significant in that it enables a comparison of leadership approaches
from church primary headteachers within the two discrete traditions. Building on pre-
vious research, this article investigates howChurch school headteachers perceive their
own and their school’s role regarding the spiritual development of children. The three
main questions underpinning this research are as follows: How do headteachers per-
ceive and portray their own and their school’s role in facilitating children’s explora-
tion of faith? How do headteachers describe their own and their school’s
relationship with their faith community? What discourse do headteachers employ
to express their vision for a school culture that fosters spiritual growth?

Church schools, and therefore their headteachers, face significant challenges in
contemporary, increasingly secular, British society. One strand of research has made
a significant contribution towards understanding the context of Church schools
and the role and attitudes of the headteachers (Johnson 2002; Johnson andMcCreery
1999; Johnson, McCreery, and Castelli 2000; Fincham 2010; Lumb 2014; Wilkin,
2014). These studies illuminate the challenges Anglican and Catholic schools face con-
cerning the spiritual development of pupils in today’s multi-faith and largely secular
society, providing valuable insights in understanding the Church schools’ and
the headteachers’ role in this endeavour. Fincham (2010) focuses on the challenges
Catholic headteachers are faced with in England, while Lumb (2014) addresses the
specific difficulties Church of England schools face in the field of tension between
the requirements of the Church (cf. SIAMS) and the State (cf. Ofsted). Shaw (2015)
analysed the leadership of voluntary aided schools (Jewish, Catholic, and Anglican)
from the perspective of headteachers. He developed an ‘ethotic leadership’ model,
identifying leadership styles informed by a personal faith journey, and developed in
interaction with key stakeholders, underpinned by vision, values, and influence
(2017, 101). This will be explored in greater detail in section 2 of this paper and will
be critically evaluated and developed further in section 4. The following section will
address the context and challenges faced by Church schools.

2. Context and challenges
Beyond the common challenges which all schools in England and their leaders face
today, such as assessment pressures and socio-economic problems of pupils, Church
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schools find themselves in a quite distinct context. Two of the main aspects that
characterise the situation of Church schools in England are an increasingly
secular society and the dual system of church and state (Grace 2000; Johnson
2003).

2.1. Decline of Church membership

One of the most remarkable aspects of Church schools in the UK today is that while
church membership has declined steadily over the last decades, Church schools
remain popular. For example, there are 1660 Catholic primary schools in England2

and 4,644 Church of England primary schools, which make up a quarter of all
primary schools in England.3 There are multiple consequences for Church schools
of this disparity between declining church membership and the continued popularity
of Church schooling. One impact is that Church school parents are not necessarily
involvedwith a Christian community or parish in other ways (Rymarz and Belmonte,
2019). Elshof (2019), in his study of parental expectations of Catholic schools in the
Netherlands, attests that only a minority of the Catholic school parents were involved
with the Church. Even though they might not be personally involved with a faith
community, those parents, nevertheless, have chosen to send their child to a
Church school. Moreover, Church school headteachers may find themselves in a situ-
ation in wider society where the very notion of a school that has ties to religion is con-
tested. Therefore, they must navigate their daily tasks within the ‘dynamic interaction
between secular and religious influences’ (Rymarz and Belmonte, 2019, p. 126). This
interaction between the secular and the religious becomes even more explicit regard-
ing the demands and expectations placed on a Church school in the dual system of
church and state, as will be explored in section 2.2. The decline of church membership
and religious practice in society also encompasses teachers. Teachers and even head-
teachers working in Church schools are not necessarily church community members
or share the same vision. It is significant that while headteachers in Roman Catholic
Church schools must be practising Christians within their faith community, the
Church of England does not have the exact requirement for its headteachers
(Fincham 2010, 65).

The decline of a ‘thick-Christian culture’ (to adapt Casson’s phrase of the ‘thick-
Catholic culture’, 2018, 59–60) represents a challenge to Church school headteachers
on many levels regarding relationships with wider society, their pupils, and the pupils’
parents as well as regarding their relationship to church and faith/religious practice.

2.2. Dual system of Church and state

Schools in England are not only exposed to underlying societal expectations and
assumptions, but they are also required to meet explicitly defined standards regarding
the education of children. The Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) provides
specific guidelines for the nation’s schools. Its School Inspection Handbook clearly
states that inspectors will focus primarily on the quality of education. However, in
the case of Church schools, the schools have parallel responsibilities towards the
state and the church which can lead to tensions (Lumb 2014). The SIAMS4 inspec-
tions and the diocesan Roman Catholic inspections, which take place according to
section 48 of the 2005 Education Act,5 concentrate on the Christian distinctiveness
of Church schools and emphasise the religious and spiritual element of Church
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school education. In contrast, children’s spirituality is not one of the main concerns of
the Ofsted inspections. The handbook only briefly mentions children’s spiritual devel-
opment in the section on ‘Pupils’ wider development’, which says: ‘Inspectors will
consider…whether the school’s work to enhance pupils’ spiritual, moral, social,
and cultural development is of a high quality.’ (Ofsted 2021). Church school (head)-
teachers must negotiate the demands of both the Ofsted inspections, with their focus
on academic performance, as well as ecclesiastical inspections, with their emphasis on
Christian values and spirituality.

How headteachers perceive their leadership in the context of differing demands
and their interaction with various stakeholders has been analysed by Shaw (2015,
2017) in his work on leadership in voluntary aided schools. The following section
briefly outlines his research and introduces his model of ‘ethotic leadership’.

3. Shaw’s model of ‘ethotic leadership’

In his research, Shaw (2015, 2017) investigated 450 voluntary aided schools across
England exploring headteachers’ perception of their leadership roles, the mixed-
methods research included qualitative and quantitative surveys in Jewish, Catholic
and Church of England schools. The study differed from others insofar as it was
not restricted to Christian schools but included Jewish schools. It focused solely
on voluntary aided schools (not including academies or voluntary controlled
schools).

Shaw’s research showed a wide variety between the individual voluntary aided
schools and further diversity in headteachers’ perceptions of their leadership role.
Nevertheless, Shaw was able to identify a common leadership style between these
leaders of Church schools and Jewish schools, which he named ‘ethotic leadership’.
Ethotic refers to the influence on the shaping of leadership of the distinctive ethos
that Shaw identified in the voluntary aided schools. The ‘ethotic leadership’ model
depicts the headteacher as operating based on an underlying ethos, informed, or
strengthened by their personal faith and demonstrating leadership characterised by
vision, values, and influence (Shaw 2017, 101). From this individual position, the
headteacher interacts with various stakeholders. The eight stakeholders identified
by Shaw are: the pupils, parents, staff, the local faith community, governors, the
local authority, the diocese, and the Department of Education.

Shaw’s model is insightful and valuable precisely because it considers the various
stakeholders with which Church school headteachers interact. It illustrates that the
headteacher does not operate and shape a school culture in avacuum but is integrated
in a network of agents. The Church school leadership model that Shaw developed
earlier in the research process was augmented by the level of ‘ethos’ to form the
final version of his ‘ethotic leadership’model. He argued that this was ‘due to the sig-
nificant role of the special ethos which envelops the headteachers of these schools and
created by the combined efforts of the headteachers and the eight stakeholder groups
with whom they interact’ (Shaw 2015, 156) (Figure 1).

In the next section an explanation of the Faith in the Nexus study methodology, is
followed by a discussion of the findings. Common themes are identified in the inter-
view material, alongside two basic strategies the Church school headteachers
pursued. Section 5 brings Shaw’s model of ‘ethotic leadership’ into conversation
with the results from the research study. Furthermore, based on the findings of this
study, an amended model of ‘ethotic leadership’ will be proposed.
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4. The research study

The Faith in the Nexus study (Casson et al. 2020), an interdenominational research
project conducted in Church of England (and Methodist) and Catholic primary
schools across England between 2018 and 2019, was carried out by the National Insti-
tute for Christian Education Research (NICER) based at Canterbury Christ Church
University. The research focused on Church schools and children’s spiritual develop-
ment, specifically the school’s role in facilitating children’s exploration of faith in the
home6The research analysis underlying this paper focused on the headteachers as
they have a crucial role in shaping a specific school’s policy and thus potentially
have a significant impact on individual children’s academic and spiritual development
(Johnson, McCreery, and Castelli 2000, 393, 395–396; Fincham 2010, 69–73).

4.1. Methodology and research design

The Faith in the Nexus research (Casson et al. 2020) adopted a multi-site case study
approach. The case study approach (Merriam 1998; Yin 2009), frequently used in
qualitative research, is of value in educational research as it enables exploration of
schooling in context. The sample was chosen through an appeal to Anglican and
Catholic diocesan directors of education. Church primary schools who replied to
the request, were sent further information about the nature of the research. A critical
factor in the research design was that the researcher would work in partnership with
the school. To this end the researcher visited each school to have a pre-research inter-
view with the head teacher, explaining the nature of research in partnership. Head tea-
chers acted as gatekeepers to other members of the school. Altogether, 20 church
primary schools from across England were involved in the research (see Table 1).
All the schools were anonymised and given pseudonyms in publication. The univer-
sity ethics committee scrutinised and approved the research application.

The research employed a mixed-methods approach; qualitative semi-structured
interviews were followed by a quantitative survey, which gave the research internal

Figure 1. Shaw’s model of ‘ethotic leadership’ (2015, 157).
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rigour and validity (Bryman 2004, 448). Semi-structured interviews enable the inter-
viewees to share their stories (Cisneros-Puebla, Faux, and Mey 2004), allow intervie-
wees to reflect, return to previous answers, to explore issues in depth. The interviewee
has more control, than in fully structured interviews and the process appears more
natural, more like a conversation. The research data collection took place in 2018–
2019 (pre-Covid). Four hundred fifty four individuals (headteachers, parents,
pupils, and other stakeholders, such as staff, governors, and clergy) participated in
the semi-structured interviews. The online survey was completed by around 1000
persons (730 pupils and 272 adults). This article draws on semi-structured interviews
with thirteen of the headteachers of three Catholic primary schools, seven Anglican
voluntary aided schools, two academies and one voluntary controlled school. Seven
of the twenty headteachers either chose not to participate in an interview or were una-
vailable at the time of the research.

Headteachers were prompted to elaborate on what happened in school to support
children’s exploration of faith in the home. The interview questions did not explicitly
ask headteachers about their leadership styles as it aimed to elicit a richer picture of
Church school life that might have an impact on children’s spiritual development.
Furthermore, this open approach allowed the headteachers to elaborate on what
they perceived as important while avoiding the danger of eliciting pre-formulated

Table 1. School information.

School codea
Rural/
urban

Size pupil
numbers

Type of
schoolb

Age
range

% Eligible for
free school mealsc

1d Urban <450 Ca/VA 5–11 years <5
2d Rural <100 CE/VA 4–11 years <15
3 Rural <200 CE/VC 3–11 years <15
4d Rural <100 CE/Ac 4–11 years <20
5 Urban <350 CE/Ac 3–11 years <25
6d Urban <450 CE/Ac 3–11 years <15
7d Urban <400 Ca/VA 4–11 years <10
8d Urban <250 CE/VA 4–11 years <10
9 Urban <350 CE/Ac 4–11 years <5
10 Urban <350 CE/Ac 7–11 years <25
11 Rural <100 CE/Ac 4–11 years <30
12d Urban <250 Ca/VA 3–11 years <40
13 Urban <250 CE/Ac 4–11 years <15
14d Urban <250 CE/VC 4–11 years <10
15d Urban <300 CE/VA 5–7 years <20
16d Rural <100 CE/VA 4–11 years <10
17d Urban <250 CE and M/VA 3–7 years <40
19 Rural <350 CE/Ac 4–11 years <30
20d Urban <450 CE/VA 4–11 years <15

aSchools are anonymised. In text references employ a number to identify each school, e.g. School-1.
bCa: Catholic; CE: Church of England; CE and M: Church of England and Methodist; VA: Voluntary
aided – a state funded school in which a Christian denomination contributes to building costs and has a
substantial influence in the running of the school; VC: Voluntary controlled – a state-funded school in
which a Christian denomination has some formal influence in the running of the school; Ac: Academy
school.
cFree School Meals is used as a proxy for disadvantage.
dHeadteacher interview available.
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answers to present headteachers themselves and their leadership style in a favourable
light.

Interview questions included, for example, ‘What does faith mean in the context
of this school?’, ‘What have you put in place in this school that encourages a child to
explore that faith, spiritual dimension of life?’, ‘Which of those words (faith/spiritual)
would you choose to use and what does it mean to you?’, ‘How would somebody
coming into this school as a stranger know that it was a Church school?’ and
‘What is your (school’s) relationship with the church – how do you establish and
maintain it?’. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and coded with the data analysis
software NVivo 11. A thematic analysis of the interviews (Braun and Clarke 2006)
illuminated common themes and critical differences.

The following section discusses the analysis of the headteacher interviews, identi-
fying some common themes and features in the language used by the headteachers,
such as explicit reference to religious language or the church. Furthermore, the find-
ings will be interpreted regarding Shaw’s model of ‘ethotic leadership’.

4.2. Discussion

4.2.1. Recurring themes

The interviews displayed some recurring themes as to what headteachers consider as
important in their schools regarding the spiritual development of children. The most
common themes are explored below:

4.2.2. Empowering children

Several headteachers explicitly stressed the importance of enabling children to be
active themselves and explore faith and spirituality. This included giving children
the opportunity to be educated about faith, to make decisions themselves and be
allowed to shape spiritual elements of school life. This responsibility was reflected
on by the headteacher of School 4 (CE/Ac) who said:

I think that having the responsibility within the Spiritual Council and the other elements
as well, we have a Sports Council and School Council and various other chances for the
children to share their ideas and take responsibility,… I think that has a very positive
impact on them as individuals as well.

Empowering children encompassed not only spirituality, but also other practical
socially committed work in the daily school life. For example, the headteacher of
School 6 (CE/Ac) mentioned the bagel bar run by pupils which provided free break-
fast for their peers. The accounts of the two Anglican academy headteachers (School
4 and 6) are just two examples of several which highlight how important it is to per-
ceive pupils not as passive recipients, but as individuals with an active role in shaping
a school culture that fosters (spiritual) growth.

4.2.3. Collective worship, prayer, and reflection

The importance of collective worship, prayer and reflection was a further theme
identified in the headteacher interviews. These are vital elements of daily life in the
Church schools. The Anglican headteacher of School 4 expressed this very concisely:
‘It’s worship, and worship and worship. […] so, we worship, every day at the start’.
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While worship, prayer and reflection are an essential part of Church school culture,
there was also significant variation between the various schools, particularly in the
language used by the headteachers. The headteacher of a Catholic primary (School
1) stressed the importance of prayer in her school in these words:

And I think if we are a worshipping prayerful faith community where a faith is at the
centre of what we do, and it guides our decision making. It just is everywhere. It’s in
all the relationships, how we focus on forgiveness and understanding. We do pray. We
pray a lot.

On the other hand, other headteachers did not use the word prayer at all, but instead
referred to ‘reflection’ or ‘silence’, for example a head of a Church of England school
explained ‘We do not insist on prayers. We insist on silence’, (School 16 CE/VA). This
marked difference will be discussed in greater detail in section 4.2.8.

4.2.4. Relationship with the local clergy and faith community

While some headteachers in the research project portrayed their (local) church com-
munity as vital for their school culture, other headteachers did not talk about their
own or their school’s relationship with the local and wider church community.
Many of the Church school headteachers interviewed also viewed the relationship
with local clergy as particularly important regarding Church school life. Several of
them reported a very positive and active relationship with their local priest or
canon. In some schools the incumbent of the local church was almost a staple of
school life. This involvement with the Church school often went well beyond deliver-
ing religious services. For example, the headteacher of a Catholic school (7) men-
tioned that their local priest was ‘often on the playground… just to talk to the
parents and listen to the parents.’ While many schools had a very uncomplicated
relationship with the local church, not all headteachers described the same positive
experience. Some schools no longer had a local church community with which to
engage. However, this did not prevent them from finding creative solutions to
become involved with the wider faith community. After the church building con-
nected to one Catholic primary (School 12) was closed, the headteacher decided to
connect with a community of religious sisters nearby to enable the children to be
involved with an active faith community. At the time of the interview, there was a
positive and dynamic relationship between the school and the religious sisters, who
acted as prayer partners for the children.

However, some other schools’ headteachers did not mention the local church
community throughout their interview. This points to a significant variation concern-
ing the relationship between Church schools and the local church community. The
nature of this relationship affected how strongly headteachers perceive themselves
and their schools as a part of their church community. Interestingly other factors
such as size of school and the socio-economic context did not seem to show a clear
picture regarding the relationship between the school community and church.

4.2.5. Relationships with the parents

A positive and engaging relationship between the Church school and the pupils’
parents and carers emerged as one pillar of a Church school culture that facilitated
children’s spiritual development. One way in which this was achieved was by actively
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inviting parents and carers to participate in worship services within the school or local
church. Inviting the parents to worship with the school community benefitted the
children and the parents as well. This was highlighted, for example, by the headtea-
cher of a Catholic primary (School 1), who said:

And I think that really, we celebrate it and we’re very happy they come. We open up our
Liturgy, we open up loads and loads of opportunities for them to come and experience a
positive faith.

In today’s increasingly secularised society, the Church school was often the only
instance where parents became involved with or experienced the church and faith.

4.2.6. Intentional visibility of faith in the school building

Another prominent feature that emerged from headteachers’ interviews about leading
Church schools was the physical presence and visibility of faith or religious symbols in
the school building. Of interest is that there was little explicit reference to the visibility
of faith being modelled by the headteacher. Although deeper analysis of data revealed
that some headteacher’s did have something akin to a ‘a sacramental vision of leader-
ship’ as discussed in Lydon (2011). This was not made as explicitly visible, as were the
symbols in the building. Headteachers intentionally displayed Christian symbols
from the entrance hall onwards. As the headteacher of School 16 (CE/VA) pointed
out:

Well, hopefully as soon as you walk into our school you will see physical visual things
that indicate we’re a Church school.

Religious symbols in the Church schools provide a gentle reminder of the Christian
faith throughout the day. The elements used included crosses, Bible verses written
on the wall, a rainbow mosaic, etc. It is important to note that the Christian symbo-
lism was not a mere ‘design feature’ but a crucial part of an environment that allows
children to develop spiritually. As the headteacher of School 8 (CE/VA) explained:

And children are given leaves, there’s a tree of return in the hall and all the children are
familiar with that. That’s a school-wide initiative and the children are given leaves
demonstrating the fruit of the Spirit. There’s a very clear distinction between ‘This
shows the fruit of the Spirit’ and academic rewards for stars and certificates for academic
achievement. So, the children are very much aware that this is for their spiritual
development.

This reference to the Fruits of the Spirit leads to an aspect emphasised by all the head-
teachers – that of school values.

4.2.7. (Christian) values and ethos

The headteacher interviews have shown that a pivotal aspect of Church school
culture, encompassing all the recurring themes discussed above, is the orientation
towards (not necessarily explicitly Christian) values and ethos. However, the values
were often highlighted as Christian by the school and rooted in Biblical, or Church
tradition. Ethos permeates the leadership of the headteachers, their management
of the school and day-to-day school life. The headteacher of one school (School
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17; CE andM-VA) described how in seeking to improve the school further, the leader-
ship team decided to focus on a particular set of values and make them explicit in
school life. Twelve values were identified that are rooted in the Biblical tradition
and are now

lived every day and […] in [their] language every day […]. It’s the ethos, the language that
is lived through and through.

According to the headteacher, this clear focus on values and the ethos central to
school life had a positive impact on children’s behaviour and development. These
values were used in interactions with or amongst pupils and became pervasive in
all areas of school life and external communication. All pupils, and staff would inter-
pret behaviour in terms of how it added or detracted from the school values. For
example, staff would have daily conversations with pupils on how they had shown
one of the school values in class, in play or at home.

The importance of a pervading ethos that shapes a school culture and headteacher
leadership has also been described by Shaw in his model of ‘ethotic leadership’ (2015
and 2017). It will be discussed again in section 5 of this article.

4.2.8. Language matters – ‘overtly religious’ language vs. more ‘secular’ language

A particular striking feature of the headteacher interviews was the varying degree of
‘overt religiosity’ of the language used. Some headteachers repeatedly used Christian
vocabulary while others used a more ‘secular’ – possibly more inclusive – language.
There were noticeable differences in the vocabulary used in the interviews. Some
headteachers (for example, School 1, 7, 8) frequently used words that can be con-
sidered markers of ‘religious language’, such as Christian, Catholic, church, prayer,
faith, parish, worship. Schools 1 and 7 were Catholic and School 8 was an urban
Church of England voluntary aided school.

In contrast, a smaller number of headteachers (School 4 and 17) in the sample
made only sparse use of these ‘overtly religious’ terms and used more ‘secular’, less
‘religious’ words instead. This became apparent, e.g. in the use of words like reflec-
tion, quiet and values. The reason attention was paid to these words is that it
became evident that whereas some head teachers repeatedly mentioned ‘prayer’ as
an essential part of school life (as well as ‘prayer time’, ‘prayer space’, etc.) others
referred to more religiously neutral practices happening in their school which were
‘reflection space’ or ‘reflection time’ as well as ‘quiet space’ and ‘quiet time.’ The
term ‘values’ is also not tied up with the Christian tradition.

As was already mentioned above, some schools’ headteachers very explicitly put
an emphasis on prayer as part of their schools’ culture.

We do pray. We pray a lot. […] We have a lot of prayer activity going on which is some of
it, optional and some of it given. (School 1, Ca-VA)

Some headteachers did not mention the practice of prayer at all, but instead talked
about reflection. The headteacher of School 4 (CE/VA), for example, stated:

I think it probably is the reflection areas and the garden that has the strongest influence
on them developing their spirituality and supporting their reflection.
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4.2.9. Excursus: catholic and Church of England schools – differences

Differences can be seen emerging from the above analysis between Catholic schools
and Church of England schools. The former was more homogenous than the latter
in terms of the language used in the interviews. The headteachers of the Catholic
schools invariably used overtly religious language, regardless of the socio-economic
background of the schools’ intake, while the headteachers of the Church of
England schools used a wider variety of language. Interestingly, the headteachers
of Catholic schools stressed the schools’ identity as ‘Catholic’. For example, in the
interview with the headteacher of School 1, the term ‘Catholic’ appeared fourteen
times while the term ‘Christian’ was not used at all. Interestingly, in the three inter-
views with the headteachers of the Catholic schools, the term ‘Christian’ was men-
tioned only once. There are many contributing factors that can illuminate these
differences. One factor is the underlying different approaches to the mission of a
Church school, the Church of England’s vision of Church schools serving the local
community, compared to Catholic schools for Catholic children. Another area
which is indeed worthy of further research is the personal faith journey of the head-
teacher, Catholic headteachers are required to be practising Catholics, there is no
equivalent expectation for Anglican heads. While some of the Anglican heads such
as the head of School 8 openly shared their expression of faith and sense of a Chris-
tian vocation, several others did not. Further exploration is needed into how this per-
sonal faith journey shapes the Christian ethos, or the distinctively Christian vision of
a Church school. Within the Catholic tradition, there is an understanding that a tea-
cher’s ministry is modelled on that of Christ (Congregation for Catholic Education
1977). There is a need for empirical research into how that is expressed within a
Catholic primary school. This leads into the third factor identified in the analysis,
the nature of the school community. The language used in the context of a Catholic
or Church of England school which has a majority of active Christian parents and
pupils, will differ from a Church school which may serve a predominately non-Chris-
tian community. The difference in language highlighted in this analysis requires
further research to illuminate the causes and the influence of overtly religious
language on the school ethos.

4.2.10. Headteacher’ strategic use of language

As the analysis of the interviews has shown, some headteachers use explicitly or
overtly ‘religious’ language while others use a more ‘secular’ language. Based on
this one can argue that the headteachers follow two basic (distinct) strategies,
which are (a) emphasising Christian values and distinctiveness as a Christian
school vs. (b) trying to be inclusive. However, the schools or the headteachers respect-
ively do not necessarily follow one of the two strategies exclusively. On the contrary, in
some interviews the tension between emphasising the Christian distinctiveness of the
school and trying to be inclusive on the other hand became apparent. For example,
the headteacher of one Anglican school made it very explicit in the interview that
the school was a Church of England school and Christian. Nevertheless, she
pointed out:

Well, on a personal level I think that you can be a very spiritual person without being
religious. I am very, very keen that our children are given the information to make
their own choice about it…we will not push Christianity down anyone’s throat.…We
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encourage children, up the older end of the school, to make their choices on that. (School
16 CE/VA)

While being clear about the Christian distinctiveness of the school, this headteacher
was equally clear about the school’s endeavour to be inclusive. One aspect of trying to
be inclusive and educating the pupils about other faiths has been to invite, for
example, Muslim or Hindu parents to talk about their faith in school.

While this headteacher (School 16 CE/VA) adopted a balanced approach between
religious and more secular-inclusive language, headteachers of other schools can be
counted more distinctly as either using ‘overtly religious’ or ‘more secular language’.
One might think that these headteachers and their spiritual leadership is quite differ-
ent from each other. However, coming back to Shaw’s model of ‘ethotic leadership’
there might be more convergence than becomes apparent at a cursory glance.

5. ‘Ethotic leadership’

As discussed in parts 4.2.8 and 4.2.9 above, there is vast variety in the language and
attitudes Church school headteachers demonstrated in the interviews. While some of
them used ‘overtly religious’ language and conveyed a powerful sense of mission,
others hesitated to use any religious or Christian terms and were anxious that their
schools should not be proselytising. It could be easy to dismiss the latter group of
headteachers as un-Christian and question whether they are suitable leaders for
Church schools. This misses the point. Those headteachers might not have explicitly
used Christian vocabulary, but this is not to say that a robust ethos did not permeate
their portrayal of what their school does for the children. It was interesting to note
how ardently, using ‘secular’ language, they defended what were interpreted as
central tenets of the Christian belief: to stand in for every person’s dignity and care
for the most vulnerable. As the headteacher of School 6 (CE/Ac) made clear: ‘If we
do anything, we do it because it’s good for our children.’ The headteacher of
School 17 (CE and M-VA) also stressed the importance of a lived ethos:

It’s the ethos, the language that is lived through and through. The parents have noticed
the difference at home. […] I will not accept anything less than what these children
deserve. I won’t. And if you don’t like it go and work for somebody else who shares
your values.

Shaw’s model of ‘ethotic leadership’ provides a valuable lens to look at headteacher
leadership. The findings of this research study are in accord with Shaw’s conclusions
in his research study on leadership of voluntary aided school headteachers. He quite
accurately puts ethos at the centre of the headteachers’ leadership and points to the
various stakeholders with which the headteachers interact. These stakeholders were
also mentioned in the headteacher interviews analysed in this research project, to a
varying degree.

However, where this research differs from Shaw’s analysis is that for the Nexus
headteachers it was overwhelmingly clear that the child was at the very centre of
what they are doing and the motivation behind their actions. Across the different
denominations as well as different school sizes, socio-economic contexts, etc.
Church school headteachers stated explicitly that how they perform their Church
school leadership was oriented towards what is best for the children. What became
apparent in the analysis of the interviews was that pupils hold a stronger position;
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they are not just one among eight stakeholders with which the Church school head-
teacher interacts. Therefore, an amended version of Shaw’s model of ‘ethotic leader-
ship’ is proposed that places another layer at the centre, surrounding the headteacher,
to indicate that the ethos is based on what is good for the pupils. What became abun-
dantly clear through this research and what is particularly insightful regarding
Church school leadership is that even if Church school headteachers do not clothe
what is happening in their schools in religious words, they nevertheless strive to
create an environment that fosters the spiritual and religious growth of the children
(Figure 2).

6. Conclusion

This article examined the headteachers’ role as spiritual leader, within the wider
research framework into the children’s spiritual development in the nexus of the
school and the home. The aim was to learn more about the part a headteacher
plays in shaping a Church school culture that allows for spiritual growth in children
and facilitates children’s exploration of faith in the home. One aim of the research was
to investigate how headteachers perceive their and their school’s relationship with the
church and faith in general regarding the spiritual development of their pupils. This
was done by analysing the language headteachers used to portray their own and their
school’s role in facilitating children’s exploration of faith.

The analysis of the interviews has shown that there are two basic strategies in
which Church school headteachers present what is happening in their schools regard-
ing the spiritual development of children. Some headteachers emphasise the Christian
distinctiveness of their schools while others are adopting a more ‘secular’ or humanist
attitude, stressing inclusivity.

Regardless of the differences in style, all the headteachers interviewed showed a
significant commitment to their pupils, to creating a surrounding for the children
to prosper academically and spiritually, reflecting the holistic approach of both the
Catholic and Church of England tradition. The research into Church school leader-
ship showed that all the headteachers interviewed conveyed a powerful sense of ethos.

Figure 2. Amended version of Shaw’s model of ‘ethotic leadership’.
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The motivation behind their leadership is providing a beneficial environment for chil-
dren that allows them to flourish. Based on the findings from the research study this
article proposed an adapted version of Shaw’s model of ‘ethotic leadership’ that
depicts the pupils not as one of eight stakeholders headteachers interact with but
as being in the centre of the Church school headteachers’ leadership. This article
has illuminated the centrality of the pupils in headteachers’ interpretation of the spiri-
tual leadership of the Church school.

Notes
1. This research paper focuses on schools with a church foundation, subsequently the term

‘Church school’ will be used.
2. https://www.catholiceducation.org.uk/images/CensusDigestEngland2020.pdf (Accessed 19

July 2021).
3. https://www.churchofengland.org/about/education-and-schools/church-schools-and-

academies (Accessed 19 July 2021).
4. SIAMS: https://www.churchofengland.org/about/education-and-schools/church-schools-

and-academies/siams-school-inspections (Accessed 19 July 2021).
5. https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2005/18/section/48/enacted (Accessed 19 July 2021).
6. The report detailing the findings of the study is available online and can be retrieved from

https://nicer.org.uk/faith-in-the-nexus (2020) (Accessed 30 March 2022).
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