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2. About this research: why do EHTs matter?

Executive headteachers form an increasingly important part of the 

school leadership landscape. In the self-improving system they can 

provide strategic capacity and oversight across more than one school 

or equivalent responsibility. Analysis of the School Workforce Census 

(SWC) and Edubase shows there are over 620 EHTs working with at 

least 970 schools in England. This study explores the nature and 

prevalence of the EHT role in practice, in order to inform policy and 

practice 
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2.3 How many EHTs are there? 

In recent years, EHTs have become increasingly prevalent within schools’ 

management and governance structures. An early survey of EHTs in 

England estimated that there were around 400 EHTs in the school 

workforce in England (NCSL, 2010); although the SWC contains 180 

entries for EHTs in 20101. In this study, we investigate the latest SWC 

data on the characteristics and distribution of EHTs, in order to 

understand recent and potential future growth in the number of 

EHTs. Indeed, according to 2014 SWC data2, there were 621 EHTs in 

England. Edubase records in early 2016 showed that there were 628 

EHTs, overseeing at least 971 schools3 (although issues with data 

recording mean that the number of schools EHTs work with is under-
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Should the Government look to facilitate a definition of EHTs, they should 

consider the spectrum of EHT sub-types discussed here, whilst still 

allowing the continued profession-led development of the role and 

operating models in the evolving school leadership landscape.  

Figure 1. Leadership arrangements associated with EHT
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3. Who and where are the EHTs in England? 

According to the School Workforce Census, in November 2014 there 

were 20,560 HTs and 621 EHTs in schools in England. This section 

reports the findings from an analysis of EHTs and HTs as reported in the 

SWC 2010 to 2014. It provides key statistics to explore ‘Who are EHTs?’ 

and ‘Where are EHTs?’.  

3.1 Data limitations 

There are a number of caveats to our analysis (for a full discussion, see 

the Technical Appendix, Harland and Bernardinelli, 2016). Firstly, the 

SWC includes one record per individual so it may capture an EHT in their 

main school but not in any other school/s they may be involved with. 

Secondly, where EHTs do not have substantive headship in any of their 

schools, the SWC may not capture such leadership posts. The SWC 

collects data only on EHTs that identify themselves as part of the school-

based workforce
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3.4  EHTs’ motivations 

In interviews, EHTs identified a range of motivations for taking on the role:  

 professional development – to progress their careers, develop new 

skills and take on a new challenge 

 moral purpose – to make more of an impact on pupil outcomes, for 

instance by sharing expertise with another school  

 to meet a particular need 
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4. Why have an EHT? 

4.1 An evolution 

The role of the EHT is still evolving at a national and local level. This is 

apparent from the quantitative SWC data, the review of application packs, 

and the case-study interview data. The case-study data indicates that in 

many schools the role is fluid and that it is helpful to have a degree of 

flexibility to modify the role dependent on need. 

One EHT described how the ‘evolution’
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4.2 Strategic purposes 

The specific rationale for appointing an EHT varies across the EHT 

landscape. Three strategic priorities that EHTs focus on, to varying 

degrees, are: school improvement, organisational expansion, and 

partnership growth.5 Whilst traditional HTs will also focus on these areas, 

it seems that EHTs are recruited to add capacity to fulfil particular aspects 

in these priority areas. That said, once in post, EHTs’ purposes are not 

static or mutually exclusive; there is more than one kind of focus for 

EHTs.  

The improvement executive: these EHTs ‘turn around’ failing schools. 

They focus on rapid school improvement and EHT posts are created 

specifically for this purpose (that is, a decision is taken by the governing 

board to appoint at this level). Examples from our study include: 

 single-school EHT posts taken up by seconded heads or school 

improvement partners for rapid school-turn-around (that is, a 

temporary post) 

 headteachers expanding their role to take on failing school(s) via 

newly created EHT posts but remaining as the HT in their ‘home 

school’ (with or without governance structures between the two 

schools) 

 new and existing federations and MATs taking on schools in need of 

improvement and creating new EHT posts to do so.  

                                                
5
 These three areas identified in our study map closely to existing literature on 

the purpose of EHT appointments (see NCSL, 2010) e.g. a school is failing, a 
school has failed to recruit a HT and is at risk of closure, schools in a locality join 
up, schools form a partnership or federation, or a school trust or academy 
sponsor develops a group of schools.  

You wouldn’t appoint for ‘aggrandisement’, you do it where there is a 
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schools and more efficient business and governance structures. ‘It would 

be untenable for governors to work directly with five separate heads’ 

(Governor, case study K).  

… there are economies of scale … in the staff that you can share 

[including more specialist staff], and the expertise across schools, 

that you cannot possibly have in one school (EHT, female, case 

study G). 

Strategic … yet grounded 

Having outlined three top-level strategic purposes, it is worth noting that 

EHTs’ priorities are also grounded within their pupil community. Whilst 

their top down oversight brings a ‘helicopter’ perspective, they are also 

driven by a grounded and expansive approach to pupil outcomes. Indeed, 

EHTs themselves highlighted the ‘moral purpose’ they feel to make more 

of an impact on pupil outcomes, for instance by sharing expertise with 

another school.  

[I work] at the bottom of an inverted pyramid with the students at the 

top of the pyramid. They are the most important people in the [school]. 

The inverted pyramid must therefore be strong, well balanced and very 

stable (EHT, male, case study A). 

I was looking for a post where I could have a larger impact across a 

larger number of staff and pupils (EHT, male, case study C). 

A matter of context 

While these roles overlap, context plays an important part in determining 

their relative importance. In case study A below, stating the context-

specific reasons why this EHT would need to build connections with 

employers seems to have been a crucial part of recruitment. The EHT 

describes this as a key focus of his job, and in addition is working to make 

his organisation ‘seated within’ and more ‘visible’ within the community.  

In the case of an all-through nursery-primary-secondary school, a key 

driver in recruiting an EHT, rather than, say, a campus manager, was that 

the governors/trustees wanted the benefits of someone leading children 

across the whole breadth of education. The recruited EHT had experience 

of middle and secondary school leadership previously, but not primary, 

and so spent the first year or so in post focusing on working with the 

primary school on site, to get buy-in from staff and parents.  
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visually represented in the word clouds below, for example, the terms 

‘strategic’, ‘experience’ and ‘development’ are mentioned more often in 

EHT packs, whilst ‘community’ seems to feature more in HT packs.  

It is also interesting to note the similarities from the packs, for example 

‘staff’ and ‘learning’ are amongst the highest priorities for both HTs and 

EHTs. Naturally, ‘pupils’ also feature highly in both – but interestingly, 

higher in EHT packs.  

Figure 3. Word clouds created from application packs 

EHT HT 
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Governors explained that an EHT needs to be more open and aware of 

the ‘educational and political… agenda both nationally and locally’ (case 

study I).   

4.4 Management structures 

The research identified a range of different management structures in 

place. In the review of application packs, for example, many different 

management structures were evident and there was noticeably more 

variation in EHT packs than in HT packs. 

Comparing EHT schools with ‘traditional standalone’ schools, it seems 

that, in the majority of cases, the staffing structure below EHTs is similar 

or the same as structures in traditional standalone schools, but with a 

HoS working in place of a HT.  

EHTs manage HoS 

Within EHT schools, the EHT is responsible for a wide range of staff, but 

one unifying factor is that, in many cases, the EHT manages HoS (or 

equivalent).  

In all but one of our case-study schools, the EHT was responsible for line 

managing the HoS (or equivalent). Figure 4 provides an example from 

one of the case-study schools. 

Where this was not the case (e.g. case study L), while the EHT still 

performance manages the HoS, line management is undertaken by the 

respective governing board.  

Figure 46. EHT manages three HoS (case study E) 

 

Executive business managers 

One interesting structure that occurred in around half the case-study 

schools was the role of an executive business manager supporting the 

EHT. As can be seen in Figure 5, this model involves a business manager 

working across schools. In this case the business manager runs the 

offices for the three primary academies that the EHT is responsible for. 

His/her responsibilities include business systems, finances and 

accounting for all of the schools and line managing the caretaking and 

                                                
6
 Note: the structure charts presented in Figures 4 and 5 are represented here as 

provided to the research team by the schools.  
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services team. The governor we interviewed explained ‘we’ve got three 

Leaders of Schools and an Executive Business Manager which [makes 

up] the senior part of the Senior Leadership Team’.  

Figure 5. A business manager is central to the cross-school and 

within-school structure that the EHT manages (case study G) 

 

 

4.5 Governance and accountability structures  

This section highlights the varying contexts in which EHTs are employed, 

and the varying governance arrangements associated with the EHT. As 

the self-improving school system moves forward, further understanding of 

these arrangements will be needed.  

Data from the application packs and the case studies reveal that the 

governance and accountability structures that EHTs work within are 
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iii. EHT reports to multiple governing boards (GBs) 

 

Attends 
home 
school 

GB 

Member 
of home 
school 

GB 

Performance 
managed by 
home school 

GB 

Attends 
GB2 

Member 
of GB2 

Performance 
managed by 

GB2 

EHT
11

 ● ● ● ● ● 
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of an EHT. One EHT explained that a ‘package of school improvement 

skills’ and the experience of having ‘turned a school around’ are ‘non-

negotiable’ requirements for an EHT (EHT, female, case study G). Indeed 

currently, almost all EHTs in the school workforce are from school 

workforce backgrounds. 

http://www.future-leaders.org.uk/insights-blog/heads-up-challenges-headteacher-recruitment/
http://www.future-leaders.org.uk/insights-blog/heads-up-challenges-headteacher-recruitment/
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administrative support 
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