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FOREWORD: ETHICAL LEADERSHIP FOR A BETTER 
EDUCATION SYSTEM
The Ethical Leadership Commission set itself the task to provide busy school 
leaders with a set of principles against which they could test their most difficult 
decision-making. We did this to help rebuild professionalism and personal agency 
in school leaders. Schools are where society looks after its young until they are 
old enough to take on the mantle of adult citizenship, so school leaders not only 
model diligent public service but also the behaviour and virtues society values. 
Accountability is not enough: we have to do good.

Carolyn Roberts | Chair, Ethical Leadership Commission
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Schools and colleges serve children and young people and help them grow into 
fulfilled and valued citizens. As role models for the young, how we behave as 
leaders is as important as what we do. Leaders should show leadership through 
the following personal characteristics or virtues: 

Trust |
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INTRODUCTION: THE FRAMEWORK FOR ETHICAL 
LEADERSHIP IN EDUCATION 
The Framework for Ethical Leadership in Education was launched in January 
2019 alongside a report on ‘Navigating the Education Moral Maze: The Final 
Report of the Ethical Leadership Commission’, written by Carolyn Roberts, Chair 
of the Ethical Leadership Commission. The commission responded to calls by 
Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL) members and the education 
sector that felt there were no guiding principles for ethical leadership in education. 

The commission proposed that the framework would be used in training and 
reflection for leaders, teachers, governors, trustees, and anyone concerned with 
how we educate the nation’s young people. The pathfinder project provides 
resources and training materials to help guide boards and leadership teams. 
Another development of the Ethical Leadership Commission was the ethics 
forum. The Ethics Forum, hosted by the Chartered College of Teaching, will 
develop the language of the framework, and enable the framework to shape 
around the current educational climate, and pathfinders input into the Forum 
through their experiences. 

In the Navigating the Education Moral Maze report, Roberts speaks of the ‘sad 
legacy of the compliance culture cemented into schools and college leadership’, 
and the potential that the framework might be considered vague, without 
sufficient outcomes. However, the pathfinder project has been addressing this by 
identifying the impact that schools have made with the framework. The purpose 

/getattachment/Knowledge-Centre/Good-governance/Ethical-governance/Framework-for-Ethical-Leadership-in-Education/ELC-final-report-jan-19.pdf?lang=en-GB
/getattachment/Knowledge-Centre/Good-governance/Ethical-governance/Framework-for-Ethical-Leadership-in-Education/ELC-final-report-jan-19.pdf?lang=en-GB
http://ethicsforum.co.uk/
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PATHFINDERS AIMS AND EXPECTATIONS
The pathfinder project is hosted by the National Governance Association (NGA). 
NGA views ethical leadership as a cornerstone of good governance, and therefore 
good school leadership. Free and open to all, NGA signed up pathfinder schools 



http://bit.ly/EthicalPathfinders
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The pathfinder survey revealed that over one third heard about the programme 
through promotion from the commission members (ASCL, NGA, Chartered 
College and Carolyn Roberts speaking across the country). Of those who 
registered, over two thirds are school leaders; head teachers, CEOs and 
executive head teachers (or similar). With the last third representing governors and 
trustees. 

When pathfinders shared the reasons they registered, there were reoccurring 
phrases such as ‘best practice’, ‘embed [values]’, ‘moral’, and ‘ethos’ which 
proves that pathfinders wanted to engage in ethical leadership. One specific 
response explained they wanted to be involved “because it is right.  Our system is 
fractious and at times broken.  We are desperate for a framework and a network 
which will help us navigate our way ethically”, and another suggesting that the 
pathfinder work will “reinforce the work we already do and give structure to all 
leaders as we grow. And it’s the right thing to do”. The general consensus was 
positive, with many wanting to use the framework within their setting appropriately 
– whether this is supporting a new Headteacher, or testing current policies. Using 
the framework reinforces a school or trusts culture, and because the pathfinder 
programme is open to all (without being descriptive) it allows pathfinders to 
determine the best focus. The biggest success of the pathfinder project has 
been the numbers of schools and trusts who have registered. This has created 
a network of leaders, eager to work together to discuss and feedback on 
resources, and attend events.
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THE NON-STARTERS
The main reasons that respondents suggested that they had not yet used the 
resources was timing. Some schools suggested they have just recruited new 
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Pathfinders showcased how the resources and framework have been used in 
individual organisations and debated the ethical dilemmas facing schools today:

Cath Kitchen, chief executive of the Skylark Partnership, and headteacher 
of Hospital and Outreach Education, discussed how she was able to use 
the framework to build ethical behaviour in the foundations of the new trust. 
Bringing the board along was made easier through the use of the resources, 
specifically the board activities, which the trust now firmly stand behind. The 
board has embraced these ethical principles to such an extent that, whilst 
discussing funding for a launch event for the new trust, trustees reminded each 
other of the framework and whether it was ethical to spend so much money on 
a promotional endeavor - therefore encouraging greater financial management. 
The trust now have their vision and values reflecting the framework for 
ethical leadership statement on their website and plan to continue this in the 
recruitment of new senior leaders.

Karen Cornell, assitant headteacher from Coleshill School, spoke of the work 
between herself and the local authority (Warwickshire) in creating an ethical 
culture around inclusion. Working on having difficult conversations between 
schools and creating trust between schools and local authorities, they have 
managed to reduce the amount of permanent exclusions and bring students 
back into education. The framework was hugely useful for all involved in 
developing the language of ethics that they now use.

Ela McSorely, trust director for learning & teaching at Nishkam School Trust, 
and Damien Kearns, principal at Nishkam High School, presented on the 
ethical developments at their schools and trust. As well as speaking about the 
development of an ethical curriculum for pupils, the trust has also developed 
an ethical l esd on the 



http://bit.ly/EthicalPathfinders
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