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Middle Leadership in Schools: Ideas and Actions for Navigating 
the Muddy Waters of Middle Leading is a unique book in that it 
brings together practitioners, researchers, consultants, and admin-
istrators, to share their stories and ideas about middle leadership in 
schools. Thus, each chapter is both theoretically robust and prag-
matically relevant. This is important because in each case the wis-
dom that is shared is reliable and relatable, and written in a style 
that is accessible to all. Middle leaders provide crucial leadership in 
schools – in and around classrooms where the purposes of educa-
tion are enacted and fulfilled, so this is an important volume in that 
it provides needed professional learning for these key leaders. Fur-
thermore, the chapters cover some of the fundamental practices of 
middle leadership, including the development and maintenance of 
trust, how to lead change and innovation through action research, 
and strategic thinking and planning. I commend the chapters in 
this book to school middle leaders, as important insights that can 
help you reflect upon, and develop, your own middle leading prac-
tices in your own educational site.

—Peter Grootenboer, Professor of Education,  
Griffith University

Middle Leadership in Schools is a powerful guide that brilliantly 
illuminates the challenges and opportunities faced by middle lead-
ers. With its diverse perspectives from across Australia, this book is 
an invaluable companion for anyone navigating the muddy waters 
of middle leading. I wish I had this treasure during my own middle 
leadership journey!

—Lauren Sayer, Director Curriculum Victorian  
Curriculum Assessment Authority

This is a book for aspiring school middle leaders. It sets out the 
complexities of the role so that you will know what to expect.

It is valuable for current middle leaders. It illustrates the volatil-
ity of the job you’re doing and help you understand why your job 
can be so tricky to carry out.

Senior leaders will benefit from reading it. It will assist you to 
unravel the challenges of getting the best from your organisation’s 
middle layer.



The range of expertise on show makes this an easy to read yet 
thought-provoking book. It bridges the gap between the regularly 
criticised ‘ivory tower’ academic approach and purely anecdotal, 
bias laden non-generalisable accounts.

The structure is clear and ensures the reader thinks about the 
content. Guiding questions and reflective questions and tasks steer 
you though varying perspectives. Real-world experiences are sup-
ported and underpinned by academic citations. This is important 
when discussing crucial middle leader issues such as identity, trust 
and authenticity.

It is a book that has sought the opinion and critical appreciation 
of those doing this vital work in schools and robustly validated it. 
It works well.

It is an important addition to school middle leadership literature.
—Bill Lowe, Responsible for the design and delivery of  

Education Leadership in the Education MA at  
Newman University, Birmingham, UK. Author of  

Middle Leadership for 21st Century Schools. Crown House

Middle-level leadership is the engine room for positive change in 
a school. I have been privileged to work with Liz in the hard graft 
of positive school improvement from the middle and to learn from 
Barbara and Patrick’s work over many years. I strongly recommend 
their thoughtful, expert and empathetic approach to bringing the 
best minds in middle leadership together in this essential book on 
building a thriving school and future for senior leadership.

—Karen Money, Regional Director Victorian  
Department of Education
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FOREWORD
Dr Lyn Sharratt

This book, Middle Leadership in Schools, is a gift. The authors 
have brought together voices from all sectors in education contrib-
uting to the book’s practicality and authenticity.

If leadership is defined in the Educational Administration litera-
ture as ‘influence and impact’, then middle leaders are in a strong 
position to influence and guide their colleagues in the never-ending 
pursuit of excellence and equity. The former being the growth and 
achievement of every learner and the latter meaning the inclusiv-
ity of ALL learners achieving success – and I really do mean all. 
Middle leaders are educators intricately enmeshed in the leading of 
professional learning (PL) and teaching practices in their schools – 
downward, outward, and upward. They are the essential glue, the 
critical link.

My research reveals that leaders establish the conditions for suc-
cess in systems and schools – and that first condition in enabling 
and establishing the necessary linkages embraces ‘relational trust’, 
as multiple authors in this text so aptly point out. I concur that 
the ideal middle leader’s identity includes the ability to reach staff 
members’ consensus on a shared vision, on motivating and mobi-
lising teachers to own that vision and on garnering a commitment 
to the vision. This facet of middle leader identity contributes to 
their power to make a difference.

This book is a must-read for all teachers and leaders – as eve-
ryone is a middle leader – ‘leading from the middle’ somewhere in 
their systems. Being very practical, it does not shy away from the 
challenges but offers heaps of practical guidance for aspiring mid-
dle leaders on approaching and overcoming the challenges.
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I judge a book by what I have learned that can be implemented 
tomorrow – and this book hits that mark! It offers so many practi-
cal self-help suggestions. For example, ‘soft tactics’ to build trust 
– an imperative for middle leaders – are explained in detail, for 
instance: one-to-one conferencing with new staff members; bud-
dying-up staff to work in pairs on staff members’ ‘next best learn-
ing moves’; co-constructing operating norms to cement respectful 
treatment of each other during every meeting; giving time to teach-
ers to share their ‘practices that work’; honouring work-life bal-
ance with no emails on weekends, holidays, and after 6 p.m. (and 
before 8 a.m.!). Authentic middle leaders work ‘alongside’ and 
learn the work while doing the work with their peers. Again, they 
are the glue.

Reflective questions sprinkled thoughtfully throughout this 
book help readers self-assess their next steps in developing and 
embracing their leadership identity. I am delighted with the focus 
on PL programs for middle leaders. Too often, the middle leader 
sector is not a valued focus for PL – in my opinion a grave omission.

I appreciate the authenticity of the narratives captured from 
middle leaders doing this leadership work. Middle leaders write 
that they are visible in classrooms, they work alongside teachers 
and students, they are expert teachers, and they are the conduit 
between the system vision and the schools moving forward to cap-
ture that vision. These middle leaders describe the opportunities 
they have had to not only engage with their teaching force but 
also to empower them to ensure that every learner is growing and 
achieving – beyond what their teachers and schools might ever 
have thought was possible. That, for me, is the essence and beauty 
of this must-read!

Commitment, communication, co-construction of meaning, 
clarity, and collaboration – the skills that middle leaders develop 
over time – are highlighted from each author’s unique perspective 
in this book – how refreshing! ‘Establishing Trust’ is the middle 
leaders’ foundation that underpins the work of system and school 
improvement. Thought-provoking and challenging as it is to build 
trust, middle leaders know that trust is built differently in dif-
fering contexts. Building trust is the first step in the puzzle to be 



xxii iForeword

solved by middle leaders, and fortunately for readers, this process 
is unpacked in this book.

Throughout this gem, we are constantly reminded that we must 
focus on the ‘how’ of purposeful collaboration and on the pro-
cesses, structures, protocols, and tools that middle leaders use to:

 co-construct and test solutions;
 facilitate quality conversations;
 promote clarity;
 deepen connections; and
 celebrate all large and small wins.

Together, these approaches as implemented by middle leaders 
and teams, in authentic ways, sustain and accelerate the speed of 
change and progress for all students’ growth and achievement 
(Clarke & Sharratt, 2023).

In conclusion, this book effectively researches and emphasizes 
the necessity for all leaders to support middle leaders actively, stra-
tegically, and intentionally, and give them the time, guidance, and 
PL they need to navigate the complex educational landscape that 
they find themselves in. It is worth the investment in building the 
capacity of middle leaders as they are the glue, we need to improve 
our systems and schools.

Brief Bio for Lyn
Dr Lyn Sharratt is a highly sought-after expert in the field of 
education. As a distinguished practitioner, researcher, author, 
and presenter, she has dedicated her career to turning cut-
ting-edge research into practical guidance for school leaders 
and teachers. Based on her extensive experience and exper-
tise, she has developed the CLARITY Learning Suite (CLS), a 
unique online roadmap for educational leaders and teachers. 
Through CLS, members learn to utilise ongoing assessment 
to inform instruction to ‘Put FACES on the Data’ and drive 
Equity and Excellence at all levels of the education system.
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