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‘The Strategic Plan went to Council last night and they decided it’s just a shopping list of things we want to do and that there is nothing strategic about it!’ 
A friend who is a principal was on the phone debriefing about his council meeting from the previous evening. Why, after so many months of work, was it just dawning on the school council that its draft strategic plan was little more than a list of things it would be nice to do?
The phone rang again and this time it was a recruiter on the hunt for a new school principal. The current leader had occupied the role for five years and, according to the recruiter, ‘was good with operations but wasn’t strategic, and that’s really what the school needs’. I was being asked to identify possible applicants to lead this school in the future. I was more interested in reflecting on why a departing principal, despite a long history of leadership responsibility, would have strong operational capabilities but lack strategic capabilities.
These two phone calls sparked my interest in strategy in schools and the strategic capabilities of school leaders. As the recipient of the Premier’s PwC Leadership Scholarship it was my privilege to investigate further how organisations approach strategy and the implications for schools in NSW. Little did I realise that strategy would be so prone to false-dichotomies and so ill-defined.
False-Dichotomies
Given that most teachers and school leaders made a conscious choice to invest in the growth and development of young people rather than the growth and development of an organisation’s market share, it is not surprising there is some level of uneasiness in schools with the concept of strategy. This uneasiness has provided fertile ground in which dichotomies relating to strategy have flourished.
A common dichotomy related to strategy is competition verses cooperation. If school leaders view strategy as purely about competition, they are unlikely to invest in developing their strategic capabilities because competition does not sit comfortably with educators, most of whom desire to see all students winning at learning not just their own. Literature on strategy, with titles such as Playing to Win: How Strategy Really Works (Lafley and Martin, 2013) help further draw school leaders into false-dichotomies. As a result, school leaders miss out on fully understanding strategy and alternatives to competition verses cooperation, such as ‘co-opetition’ (Nalebuff et al., 1996). Co-opetition, a relationship between two organisations involving competition in some segments and cooperation in others, needs full exploration in the context of schools in order to avoid leaders being fixed into simplistic dichotomies.
Strategy verses culture is another false-dichotomy that often results in school leaders sidelining strategy. Leaders want to pull on the right levers to effect change and when they hear it said, “organisational culture eats strategy for breakfast, lunch and dinner” they are inclined to ignore strategy and pay attention to culture. However, culture should not be presented as devouring strategy. Culture can be powerful, but rather than viewing strategy as less important than culture, strategy and culture need to be seen as interconnected. Culture is an important facet of any strategy and able to be shaped by leaders who create the conditions through their strategy to cause an organisation’s culture to shift (Dussauge, 2015). If school leaders are going to grow in their understanding of strategy in schools, leaders need to move beyond false-dichotomies, which often stifle meaningful dialogue and further learning.
Definitions
Meaningful dialogue about strategy in schools is also hindered by the lack of a shared understanding or definition of strategy. The ‘striking lack of precision’ (Eacott, 2010) with which the term strategy has been used, has led to the term being viewed as ‘frustrating’ (Quong et al., 1998), ‘elusive’ (Fidler, 2002) and ‘considerably misunderstood’ (Eacott, 2008). Unfortunately, ‘strategic’ is often used to mean little more than a more impressive word for ‘important’ (Beaver, 2000). Alternatively, it is defined as what it is not (for instance, not a shopping list), which leaves it open to a wide range of meanings.
The word ‘strategy’ entered the English language in 1810 (Duggan, 2013). At its simplest, strategy is a ‘means to an end’. Derived from the Greek word strategia, the term was initially associated with military leadership, and referred specifically to the positioning of soldiers before engagement with the enemy. Liddell Hart defined strategy as ‘the art of distributing and applying military means to fulfil the ends of policy’ (Liddel Hart, 1967). 
During the 20th century there was growing interest in applying military means to business and organisations - whether it be the benefits of surprise, escalation, attrition, deception or envelopment (Grant, 2016). In the 1950s and 1960s, organisations that had been growing in size and complexity relied on annual financial budgeting for their planning purposes. Into this context, Chandler wrote about strategy as ‘the determination of the long-term goals and objectives of the enterprise, and the adoption of courses of action and allocation of resources necessary for carrying out these goals’ (Chandler, 1962). Chandler, along with Andrews and Ansoff, were influential in popularising business strategy.
Michael Porter’s prolific writing on strategy, during the 1980s and 1990s, brought the concept of competitive strategy to the fore. Specifically, he identified the need for an organisation to differentiate itself from other organisations. Porter wrote about strategy as ‘the broad formula for how a business is going to compete, what its goals should be, and what policies will be needed to carry out those goals’ (Porter, 1980). Competitive advantage continues to feature in many contemporary definitions of strategy.
Few writers have chosen to canvas the various ways in which strategy has been defined. A notable exception is the work of Mintzberg, Ahlstrand and Lampel  (Mintzberg et al., 2009), who outline five definitions of strategy: 
strategy as plan (an intended and directed course of action to get from here to there)
strategy as pattern (a consistent pattern of behaviour which emerges over time)
strategy as position (the locating of products or organisations in particular markets)
strategy as perspective (an organisation’s fundamental way of doing things)
strategy as ploy (a specific manoeuvre  intended to outwit a competitor)
Definitions of strategy for non-profit organisations are often adapted from corporate ones. For instance, Coyne, writing for McKinsey, defined strategy as ‘an integrated set of actions designed to create sustainable competitive advantage’ (Coyne, 1986). Paul Tagliabue used Coyne’s definition as the basis of a definition of strategy for non-profits. Tagliabue defined strategy as: ‘a coordinated set of actions aimed at creating and sustaining a competitive advantage in carrying out the non-profit mission’ (2005).
While confusion and disagreement as to the meaning of strategy is not unique to schools, more clarity as to what is meant by strategy, when used in school leadership frameworks and standards would assist leaders in knowing what is required of them.
Demand
A scan of local, national and international school frameworks highlights near universal agreement that strategy belongs in schools and is enmeshed in the role of a school leader. In December 2014, the NSW Department of Education and Communities released a School Excellence Framework with three domains, one of which was excellence in leading. The elaboration of the excellence in leading domain begins, ‘Strong, strategic and effective leadership is the cornerstone of school excellence.’ The framework goes on to explain that leaders who are excelling will have developed the school’s ‘strategic directions’. 
The emphasis on strategic leadership in the Framework aligns with the School Leadership Capability Framework, which has a strategic domain that calls on school leaders ‘to think and plan creatively and strategically’. In NSW, the Catholic Schools Leadership Framework (2010) identifies strategic leadership as one of six leadership foundations. Strategic thinking, direction and planning also feature in the responsibilities of independent school leaders.
The Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL) National Professional Standards for Principals, released in Australia in 2011, ‘describe the professional practice of principals’ and is designed to ‘assist in attracting, developing and supporting aspiring and practising principals’ (AITSL, 2011). The Standards describe the principal as: 
leading the development of the school’s ‘strategic vision’
delivering ‘effective strategic leadership’
leading the development and implementation of strategic plans 
taking a ‘strategic role’
The Association of Heads of Independent Schools of Australia’s Model of Autonomous School Principalship (2011) also includes strategy and the need for principals to: understand global shifts that affect strategy (for instance, the nature of work, the economy etc.); develop strategy; and provide strategic focus.
Strategy is particularly relevant to school leaders in the current educational environment in which there is a shift towards school leaders having greater autonomy and the consequent need to further develop leaders’ capabilities to make strategic decisions so that the autonomy empowers them. 
The Local Schools, Local Decisions education reform agenda that commenced in NSW in 2012 gives school principals opportunities to provide strategic leadership in such areas as staffing and resourcing. Public schools in NSW will soon be managing 70 per cent of the total education budget within schools. While school autonomy has been widely debated, Professor Brian Caldwell asserts: ‘There is a powerful educational logic to locating a higher level of authority, responsibility and accountability for curriculum, teaching and assessment at the school level. Each school has a unique mix of students in respect to their needs, interests, aptitudes and ambitions; indeed, each classroom has a unique mix’ (Caldwell, 2014).
Internationally, the International Baccalaureate has listed strategy as one of seven capabilities every school leader needs. The Ontario Leadership Framework identifies five core leadership capacities of which one is setting goals, specifically ensuring that goals are strategic. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) report Leadership for 21st Century Learning highlights the importance of leaders translating vision into strategy (OECD, 2013).
Strategic Leadership
Strategic leadership is defined by Brent Davies from Warwick University as ‘the ability to define the vision and moral purpose, and translate them into action’ (Davies, 2011). Davies views strategic leadership as ‘a critical component in the effective development of schools’ and a ‘key dimension of any leadership activity’ (Davies, 2011). According to Davies, ‘renewed attention’ should be given to ‘the strategic dimension of leadership to ensure the long-term success of schools’ (Davies, 2011).
Quong and Walker (Quong and Walker, 2010) view strategic leadership, not heroic leadership, as necessary for school leaders. They describe the work of strategic leaders as ‘collaborating with multiple stakeholders and putting in place strategies to respond rapidly to solve complex problems that often require new ways of thinking and understanding of rapidly changing knowledge’ (Quong and Walker, 2010). Quong and Walker suggest that despite the importance of strategic leadership, ‘some school leaders … are not confident in taking on strategic issues’ (Quong and Walker, 2010).
The Pricewaterhouse Cooper LLP (PwC) independent research study on school leadership in the UK found that ‘some school leaders were more comfortable with an operational role than a strategic one’ and ‘many headteachers recognise themselves that they are struggling to create sufficient time to engage effectively with the various strategic issues … [partly] this is driven by the sheer volume of operational delivery issues that school leaders now have to address’ (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2007). The consuming nature of operational delivery was evident in the words of one middle school principal in New York City, who shared how, for her, being a strategic leader meant ‘thinking a week ahead while her teachers thought a day ahead’ (2015).
Davies, Davies and Ellison (Davies et al., 2005) identified strategic leaders as engaged in five key activities: 
setting the direction of the school
translating strategy into action
aligning the people, the organisation and the strategy
determining effective intervention points
developing strategic capabilities within the school
The leadership frameworks outlined above focus mainly on the first two of these five key activities of strategic leadership, specifically the strategic vision and enactment. 
Strategic Vision of the Direction
Headteachers in the UK believe the most important activity for which they are responsible is the school’s strategic vision (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2007), and yet headteachers indicate they only spend 7 per cent of their time on strategic leadership (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2007). When this 7 per cent is further broken down, approximately a third of the time (2.5%) is spent on strategic planning and a further third is spent on leadership meetings (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2007). Leading the strategic direction of the school and school improvement was seen as being especially satisfying and rewarding for 35 per cent of headteachers (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2007). A number of UK headteachers managed to keep a clear focus on strategic leadership by prioritising their work delegating, and finding time to think and reflect (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2007).
In uncertain environments, strategic vision or intent gives ‘unity and coherence … a simple yet robust orientation, intuitively accessible to all the firm’s employee’s, an orientation which, on account of its clarity, can be pursued with some consistency over the long term in spite of the presence of turbulence’ (Boisot, 1995). Strategic visions which make a difference are brief, clear, desirable and contain relevant imagery (Baum et al., 1998). They serve as an organisational compass by providing direction and are ‘not-too-precisely articulated’ (Mintzberg, 1994).
Strategic Enactment
A strategic vision that is not enacted remains a dream. Leaders need to be able to translate strategy into action. In schools, the most common approach to enacting strategy is strategic planning. In fact, ‘strategy’ in schools is almost synonymous with ‘planning’.
Most schools develop and publish a strategic plan. NSW public schools have been required to develop a comprehensive school plan (2015–2017) focused on three strategic directions. The Catholic Education Office Sydney requires every school to develop a strategic improvement plan, and strategic plans in independent schools appear to be almost universal.
Despite the proliferation of strategic plans in schools, they are not without their problems. Willie Pietersen at Columbia Business School argues, ‘combining strategy and planning into one process is a toxic mixture … likely to produce 90 percent planning and only 10 percent strategy’ (Pietersen, 2010). While strategy and planning are both important, neither is a substitute for the other. 
Unfortunately, in many schools planning has become a substitute for strategy, and consequently strategic plans have become ‘strategic’ in name only. In light of this, Mintzberg, Ahlstrand and Lampel (Mintzberg et al., 2009) suggest that organisations should engage in strategic programming rather than strategic planning. Strategic programming would see strategy developed first and programming occur second in an attempt to ensure strategy is not lost amidst the planning (Mintzberg et al., 2009).
A review of strategic plans from schools across Australia highlights some of the deficiencies in how schools currently approach strategic planning. The ‘101 Lead Strategies’ I viewed in an Australian school’s current five-year strategic plan provides a glimpse into the state of strategic planning in schools. Fullan’s warning against ‘fat plans’ (Fullan, 2009) needs to be heard by school leaders, along with Douglas Reeeves’ theory – that is ‘the size and the prettiness of the plan is inversely related to the quality of action and the impact on student learning’ (Reeves, 2009). 
More strategic plans on a single page, as seen in Toronto, are needed. Too often strategic plans take so much time and energy to develop that staff are worn out before they even think about enacting the strategy – and so the strategic plan simply gathers dust. Furthermore, the dynamic nature of the environment in which schools find themselves today requires more adaptive approaches to strategy.
Strategic learning is viewed as one approach to strategy that is suited to a dynamic, complex and unpredictable environment. A process of learning is often needed when an organisation encounters a new situation. The learning school of strategy, popularised by Mintzberg, asserts ‘strategy making must above all take the form of a process of learning over time, in which, at the limit, formulation and implementation become indistinguishable’ (Mintzberg et al., 2009). Mintzberg, Ahlstrand and Lampel explain, ‘successful initiatives create streams of experiences that can converge into patterns that become emergent strategies … [which] once recognised … may be made formally deliberate’ (Mintzberg et al., 2009).
In Toronto, the Ministry of Education has engaged with Simon Breakspear’s ideas on agile leadership. Breakspear is interested in seeing a shift from ‘implementation-as-delivery towards implementation-as-learning’ (Breakspear, 2016). Instead of ‘engaging in efforts to create perfect detailed plans and milestones and then implementing the strategy over time’, Breakspear advocates the use of sprints, in which teams work in fast-moving and focused cycles that have ‘a bias towards action, continuous experimentation, and seeking rapid real-world feedback to guide new iterations’ (Breakspear, 2016). This is about schools ‘deliberately learning our way to better outcomes’ and school leaders learning to start small and learn fast rather than implement fast and learn slow (Bryk et al., 2015).
While strategic learning has benefits, it is important to be aware that this approach to strategy is likely to result in incremental change that has the potential to be disjointed and seen as irrational (Jaikumar, 1988). As a result, learning should not be viewed as the end goal but rather learning should be focused on ‘elaborating a valued sense of direction – an established strategic perspective – and occasionally about changing that sense of direction [or] when necessary learning a new one’ (Mintzberg et al., 2009). 
When embracing strategic learning, school leaders need to be willing to be learners themselves. Sometimes they will be the main learner, but ‘more commonly it is the collective system that learns … [as] there are many potential strategists in most organisations’ (Mintzberg et al., 2009). As a result, the leader’s role is ‘not to preconceive deliberate strategies, but to manage the process of strategic learning, whereby novel strategies can emerge’ (Mintzberg et al., 2009).
Strategic Alignment
Strategic alignment involves arranging elements of an organisation in such a way as to best support the fulfilment of its long-term purpose (Trevor and Varcoe, 2016). While strategic alignment is not explicitly mentioned in any of the school leadership frameworks outlined above, strategic alignment is a critical part of strategic leadership, because alignment gives an organisation the best chance of achieving its purpose and vision.
Pietersen explains that strategic alignment requires ‘every element of your entire organisation – measurement and reward systems, organisational structures and processes, your corporate culture, and the skills and motivation of your people’ to be aligned and energised behind the organisation’s strategic focus (Pietersen, 2010). 
Alignment can be tested by asking two questions: 
how well does the organisation’s strategy support the fulfilment of the organisation’s purpose?
how well does the organisation support the achievement of the organisation’s strategy? (Trevor and Varcoe, 2016).
When the answers to these two questions are positive, organisational alignment is high.
Viviane Robinson from the University of Auckland identifies resourcing strategically as one of five leadership dimensions that affect student outcomes. Resourcing strategically ‘involves aligning resource selection and allocation to priority teaching goals [and] includes provision of appropriate expertise through staff recruitment’ (Robinson et al., 2009). In organisations ‘resources are often trapped in unproductive uses’’ (Sull et al., 2015). 
Abandonment is often needed to achieve alignment. Giving up activities is not easy, but it is necessary to resource activities that will allow an organisation to achieve its purposes. Schools need to regularly ask, ‘If we did not do this already, would we do it now?’ and build into the school the practices of ‘systematic abandonment’ (Drucker, 2014). Abandonment can be particularly tricky at the edges of the strategic umbrella. Leaders need to decide, ‘when to enlarge the umbrella’, but this cannot happen constantly (Mintzberg et al., 2009).
Strategic Capabilities
Strategic leaders develop strategic capabilities in the school (Davies, 2011). Rather than focus on a number of strategic capabilities, this section will focus on strategic thinking, which Dr Linda Darling-Hammond described as being ‘at the heart of what school leaders have to do’ (Darling-Hammond, 2015). Strategic thinking is a capability that underpins many of the actions already canvassed, and school leaders should seek to develop this capability in their staff and themselves.
Mintzberg describes ‘strategic thinking as seeing’, which includes seeing ahead (planning ahead); seeing behind (drawing lessons from the past); seeing above (seeing the big picture); seeing below (finding and understanding the root causes); seeing beside (thinking laterally); seeing beyond (expecting better futures with long range projections); and seeing it through (following up and following through the vision) (Mintzberg, 1995). 
Ellen Goldman, from George Washington University’s Graduate School of Education and Human Development, explains the purpose of strategic thinking as: ‘to discover novel, imaginative strategies which can re-write the rules of the competitive game; and to envision potential futures significantly different from the present’ (Goldman, 2005). Julie Sloan, a strategy consultant based in New York, notes in her study of business executives, ‘learning to think strategically is hardly a quick, easy, or step-by-step learning process’ (Sloan, 2016). 
Goldman’s research found ten work experiences that contribute to developing a person’s ability to think strategically. While each of the health executives Goldman studied did not have all of the ten experiences, each participant described one or more experience at four levels of interaction: personal, interpersonal, organisational, and external. According to Goldman (Goldman, 2007), the ten work experiences that contribute to developing strategic thinking are: 
family upbringing/education: exploring different perspectives, for example, through travel and exposure to different cultures as well as through debate training and practice of the Socratic method
general work experience: performing a variety of tasks with substantial decision-making freedom
becoming a CEO: being hired or promoted to CEO and having access to new people and information that provide a sense of the whole organisation and its environment
being mentored: receiving regular feedback from an experienced executive early in one’s career
being challenged by a key colleague: having one’s thinking questioned or focused on by a trusted other
monitoring results/benchmarking: frequently assessing the organisation’s operations using numerous measures and comparative indicators
doing strategic planning: being active in a regular process of strategising on specific topics with significant pre-discussion preparation
spearheading a major growth initiative: being responsible for a large capital- and labour-intensive project for which one has substantial decision-making freedom
dealing with a threat to organisational survival: being responsible for the organisation’s response to a significant external challenge
vicarious experiences: learning from colleagues in similar positions with whom there is regular contact
While education only features in a small way in Goldman’s list of experiences, few educational courses seem to be readily available in NSW for school leaders seeking to develop their strategic capabilities. Strategy does not feature in any significant way in masters of education programs offered by education faculties, and where strategy does appear in a course, the focus is usually limited to the planning school of strategy. Goldman’s study suggests that when courses are designed, there would be benefit in the courses employing highly experiential rather than traditional education methodologies.  
More dialogue between business faculties and education faculties, as is the case at Harvard University, could be mutually beneficial. Indeed, time spent at the Institute of Design at Stanford and with Jennifer Aaker in the Stanford Graduate School of Business learning about strategy as story was just as helpful as time spent in conversation with Dr Linda Darling-Hammond in the Stanford Educational Leadership Institute. Furthermore, given the paucity of research on strategy in schools, there is a need for academics to make this a focus in order to fill this gap in the literature.
The Future of Strategy in Schools
Strategic leaders are needed in NSW schools more than ever before. NSW school leaders have much to learn from practices beyond our borders and in other industries. We will make the most progress in our approach to strategy in schools if we:
debunk and dispense with false dichotomies in relation strategy
develop and deploy a shared language about strategy
discover and diversify approaches to strategic enactment
design and deepen strategic alignment in schools
dialogue with and delve into strategy practice within and beyond education. 
I am grateful for the opportunity to explore strategy in relation to schools and plan to share more of what I learned on the study tour in a program I am designing for school leaders to address needs outlined in this report.
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