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Prologue

I should have known better. It's 8.00am and a winter Monday morning in June and although I thought I had the day organised, it's already fallen apart. Mondays during term-time were full-on for me because I taught all five periods - there was little room for under-preparation. As usual I had worked on school stuff in the weekend, this time dreaming up not only some new ways of approaching the current work with my Year 10 class, but also putting the finishing touches to a new literature topic with the Year 13 Bursary English class. I was really looking forward to starting this topic because I had spent about three months gradually putting it together. I was also feeling smug about having thought through not only some of the issues for the departmental meeting this afternoon, but also some possibilities to discuss with Jack, the Assistant Head of Department (HOD) about initiating a project for the junior classes. That was, I had thought, lunchtime's main task….

By 8.15 am, the Deputy Principal, who was in charge of finding relievers1 for those who called in sick, told me that one departmental member was away and really too ill to prepare work for classes. He expected that before the end of the staffing briefing, and before period one began, I would have sorted out some work the reliever could begin the morning classes with. And while I was trying to work out how to sort out that problem, the Principal strode up to me, beaming. He thought he had found a person to fill a maternity leave vacancy in the department. While that was good news, he had made an appointment later in the day for us to interview the candidate. The problem was, the appointment coincided with my Year 13 class in period four. My heart fell. That meant lunchtime was going to be consumed, not with plans for eating lunch or discussing the departmental meeting with Jack, but with organising a fill-in lesson for my Year 13 class (I would have to postpone the introduction of the new topic), making sure the other reliever had enough work for the sick staff member's classes, and finding time to read, or at least skim, the applicant's CV.

Ah yes. And the department meeting. Well, that entire job today would have to be Jack's. He was perfectly capable of taking over; in fact he usually ran the meetings, but it was going to be my turn tonight. No doubt that news would put his day into chaos, but it couldn't be helped. All I had to do was find him and give him the good news. And I was going to do that …when, exactly?….

Introduction

The kind of day described above, while somewhat condensed, composite and fictional, is an attempt to evoke some idea of the complications I could be faced with on any given day during my own tenure as an HOD in charge of a teaching staff of about 12. As the vignette illustrates, one or two relatively minor interruptions could throw into disarray carefully prepared plans. This small story of experience highlights some of the complexities and overload that my job as a head of a subject department in New Zealand entailed.

In the four years of being an HOD, my teaching workload of five classes was the same as 'ordinary' teaching staff with no HOD-or-equivalent responsibilities. I was also in charge of a tutor group2, as were most other HODs, did a weekly lunchtime duty in the library, and was expected to participate in extra-curricular activities. The work was intense, constant, changeable and often overwhelming. By the end of my tenure I was suffering from burnout and, like others immersed in such a predicament, did not recognise it.

When educational administration changes in New Zealand began to be implemented in late 1989, reflecting wider social, economic and political pressures, teachers' jobs in schools were gradually affected. The job of HOD itself, however, continued to be tied to relatively static timetables and many HODs were also timetabled to teach almost all the time. While greater accountability and responsibility began to be devolved to HODs as the educational changes became embedded, the structure of the school day remained the same. This seemed to affect HODs' ability to respond efficiently, flexibly and creatively in a pedagogical and leadership sense. This was certainly so during my own tenure as HOD.

A chance conversation in 1999 with an HOD who had talked about being 'sucked dry' by the expectations of her job, helped clarify the focus of this research. This study therefore sought to identify key characteristics of other HODs' professional lives and the extent to which they resonated with my own using an interpretive qualitative approach.

In order to set the wider scene, a description of the wider social, educational and political context of change, plus a description of HOD roles in a New Zealand context, follows.

Background

Heads of departments in New Zealand secondary schools should not be confused with middle managers in New Zealand primary schools (who are, for instance, most often assistant principals or syndicate leaders). An HOD in a secondary school has the responsibility of leading a department consisting of a range of staff who teach a specific or related subject (for example, English is usually allied with Drama and Media or Film Studies classes, and sometimes ESOL - English for speakers of other languages).

As changes to educational administration and policy direction were instigated near the end of 1989 along with other political, social and economic upheavals, accountability, efficiency and flexibility became increasingly part of the language of the day across the social spectrum. This meant that many people had more intensified workloads in a range of occupations within both public and private sectors, as they were required to do more, with less. It was no different in the education sectors. The Department of Education was dismantled and responsibilities that had been the role of the now defunct Boards of Education (for example, administration of budgets, resources and truancy) were now each school's responsibility. What had not been sufficiently increased to accommodate the extra work devolved to schools, were the bulk funded operating grants and staffing ratio formulae.

In this new era of compliance, schools in general and heads of department and their staff in particular, were now required to create mission statements, departmental policies and manuals to fulfil external requirements for more than one agency (NZQA, ERO, MOE)3. This work often took the place of curriculum development and experimentation with assessment and pedagogical practice. ERO reviews increased the need for documentation, as compliance became an imperative in schools. And later, as assessment changes occurred, other systems needed to be put into place to meet compliance expectations too.

As administrative changes in schools became embedded, national curriculum statements under the umbrella of The National Curriculum Framework began to be both developed and implemented. Alongside curriculum changes, assessment and qualifications changes to the senior secondary school were initiated, culminating in the beginnings of the implementation of the National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA) in 2002. This has not been a straightforward process and has been beset with unrest because of workload issues. Qualifications changes have been hotly contested and the evolution from totally exam-oriented systems to internally assessed Unit Standards and then to NCEA, created considerable tension in schools and across subjects (Locke, 1999). However, while these changes and points of view have been vying for position in education, teachers have been in the classroom as usual. Change, like other tasks that needed to be done away from the classroom, happened in HODs' 'spare' time (Handy & Aitken, 1986) and with little acknowledgement of their pivotal role.

On the one hand, an HOD manages resources (budgets, books and equipment, including teaching spaces) and on the other, provides pedagogical and professional leadership that looks ahead while maintaining the status quo. Pedagogical and professional leadership encompasses teaching and learning practices plus assessment, evaluation, appraisal, professional development and the emotional/pastoral care of those who work within the orbit of the subject department. An HOD also has working relationships with the Principal, support staff (for example, library, main office, caretaker) and pastoral care (deans, school counsellors) teams. HODs in secondary schools have major responsibilities centred on the core business of schools - teaching and learning. An HOD in a New Zealand secondary school at the present time is also likely to teach full-time, or close to it. This means that an HOD may have the equivalent of, perhaps, five or six hours spread over five days in which they don't teach.

HODs are an important link between theory and practice; expectation, mandate and implementation; and policy and procedure in secondary schools. HODs bridge the gap between a school's 'top corridor' senior management (SMT) group and what goes on in classrooms, yet they are often squeezed and made breathless by the demands of both. They are usually expected to participate in extra curricular activities, be a spokesperson for the subject with the wider school community, represent the department on a variety of school-based committees, and maintain links with professional associations to remain abreast of pedagogical and curriculum developments. And teach. These are big expectations and big responsibilities. An illustration in a later section represents these spheres of influence and responsibility.

The ratio of teaching to leadership time for HODs is currently not adequate (Adey, 2000; Earley & Fletcher-Campbell, 1989, 1990). Earley and Fletcher-Campbell (1989, 1990) were mindful of the time-poor problems HODs faced in Britain a decade ago. It appears to be little different in New Zealand. From my own experience I knew that HODs often ended up dealing with administrative and management matters that diverted attention from leadership, curriculum, and pedagogy. With five classes (each of them involved four teaching hours a week) and the marking load that went with them, it was incredibly difficult to get through everything, even when I spent an average of 12 hours a week of my own time on schoolwork. Participant HODs found that while administrative and management tasks could be completed and 'ticked off', the more important but long-term and time-consuming professional leadership roles about people and pedagogy, were squeezed further to the margins (Codd, 1999).

There has also traditionally been little formal on-going educational support or preparation for this pivotal role (Earley & Fletcher-Campbell, 1989; Wright, 2000), yet mentoring and professional development provisions could become a valuable source of support and guidance for HODs. Mills' (1959) suggested that people are likely to experience the relationship between the personal and the social (as in a place of work) as both a "series of traps" (p.3) or "issues" (p.8), over which there was little personal control. Mills also believed that people often felt that there were also "troubles" (p.8) which were within the realm of an individual's "wilful activity" (p. 8) and could be managed on a personal and individual level. For example, Participant B (April, 2001) sought help from the school's Guidance Counsellor when a particular situation threatened to overwhelm him. The counsellor suggested that thinking of the 'role' of HOD as separate from himself as an individual, was a strategy that might help deal with the tensions and conflicts he experienced. Such advice was timely and helped change his mind from resigning. Having support and guidance of that nature is currently a critical gap for HODs.

Once upon a time, many teachers aspired to the role of HOD; it was once described to me as the best job in the world. Now it is a job that schools in New Zealand are finding harder and harder to fill. For instance, there is a steady upward trend in the number of re-advertisements for HOD positions in the New Zealand Education Gazette, the formal publishing channel for educational jobs. This is not the only worrying trend. At least one local Associate Principal has discouraged people from applying for HOD jobs because the job is now too big for anyone to reasonably enjoy and feel successful doing. In other cases, people are being appointed to HOD jobs in their third or fourth year of teaching, at a time when many have just hit their own professional strides as classroom teachers. The core business of schools - teaching and learning - is possibly at stake if fewer and fewer people of both high calibre and experience aspire to the position.

Methodology

This research used a qualitative narrative approach supported by the work of Clandinin and Connelly (1995, 2000), Denzin (1997, 1999a, 1999b), Denzin and Lincoln (1994), and Richardson (1997). This combination approach resulted in one thesis chapter becoming a short story. Here, I created a composite HOD attempting to negotiate a range of situations and predicaments, based on information gathered from HODs via interviews and observations. The story resulted from a number of practical concerns: firstly, the participant HODs were concerned about the sensitive nature of some of the information they revealed and wanted to remove from the transcripts what I considered some of the key aspects - the stories of relationships (between staff, with principals, with students or parents), joys and problems. Once I had drafted a version of the story that retained those same elements, participants received a copy of it, and then I interviewed them again. These second interviews revealed that they felt more comfortable with my use of their data since it was now mixed up with others', their own was more hidden and less attributable. A composite HOD was also approved.

Secondly, the strategy of using narrative fiction tools - of invented characters based on real behaviours and situations reworked to be new, plus devices like imagery and metaphor - allowed me to write in a more accessible way, and make it easier for others to be drawn into the story. It was also an attempt to aim for the kind of readers' empathy that Richardson (1997) asserted was often missing from research accounts. To some extent this was reinforced by the participant HODs' responses to the draft. One even noted that since the HOD was 'not him', he could more objectively look at the way this HOD behaved and dealt with problems. In that way, he could more easily judge his own actions (Participant B, July, 2001). While the HODs could see something of themselves in the various situations the fictional HOD experienced, they also understood that the fictionalising made it less about them as individuals and more about collective experiences of heads of English departments. A short story therefore replaced the more traditional thesis findings chapter, while highlighting two key findings.

Findings

Two key findings regarding the professional life of HODs were important in this research - relationships and time. Relationships are a largely under-rated focus of research related to HODs. It is virtually invisible in the work of the following researchers who have investigated aspects of HODs work in Great Britain: Harris (1998), Harris, Jamieson, and Russ, (1995), Harris and Hopkins (2000), and Harris and Young (2000). In New Zealand, time is mentioned peripherally (Fitzgerald, 2000) but relationships as a key theme has had little coverage (O'Neill, 2000). The lack of time HODs have in which to carry out their duties as teachers and as curriculum and pedagogical leaders is a key point made by Earley and Fletcher-Campbell (1989, 1990) in Great Britain, yet the work of the previously mentioned British researchers appears to ignore time as a possible factor in HODs' jobs. Other than the discussion of micro-politics by Ball (1987), relationships in schools is under-represented in research.

Relationships

Interestingly, all participant HODs told stories of relationships that were pivotal to their ability to function well as both HODs and as lobbyists for their subject with parents, students and principals. While they used different coping strategies, events or situations that negatively affected at least one relationship sometimes defeated their best intentions. In one case a situation had become so intense, the

HOD contemplated resigning because his self-confidence had been undermined by it (Participant B, April, 2001). Another HOD (Participant C) had to massage her relationship with the principal after raising questions about priorities on the draft annual budget in an HOD meeting. This particular HOD was highly conscious of the power and gender differential between them and so acted to ensure that her department continued to be well resourced and supported. A third participant lobbied other HODs before HOD meetings so that her ideas could be aired and taken seriously. As one of two women HODs in the school she took the view that the ideas were more important than whoever promoted them and so actively discussed them with particular male HODs. They then felt they owned the idea and promoted it at the meetings (Participant A, July 2001). These actions reflect strategies used by women principals who wanted to exert influence (Blackmore, 1998; Sachs & Blackmore, 1998).

Related to relationships, is the web of connections an HOD must negotiate. Earley and Fletcher-Campbell (1989) designed a model that demonstrates these, which I have adapted (below) for New Zealand circumstances. Critically, these relationships are ones which can only be effectively nurtured in an HOD's spare time, since teaching takes up most of the school day, reinforcing Handy and Aitken's (1986) observations about the management of schools.

Emotions are also closely tied to relationships. Blackmore (1998) and Sachs and Blackmore (1998) discussed the role of emotions in women's educational leadership as principals and how they managed them. This was also true of the participant HODs. They all expressed something of the constraints acting on their emotions and did their best not to undermine their HOD status by expressing emotions they thought were 'inappropriate' for an HOD, including anger and bursting into tears (whether from frustration or anger or sadness). While space precludes a detailed discussion of emotions, it is currently undervalued as a constraint and tension in the role, leading to times of considerable stress. Discourses surrounding the role of HOD relate to both emotions and how participant HODs understood them as constraining influences on their behaviour and actions. The participant HODs described ways in which they curbed their feelings and deliberately took time out before making decisions or reacting emotionally to various circumstances. In one case, an HOD walked away from a parent because the situation had become acrimonious and she was getting angry. Some emotional reactions are also responses to the stresses of a lack of time to meet the demands of the workload. This is considered next.

(Adapted from Earley & Fletcher-Campbell, 1989, p. 34)

The role of the HOD:

Spheres of influence and responsibility

Diagram

Time

Gitlin and Margonis (1995) considered the notion of teacher resistance to school change as a reaction to workload issues, which implicates time. Teacher resistance, they suggested, could be defined not as obstructive, but as "good sense" (p. 386) especially if teachers' workloads are consistently overlooked when change is expected. The current situation for the HODs in this study demonstrated some effects of this. In some instances, members of a department were given Management Units (MUs) and money, without appropriate time allocations. MU holders were expected to promote their responsibility because of the assumed authority and the status accorded them. Implied in these responsibilities is an expectation of change occurring in others, whether in practices, behaviours, or both. Without time allocations however, MU holders were unable to meet all expectations tied to the responsibility.

The practice of principals giving MUs to people without adequate support provisions (for example, time or administrative help) can therefore lead to tension, unhappiness, a drop in self-confidence, and deteriorating working relationships if others resist change because of the stresses of their own workloads. Two examples in this research occurred with Participant C (July, 2001), and Participant A (April, 2001). They described situations that affected both their own performance and relationships when other staff members couldn't cope with their workloads plus the requirements of an MU. Participant A (April, 2001) for instance, knew that she could expect staff members to fulfil the requirements of an allocated MU. However, she was well aware that insisting on this would result in stress and possibly ill health and absenteeism, ultimately affecting students' learning. Some tasks either

remained undone, or HODs added them to their own loads, compromising their own health and teaching. HODs' roles have still expanded in spite of MU allocations to others, affecting their break times and private times (Fitzgerald, 2000). Handy and Aitken (1986) recognised a similar imbalance when they remarked on ways in which schoolwork swallowed up teachers' 'spare' time in Britain. Teachers' workplace environments and workloads in New Zealand currently echo this.

Participant HODs admitted that they seldom had time to rest at lunchtime. This inability to have a real break in the school day is symptomatic of the multiple complexities that arise from not having enough time built into the day to fulfil both teaching/leadership responsibilities, and human needs for rest. Participant A (April, 2001) explained it thus:

    ... I am meticulous about morning teas [twenty minutes]... It's a really important time to talk to people and to see what's going on in the school. But lunchtimes are out. I do duty in one, and at least three other lunchtimes a week I [do] things and maybe once a week or once a fortnight I'll get down to the staff room for lunch. 

The lack of proper breaks indicated above brings into question at least two important points. Firstly, there are the responsibilities that good employers have in fostering good workplace practices that look after staff4 to prevent harm. The widespread practice of allowing or tacitly expecting people to work through break times in schools because of a lack of discretionary time, is a case in point. Secondly, if we can accept that the most significant "knowledge transfer" (Jayne, 2001, July 4, p. D1) among staff occurs in informal contexts, then secondary schools in New Zealand have become places where superficial exchanges are the norm. Lunchtimes, as noted above, were seldom informal social contexts for the participant HODs; they were spaces in a timetable in which meetings could take place. The other choice was at the end of a school day, when staff are often emotionally and physically drained. This lack of 'spare' time is also noted by Participant A (April, 2001), admitting that "… you don't have to sit down and make work; it comes at you" [my italics].

HOD as funnel

In an effort to not only illustrate the complexity of the job described by the HODs and the ways in which time constraints are central to this, a diagram (Figure 1), reflects Clandinin and Connelly's (1995) conduit or funnel metaphor and graphically illustrates the daily professional life of participant HODs. The responsibilities often associated with the HOD role and found in job descriptions, departmental manuals and school policies, are listed above the mouth of the funnel, combining both HOD functions and teaching/learning functions. The funnel represents the HOD. Inadequate time is represented by two symbols: the squeeze on the clock and the narrow neck of the funnel. This dual squeeze indicates the intensity and pressures of the HOD's roles. The silhouette figures pulling the rope around the funnel's neck and the clock, suggest the constant juggling of expectations and tasks from SMT, staff and students. The tug-o-war illustrates the potentially contradictory nature of these groups' needs and demands, while the shadows the figures cast imply the marginalizing of teaching and learning as HODs grapple with these pressures. Lastly, the trickle squeezed out of the bottom of the funnel suggests what is humanly possible, compared with the flood of tasks expected of HODs at the top. A limitation of the diagram however, is that it focuses only on school time; there are no specific references to an HOD's private life and the ways that it can be affected by the spill of work into that sphere, or vice versa.

It is unsurprising therefore that nationally, there is a definable upward trend in the number of re-advertisements in the New Zealand Education Gazette for heads of department positions in New Zealand, supported by figures from the Post Primary Teachers' Association for 2001-2002. There is also a steady number of HODs who relinquish their HOD responsibilities and return to being 'just' a teacher5. The Waikato Times (2001, October 11), while commenting on the secondary teachers' strike held on that day, pointed out that, "there were 33 secondary school gaps in the Waikato - 13 at management level" (p. 6). There is a strong likelihood that such problems will continue and widen if current conditions for HODs are not changed.

This kind of situation has some historical roots as noted by Handy and Aitken's (1986) description of the British situation. They felt that "management ability is … taken for granted" and that it was a "reward for climbing the ladder of subject expertise". Schools, they felt, were "too ready to imitate, unquestioningly, the management hierarchies of business rather than the twin hierarchies of leadership and administration in the professions" (Handy & Aitken, 1986, p. 42). These observations hint at some effects of the rise of the managerialism and market models that accompanied changes to education internationally and in New Zealand in the late 1980s. And, because of the cultural framework in which New Zealand secondary teachers work, a number of teachers, including the participant HODs, have tended to accept the invasion of their private lives by the amount of work they take home. In a sense, this acquiescence about the nature of the job helps maintain these HODs' unenviable position of being squeezed at both ends by requirements from above (for example, from the principal and SMT, ERO, NZQA, Ministry of Education) and below (from staff, students and parents). This situation is exacerbated by the belief of those who see the job of HOD as a technical, managerial one (Codd, 1990, 1999).

At the same time, implications embedded in what Handy and Aitken (1986) suggested are applicable in New Zealand. In other words, schools that assume that the best teachers make the best managers are likely to provide little or no preparation or guidance for those new to the role and they are also unlikely to mentor people who could become such leaders as Wright (2000b) suggested when outlining her own experiences. This lack of mentoring and preparation, coupled with the expansion of the job, has combined to make the role of HOD a 'hot' issue (Piggot-Irvine, 2002). If HODs are both "pivotal" (Earley & Fletcher-Campbell, 1989, p. 32) and "critical" (Cardno, 1995, p. 17) to a secondary school, the current state of the professional lives of HODs needs urgent attention.

Conclusion

These findings suggest that while time and relationships continue to be undervalued in research into HODs, then key effects on their jobs will remain hidden. Educational changes over the last decade have had a profound impact on HODs' roles both professionally and personally. It is no longer a case of teachers' spare time being willingly swallowed up by schoolwork; there is a sense of compulsion about it because of the increased workload reaching unmanageable proportions. In New Zealand, HODs' roles have expanded while their time allocations have remained static, leading to greater numbers of resignations and fewer applicants for such positions. Schools should not be run in teachers' 'spare' time.

If participant HODs felt unable to discharge their duties effectively, they were also unable to effectively advocate for better student learning through active planning and development within the department. If the maximum positive effect for students cannot be realised because of the way social, economic and political change has made an impact on all HODs professional lives, then we have a problem of wide significance in New Zealand.

Ultimately, at least in New Zealand, attention needs to be paid to not only the role of HODs, but also their time allocations. This implies a change to staffing formulae and therefore a greater investment in education in monetary and human terms. This may not be easy to address. What is certain, however, is the need for research about the professional lives of HODs in New Zealand secondary schools.
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