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Executive Summary  

What are school leaders’ experiences of the pandemic?  

Most leaders have coped with the pandemic, fewer than one in 20 (4%) say they have been ‘mostly 

sinking’. Just over a third (35%) say they have thrived to some extent, but that leaves almost two 

thirds who have not been thriving. Just over two fifths (42%), say they have been ‘mostly surviving’, 

while almost a quarter (23%) have been sometimes or mostly sinking.  

The top factors that made leading during the pandemic difficult for those who stated they were 

either ‘surviving’ or ‘sinking’ were: lack of timely resources from the Department for Education (DfE) 

(69%); constant change and uncertainty (69%); lack of straightforward resources from DfE (46%); 

worrying about the health of children and/or staff (43%).  

School leaders reported that their personal health was worse during the pandemic. Nearly nine in 

10 (88%) respondents rated their health as either ‘good’ or ‘very good’ in ‘normal’ circumstances, 

but this declined to just over half (53%) during the pandemic. Leaders who reported that their health 

became worse during the pandemic were more likely to report they were sinking. 

School leaders were more positive about how their schools fared during the pandemic. Almost 

three fifths (57%) stated that their school had been ‘sometimes’ or ‘mostly’ thriving.     

Almost two thirds (63%) of primary leaders agreed that local schools collaborated well during the 

pandemic, while just over half of secondary (51%) and all-through (55%) leaders agreed. 

The most pressing concerns for school leaders once schools reopened in March 2021 were: pupil 

learning/progress (42%); preparing for renewed Ofsted inspections (33%); changes to national 

assessment / exams (27%); re-establishing school routines and culture (27%); lack of 

resources/funding (27%); and mental health issues of students (27%).      

Where have school leaders gone for advice and what has helped them to cope?  

Less than half (45%) of leaders agreed that they had been well supported in their leadership role 

throughout the pandemic, while one third (33%) actively disagreed. Headteachers (37%) and 

executive heads (36%) were the most likely to disagree they had been well supported.  

School leaders drew on a range of sources of advice during the pandemic and found advice from 

unions and professional associations the most useful and trustworthy. Leaders’ views about the 

advice provided by DfE were overwhelmingly negative. More than nine in 10 disagreed (93% - 65% 

strongly disagreed) that the DfE’s advice had been ‘timely and straightforward.’ Two thirds (65%) 

disagreed (32% strongly disagreed) that they had trusted the advice provided by DfE.  

Among respondents who stated they were ‘sometimes/mostly thriving’, the factors that helped 

them cope during the pandemic were: collaboration and problem solving with colleagues at my 

school (74%), my personal values and beliefs (48%), my school’s positive ethos / culture (40%), 

feeling trusted to get on and make the right decisions (33%) and collaboration and problem solving 

with leaders outside my school (27%).  

Which leaders are planning to leave early, and what might persuade them to stay? 

Two fifths of leaders (40%) plan to leave the profession early (i.e. for reasons other than full 

retirement) within the next five years. Leaders who have been in the profession the longest (>25 
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years) are most likely to say they will leave early. Leaders in executive headship and headship are 

more likely to say they will leave early, along with school business leaders. Leaders in primary 

schools are significantly more likely to say they plan to leave early.  

The vast majority of early ‘leavers’ say that the pandemic has been either the main or a 

contributing factor in their career decision.   

Greater trust in the profession – by government – would make the greatest difference in 

persuading more leaders to stay in the profession for longer, followed by actions to reduce 

pressure and workload, and enhance funding and support for schools and school leaders.  

How else has the pandemic impacted on leaders? 

We asked headteachers to rate themselves in a number of areas during two time periods – before 

and during the pandemic: 

• Whereas nine in 10 (91%) heads rated their average level of optimism as good or very good 

in normal circumstances, this dropped to just over a third (37%) during the pandemic. 

• Heads struggle ‘to relax and switch off from work’ even in normal circumstances, with just 

over two fifths (43%) rating themselves as good or very good. During the pandemic, fewer 

than one in 10 (7%) rated themselves as good/very good, while three quarters (76%) rated 

themselves as poor or very poor.  

• Nine in 10 (89%) heads rated their ‘ability to think clearly’ as good or very good in normal 

circumstances, but this fell to just over a third (36%) during the pandemic.  

• Almost all heads (96%) rated themselves as good or very good at ‘solving work-related 

problems’ before the pandemic, but this dropped to just over half (54%) in the pandemic.   

We asked leaders whether they would recommend teaching as a profession. While just over a third 

(34%) agreed they would, a slightly higher proportion (39%) disagreed. 

Levels of confidence in the future of education in England are low. Fewer than one in five (18%) 

agreed that they felt confident, while well over half (56%) disagreed.  
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Introduction  
This report sets out the findings from a survey of almost 1500 school and college leaders in England 

which explored their experiences of leading through the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

focusing in particular on how this has impacted on their well-being and career plans. The survey was 

conducted online between 12st April and 10th May 2021. It was distributed to members of the 

National Association of Head Teachers (NAHT) and the Association of School and College Leaders 

(ASCL), with a total response of 1,491. Section 5 provides further details, showing how the sample 

breaks down by school and individual characteristics.  

The survey forms part of a larger project being undertaken by the authors. During the summer term 

2021, we interviewed 58 primary and secondary headteachers – half of whom said they would leave 

the profession in the next five years in this survey, and half of whom said they would stay in the 

profession. The final project report (Greany, Thomson, Martindale and Cousin, 2021) combines the 

survey and interview findings. Further details are available on the project website: 

https://schoolleadersworkandwellbeing.com/  

England has been living with COVID-19, through peaks and troughs, since March 2020. School staff 

have continued to work throughout, providing face to face education for children of ‘key workers’ 

during three periods of hard lockdown while also offering online learning to children and young 

people at home. England’s school leaders have had to cope with continuous change on multiple 

fronts. The curriculum had to be digitised and teaching moved largely online. The management of 

people, time and space has been particularly challenging. Pupils have been placed into class or year 

level “bubbles” in some periods, making it possible for discrete groups to be quarantined if there is 

an outbreak. Schools have had to regulate movement in corridors and avoid crowded playgrounds to 

prevent transmission. Masks were mandatory in secondary schools for most of the 2020-2021 school 

year. In 2021 schools were integrated into local test and trace systems, with routine lateral flow 

testing administered to both staff and students. Meanwhile, seemingly endless changes in 

government policy and advice – including heavy handed threats for academies and Local Authorities 

that sought to adapt to local circumstances - together with huge logistical issues in accessing 

government commissioned systems for free school meals and laptops for disadvantaged children 

have all taken up leaders’ time and (emotional) energy.  

Ever since the first lockdown, in March 2020, NAHT and ASCL have worried that the pandemic might 

lead to accelerated retirements and further erosion of the already “leaky promotion pipeline” 

(NAHT, 2017). These concerns became acute after the third lockdown, in early 2021, when both 

associations reported significant increases in calls to their advice lines, reflecting what they called a 

‘sea-change’ in school leaders’ attitudes in the face of prolonged change.  

Limited research has assessed the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on school leaders specifically. 

The National Foundation for Education Research (Walker, Sharp, & Sims, 2020) found the main 

sources of stress in May 2020 were “opening the school more fully in future” (86%), the “health and 

well-being of my staff” (76%), and “directives from government” (67%). A TeacherTapp fortnightly 

survey indicated that levels of “very high work-related anxiety” rose sharply among headteachers 

each time schools were closed (Allen, Jerrim, & Sims, 2021).  

Working in partnership with ASCL and NAHT we designed and conducted this survey to quantify the 

scale of the challenge and to identify areas in which the associations might be able to support 

leaders more effectively in the months and years ahead.    

Toby Greany, Pat Thomson, and Nick Martindale 

https://schoolleadersworkandwellbeing.com/
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Section 1: Thriving, surviving and sinking: what are school leaders’ 

experiences of the pandemic?   
 

1. Introduction  

Most leaders have coped with the pandemic, fewer than one in 20 (4%) say they have been ‘mostly 

sinking’ (Fig 1.1)1.   

Just over a third of leaders (35%) say they have thrived to some extent, with around one in 10 (11%) 

saying that they have been ‘mostly thriving’.  

However, the corollary of this is that almost two thirds of leaders have not been thriving. The largest 

group, just over two in five (42%), say they have been ‘mostly surviving’, while almost a quarter 

(23%) have been sometimes or mostly sinking.   

 

 

Figure 1.1: Leaders’ overall experience of the pandemic (n=1478) 

1.2: Which groups of leaders have been thriving, surviving or sinking, and why?  

Compared with leaders in primary, leaders in all-through and secondary schools are significantly 

more likely to say they have thrived (all-through: z = 2.9, p = 0.026; secondary: z = 4.3, p < 0.001) and 

significantly less likely to say they have been sinking (all-through: z = 2.2, p = 0.026; secondary: z = 

2.7, p = 0.007) (Fig 1.2).   

 
1 Percentages are rounded throughout the report, so totals might not equal 100%. See Section 5 (About the 
Survey) for further details on the sample and approach to analysis. Please note that where charts break down 
responses into specific groups or roles some sample sizes are small (i.e. n=<100), so particular care should 
taken when comparing responses for these groups. We have tested for statistical significance where 
appropriate, with details of the tests used in Section 5.     
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Fig 1.2: Leaders’ overall experience of the pandemic by school phase (primary n=806, secondary 

n=500, all-through n=120).  

Leaders in foundation (45%) and independent schools (43%) and, to a lesser extent, academies 

(Multi-Academy Trust/MAT - 38%, and Single Academy Trust/SAT – 38%) are more likely to say they 

have thrived than the average (35%), but these differences are not significant. SAT (18%) leaders are 

less likely than the average (23%) to say they have been sinking, but again the difference is not 

significant.  

Role in school does not appear to have a strong impact on whether leaders say they have been 

thriving or sinking, with no statistically significant differences. Heads are slightly less likely to say 

they have been thriving than the average (33% vs 35%), while Executive (37%) and Assistant Heads 

(39%) are slightly more likely to say they have been thriving. Executive heads are the most likely to 

say they have been sinking (27% versus average of 23%), while Deputy Heads (20%) are the least 

likely to say so.   

Length of service and length of time in current post do not have a strong relationship with personal 

thriving or sinking, although the least experienced leaders (1-10 years in education) are most likely 

to say they have been sinking (31% vs an overall mean of 23%). 

1.3 Why are leaders thriving, surviving or sinking? 

Respondents were asked two questions about the challenges they faced and the drivers of stress 

during the pandemic.  

One question asked leaders who responded to the earlier question saying that they were either 

‘mostly surviving’ or ‘sometimes/mostly sinking’ to select up to three factors which made leading 

during the pandemic difficult (Fig 1.3). The top four factors – by some margin - were:  

• Lack of timely resources from the DfE (69%)  

• I found the constant change and uncertainty stressful (69%)  

• Lack of straightforward resources from the DfE (46%)   

• I worried about the health of children and/or staff members (43%) 

 



 
 

8 
 

 

Fig 1.3: Factors that made leading during the pandemic difficult (n=957) 

The second question asked all respondents to indicate the extent to which particular issues were 

stressful or not, with results for primary and secondary leaders shown separately in Figure 1.4.  

This shows that leaders in both phases faced similar challenges, but that primary leaders were more 

likely to report that these issues were challenging (perhaps because primaries usually have smaller 

leadership teams so could not share out these additional tasks). ‘DfE guidance/changes to policy on 

school closures’ is the most stressful issue for leaders in all schools (in total, 85% found this ‘very’ or 

‘extremely’ stressful). However, this question also highlights the sheer number of challenges that 

leaders have faced: for example, every single one of the 16 areas probed is at least ‘somewhat 

stressful’ for more than half of all respondents. This explains why ‘workload/quantity of work’ is a 

significant challenge for leaders in both phases, but particularly primary leaders.   

Several of the most intense challenges related to the practicalities of dealing with the pandemic 

itself, such as opening and closing schools, Covid-19 monitoring, and providing online learning. 

Others were direct consequences of the pandemic, such as concerns around staff and pupil (mental) 

health and well-being and an increased need to consider pupil safeguarding issues.  

Parent-related issues appear more challenging for primary leaders, perhaps reflecting the significant 

stresses that parents of younger children faced with home schooling. However, in a separate 

question, we asked respondents whether or not they agreed with the statement ‘Parents have 

trusted me/the school to make the best possible decisions’, with 85% of respondents agreeing, 

indicating that this issue is nuanced, with most parents supporting schools well.   

Within this overall picture, the main difference between the two phases shown in Figure 1.3 is 

around ‘Changes to national assessment/exams’, where well over half (56%) of secondary leaders 

found this very or extremely stressful compared to less than one in 10 (9%) primary leaders, a highly 

statistically significant difference (z = 21.3, p < 0.001).  
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Fig 1.3: extent to which different issues have been stressful for primary and secondary leaders 

(primary n=806, secondary n=500).  

We analysed whether leaders’ experience of these challenges made them more or less likely to say 

they personally were thriving, surviving or sinking during the pandemic. The results are shown in 

Figure 1.4, showing a clear association between the number of issues that leaders found ‘very’ or 

‘extremely’ stressful and their response to the question on thriving, surviving and sinking. Leaders 

who faced the most challenges (e.g. 13-16 areas that were ‘very’ or ‘extremely’ stressful) were the 

most likely to say they personally were ‘sometimes’ or ‘mostly’ sinking and least likely to say they 

were ‘mostly’ or ‘sometimes’ thriving.  

 

 

Fig 1.4: Extent to which leaders found issues stressful and their overall experience of the pandemic 

(n=1478) 

We also asked leaders about respondents’ personal health, both in ‘normal’ circumstances (i.e. 

2019) and during the pandemic (i.e. since March 2020), using a five-point scale (from ‘very poor’ to 
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‘very good’). In total, nearly nine in 10 (88%) respondents rated their health as either ‘good’ (47%) or 

‘very good’ (41%) in ‘normal’ circumstances. This declined to just over half (53%) who rated it as 

either ‘good’ (35%) or ‘very good’ (19%) during the pandemic.  

 
Leaders who reported that their health became worse during the pandemic were more likely to 

report that they were sinking (Fig 1.5), although we cannot assess cause and effect in this 

relationship. The leaders whose health declined most were the most likely to be sinking. By the same 

token, leaders who reported better health during the pandemic were more likely to report that they 

were thriving.  

 

Fig 1.5: Changes in health score before versus during the pandemic, and leaders’ experience of the 

pandemic (n=1478) 

1.4:  What about these leaders’ schools – thriving, surviving or sinking?    

In addition to asking about how individual leaders had fared during the pandemic, we also asked 

them about their schools. The overall response is shown in Figure 1.6, revealing a more positive 

picture than for individuals, with almost three in five (57%) stating that their school/college has been 

‘sometimes’ (36%) or ‘mostly’ (21%) thriving.     

 

Fig 1.6: Overall findings on school/college experience of the pandemic (n=1478) 



 
 

11 
 

Breaking this response down by school phase indicates that leaders from all-through (67%) and 

secondary (62%) were more likely than those in primaries (52%) to say that their school/college had 

been thriving. These differences are statistically significant (all-through, z = 2.9, p = 0.003; 

secondaries, z = 3.4, p < 0.001). In Figure 1.7, we show the same response broken down by school 

type. This shows that leaders in independent (75%), SAT (66%) and foundation (61%) schools were 

most likely to report that their school/college had been thriving.    

 

Fig 1.7: Overall findings on school/college experience of the pandemic (LA maintained n=443; Faith – 

VA & VC n=191; Foundation n=51; SAT n= 192; MAT n=424; Special and AP n=72; Independent n=77). 

In a separate question, we asked leaders whether or not they agreed with the statement: ‘I am 

confident that my school/college has the resources and capacity it needs to address any challenges 

that my school/college may face as a result of the pandemic’. The findings are shown, broken down 

by school phase, in Figure 1.8. They indicate that leaders in all-through (55%) are most confident 

while leaders in primary (34%) are least confident about resources and capacity, a statistically 

significant difference (z = 4.4, p < 0.001). 

 

Fig 1.8: Overall findings on school/college experience of the pandemic (primary n=806, secondary 

n=500, all-through n=120).  
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Two questions explored the extent to which schools have collaborated during the pandemic, firstly 

with other schools and secondly with other services for children and young people.  

Responses to the first question, where we asked respondents whether they agreed or disagreed 

with the statement ‘schools/colleges in my area have collaborated well during the pandemic’, are 

shown in Figure 1.9, broken down by phase. This shows that almost two thirds (63%) of primary 

leaders agree that local collaboration was strong, compared to just over half of secondary (51%) and 

all-through (55%) leaders. The difference between primary and secondary leaders was significant (z 

= 4.1, p < 0.001), but the difference between primary and all-through leaders was not (z = 1.6, p = 

0.112). 

 

Fig 1.9: School leaders views on local inter-school collaboration during the pandemic (primary n=806, 

secondary n=500, all-through n=120).  

Responses to the second question, where we asked respondents whether they agreed or disagreed 

with the statement ‘my school has worked well with other services for children and young people 

during the pandemic’, are shown in Figure 1.10, also broken down by phase. Two thirds or more of 

leaders in all three phases either agreed or strongly agreed with this statement – primary - 70%, 

secondary - 66%, all-through – 71%.  

 

Fig 1.10: School leaders views on school collaboration with wider services during the pandemic 

(primary n=806, secondary n=500, all-through n=120).  
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Finally, we asked leaders about the challenges they faced once schools reopened (i.e. in March 2021, 

following the third national lockdown). Respondents were asked to select up to three challenges 

from a list. The results are shown in Figure 1.11, showing the most pressing concerns to be ‘pupil 

learning/progress’ and ‘preparing for renewed Ofsted inspections’.      

 

Fig 1.11: Overall findings on school/college experience of the pandemic (n=1478) 
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Section 2: Where have school leaders gone for advice and what has 

helped them cope with the pandemic?  
 

2.1 Introduction  

We asked leaders whether they agreed or disagreed with the statement ‘I have been well supported 
in my leadership role throughout the pandemic’. Overall, less than half of leaders (45%) agreed, 
while a third (33%) disagreed – perhaps explaining why so many leaders struggled throughout the 
pandemic.  

The detailed results, broken down by school type, are shown in Figure 2.1. This shows that leaders in 
independent schools (55%) and MATs (55%) are most likely to agree or strongly agree and are 
among the least likely to (strongly) disagree (MATs = 25%, independents = 26%). Leaders in faith 
schools are the least likely to agree (32%) and the most likely to disagree (46%). Leaders in 
foundation schools (41%, of which 20% strongly disagree) and, to a lesser extent, LA maintained 
schools (38%) are also likely to disagree.  
 

 

Fig 2.1: Extent to which leaders have felt supported during the pandemic, by school type (LA 

maintained n=443; Faith – VA & VC n=191; Foundation n=51; SAT n= 192; MAT n=424; Special and AP 

n=72; Independent n=77). 

In Figure 2.2, we show responses to the same question broken down by leadership role. This shows 

that headteachers (40%) and executive heads (44%) were the least likely to agree they had been well 

supported and most likely to disagree (heads - 37%; executive heads - 36%), with executive heads 

notably more likely to strongly disagree (16% vs average 8%).  
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Fig 2.2: Extent to which leaders have felt supported during the pandemic, by school role (Executive 

Heads n=98; Head n=909; Deputy n=188; Assistant n=116; Business n=97).  

2.2. Where have school leaders gone for advice, and how have they rated it? 
We asked leaders about the sources of advice they drew on in the pandemic and then, from this list, 
to identify up to three that they found most useful.2 
 
The sources of advice are shown in Figure 2.3, showing that unions and professional associations 

were the most common source. Many respondents (n=442) used the open text option to provide 

additional detail and examples of sources of advice they have drawn on. Many of these responses 

can be categorised under the existing headings in Fig. 2.3; for example naming specific national 

organisations (e.g. Challenge Partners, Confederation of School Trusts, The Key, SSAT, Education 

Endowment Foundation) or individuals on twitter. The importance of local collaboration also comes 

through strongly in these responses: in many cases this is facilitated through existing local networks 

(e.g. school cluster, teaching school alliance, headteacher whatsapp groups etc) or by more 

formalised groups such as local partnerships (e.g. Camden Learning, Learn Sheffield, Kent 

Association of headteachers, Somerset Association of Secondary Headteachers, Tower Hamlets 

Education Partnership etc.) or, less often, formal organisations (e.g dioceses). A small number of 

responses reference wider services, such as local public health teams.   

   

 
2 The fact that the survey was distributed to NAHT/ASCL members might have influenced the responses in this 
section. 
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Fig 2.3: Sources of advice that leaders drew on during the pandemic (n=1478).   

The responses on the most useful sources of advice are shown in Figure 2.4, indicating that unions 
and professional associations were seen as the most useful.  
 

 
Fig 2.4: Most useful sources of advice that leaders drew on during the pandemic (n=1478).   

In addition, we asked leaders whether they agree or disagree with a number of statements in 
relation to the advice and guidance provided by the Department for Education (DfE) and by unions 
and professional associations.   
 
First, we asked whether the advice provided by DfE had been ‘timely and straightforward’. The 
response was overwhelmingly negative, with more than nine in 10 disagreeing (93%) and almost two 
thirds strongly disagreeing (65%) (Fig 2.5). Perhaps surprisingly, leaders in academies were the most 
critical; for example, almost three quarters (72%) of leaders in Single Academy Trusts strongly 
disagreed.  
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Fig 2.5: Leaders views on whether the advice and guidance provided by DfE during the pandemic was 

timely and straightforward (n=1478) 

In the same vein, we asked whether the advice provided by unions and professional associations had 
been ‘timely and straightforward’. This time the response was overwhelmingly positive, with more 
than four in five (83%) agreeing, and a third (33%) strongly agreeing.  
 
In addition, we asked leaders whether they agreed or disagreed with statements about their trust in 

the advice they received from DfE and unions/professional associations. Levels of trust in the advice 

provided by unions and professional associations were high, with almost nine in ten (88%) agreeing 

that they trusted it. By contrast, the results for DfE are overwhelming negative, with two thirds 

(65%) disagreeing, of which one third (32%) strongly disagreed (Fig. 2.6).  

 
Fig 2.6: Leaders views on whether they trusted the advice and guidance provided by DfE during the 

pandemic (n=1478) 

In Figure 2.7, these responses are broken down by school type. Once again, leaders in SATs were the 

most critical, with two in five (40%) strongly disagreeing.    
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2.7: Levels of trust in advice and guidance provided by DfE (LA n=433; Faith – VA & VC n=191; 

Foundation n=51; SAT n= 192; MAT n=424; Special and AP n=72; Independent n=77). 

 

2.3 What factors have helped leaders to cope during the pandemic? 
 
We asked respondents who responded to the question in Section 1 that they were 

‘somewhat/mostly thriving’ to select (from a list) up to three factors that had helped them 

personally to cope during the pandemic. The overall results are shown in Figure 2.8. This shows that 

a number of factors were important, including ‘collaboration and problem solving with colleagues at 

my school’ (74%), leaders’ personal values and beliefs (48%), ‘my school’s positive ethos / culture’ 

(40%), ‘feeling trusted to get on and make the right decisions’ (33%) and ‘collaboration and problem 

solving with leaders outside my school’ (27%).  

 

 

Fig 2.8: Factors that helped leaders to cope during the pandemic (n=521).   
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Section 3: Which leaders are planning to leave the profession early, 

and what might persuade them to stay?   
 

3.1 Which leaders are planning to leave the profession early? 

We asked leaders to select the statement that best described their career intentions and plans, with 

eight possible statements in total.3  Three options involved staying in the profession (stay in current 

role for foreseeable future, apply for different role in current school/MAT in next year or two, apply 

for role in different school/MAT in next year or two), while a fourth option involved retirement at 

normal retirement age. Three options involved leaving the profession early (within the next year, 

three years or five years) while a fourth involved taking early retirement within five years. The 

findings are included in Figure 3.1, with the results aggregated. This shows that two fifths of leaders 

(40%) plan to leave the profession - for reasons other than full retirement – within the next five 

years.     

 

3.1 School leaders’ career intentions (n=1478). 

Breaking these responses down by leaders’ roles and characteristics, we see that: 

• Leaders who have been in the profession the longest (i.e. 26 years or more) are most likely 

to say they will leave early (Fig 3.2). Although a high proportion of new entrants (1-5 years) 

say they plan to leave early, the small size of this group [n=22] means the finding should be 

interpreted with caution.  

• Leaders in executive headship (46%), headship (46%) and school business roles (39%) are 

significantly more likely to say they will leave early, than either deputy (26%) or assistant 

heads (20%) (Fig 3.3).4  

 
3 Plus ‘Not sure/prefer not to say’ and ‘Other’ 
4 Executive vs deputy (z = 3.2, p = 0.001), executive vs assistant (z = 4.0, p < 0.001); headteacher vs deputy (z = 
4.4, p < 0.001), headteacher vs assistant (z = 4.9, p < 0.001); business leader vs deputy (z = 2.1, p = 0.036), 
business leader vs assistant (z = 3.0, p = 0.003)   
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• Leaders in primary schools are significantly more likely to say they plan to leave early (46%) 

than those in secondaries (33%, z = 4.5, p < 0.001) or all-through schools (26%, z = 3.8, p < 

0.001) (Fig 3.4).  

 

Figure 3.2 School leaders’ career intentions by length of time in profession (n=1478). 

 

 

Figure 3.3 School leaders’ career intensions by role (Executive Heads n=98; Head n=909; Deputy 

n=188; Assistant n=116; Business n=97).  
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Figure 3.3 School leaders’ career intentions by school phase (primary n=806, secondary n=500, all-

through n=120).  

3.2 What have been the main drivers for deciding to leave early?    

Clearly, the findings reported in Sections 1 and 2 around thriving, surviving and sinking help to 

explain why more than a third of leaders plan to leave the profession within the next five years.     

In order to test this, we analysed the responses to whether leaders plan to leave or stay in the 

profession together with responses to the questions (reported in Section 1.3) relating to factors they 

found stressful to manage during the pandemic. The results are shown in Figure 3.4, showing a clear 

association between levels of stress and plans to leave the profession early.      

 

Figure 3.4 School leaders’ career intentions by number of areas that they found stressful to manage 

during the pandemic (n=1478). 

In the same vein, we analysed the responses on leaders’ career plans by responses to the questions 

(reported in Section 1.3) relating to personal health before and during the pandemic. The results are 

shown in Figure 3.5, showing a clear association between worse personal health and plans to leave 

the profession early.      
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Figure 3.5 School leaders’ career intentions by change in health score before vs during the pandemic 

(n=1478). 

Finally, we asked all respondents whether or not the pandemic had been a factor in their decision to 

either leave the profession early, or to remain. The question gave three response options, as follows:   

• The pandemic has not influenced my career plans 

• The pandemic has been one influence on my career plans, alongside other factors 

• The pandemic has been the main factor in me changing my career plans 
 

The findings are shown in Figure 3.6. They show that early ‘leavers’ are significantly more likely to 
say that the pandemic has been either the main or a contributing factor in their decision than 
‘stayers’ (z = 19, p < 0.001).  
 

 

Figure 3.6 School leaders’ career intentions and how the pandemic has influenced this (n=1478). 
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3.3 What changes might persuade leaders to remain in the profession for longer?  

We asked all respondents whether any of factors would persuade them to stay in the profession for 

longer if they were implemented successfully, giving them the option to tick as many as applied from 

a list. The findings are shown in Figure 3.7, showing that greater trust in the profession – by 

government – would make the greatest difference, followed by actions on a range of areas that can 

be broadly characterised around reducing pressure and workload, while enhancing funding and 

support for schools and school leaders.  

 

Figure 3.7: School leaders’ views on factors that would persuade them to stay in the profession for 

longer (n=1478). 

This question received 74 open text responses. These responses mostly re-emphasised the areas 

highlighted in 3.7 above, for example with multiple responses around: trusting the profession and 

reducing the number of central government initiatives; reducing leaders’ workload; reforming 

Ofsted and exams; increasing funding (including for capital/buildings); addressing challenges in 

relation to SEND and behaviour; and enhancing career pathways and professional development. The 

sample of quotes below helps to illustrate these and wider themes:     

• To be quite frank I don't think anything would [persuade me to stay]. 

• The demands of the job, if you do it properly, are unreasonable and unmanageable and it is 

not healthy to live at such continually high stress levels. 

• Less threat, more support. 

• A reimagination of primary assessment - current system doesn't work and does not value the 

whole child! 

• A recognition that we cannot solve all of society’s problems. A national plan to tackle the 

issues of the minority of students/parents who take up most of our time. 
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Section 4: How else has the pandemic impacted on leaders?  

In this final section, we outline some of the wider findings from the survey which help to reveal how 

the pandemic has impacted on leaders.   

4.1 How has the pandemic impacted on leaders’ attitudes, capacities and ability to 

switch off from work?  

We asked all respondents a set of questions about how the pandemic has impacted on them, but we 

focus here just on headteacher responses (n= 909) for reasons of space. There were some 

differences in responses across the different roles, but the overall picture is consistent.      

The questions adopted a consistent format and focused on areas adapted from the robust and 

widely used Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale.5 First we asked leaders to rate themselves 

in ‘normal’ circumstances (i.e. in 2019). We then asked them to rate themselves ‘during the 

pandemic – i.e. since March 2020’.  In each case they rated themselves on a five-point scale, from 

‘very poor’ to ‘very good’.   

Firstly, we asked them about their average level of optimism about life in general. The results are 

shown in Figure 4.1. Whereas nine in 10 (91%) heads rated their level of optimism as ‘good’ or ‘very 

good’ in normal circumstances, this dropped to just over a third (37%) during the pandemic, with the 

largest group (41%) now rating their optimism as average.   

 

Figure 4.1: Headteachers self-assessment of their average level of optimism about life, before and 

during the pandemic (n= 909). 

Next, we asked about headteachers about their ability ‘to relax and switch off from work’. The 

results are shown in Fig 4.2. They show that heads struggle to switch off, even in normal 

circumstances, with just over two fifths (43%) rating themselves as good or very good. However, 

during the pandemic this figure collapsed, with fewer than one in 10 (7%) rating themselves as 

good/very good, and three quarters (76%) rating themselves as poor or very poor.  

 
5 See https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/sci/med/research/platform/wemwbs/about/wemwbsvsswemwbs/ for details. 

https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/sci/med/research/platform/wemwbs/about/wemwbsvsswemwbs/
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Figure 4.2: Headteachers self-assessment of their ability to relax and switch off from work, before 

and during the pandemic (n= 909). 

Next we asked about heads’ ability to think clearly, with the results shown in Figure 4.3.  Whereas 

nine in 10 (90%) heads rating themselves as good/very good in normal circumstances, this falls to 

just over a third (36%) during the pandemic.  

 

Figure 4.3: Headteachers self-assessment of their ability to think clearly, before and during the 

pandemic (n= 909). 

Finally, we asked heads to rate themselves on their ability to solve work-related problems, with the 

results shown in Figure 4.4. Once again there is a sharp drop: whereas almost all (96%) rate 

themselves as good or very good before the pandemic, this dropped to just over half (54%) during 

the pandemic.   
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Figure 4.4: Headteachers self-assessment of their ability to solve work-related problems, before and 

during the pandemic (n= 909). 

4.2 How has the pandemic impacted on leaders’ views about teaching and the future 

of education in England?   

Finally, we asked leaders about whether they would recommend teaching as a profession and about 

their level of confidence in the future of education in England.   

Overall, respondents were split almost equally: while just over a third (34%) agreed that they would 

recommend teaching as a profession, a slightly higher proportion (39%) disagreed (Fig. 4.5).  

 

Fig 4.5: Whether or not leaders would recommend teaching as a profession (n=1478). 

Levels of confidence in the future of education in England were lower. Fewer than one in five (18%) 

agreed with the statement ‘I feel confident about the future of education in this country’, while well 

over half (56%) disagreed (Fig 4.6).   
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Fig 4.6: Whether or not leaders feel confident about the future of education in this country (n=1478). 

Conclusion 
This survey represents an overview of how school leaders have fared during the pandemic. The final 

project report (Greany, Thomson, Martindale and Cousin, 2021) combines these findings with the 

results of 58 interviews with headteachers – half of whom said they would leave the profession in 

the next five years in this survey, and half of whom said they would stay in the profession – 

conducted in July 2021.  

School leaders have clearly faced enormous challenges, with insufficient support, and this has 

impacted on their health and well-being. Worrying numbers of leaders say they plan to leave the 

profession early, creating significant risks for the performance and operation of the system at a time 

when it is faced with huge and urgent challenges in order to overcome learning loss and growing 

educational inequality.  

Leaders’ lack of trust in government is stark. The British population had low levels of trust in 

government before the pandemic; in 2019, the British Social Attitudes Survey (BSAS) found that only 

15% trusted the government all the time, while a third (34%) said they almost never trusted it.i Our 

survey indicates that school leaders are now even less likely to trust the government than the 

population as a whole, a remarkable finding given that these leaders are responsible for our publicly 

funded schools. 

The OECD (2013) argues that trust is the basis for the legitimacy of government. Similarly, a recent 

review of education reforms across multiple countries shows that trust between government and 

the profession is an essential foundation for success (Ehren & Baxter, 2021). Trust enhances well-

being and social cohesion and reduces the need for coercion, thus also reducing inefficient 

transaction costs. Because education systems rely heavily on school leaders to carry out their 

policies, the government’s failure to address the combination of issues that have led to a lack of 

trust in England seems highly risky. Rebuilding trust will take time, investment, and improved 

methods for engaging and communicating with the profession. Above all, our findings suggest that 

the government must learn to trust the profession first.   
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5. About the survey 
 

The survey was conducted online between 12th April and 10th May 2021. It was distributed to NAHT 

and ASCL members in England and Wales (n=c. 66,000) via inclusion in weekly newsletters, twitter, 

and through a small number of more targeted mailings, with a total response of 1,491. The total 

number of responses from Wales was small (n=13), so we focus on the findings from England only in 

this report.  

Respondents were asked a number of demographic questions in relation to their school or college 

(phase, type, Local Authority location) and themselves (role, age band, years working in education, 

years working in current school/college, gender).   

In the report, we use percentages to show responses to specific questions by the main demographic 

groups. This provides a straightforward way of comparing responses between different groups of 

leaders, but it does have limitations. The main issue is that the sample size of the groups varies (we 

provide the actual number of respondents in each group below), meaning that confidence levels also 

vary. Most groups are based on at least 100 respondents, but a few are smaller (eg Foundation 

schools = 50). In these cases there is a risk that the small sample size could produce a misleading 

result, however we felt that on balance it was better to include these groups with this caveat. In 

each chart we include the number of respondents in each group so this is clear. In addition, as 

indicated in the main report text, we conducted tests to assess the statistical significance of key 

findings. Differences between groups were tested using z-tests for the difference of two proportions 

e.g. between the proportion of primary leaders and secondary leaders planning to leave the 

profession. We report associated z statistics and p-values, where differences with a probability of 

less than 0.05 are taken to indicate significant differences between groups, as is conventional.            

The majority of responses were from primary (55%), secondary (34%), and all-through (8%) schools, 

with other school phases represented in smaller numbers, reflecting the make-up of the system in 

England (Fig 5.1). We have aggregated findings (e.g. Infant and Junior included with Primary) and 

have allocated respondents who answered ‘other’ to a specific group where appropriate. In the main 

report we use these aggregated groupings, with total responses for each group as follows: primary 

n=806, secondary n=500, all-through n=120.  
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Fig 5.1: Response by school/college phase 

The majority of responses were from local authority maintained (30%), multi-academy trust (29%), 

single academy trust (13%), voluntary aided (9%), independent (5%), foundation (3%), voluntary 

controlled (4%) and special state-funded (3%) schools, largely reflecting the make-up of the English 

system (Fig 5.2). We have aggregated findings (e.g. voluntary aided and voluntary controlled) and 

have allocated respondents who answered ‘other’ to a specific group where appropriate. In the main 

report we use these aggregated groupings, with total responses for each group as follows: LA 

maintained n=443; Faith – VA & VC n=191; Foundation n=51; SAT n= 192; MAT n=424; Special and 

AP n=72; Independent n=77). 

 

   Fig 5.2: Response by school/college type 
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In terms of respondent roles, the majority were headteachers (61%), followed by Deputy Heads 

(13%), Assistant Heads (8%), Executive Heads (7%) and School Business Leaders (6%) (Fig 5.3). Small 

numbers responded from other leadership groups (e.g. middle leaders, SENCOs, Head of School; 

heads of year) but we have not reported these findings due to the small group sizes. A small number 

of respondents clicked ‘Other’ and gave a specific job title – we have allocated these to the groups 

above where appropriate. In the main report we use these aggregated groupings, with total 

responses for each group as follows: Executive Heads n=97; Headteachers/Principals n=907; Deputy 

Head n=188; Assistant Head n=116; School Business Leader n=95.  

 

 

Fig. 5.3: Response by role  

In terms of gender, women (72%) were considerably better represented than men (27%). This 

response was broadly in line with the composition of the leadership workforce: for example, 73% of 

primary and 38% of secondary headteachers are women, according to the Department for Education 

(2018).     

Time spent working in education overall is shown in 5.4. Not surprisingly, respondents are mostly 

highly experienced.  Less than 1 year n=2 1-5 years n=22, 6-10 years n=57, 11-15 years n=141, 16-20 

years n=241, 21-25 years n=372, 26-30 years n=339, 31+ years n=304.   
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Fig 5.4: How long have you worked in education overall?  

Finally, time spent working in current post is shown in Fig 5.5. Less than 1 year n=96 1-5 years n=677, 

6-10 years n=364, 11-15 years n=225, 16-20 years n=80, 21-25 years n=29, 26-30 years n=5, 31+ 

years n=2.   

 

Fig 5.5: How long have you worked in your current post?  
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