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 Foreword           

 Charlotte Wood ’ s book on the professionalization of School Business Managers 
(SBMs) off ers a valuable insight into the role of a group of education support 
workers who have, until now, remained largely ignored by education researchers. 
Th e importance of the contribution of this professional cadre to the effi  cient 
functioning of schools is undeniable; indeed their work has taken on a greater 
urgency in recent austerity times. Th e experience of SBMs is arguably typical of 
other support and administrative staff  in schools, including teaching assistants, 
whose work has traditionally been regarded as rather low status. Indeed, it 
has seemed secondary to the  ‘ front line ’  educational work of schools, lacking 
relevance to the immediacy of the common and urgent problems that have 
to be addressed during each school day. Th e eff orts of SBMs have therefore 
largely remained unseen and unacknowledged. As such, this book recognizes 
and celebrates the contribution of a group of education employees who have 
previously been marginalized in schools and have stayed invisible within the 
published outputs of researchers in education. 

 Th e SBM professionalization project was launched in England by New Labour 
in 2001, at a time when similar schemes were being devised and introduced 
across the public sector (not least within health and the police force, which 
provide us with interesting points of comparison). Th e conversion of bursars 
into SBMs was part of a  ‘ restructuring and reculturing ’  (Butt and Gunter 2007) 
of the state education workforce, with principles of modernization at the heart of 
the process. Th e then Secretary of State for Education, Estelle Morris, visualized 
the training of 1,000 bursars in 5 years in a series of programmes that paralleled 
other workforce reforms in schools and saw the eventual launch of the National 
Agreement on Raising Standards and Tackling Workloads in 2003 (DfES 
2003b). Here we see the impact of a growing neoliberal agenda  –  reconfi gured 
by New Labour as a  ‘ Th ird Way ’  approach, which attempted to straddle the 
state-market binary  –  which sought to draw back the role of the state and place 
greater responsibility on public sector institutions to become entrepreneurial. As 
Charlotte rightly observes, drawing on the work of Hartley and Skelcher (2008): 

  following a period of criticism, devaluing, privatization and disinvestment 
generated by the rise in neoliberal ideologies in the 1980s and 1990s, a more 
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refi ned version of neoliberalism has emerged that recognises the importance of 
state services in ensuring social and economic stability but which relies on a new 
coalition between business and public sector actors (p. 18).  

 Faith was increasingly being placed in markets and their ability to regulate 
many aspects of society, through the application of business assumptions and 
corporate modes of thinking. Th is shift  was played out in terms of workforce 
reform, with concepts such as  ‘ remodelling ’ ,  ‘ modernization ’  and  ‘ civilianization ’  
being applied to the roles previously held by public sector workers. Reform 
occurred against a backdrop of the public ’ s apparent loss of confi dence in state-
run bodies following various scandals  –  including instances of mismanagement 
and fi nancial impropriety within public sector institutions (although, of 
course, similar problems also occur within the private sector). Th e call for 
rethinking regulation, reshaping codes of conduct and reforming public sector 
management  –  with the aim of increasing effi  ciency, achieving greater economies, 
being less bureaucratic and off ering more open accountability  –  was heard from 
politicians across the political spectrum. However, such reforms are never clear 
cut. Th e issues that arise are well rehearsed: the public and private sectors  are  
very diff erent, with contrasting aims, values and conceptualizations of goods; 
this makes the wholesale application of principles from one to the other both 
questionable and oft en impractical. Public money is at stake (controlled by 
politicians, not shareholders) the use of which should be publicly accountable 
and agreed. As Charlotte points out, the public sector is also called upon to 
operate in areas of market failure (such as addressing aspects of extreme poor 
health, social deprivation, environmental problems, ageing) where the tensions 
between social imperatives and economic considerations are complex and 
value-laden. 

 Th e role of the SBM was visualized as representing a departure from that 
of the traditional conception of school bursars (although this term remained 
persistent in many schools), who were about to experience a drive to increase 
their professional training and status. Th e expectations placed on SBMs in most 
schools has now advanced signifi cantly from the previous job descriptions of 
fi nance managers, bursars and other secretarial or administrative staff  who 
carried out elements of school fi nancial management in the past. Th e origins 
of reform lie back in a previous political era, back to the introduction of the 
1988 Education Reform Act with its reassessment of how schools should be 
administered and run. Subsequent legislation forced a shift  of power from 
local authorities to heads and governors, increasing their responsibility to bid 
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for money and manage their own fi nancial aff airs. Th e ongoing privatization of 
school services is witnessed currently in the accelerating growth of academies 
and free schools, which are rapidly taking over from traditional state-run 
comprehensives. Charlotte ’ s comment on this is pertinent: 

  Th e Academies programme embodied key aspects of New Labour thinking 
and the role of privatisation in their reform agenda: social responsibility, new 
forms of leadership and governance, innovation and technology, tackling social 
disadvantage and exclusion and importing business language and practices. 
Exempt from many of the normal restrictions of state education, such as 
following the national curriculum and national agreements over employee pay 
and teacher education, academies were expected to employ technical and market 
solutions to educational problems (p. 104).  

 Th e political drive for educational reform, initiated by New Labour and 
partly delivered through training and professional development programmes 
provided by the National College for Teaching and Leadership (previously the 
National College for School Leadership), is a constant theme. Th e need for 
greater professionalization was clear  –  in the modern era of enhanced business 
management in education (and elsewhere) senior managers and leaders no 
longer held the requisite knowledge, skills, technical expertise, abilities and 
reserves of time necessary to ensure the sound fi nancial management of their 
schools. Th e requirement for SBMs to fi ll this gap was championed, but their 
enhanced status in schools has oft en been hard won  –  in many schools the role 
of the SBM has been questioned by other professionals, or treated with a degree 
of scepticism or outright prejudice. 

 Th e lack of previous research into the contribution of SBMs to the management 
of schools is perhaps surprising  –  schools are undeniably  ‘ big businesses ’ , with 
a signifi cant proportion of the public purse allocated to state education being 
managed by SBMs. Indeed, since the turn of the century, each new government 
in the United Kingdom has sought to increase the managerial responsibilities 
of state schools in this area, shift ing the onus for fi nancial management away 
from local authorities and into the hands of head teachers, Senior Leadership 
Teams (SLTs) and governing bodies. Th e importance of employing well trained, 
dedicated and professional SBMs has therefore increased as heads have sought 
to employ skilled staff  capable of managing increasingly complex budget 
arrangements  –  something which many heads had previously managed (or 
overseen) with only limited training. During this transition the research focus 
has largely been elsewhere  –  driven by agendas to pursue greater understanding 
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of educational leadership and management, or drawn to research aspects of 
 ‘ what works ’  in classrooms. In this book, the nature of professionalism, and its 
acquisition through  ‘ professionalization ’ , assumes centre stage drawing on the 
work of other commentators in this area (such as Freidson 2001). Th e qualities 
that constitute a professional body  –  its values, knowledge sets and working 
practices  –  and the use of competencies or standards to codify and accredit these 
qualities, are all explored. 

 We learn much about schools as organizations by exploring how they are 
managed and led. We know that government policy, from both New Labour and 
the Coalition, has attempted to embed greater organizational responsibilities on 
state schools  –  not least in the ways in which they handle their fi nances and how 
they are conceived as businesses  –  introducing reforms which have been met 
with equivocal responses from educationists. What Charlotte attempts here is to 
explore, on the basis of fi ndings gleaned from empirical data, the impacts of such 
policy shift s on those who are at the sharp end of change: the students, teachers, 
senior managers, head teachers, governors and, importantly, the SBMs themselves. 
Th is endeavour is facilitated by her decade-long work with the National College 
involving the evaluation of survey data and research projects, many of which 
were directly linked to the SBM professionalization project. Th e testimony of 
a number of agents has been sought through one-to-one interviews  –  with 
politicians, policymakers, education leaders and business managers each off ering 
their perspectives on professionalization. How the SBM role was achieved forms 
a central spine of this book. Around this the neoliberal reforms that aff ected the 
public sector (and which saw public institutions being driven towards business-
orientated management and being encouraged to compete for  ‘ customers ’  and 
 ‘ clients ’ ) are clearly drawn. Here themes of privatization, decentralization, 
accountability and increasing organizational autonomy are evident, witnessed 
at the micro scale in individual schools but also clearly infl uenced by forces that 
play out on a national and international scale. 

 Charlotte has chosen to structure her book in four sections  –  in turn 
considering the role of politics in establishing the professional training of SBMs, 
the project itself, the application of professional knowledge, and an overview 
of the interplay between politics and project. Th ere is much here of interest to 
the reader who is keen to understand the ways in which (education) policies 
are devised, implemented and supported  –  not least in the ways in which a 
political imperative to deliver a particular project can result in the application 
of  ‘ aggressive timescales ’  that may neither support the practitioners involved, 
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nor guarantee the project ’ s ultimate success. Th e scope of enquiry is spread 
widely  –  there is reference to global forces and the impacts of globalization on 
policy-making in general and on the nature of business managers ’  work in 
particular. Parallel projects initiated across the public sector, with particular 
mention of health and policing, are also referenced. Th e training courses, 
professional development activities, certifi cation and awarding of qualifi cations 
associated with the professionalization project are well documented  –  starting 
with the Certifi cate of School Business Management (CSBM) in 2002, followed 
by the Diploma in School Business Management (DSBM) (2003), Advanced 
Diploma in School Business Management (ADSBM 2008) and School Business 
Director (2009), all designed and delivered by the National College. Th e devel-
opment of these courses indicate an expected  ‘ direction of travel ’  for SBMs, 
with the most advanced diplomas being targeted towards staff  who would 
assume increasingly complex workloads, oft en managing fi nancial aff airs across 
consortia of schools. Charlotte has gathered a wealth of empirical evidence, 
mostly from interviewing those who are stakeholders in the professionalization 
project, eschewing a narrow line of enquiry driven primarily along theoretical or 
ideological axes. Th e importance of this approach is clear, for there are inherent 
dangers of recourse to partiality, polemicism and bias in researching such matters 
 –  which the methodology employed tries hard to avoid. 

 Th e later chapters ( Chapter 10  onwards) are constructed around interviews 
held with six stakeholders who were either instrumental to the success of the 
SBM professionalization project, or who can off er insightful comments on its 
impact. Th ese include Estelle Morris, a previous Secretary of State for Education 
and Employment, and Trevor Summerson, who was the civil servant seconded 
to the National College to oversee the project. Accounts from SBMs from 
national jurisdiction where the National College ’ s work has been infl uential  –  
Australia, New Zealand and South Africa  –  give the book an international 
fl avour. We are also off ered, in Figure 12.1  –   ‘ Anatomy of a professional 
project ’   –  a conceptualization of the processes of professionalization that have 
been in play, drawing together the interconnectedness of elements in what has 
been a complex, long-term project. Th is model attempts to off er a lens for the 
consideration of the project ’ s impacts and processes at diff erent spatial scales (or 
 ‘ layers ’ )  –  from that of the individual actor, to considerations of the interplay of 
international factors. Th ese are off ered within three segments (on developing, 
promoting and applying expertise). What results is a conceptualization of 
professional development in the form of a helpful model, which can be referred 
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to both for the purpose of explanation and for the promotion of further 
questions. 

 In conclusion, this book seeks to provide an original conceptualization of 
the professional role of SBMs, based on research into the processes by which 
SBMs are trained, the roles they adopt and the results they achieve. It seeks 
to off er a commentary on policy and practice, at the same time serving as an 
encouragement to further research in this area. Th e professional lives of SBMs, 
who oft en experienced uneasy shift s from a business to an education environment, 
are laid out for consideration  –  accompanied by a commentary on the nature of 
their professional training, their career prospects, issues of job security and their 
loyalty, motivation, commitment and longevity within their particular posts. 
Comments about the day-to-day challenges and opportunities provided within 
schools, whose cultures are oft en very diff erent to those of the business sector, 
are pertinent. A fascinating substratum within these accounts is the retelling 
of the SBMs ’  relationships with their head teachers, senior management teams 
and teachers in schools. Th eir experiences vary from being viewed as fi nancial 
saviours, to being dismissed on ideological grounds  –  with concomitant eff ects 
on their working relationships with staff . Th e leadership style of head teachers, 
and whether they are capable of  ‘ letting go ’  of areas of fi nancial management 
which they previously controlled, also attracts comment. Th is all speaks to 
aspects of trust, raises questions about the parameters set for SBMs ’  work, and 
of their ability to enter into a  ‘ negotiation of jurisdictions ’  (p. 99). 

 In her consideration of professionalism in education, Helen Gunter rightly 
observes that  ‘ each generation inherits, reworks and leaves legacies . . . inside 
and outside schools there are contested notions, practices and expectations about 
traits and behaviours ’  (Gunter and Butt 2007, p. 225). Charlotte ’ s exploration 
of the SBM project illustrates these points well, taking us beyond Gunter ’ s 
immediate focus on teachers and teaching to allow a closer consideration of the 
professionalization of SBMs in schools. 

 Graham Butt 
 Professor in Education 

 Oxford Brookes University                



  1  

 Th e Making of a New Profession: 
Th e Case Explained  

         Th is book concerns the professional journey of one occupational grouping. Th e 
word  ‘ professional ’  is a tricky one. It is not at all easy to pin down and comes 
laden with baggage around what being  ‘ professional ’ , or, perish the thought, 
 ‘ unprofessional ’  means. One thing is beyond question, however. Th e working 
lives of professionals have changed irrevocably in many countries. But as the 
established professions have been grappling with the impacts of public sector 
reforms during this period, new occupational groupings have been taking 
advantage of opportunities, or have been  ‘ groomed ’ , to take on more prominent 
roles within their organizations. It is within this context that the research reported 
here was born. It examines questions around what being a  ‘ professional ’  means, 
what building the reputation and status of an occupational grouping entails, and 
what the experiences of those targeted by such activities might be. 

 Th e book documents and analyses the professional project of one up-and-
coming occupational grouping. In examining this single case from multiple 
perspectives, it captures the particularities of the professional project under 
investigation and records a slice of history. Further, through this process it 
develops a comprehensive, empirically derived framework for understanding 
professional projects in general. In this way it is hoped that this account of the 
research will provide conceptual clarity and indicate important lessons for those 
working or researching in other professional realms. 

 Th e book charts, analyses and discusses a systematic attempt by the government 
in England to place on a fi rm professional footing a poorly understood but 
increasingly infl uential member of the school community: the site-based 
school business manager (SBM). Th e SBM professional project is a particularly 
interesting one in bringing into stark relief many of the tensions inherent in the 
business-led reforms that have altered professional work so profoundly in recent 
history. Th e work of school business managers, and employees with fi nancial and 
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administrative responsibilities in other public services, has become absolutely 
crucial in recent decades as public sector institutions have simultaneously 
been required to adopt the practices of business and become responsible for 
managing their own fi nancial aff airs. What the research shows is that school 
business managers ’  (SBMs ’ ) work is deeply enmeshed in every aspect of school 
life, oft en requiring them to work very closely with the lead professional, the 
head teacher. 

 Despite the entanglement of business thinking and practices in the 
functioning of modern public sector organizations and in the work of lead 
professionals, the perspectives of business management colleagues have 
been largely excised from academic research and debate. In examining the 
SBM professional project, the book reveals a novel perspective from that of 
more established occupational groupings, such as teachers, doctors, lawyers 
and police offi  cers, whose experiences of public sector reform have been 
extensively researched and widely reported. However, though their professional 
concerns appear very diff erent on the surface, the study data indicate that the 
viewpoints of SBMs have more in common with those of educators than might 
be supposed. 

 Th eoretically the research rests mainly on the scholarship of professionalism, 
and particularly with reference to education and health. However, though 
theoretically informed, the work is empirically driven. It stays close to the 
standpoints of individual practitioners, drawing on the fi rst-hand accounts of 
SBMs at diff erent career stages, lead professionals internationally and those 
who have been active in the policy and politics of the professional project at 
the national level in England. In essence, it employs individual perspectives on 
the realities of professional life to examine and extend theory. Original data and 
analysis are used to illuminate questions around what being a professional means, 
what constitutes professional knowledge and how sociopolitical, institutional, 
interpersonal and individual factors can infl uence the ability to apply such 
knowledge eff ectively. Th e book also off ers a new, holistic conceptualization of 
professional projects as complex, multifaceted processes, and off ers suggestions 
of how this conceptualization might be used to inform policy, practice and 
research in professionalism in education and other areas of public service. 
In these ways it is hoped that the book will serve not only as a resource for 
those with an interest in school leadership, schools as organizations or school 
business management specifi cally, but also as a means of developing systematic 
understanding of the many factors involved in shaping the collective fates of 
occupational groupings more generally.  
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   Why the SBM case?  

 Th e unit of analysis for the research is the professional project of school business 
managers (SBMs) in England since 2001, when an initiative was launched by the 
national government to put this occupational grouping on a fi rmer professional 
footing. Much of the data comes from SBMs and head teachers working in the 
primary phase of schooling where the deployment of specialist SBM expertise is 
much newer and less widespread than in secondary schools. Th e case stands as 
an example of a policy-supported professional project targeting associate staff  in 
the public sector, of the kind that are currently underway across a range of public 
service areas and in diff erent national contexts. 

 Th e SBM project off ers a unique opportunity to develop understanding of the 
progress of a professional project. First, it commenced within recent memory, 
so the perspectives of key participants in the project could be captured via 
interview. Second, the imposition of punishing policy timescales meant that 
many of the processes involved in achieving occupational recognition were 
evident in microcosm within a relatively short timeframe, rather than lost or 
diluted with the passage of time. Th ird, it is increasingly acknowledged that 
the processes of globalization mean that government policy can only really 
be understood from an international perspective. Th e international reach of 
the professionalization project described here make it a particularly worthy 
candidate for study. Fourth, policies in one area of public service are everywhere 
mirrored in other branches of the sector, and it is expected that the insights 
developed will have strong resonances with parallel projects in other areas of 
provision, such as health and policing. 

 Th ough the focus of this book is on the period since 2001, it should be 
acknowledged that schools, especially in the secondary phase, have long employed 
staff  to deal with administrative and fi nancial work. However, there are signifi cant 
challenges in tracing the development of the SBM function in England. Th e fi rst 
is the fact that the  ‘ modern-day ’  SBM, and their predecessors, in common with 
other education administrative and support staff  remain almost entirely absent 
from academic accounts of school life (O ’ Sullivan et al. 2000; Starr 2012a). 
Second, the SBM function is highly variable and diffi  cult to describe or study in 
a systematic way. Yet schools are increasingly run along business lines, with very 
signifi cant sums of money to manage as autonomous entities. Th e sums involved 
are staggering, with Starr (2012a) estimating that  ‘ education takes approximately 
one third of government budgets in most advanced societies ’  (p. 14). Every 
educational decision has fi nancial implications and the amount schools spend 
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on each of their pupils varies widely. In a bid by ministers to encourage effi  ciency 
and wider scrutiny, details of individual school expenditure per pupil were made 
public for the fi rst time in England in 2011, alongside school league tables. In 
these circumstances, and in the context of recession, the business management 
function in schools is of singular signifi cance. 

 It is possible to propose various reasons why SBMs have occasioned so 
little scholarly interest. First, conversations with SBMs internationally, and the 
evidence presented in this book, suggest that politicians have not fully understood 
the implications for school business management practice of the relentless drive 
towards school autonomy. Given the speed at which policy is implemented, 
research inevitably lags behind. Under the circumstances, it is unsurprising that 
the academic community perhaps have not fully grasped the signifi cance of what 
is taking place either. Second, research has identifi ed leadership and teaching 
and learning as being fundamental in ensuring high-quality educational 
outcomes. It is therefore entirely appropriate that both policy and research 
attention should focus primarily on these two areas. Nonetheless, regardless 
of the educational expertise available, schools, as any organizations, will only 
be maximally eff ective if resources are well managed. As schools become ever 
more autonomous in managing their own aff airs, the way in which educational 
and business thinking integrate in delivering state schooling is therefore 
of fundamental signifi cance. Th ird, it is highly probable that many people, 
academics included, see SBMs as form-fi llers, who undertake work which 
is dull and largely irrelevant to the main purpose of schools. Th is picture is a 
very far cry from the one that emerges in the chapters that follow. Many of the 
SBMs interviewed were passionate about their work, enjoying its frenetic pace, 
extraordinary variety, and the strong sense of satisfaction in contributing to the 
education of children, much as a teacher would. Fourth, it is perhaps possible 
that, because of the words  ‘ business ’  and  ‘ management ’  in their job title, the SBM 
role will forever be tainted by association with  ‘ everything that is wrong with 
education ’  in the minds of some among the academic community. 

 Whatever the reasons, the academy ’ s focus on lead professionals to the 
exclusion of others seems at the very least inconsistent with its role in giving 
voice to marginalized groups. At worst, it indicates a lack of awareness of the 
realities of modern schooling that reduces the potential value of the contribution 
of education research and scholarship in shaping its future. A further serious 
consequence is that it reinforces the idea that lead professionals alone carry 
responsibility for the quality of public service provision, piling yet more pressure 
onto what can already be challenging working lives. 
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 Th is book will attempt to demonstrate that the SBM role, and by implication 
the role of the support staff  in schools and other public service institutions, has 
been marginalized and rendered invisible in education scholarship long enough. 
Th e evidence presented in this book indicates that SBMs are, by and large, a 
group with a strong commitment to education and who possess expertise 
that is essential to the functioning of the contemporary school. Further, in 
contrast to their education colleagues, SBMs are typically socialized to  ‘ speak 
the language ’  of business and policy and are therefore able to make proposals 
and voice arguments in ways that policy actors fi nd persuasive. Th eir actual and 
potential contribution to schooling is immense but largely unacknowledged 
by the academic community. Education professionals have had limited success 
in countering the damaging eff ects of education reforms in recent decades. 
However, the policy drive towards autonomy may yet provide an opportunity. 
As academy chains, school clusters and other kinds of school grouping become 
increasingly widespread, working together and pooling their complimentary 
expertise, educational leaders and SBMs speaking with one voice could be 
a real force to be reckoned with in resisting and infl uencing future policy 
developments. Rather than continuing to place a narrow focus on educators 
as the lead professionals in schools, what are urgently required are new, more 
inclusive and more interdependent versions of what professionalism in the 
service of the public means today.  

   A few words on terminology  

 In this introductory chapter, it is necessary to clarify the use of certain words 
and phrases. First, this section provides a brief gloss of the terms used in the 
book ’ s title to establish some of the key ideas and assumptions that underpin the 
work. Second, it identifi es the labels to be adopted throughout to denote roles 
and entities that have either changed their names over the course of the project, 
or those that diff er with national context. 

 Th e title begins with the word  ‘ anatomy ’ , here understood as  ‘ the dissection 
or dividing up of anything . . . for the purpose of examining its parts; detailed 
examination, analysis ’  (OED 2013). Based on a theoretical model of what a 
professional project consists of, and through examining evidence from key actors 
in that project, the book off ers an in-depth and original analysis of one instance 
of the phenomenon. Th e second phrase in the title,  ‘ professionalization project ’ , 
conveys the common idea in the professionalism literature of an occupation 
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engaged in a process over time, a project whereby members strive for a position 
of respect and infl uence and to be seen as worthy of the label  ‘ professional ’ . 

 Th e next term,  ‘ making ’ , emphasizes the idea of  ‘ creation ’ . Unlike long-
established occupations, which are assumed to have been in the driving seat 
on their journeys towards professional recognition, the professional status 
achieved to date by those working in school business management in England 
was spearheaded by the state. Th ough undoubtedly accomplished through the 
collective eff orts of individual practitioners, the SBM profession as it exists 
today was, in this sense,  ‘ made ’  or  ‘ created ’  by government. As the next term in 
the title suggests, professional projects are essentially  ‘ modernizing ’ , pertaining 
to the  ‘ progressive diff erentiation and rationalization of the division of labour 
in industrial societies ’  with the progress of science and technology (Larson 
1977, p. xiii). Th e SBM project is no exception, being born of sweeping reforms 
of the education workforce set in train under New Labour (Butt and Gunter 
2007; Woods 2009) and part of a trajectory of  ‘ high modernism ’  or  ‘ hyper-
innovation ’  throughout the Th atcher-Major-Blair administrations (Pollit 2007). 
Th e SBM role as characterized by the New Labour project is a distinct departure 
from its progenitors (fi nance offi  cer, bursar, administrative assistant, secretary 
and so on), and is one tailor-made for the  ‘ modern ’  school context in all its 
multifarious guises. 

 As the main focus of the book, the next phrase of the title,  ‘ School Business 
Manager ’ , will not be explained at length here. However, one aspect of the role 
that is important to emphasize at this point is that it involves applying knowledge 
in public service and thus has something in common with employees with 
business management functions in other public institutions. As distinctions 
between public and private become ever less clear cut, the idea of  ‘ publicness ’  
becomes increasingly hard to defi ne. It can also sit uneasily with discussion of 
business management for some within the education community. Nonetheless, 
 ‘ publicness ’  and  ‘ public service ’  are central themes throughout the book. 
 ‘ Publicness ’  is here understood as a commodity that must be guarded vigilantly 
and reinforced as a fi rst line of defence against the worst excesses of business-
oriented changes to the objectives, structures and norms traditionally associated 
with public service (Haque 2001). 

 Th ere has been an explosion of management knowledge since the late 1970s, 
and the swelling ranks of  ‘ the management reform community ’  may in large part 
explain the pace and reach of management-oriented changes within the public 
sector internationally (Pollit 2007). It is interesting that education is ahead of the 
game in England in turning attention to the professionalization of its managers 
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at the organizational level. As signalled in the next chapter, the need for action 
on the professional development of hospital managers became a matter of policy 
concern only in 2013. Th e same year also saw the launch of National Police 
College, though their immediate focus is on the training and accreditation of 
police offi  cers. Given this burgeoning policy interest in professionalization, this 
study may off er a useful point of comparison for the professional projects of 
management colleagues in other public service areas. 

 Because the names of entities and preferred labels for concepts and 
groupings change routinely in academic and policy circles, it is useful to 
clarify some of the terms to be used in the remainder of the book. First, the 
titles of individuals executing business management functions within schools 
vary enormously with national context and have evolved over time. Th e term 
School Business Manager (SBM) is therefore adopted for the sake of simplicity 
unless a specifi c title is required. Th e title held by the lead educator in schools 
also varies. Th ough  ‘ principal ’  is becoming more common,  ‘ headteacher ’  is 
still the most usual title in England.  ‘ Headteacher ’  is also the term that most 
commonly appears in quotations from interviewees, and is therefore the one 
adopted here. 

 Th e government department responsible for schools has changed several 
times since 2001. For the sake of convenience  ‘ the Department ’  will be employed 
throughout as shorthand, unless the full name is required. Second, Th e National 
College was launched under New Labour as the National College for School 
Leadership with, according to their website at the time,  ‘ the aim of delivering 
leadership development programmes for school personnel, providing support 
and resources for school leaders and acting as a stimulus for research, innovation 
and debate ’ . It has undergone several changes in terms of title and remit since 
then and under the current administration it has been formally recognized as the 
training arm of the Department. For the interested reader, details of its origins 
and early history can be found in a dedicated issue of the journal Educational 
Management Administration and Leadership (Bush 2004). Th e College was 
merged with the Teaching Agency in April 2013 to become the National College 
for Teaching and Leadership. Henceforth, it will be referred to as the National 
College or simply the College. 

 Th is chapter continues with brief background on the origins of the 
Government ’ s SBM professionalization initiatives, which lay in the signifi cant 
sociopolitical changes that preceded its launch. It then outlines the understanding 
of professionalism that underpins the research, sets out the book ’ s purposes and 
ends by charting the structure of the remainder of the book.  
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   Origins of the SBM project  

 Since 2001 the English government has invested signifi cantly in a systematic 
national programme of  ‘ professionalization ’  of school business management 
staff  coordinated by the National College. Prior to this, the label  ‘ school business 
manager ’  was rarely used, with very diff erent duties being carried out by colleagues 
in diff erent schools, with a variety of titles (bursar, administrative offi  cer, fi nance 
offi  cer, school secretary, etc.) and highly variable levels of responsibility and 
remuneration (O ’ Sullivan et al. 2000; Starr 2012a; Woods 2009). But this begs 
the question of what lay behind this major policy initiative. 

 Changes in the public sector internationally over the last three decades or so 
have sharpened the need for business acumen in public sector organizations. 
Th e economic reforms that came to prominence in the Reagan-Th atcher era 
of the 1980s embedded within the public realm practices formerly associated 
with for-profi t organizations. Increasingly schools, hospitals and other public 
organizations were required to behave more like businesses and to compete with 
one another for  ‘ customers ’ . Th is trend, alongside increased public expectations 
about service quality, advances in technology and the tendency for responsibility 
for decision-making in key areas to rest with individual organizations rather 
than regional authorities, has had very dramatic impacts on the type of work that 
goes on in these organizations and on the professional lives of those involved in 
it. Th e purpose of this book is not to debate impact of neoliberal reforms on 
established professions. Th at territory has already been extensively explored 
in education scholarship and in other public services (Dent 2006; Farrell and 
Morris 2003; Gray 1991; W. M. Sullivan 2005). Rather, it seeks (i) to reveal what 
is involved in developing new kinds of professionals to help meet the multiple 
challenges faced by public sector institutions, and, from these, (ii) to develop 
empirically, and theoretically derived understandings of professional projects 
more broadly. 

 A report by management consultants in 2001 indicated a lack of administrative 
and fi nancial support for head teachers endeavouring to run schools along business 
lines, which required skills and knowledge that fell outside the professional 
roles for which they were originally trained (PricewaterhouseCoopers 2001). 
Just as with physicians, poor recruitment and retention rates for teachers and 
head teachers became a matter of concern. In 2001, the then Secretary of State 
for Education and Employment, Estelle Morris, announced a commitment by 
central government to train a thousand experts in fi nance and administration 


