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Session Summary: As higher education institutions face accelerating change, increasing
complexity, and growing expectations for meaningful social impact, it’s becoming clear that
traditional hierarchical leadership models are no longer sufficient to drive deep, systemic
transformation. In response to this challenge, we have implemented an institution-wide
Innovation Scholar Scheme as an applied, evidence informed model of distributed leadership
that actively cultivates the practices, structures and values needed to lead education
innovation and transformation across Manchester Metropolitan University.

Session Outline: Higher education faces accelerating complexity and increasing
expectations for social impact, demanding leadership models that move beyond traditional
hierarchies toward collaborative, values led approaches (Bryman, 2007; Haslam et al., 2024;
Kezar & Holcombe, 2017). In response, Manchester Metropolitan University has developed the
Innovation Scholar Scheme: an institution wide, evidence informed model of distributed
leadership designed to cultivate the practices, relationships and structures required for
sustainable educational transformation.

Launched in 2023, the Scheme is now a core institutional priority, and a key driver of our
Education Strategy, engaging around 50 academic and professional services colleagues each
year. Through three interconnected roles - Lead, Associate and Alumni Scholars - the scheme
builds capacity for collaborative leadership across career stages. Lead Scholars are seconded
to the Centre for Learning Enhancement and Educational Development (LEED) to drive
institution wide change on strategic themes, while Associate Scholars lead local innovations
with Lead Scholar support. Alumni Scholars mentor Leads and continue with cross institutional
collaboration.

The Scheme’s themes are active learning, authentic and flexible assessment, belonging and
mattering, education for sustainable development, equity gaps, graduate outcomes, digital
inclusion and international experience. These themes centre social justice and equitable
futures. Scholars lead Communities of Practice, co design toolkits, facilitate staff student
partnerships and develop interventions that enhance belonging, reduce inequities and
strengthen wellbeing. These collaborative structures create ‘safe to lead’ spaces where
colleagues can test ideas, challenge assumptions and prototype new approaches.
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This session will examine the leadership practices, scaffolding and sponsorship

that enables Scholars to influence culture, pedagogy and policy. We critically

explore how distributed leadership is enacted, whose leadership is legitimised, STAFF AND EDUCATIONAL
. . . . . . . . DEVELOPMENT ASSOCIATION

and how institutions can design systems that democratise innovation while

supporting staff wellbeing and resilience. The Scheme offers a scalable model for collaborative

transformation, demonstrating how universities can cultivate the conditions for deep, systemic

and sustainable educational change through compassionate and equitable leadership.
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