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FOREWORD





I have a friend who is a head teacher at a prestigious school on the coast in Chile. It is his third headship and he has been there nearly two years now. In his office is a daunting gallery of oil paintings of 150 years’ worth of headmasters (they are all men) looking down on him each day as he sits at his desk. The combined pressure of all that tradition, expertise and accomplishment frightens the life out of him most days.


Another experienced head teacher I know at a school in England was telling me about the sudden feelings of panic he experiences from time to time. ‘I would understand it,’ he explained to me, ‘if it was on a Sunday evening but this is in the middle of the summer holidays while I’m sitting in my garden!’ His anxiety disorder aside, it is the comment about Sunday evenings that is most telling.


Another head teacher I knew (I still know her. It’s just that she is no longer a head teacher. It was just a phase she was going through) used to walk around her school pretending she knew what she was doing. ‘How would I be acting if I really knew what to do?’ is how she used to explain this to herself. She was especially reliant on the ‘fake it till you make it’ approach when it came to dealing with the school budget and the massive deficit she had inherited. ‘What would I do if I knew what I was doing?’ It was a strategy that helped her get the school back in the black within 18 months.


It’s a challenge being a head teacher. A big one. And unless you’re one of those arrogant types who refuses to believe that anything you do could ever go wrong and if it does it’s someone else’s fault anyway, it’s a really scary challenge.


I remember my very first day as an NQT. I bumped into the silver-haired avuncular deputy in the gents. ‘Nervous?’ he asked. ‘Yup,’ I said, thinking about all the dreams I had had in the weeks leading up to that day, those sweat-inducing dreams of being in a classroom and not having a clue what was going on as chaos raged around me. ‘Yup’, he continued, ‘me too. It never leaves you …’


Fear, then, seems to be a staple of life in a school, unlike many other common jobs (but akin to being a burglar according to the controversial Judge Bowers in Teeside recently who seemed impressed with the guts of the serial-burglaring drug addict up before him). Fear. Or F.E.A.R. – F*ck Everything And Run! – as it was once described to me. It takes bravery to overcome fear. If you never experience fear then how can you be brave? When you are a teacher, you have to face your fears and get yourself through every day. When you’re a head, you have to get yourself through every day and everyone else as well.


There is a great deal of talk these days about ‘super-heads’ and the need to succeed at all costs, success often measured solely in exam results and Ofsted headlines. It is a success that can come despite, not as a result of, the staff it would appear, based on what Ofsted chief Sir Michael Wilshaw seems to say, a man who seems to like the ‘carrot and stick’ approach to motivation using both objects with which to beat teachers. What would the epitome of courage in leadership Sir Ernest Shackleton say about that? At one point during his ill-fated expedition to the South Pole, he confided to the captain of the Endurance, Frank Arthur Worsley, ‘Thank God I haven’t killed one of my men!’ to which the loyal captain replied, ‘We all know you have worked superhumanly to look after us.’ Shackleton’s gruff response is revealing when considering what real leadership is about: ‘Superhuman effort … isn’t worth a damn unless it achieves results.’


I asked a friend of mine, David Hanson who heads up the Independent Association of Prep Schools and a man who has had more than his fair share of educational leadership experience, what his approach was when it came to taking all staff with you as a school leader. Surely you just get rid of the dead weight holding a school back? Isn’t that the brave thing for a head to do?


‘Relentless support’, was his response, a phrase with a professionally pleasing oxymoronic irony to it. You just keep on supporting them until something happens.


Dave Harris displays a similar approach when it comes to bringing the best out of his staff. All his staff. The expectation was that he would come with a scythe and cut down all that was holding back the school from which Nottingham University Samworth Academy or NUSA grew out of. Many saw it as a failing school. Failing the students. Failing the community. Failing itself. Why would you hang on to what and who had been part of that failure?


Not sacking large numbers of people was Dave’s second brave act at NUSA. Taking the job was the first. Right from day one, Dave wanted to do it in a way that he felt was the right way, the only way. The pressure on him was purely about results but the job before him, Dave knew, was bigger than that. Focusing on the important things – ‘the marathon’ activities as he calls it – as well as chasing external goals such as ever-moving floor targets – ‘the sprint’ activities – took courage. Doing what you feel, deep down, is the right thing to do day after day as the powers that be circle round you like vultures surrounding a peaky-looking zebra takes every ounce of bravery you have and, in this book, Dave is honest about the toll that takes and the roller-coaster ride this approach to leadership really is.


Not that you would know if you ever met him. As Shackleton said, as a leader you keep your fears to yourself: ‘You often have to hide from them not only the truth, but your feelings about the truth. You may know that the facts are dead against you, but you mustn’t say so.’


This book then is Dave Harris’ opportunity to be honest. To share with the reader the stresses and strains of leading a school when you are brave enough to do it the only way you feel is the right way, despite what ‘they’ say and the pressure to do it ‘their’ way. In it, he is not telling you what to do as a school leader yourself. Not only is every school different, but every year in every school is different (or at least it should be, if you’re being brave about it). Rather he shares his own experiences and the thinking behind them – backed up by some pretty impressive academic research as you might expect from an academy that was the first to have a university as its co-sponsor – to inspire you not only to find your own brave path but to also to have fun doing it.


As Worsley said of Shackleton: ‘One would think he had never a care on his mind and he is the life and soul of half the skylarking and fooling in the ship.’ After all, as every brave head knows, education is far too important to be taken seriously.


Ian Gilbert


Market Harborough


October 2012
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INTRODUCTION






1 BRAVERY IS LOOKING THE INSPECTORS IN THE EYE


‘Well?’ said Laura, my Head of English.


‘I’m not allowed to tell you yet,’ I croaked, trying to hold back the emotion. ‘Not yet but …’ My voice trailed away. It was too much to bear. I leant against the doorframe to stop myself from falling, desperately, unsuccessfully, trying to hold back my tears.


Hardly the behaviour of a brave head.


Imagine what would have happened if the inspectors hadn’t just given us ‘Good’ on all four counts! Good for behaviour. Good for teaching. Good for achievement. Good for leadership. Good for overall effectiveness. For such a small word, ‘good’ can have a very sizeable effect, especially when it was the word that you know you deserved but you feared you would never see.


All the headlines about the new Ofsted inspection regime seemed to suggest that the odds were stacked against them appreciating all that we had achieved. Despite how far we had come in such a short time, despite surpassing our ‘floor targets’ to make us one of the most improved schools in England, despite so many other successes great and small that were happening each and every day of our journey through the hard work of all our staff, children and the community at large. Despite all of that, I felt the inspectors would come in with their reports already at least partly written, that all our effort would come to nothing and I would be reduced to scanning the Times Educational Supplement job pages. The night before the inspectors arrived I emailed a respected friend and described my emotions to him: ‘I feel as if I’m going into a football match where the best I can achieve is a draw,’ I complained in my pre-inspection blues.


But I was wrong. Delightedly so. They did see what we were achieving and, even more importantly, they saw how we were going about achieving it:




Senior Leaders have been highly effective in driving up standards, and as a result the quality of teaching has improved and students now make good progress. Since the opening of the academy leaders have been determined to be reflective and researched-based, appreciating the need to make rapid improvement whilst not losing sight of building for long-term success.





My belief in what I felt was the right way forward for this school, and my professional obstinacy in sticking to that path, despite the seemingly endless pressure to do things ‘their way’, was paying off. Again. Emotions such as elation, depression, hope, despair, the feeling as if you are trying to move a mountain using a toothpick – that is what being a head is all about. Facing those emotions with a sense of self-belief drawn from experience, observation and research, backed up by a gut instinct and applied carefully, methodically and wholeheartedly despite everything that is said and done by those who see things differently – that is what being a brave head is all about. This book is my way of helping you to see that, with bravery, you can achieve practically anything. It is the book I wish I had in my hands in my darkest hours. I hope for you, when you are up against it and especially when you are feeling under pressure to lead a school along a route you know isn’t right, that it will act to reassure you and that it will give you the courage to be brave.




With bravery, you can achieve practically anything.







STEPS TO BEING BRAVE


Make a list of the ten things you most fear might happen at your school.






2 BRAVERY IS KEEPING YOUR HEAD WHEN ALL ABOUT YOU ARE LOSING THEIRS


I recently found this quote from a fellow head teacher describing his feelings about his role:




Sometimes the weight of living in this atmosphere of responsibility, work and weariness seems almost more than I can bear. I feel like a bird in a cage, beating against the bars, longing to be free, but baffled everywhere.





Sound familiar? Have you ever felt like a caged bird? Have you ever beaten against the bars and been ‘baffled’? I know such sentiments resonated strongly with me when I first read it. Or what about pushing water uphill? Ever tried that? Or squaring a circle? Or plaiting fog? Tasks like these are nothing when compared to the overriding task we’ll look at within the pages of this book – that of being a head teacher in a school in the twenty-first century.


Leading a school is one of the greatest privileges on earth: to stand at the front of a group of highly creative professionals and equally creative – and equally challenging – young people, and be their leader, their representative, the person who can help bring out their best or simply stand in the way of them achieving their potential. This is a role that fills me with awe and respect for every other head teacher who cares about doing his or her job well. It is what makes me not only feel humble each day but also committed to doing my best, day after day.


But, sadly, being a head teacher can be one of the most desperately soul-destroying jobs an educational professional can do. And I say that as a head teacher with eleven years of experience in the role across a variety of different schools, not to mention the fact that I am by various measures a ‘successful’ head teacher, one who has at least succeeded in steering schools along the desired path. I used to find that my outlook on the role would fluctuate on a weekly basis. There would be good weeks and there would be challenging weeks and then there would be the occasional stinker of a week where you would really ask yourself if you were up to it and, even if you were, was it all worth it anyway? Surely there must be easier jobs out there: brain surgeon maybe, or Chief Inspector of Schools? These days, however, such fluctuations in my job satisfaction occur many times across the same day. I can start the day on a high, be on my knees by lunchtime and be back on top of the world by teatime. Or the other way round. A good leader isn’t marked out by not experiencing such trials and tribulations. That’s part of the day job in many ways. The good leader, indeed the great leader, is marked out by the way in which his or her internal roller-coaster of self-doubt, negativity and sheer desperation is rendered invisible to the outside world. What staff, pupils and parents wish to see is the proverbial swan gliding effortlessly across the millpond (OK, in my case, more oil tanker than swan but you get the idea). For me, this is where bravery comes in. In fact, if you want a good working definition, it would be quite simply the individual’s ability to maintain high external optimism at times of lowest internal optimism. Nothing to it really.


If you were to chart the rise and fall across a day of the internal optimism levels of a head teacher it would look something, worryingly, like this:
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And that’s on a good day.


So, whilst all that is going on in the head teacher’s internal world, what should the external world look like? This is what people want and, indeed, deserve to see:
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Honesty is what you show when the line remains above the midpoint. Bravery is what you show when it dips below. These, then, are the times when the greatest display of bravery is demanded of me:
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If every day is whole series of battles to keep yourself going, let alone the rest of the staff and children you profess to be leading, why on earth would any sane thinking individual do the job? Let’s address the obvious answer first: the money. Sure enough, pay these days can be very attractive (although not all school heads are on the sort of six-figure salaries that the press like to bandy about). No amount of money, though, can compensate for the destructive effect that the role has on many head teachers’ lives. I know, sadly, of some wonderful heads who should have years of educational leadership and transformation left in them, but have been bullied and hit upon to such a level that they can fight the stress no longer. There are heads who don’t want to hang up their boots, but are mere shells of the people they used to be. And these are the lucky ones. I can add to this shameful roll-call other colleagues suffering divorce, illness and even early death. For me, personally, the strain hit in an unexpected way when in January 2012 I suffered a small stroke during a meeting in my office at school. Thankfully prompt action, lifelong medication and a better diet mean it may have been a blessing in disguise, but it did remind me what is important in life – and it isn’t keeping the latest Secretary of State for Education happy!


So, if the job brings with it so much stress and risk, why do we do it? I guess that one of the first reasons for opting to be a school leader, especially in some of the UK’s more challenging educational environments, as I have, is the desire to be a driver of change. The money is good and it serves as some form of compensation, but if you do the job for the salary you will soon realize that it will never be compensation enough for all that you go through. Nor will it ever compete with the feeling you get on those occasions when it all goes right and you see those young people – and their teachers – really shine in ways that you know you have helped make happen. Rather than simply serving as a boost to their bank balance, their pension or their ego, most of the heads I have met are in the job because they feel that they can make a genuine difference where it is needed. Their motivation is good and, in this head’s opinion, comes from the right place.




Most of the heads I have met are in the job because they feel that they can make a genuine difference where it is needed.





But motivation and the moral high ground are not enough. This is where the need for bravery – and lots of it – kicks in.


Let’s be clear though. Bravery is not just one single action. It is not having a crisis, dealing with it and then everything returning to a state of calm. You are not a passer-by rescuing a kitten from a burning building, receiving a medal and then going back to the office to count paper clips. In fact, it is relatively easy to act bravely in response to a one-off event. Even if the event isn’t just a one off, it can become wearing but it is still manageable. No, what we are talking about with school headship is a metaphorical fire in an allegorical cattery that’s sandwiched between a cat food factory and a fish market, where no matter how many animals you retrieve from the figurative flames there are always more just recklessly diving right back in for you to go and rescue again. Bravery in headship is relentless. It is for the long haul. It is the need to show courage day in, day out, month in, month out. It is showing courage when it seems, at times, in your darkest moments, that there is no sign of hope on the horizon, no sign of an end to the journey, when the light at the end of the tunnel has not only been switched off to save energy but the tunnel itself is being bricked up as you travel along it!


So, now that we have that bleak perspective out of the way, the stuff they don’t really tell you about at ‘how to be a head teacher’ school, we are left with one question really – are you brave enough? After all, there is plenty in the history books about brave warriors. There is quite a bit about brave leaders. But there is very little about brave head teachers. How does your experience and understanding of what being brave is all about compare with the quotations below from a variety of people who know a little about the subject? Certainly, as far as I’m concerned, each one of these definitions brings me a little closer to my own understanding of the term:




I learned that courage was not the absence of fear, but the triumph over it. The brave man is not he who does not feel afraid, but he who conquers the fear.


Nelson Mandela


The opposite of bravery is not cowardice but conformity.


Robert Anthony


If we take the generally accepted definition of bravery as a quality which knows no fear, I have never seen a brave man. All men are frightened. The more intelligent they are, the more they are frightened.


George S. Patton


The man who knows when not to act is wise. To my mind bravery is forethought.


Euripides


Bravery is the capacity to perform properly even when scared half to death.


Omar N. Bradley


A hero is no braver than an ordinary man, but he is braver five minutes longer.


Ralph Waldo Emerson


The bravest are surely those who have the clearest vision of what is before them, glory and danger alike, and yet notwithstanding, go out and meet it.


Thucydides





Bravery, then, is not about being big and strong. It certainly isn’t about being fearless as many people mistakenly think. It is about acting when others won’t or not acting when others do. It may be doing things others don’t or, if you’re doing things others do, doing them for longer. It certainly always seems to be about doing them even when you are scared stiff of what could or probably will happen. Whatever bravery is to you, by definition, it is not an easy thing to pull off. Talking of things that aren’t easy to pull off, let me set the scene … 




Bravery is about acting when others won’t or not acting when others do. It may be doing things others don’t or, if you’re doing things others do, doing them for longer.





I am the Principal of Nottingham University Samworth Academy (NUSA). I had been awarded the job after a gruelling series of interviews (in which not all the decision-makers were in favour of my application) that I undertook whilst the head of Serlby Park 3–18 Learning Community. This was a school (which I wrote about in my book, Are You Dropping the Baton?) where we had successfully brought together an infant school, a junior school and a secondary school as one genuine through-school. The process of taking three challenging schools and turning them into one successful school was an enormous adventure that required more than its fair share of imagination, good fortune, passion and, of course, bravery. Based in a former pit village on the Nottinghamshire–Yorkshire border, we had utilized the existing buildings of the three schools that were on three different sites. ‘Do you want to wait until we have the funds to build a brand new school?’ I was asked by the local authority. ‘No,’ I had replied, ‘a school is more than its buildings.’ This was a philosophy that would be sorely challenged just a few years later, but one that I’m glad to say I still hold to be true.


Despite the work to be done at Serlby Park, I felt that I needed a new challenge (there is perhaps a fine line between bravery and recklessness) and my eye was soon wandering over the jobs section in the TES. I was immediately attracted by the call for a ‘Principal Designate’ at NUSA for a number of reasons, the most notable of which were: 




[image: alt] It was the country’s first academy backed by dual university–business sponsorship.


[image: alt] I would have four terms to help plan the new school during which time I would be based at the university.


[image: alt] They wished to appoint someone passionate about all-through education.


[image: alt] The East Midlands was an area I knew and loved (having studied for my degree there, started my teaching there and met and married my wife in the area too).





Much as I didn’t want to leave Serlby Park, the pull of NUSA began. I threw my hat into the ring and after a series of demanding rounds I was the only one left. I immediately recognized that the task was immense, but the sponsors were exactly what I had hoped for: supportive, passionate and very people-orientated. Academy sponsors are the people who replace the role of the local authority in guiding the direction of the learning within their academies. Some can be dictatorial and severe, trying to control every breath within the academy; however, Sir David Samworth and the University of Nottingham had very clear views of the transformation they wished me to achieve and were with me every step of the way, always offering their resources to support the journey. What was clear, though, was that they were determined I had the support to do it my way. The selection procedure ensured that their ethos and mine matched perfectly. However, a school is also more than its ethos and, before my feet were accustomed to their new position beneath my temporary desk at the university, I was being asked for some flesh and bones to go with the philosophy. For example: What were my plans for the curriculum? The staffing structure? The school’s policies? The building management? The pastoral systems? The uniform?


Leadership means not only having answers to these questions but also having the courage to stand by them when they are questioned (for questioned they will be). It also means being prepared to hear these questions and change your mind if you need to, without losing the strength of those original convictions or confidence in yourself. It is a fine line, like everything else in leadership. However, starting with a clean piece of paper when it comes to a new school is a real piece of cake compared to the two greatest challenges facing me.


The first one I knew about: the academy replaced an old school with a poor reputation. The majority of staff, pupils and parents were ‘imprinted’ with the old habits, beliefs, attitudes and the old way of doing things. At least, I had thought to myself, the brand new building with all its shiny new equipment and facilities would be a great lever to help dispel these old patterns of thinking for good.


Or at least that’s what I thought until the second biggest challenge made it itself known, one that came as a surprise to us all: the new building wouldn’t be ready until twelve months after we launched the new school. It was like the gods had heard me expounding on the way in which a school is more than its buildings and decided to really put this philosophy to the test. The existing buildings would have been eligible for the title ‘most miserable, run down and dilapidated school buildings in the UK’ if the word ‘buildings’ hadn’t been too much of an overstatement. They were truly awful. The opportunity for transformation was monumental but so was the scale of the task before us. My bravery levels had to be scaled up considerably to be up to such a task. This is why I feel I am now in a position to write a book such as this.


If I’m being honest (and, interestingly, bravery is about both being brave enough to be truly honest and, at times, lying through your teeth that all will be well) then my last year leading NUSA has been one of the most difficult of my life. Every day seemed like a battle. Every aspect of the job an ordeal. I felt that each step I took was being scrutinized by so many people who were all expecting me to do what, in their minds at least, they thought I should be doing. This, more often than not, boiled down to what everyone else would have done in my circumstances. But I’m afraid I don’t work that way. If they had wanted me to lead a school like everyone else would have, then that is who they should have appointed to lead it – everyone else. But as the wise man once said, ‘Only dead fish go with the river’.


I can’t look my pay cheque in the eye, let alone the children, staff and my own family, if I do things that I know, deep down, are fundamentally, categorically and absolutely the wrong things to do, even if everyone is telling me to do them. Either I do what I feel is the right thing to do or I leave. That is what being a leader is all about. It is that simple. But such simplicity brings with it an almost unbearable pressure and it is in the face of this pressure, which is in many ways of your own making, that you will need to display your greatest levels of bravery.


With so much inner turmoil, the brave leader must show a positive face, an unstinting outward belief that not only is the battle eminently winnable but it is also practically won, all bar the shouting. It is about remembering to look at what you have achieved rather than only seeing the mountain left to climb. It is about keeping your eye on the goal so that you see more than just the obstacles. It is being constantly vigilant to the fact that it is easy to let your internal well-being slip as you start the slide down towards negativity. (Just last year I remember speaking at a conference about leadership and suddenly became conscious that I was on remote control myself, wrapped up in the dilemmas and worries of my own school. On listening to what I was saying I realized that I should take more notice of myself!)


Which brings me back to the quotation at the opening of this chapter, the one in which the head teacher is battling with the weight of all that work and responsibility, and the weariness of it all. Did that describe for you, like it did for me, your own battle with the job?


Maybe you’ve met this head, although I doubt it. He died in 1887. His name is Edward Thring and he was head teacher at Uppingham School. So, maybe our role hasn’t changed as much as we believe, particularly when you read the words of the Canadian educator, imperialist and author, Sir George Robert Parkin (1846–1922) who wrote of Thring;




He dreamed of breaking through the monotony and the grind of teachers’ lives, the treadmill of constant preparation and ceaseless evaluation, which are so apt to dry up and narrow mind and spirit. (Parkin, 1900: 124)
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