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            Foreword

            by James Kilner

         

         Will Ryan has broken the mould when it comes to educational leadership textbooks! He skilfully weaves a believable and engaging work of fiction with a golden thread of truly inspirational educational philosophy which will appeal equally to the newly qualified as well as battle weary school leaders. Will’s sharp wit and insightful take on current challenges facing schools makes this a very easy read. By lampooning the pomposity, hypocrisy and shenanigans of politicians both locally and nationally he strikes a blow for freedom for those willing to ‘dare to be different’ and take up the very practical ideas which fall from every page. Through his apposite quotes, reference to current research and exploration of the mythical ‘golden age’ of education he is able to convince the reader his ideas are a worthy road map for successful school leadership. He lays before us a concept of leadership he encapsulates in the ‘brave school leaders’ who play by their own rules. I suppose what Will refers to here is that group of leaders who have managed to retain their integrity and sustain their deep-seated philosophy on primary education despite the meddling of central and local government.

         I have known Will Ryan for practically the whole of his time in the world of education. It comes as no surprise to me that he is able to articulate his own deep-seated philosophy on primary education since his work as a classroom teacher – and later as a school leader and education adviser – always put enjoyment at the forefront.

         As a teacher he honed his skills well working in local authorities and with teachers and leaders who were fully committed to ‘the West Riding philosophy’ which brightened the lives of so many children. It was a philosophy promoted by the legendary Sir Alec Clegg (CEO of the West Riding of Yorkshire from 1945 to 1974). It enriched the lives of children growing up in south and west Yorkshire from the 1950s right up until the first ‘raspberry ripple’ Curriculum Matters booklets published as Margaret Thatcher’s Tory government was preparing the ground for the 1988 Education Reform Act, which was to impose the national curriculum on schools.

         I remember accompanying Will on a visit to Alderley Edge in the mid 1970s as part of our class study of The Weirdstone of Brisingamen by Alan Garner. Well before health and safety Will and I crammed together in the caves of Alderley Edge with fifty-three Year 6 pupils (J4 in old money) and read extracts from the book describing the sleeping knights under the hills. I still meet men and women in their fifties who remember that day and that experience and how, for some, it brought reading alive for them in every sense.

         Over the course of the book Will provides the reader with a rich bounty of ideas for enriching children’s learning which he draws from the inspiration he gives to schools as he invents the crafty twists and turns of a vibrant curriculum with which to hook the imaginations of today’s children.

         Will takes us through an inspirational curriculum through the eyes and experiences of an inspirational head teacher, Brian Smith, and his various friends and foes. The villains of the piece; Roger Stonehouse, a chair of governors and leader of the council who bullies his way to power; the inept secretary of state, Rupert Brinton; and the head of Ofsted, Sir Compton Urquhart, are a compilation of so many who have held those offices in recent years.

         Brian’s allies are the inspirational Tom Featherstone, a local authority adviser, together with Andrea and Eve who keep Brian focused and motivated and ensure he keeps believing in himself.

         The battle lines are drawn and Will successfully convinces the reader that Brian’s vision will conquer the dull and lacklustre curriculum facing schools.

         Within the first few pages we see Will’s simple ideas of teaching three-generational lessons within a fourth-generation curriculum. The reader is left tingling at the prospect of a Disney film leading to the type of high quality maths, design and literacy and spiritual, moral, social and cultural experiences on offer with just the right amount of encouragement and inspiration. Here, even the least confident teacher, given just the right amount of freedom, can design learning which has no boundaries.

         Indeed, it is no exaggeration to say that almost every page of the book contains some nugget which causes the reader to sit back in amazement at the achievements of the various characters Will parades before us.

         Will has no time for ‘The Vicars of Bray’ who chop and change their theories of education in a vain attempt to convince inspectors that their institutions are good or outstanding. His message is loud and clear from the outset – Will is setting before the reader a vision – backed up with specific and practical school based ideas – which can rekindle in the primary schools of this country the belief that greatness and success for our future generations can be achieved: if only the leaders at the chalkface hold fast to their beliefs in how children learn and make our schools the envy of the rest of the world.

         A head teacher once said to me during a review of his large primary school in the centre of a west Yorkshire city, ‘My aim for the children is simple, I want our children to become good neighbours.’ Mind-blowing in its simplicity but what a world our children would create for themselves if the overwhelming majority were ‘good neighbours’. As you read through Will’s amazing examples and practical solutions for this ever-changing world of primary education you feel the urge to take his ideas and run with them. You know deep down that Will is capturing the reason why you went into primary education, because it is your vocation and not just a job.

         It is an inspirational tale. As schools prepare themselves for the next onslaught of government initiatives, as the press continue to blame teachers for all the ills of the world, Will hands to those willing to take the challenge the opportunity to take back ownership of what happens in the classroom.

         In Will’s time he has seen off the barmy ‘Initial Teaching Alphabet’ of the 1960s, with its forty-five symbols that nobody ever really got to grips with, Fletcher Maths, SMP maths (Still Millions Puzzled), reading by osmosis and all the fads and fancies which came and went over the years. No, Will sticks to what he knows best and what is proven to work well, good old-fashioned fun learning which engages and excites the children to discover and causes parents to have to listen to ‘what we did at school today’ open mouthed. Above all, Will inspires teachers young, old or anywhere in-between to ‘dare to be different’ and get back to enjoying the job they are proud to hold as a vocation in life.

      

   


   
      

         
            Preface

         

         The current educational climate has become obsessed with data and the collection of evidence, so here comes my contribution. Within this text you will find:

         
            	At least one-hundred-and-eighteen tips that are based around exciting primary practice and which should make the hairs tingle on the neck of the most wizened school inspector.

            	At least forty-five significant ideas that will strengthen leadership and have the capacity to transform your school as a learning community.

            	At least fifty quotations that will make you think about how our most inspirational leaders create inspirational teachers who get an inspirational response from their learners.

            	Compelling pieces of evidence to demonstrate that primary school teachers are doing a fabulous job, despite what any politician or reporter from the Daily Mail would tell you.

         

         I have been a very lucky man. I have now spent forty-three years going in and out of the best primary schools and classrooms in this nation, and if there is one thing I have discovered it is that these wonderful places tend to make up their own rules. It was Michael Korda who said, ‘The fastest way to succeed is to look like you are playing to someone else’s rules whilst quietly playing by your own.’ The problem in education is that politicians and administrators have constantly been changing and making up rules, leaving behind a workforce that is committed to the children in its care but worn down by political meddling. It may be a personal view, but I seriously believe that a significant proportion of actions have been taken by politicians driven by a quest for power rather than by a deep concern for the welfare of children. Indeed, sometimes their well-being has been totally neglected. For example, in May 2016 The Guardian carried a story about the then mayor of London concealing a report revealing that 433 schools in the capital are in areas that exceed rules on nitrogen oxide pollution. In the same edition there was an article by Jonathan Wolff based on Bernard Williams’ paper ‘Politics and Moral Character’. This argued that ‘the characteristics that allow politicians to rise to the top might not be the virtues we seek in those who govern us: “Lying, or at least concealment and the making of misleading statements; breaking promises; special pleading; temporary coalition with the distasteful; sacrifice of the interests of worthy persons to those of unworthy persons; and (at least if it is a sufficiently important position) coercion to blackmail.”’1

         If this is the case, then it really is time for brave school leaders everywhere to start playing by their own rules. However, this can be easier said than done. I have always been impressed by the influential leadership fables of Patrick Lencioni. I believe they have the capacity to bring about transformational change. As a consequence, I have always had a desire to write a similar leadership fable within a primary school setting, and this is it. It is the story of a primary school head teacher who listens very carefully to the things his political masters say and then sets out to achieve greatness by doing the exact opposite. While the characters in the story are all fictitious, the wonderful Tom Featherstone and the butterflies he creates (i.e. the little things that make a huge difference) are based around the work of Sir Tim Brighouse.

         Those forty-three years of going in and out of wonderful classrooms while trying to make sense of constant government meddling have left me with a story I have been dying to tell. As Zora Neale Hurston said, ‘There is no agony like bearing an untold story inside you.’ So here comes the story. I hope it proves to be a good one, because we all love a good story. We were made for them!

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter 1

            Begin with the end in mind

         

         
            Budget 2016: Every state school in England to become an academy by 2022

            Daily Mail Online, 15 March 2016

         

         Wilferd Peterson famously told us to begin with the end in mind and ‘walk with the dreamers, the believers, the courageous, the cheerful, the planners, the doers, the successful people with their heads in the clouds and their feet on the ground’. This is a leadership fable about a school and its head teacher who did just that.

         Brian Smith had grown tired of wave after wave of government initiatives and meddling politicians with their vanity projects. These projects were often ill-conceived and seemed to be designed to spread fear and unrest among school leaders. This was despite the fact that Ofsted inspectors were reporting that primary schools were doing well. Brian hated this approach and he also loathed the way in which certain newspapers disparaged the wonderful young people and their dedicated teachers in the nation’s schools. While Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector of Schools was praising the work of primary schools, some tabloids preferred to publish distorted stories that potentially corroded the spirits of committed teachers. They seemed especially to aim their venom at leaders like Brian, driven by a moral imperative to make a difference in some of our most challenging communities by daring to be different.

         Brian had certainly dared to be different. Three years earlier he reached a bold and momentous decision to listen to everything his political masters said and then achieve greatness by doing the opposite. This was simply because he considered that there was more research behind his approach. Instead of feeling demoralised by the fabrications of journalists, Brian was determined that they galvanise him into action. So, for the last three years, Brian had led Springett Lane Primary School with his head in the clouds and his feet on the ground. Wilferd Peterson also told us to begin with the end so, perversely, we will start our fable at the end.

         The inspector calls

         The inspection of Springett Lane Primary School had gone well. In fact, it went better than that. The inspectors witnessed some remarkable primary practice taking place within a learning community where both children and adults believed they could achieve, had a duty to achieve and had a duty to help others achieve. This was the culmination of brave and inspired leadership and, rightly, it was about to trigger much celebrating.

         The inspection had taken place late in the autumn term when the whole school had become absorbed in a project entitled ‘Fire and Ice’, to reflect not only the winter months but also the forthcoming Winter Olympics. The school was looking spectacular. By this stage the teachers had fully embraced the concept of immersive learning environments – where learners become totally absorbed in a self-contained and stimulating environment – which may, in reality, be artificial, but to the children it is absolutely real.

         Armed with their clipboards, the inspectors joined the children as they passed by the lamp post and through the old wooden wardrobe that had replaced the door to Claire’s Key Stage 2 classroom, before entering the fictitious land of Narnia. The children in this class became hooked into a huge project around C. S. Lewis’ classic children’s novel, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe.

         Another stunning learning environment could be found in Year 5. The classroom reflected the huge success the children had achieved with their project based around that most ill-fated of British ships, the RMS Titanic. The work had culminated in the children running a museum for the day. Following invitations written by the pupils, the lord mayor had arrived in all his finery to open the proceedings. At the centre of the museum was a large-scale model of the liner. The displays celebrated the pupils’ considerable achievements in all areas of the curriculum. Children dressed as passengers and crew members and circulated among the parents and wider community to share their information with confidence. There were PowerPoint presentations and films as the children took up the mantle of the expert, leaving visitors astonished by the youngsters’ capacity to hold their audience. It was one of those rare occasions when you could reach out and touch the children’s passion for learning. The school’s emphasis on spoken language had paid huge dividends.

         Another great success story had been in Rob’s class. As a teacher, he had initially shared immense concerns when Brian had introduced the notion of teaching three-generational lessons within a fourth-generation curriculum. (If you are confused by these terms, dear reader, all will become clear in the fullness of time.) Rob feared there would be a lack of textbooks and of the structures he had become reliant upon. On more than one occasion he had sat in Brian’s staff meetings saying, ‘It’s no good. I just don’t get it!’ During the Christmas holidays he had settled down in front of the television to watch a rerun of one of his favourite films. He had seen Cool Runnings so many times that he knew virtually every word. While watching it again, he reached out for his coffee cup and froze as he suddenly said out loud: ‘Feel the rhythm! Feel the rhyme! By Jove I’ve got it, it’s bobsleigh time!’ In a flash of inspiration, he set about building a term’s work around the Disney film which tells the story of the almost-true trials and tribulations of the Jamaican bobsleigh team who took part in the Calgary Winter Olympic Games in 1988.

         Springett Lane Primary School had developed a unique approach to its fourth-generation curriculum, which was based around teachers taking unusual ideas and running with them and encouraging children to imagine what a better world might look like. While all this was going on, the youngsters would be learning some real, interesting and hard stuff. For Rob, Cool Runnings proved to be the ideal vehicle. Yes, it just happened to be his favourite childhood film, but that was a significant advantage as it gave him huge subject knowledge.

         The project was never about the children sitting and watching the DVD version of the film. Rob simply took extracts from it and told stories about what happened next. As a consequence, the children studied the climate and topography of Jamaica. They also found out about the scars slavery had left behind. In trying to establish why Jamaicans would be any good at bobsleighing, they looked at the history of cart racing on the Caribbean island and also the significance of the sprint start. It is a well-known fact that, over recent years, many of the world’s best sprinters have come from Jamaica and the children duly set about researching and writing biographies of famous Jamaican sprinters.

         The children became totally engrossed, but it didn’t stop there. The children also examined deeper and more emotive issues. When they heard about the Jamaican team being disqualified because their bobsleigh was deemed to be rickety and old, they explored how this totally went against the Olympic ideals. From this they considered whether these principles would make a good set of classroom rules that could guide them. The film shows how athletes from other countries turned their animosity on to the Jamaican team and announced, ‘This is not for you, Jamaica. Go home.’ This comment was driven by racist attitudes and, as a consequence, the children started to investigate the thorny issues of racism and how it might be possible to change attitudes. The coach of the Jamaican team had previously been banned from the sport for cheating, so the learners questioned whether or not it was ever right to cheat. The infamous bobsleigh crash in the film – when the bruised and shell-shocked Jamaican team raise their sleigh onto their shoulders to carry it across the finishing line, to the applause and cheers of spectators – made the children think deeply about when they too had dug deep and demonstrated resilience to ensure they finished their own metaphorical race.

         A further requirement at Springett Lane Primary School was that, at various stages, the teacher had to plan a lesson that was so exciting it stayed with the children forever. These lessons had to be so powerful that, in later life, these memorable experiences would return to the fore. Then, the former pupils would describe their magical moments at Springett Lane Primary School first to their own children and then their grandchildren. This made the lesson truly three generational.

         This three-generational lesson proved to be a magical highlight for Rob’s class. It took place on a crisp February morning and the day dawned cold but bright. Frost from the night before glistened on the school field as the temperature struggled to rise above freezing point. One by one, as was the procedure at Springett Lane, the teachers went out onto the playground to bring their classes into school. On this particular morning, Rob quite deliberately didn’t do this. Instead, he left them outside where they remained for a further ten minutes. Then, either because they felt cold or from a sense of duty, the children decided to take themselves into school. When they arrived at their classroom they received an electrifying surprise that gave them goosebumps. In the centre of the classroom was a shiny blue bobsleigh with the union flag emblazoned on it. If a gasp can be audibly silent, then that was the impact of this spectacular sight!

         The next person to come into the room was wearing a Great Britain tracksuit. She was called Nicola. She looked at the youngsters and announced, ‘Good morning children, I have come to tell you my story.’ She went on to tell them that when she had been at primary school and sports day came around, she was entered for a race called the fifty-yard dash. Having felt totally deflated when she finished in last place, she decided that practice was the order of the day. Over the following days, weeks and months, she went away and trained and trained and trained. But the gains were only marginal, as the following year she finished next to last. Clearly some progress had been made but further training was called for, and this led to further gains as the following year she finished third to last. However, by this stage Nicola had started to enjoy running and had joined an athletics club. Over time she ran in many races, but in the big races that really mattered she could only ever finish as a runner-up. As a keen sportsperson desperate for success, she then decided that drastic action was called for and decided to change sport. At the suggestion of her coach, Nicola took up bobsleighing. It was reasoned that her strong sprint starts would be a great asset in her new bobsleigh racing career.

         At this point Nicola stopped speaking and sat the children in teams of four staring up at a giant screen where a computer-generated bobsleighing animation was ready to run. She went on to explain to the children that she wanted them to understand what it felt like to go down an icy bobsleigh track at speeds approaching 100 miles per hour. The film started to roll. In perfect synchronisation, the children swayed left or right to go through the bends, with each member of the team matching the movements of their leader because they knew they had to remain aerodynamic. Some children had a sense of fear in their eyes and tightly gripped the waist of the person in front of them. They cheered as the bobsleigh finally crossed the finishing line.

         Nicola then continued to tell her story. Upon entering her first ever bobsleigh race (and I guess you have worked out the outcome) she came last. So, as was the case previously, she went away and practised, practised, practised, only to finish second to last in her next race. However, through grit and determination she made progress. Finally she said to the children, ‘Now I want to show you a film from the bobsleigh world championships.’

         The film started with Nicola leaping into the bobsleigh with her race partner. It then showed the sleigh speeding and swaying around the bends at breakneck speed. The children cheered when the green light came on because this meant that Nicola’s bobsleigh was in the lead. Collectively they shouted ‘Faster!’ when the red light came on because this meant greater speed was needed if the championship was to be won. As they passed the finishing line and the two athletes leapt from the bobsleigh to punch the air and celebrate their victory, the children turned away from the screen and looked at Nicola who simply reached into her bag and pulled out the gold medal. The bright sunlight on that clear morning struck the medal and it seemed to dance in front of their eyes.

         After the Ofsted inspector had spoken to the children – or, more accurately, noted down their sheer joy and passion – she simply wrote in the inspection report, ‘Pupils are excited to meet accomplished sports people such as the bobsleigh world champion.’1

         As the lesson came to a close and the children reflected on the huge range of things they had learned during the lesson, one of the children looked up and said to Rob, ‘Sir, you are the coolest teacher ever.’ Afterwards, Rob pondered on what had made him worthy of such an accolade. He had certainly become aware of the power of using popular culture through a visual literacy approach. However, what he hadn’t known at that point was that his classroom would become a hub of excellence within the school for promoting popular culture and visual literacy as a tool for high quality learning.

         Springett Lane had successfully created its own teaching school within its four walls. This had been achieved through talented and passionate teachers developing their classrooms as hubs of excellence for key elements of the school’s work. These hubs were used to inspire and provide training for others. They were more about promoting an approach to teaching rather than subject or academic content. For Brian Smith, it was as much about how you teach it as what it is you teach.

         Many inspirational teachers will have harnessed the power of a ‘wow start’ in the form of a mysterious, and usually fictitious, letter which arrives at the school. In the early years foundation stage, a letter from the king may arrive on a velvet cushion asking for the help of the children. Further up the school, it may arrive in a brown business-like envelope stating that part of the school field is going to be compulsorily purchased in order for a supermarket to be built. But in Karen and David’s job-share class, it arrived in a Basildon Bond white envelope with the address written in the most beautiful handwriting from a gentleman who desperately wanted the support of the children. For those readers and teachers who are interested in the ‘beg, steal or borrow’ approach, here is a transcript of the letter:

         
            19 Sea View

Bridlington, East Yorkshire

            Dear Headmaster,

            I am writing to you using my best handwriting. I learned to write like this at your school in the 1960s. I have never written to a headmaster before and I am worried because I was never any good at English. I was much better at shillings and pence and feet and inches.

            I often got into trouble at school. As I grew up I had a very good friend called Charlie. We played together and often got into trouble. We were together until the J3 class. Then one November morning Charlie dropped a bombshell. He and his family were moving to Australia. They only paid £10. I think they went on a ship. I dread to think how long that took. Anyway, all I really knew was that my best mate would soon be gone. Can you imagine how that felt?

            Before Charlie left we were both upset. You should have seen us crying. I remember that Charlie left the area on 15 December. I have not seen him from that day to this.

            Before we parted we decided to do a really strange thing. We had both bought Christmas presents for each other but we never exchanged them. Instead, we hid them away in an old brown box along with some other things that were special to us. We made a pledge to each other that we would share the presents on the day we met again … but we never did meet again, and now nearly fifty years have passed.

            Now the strange thing is, last week I heard from Charlie and he wants to come and see me, and if it is at all possible I would like to find that box. We hid it deep in a corner of a school stockroom because we didn’t want the teachers to find us with it, and I can’t help wondering if it is still there.

            I can’t remember what present I bought for Charlie, but I know it was a popular toy at the time. It will only have cost a few bob and certainly not more than three and a tanner. I think we put some money in the box so we could buy some Spangles from Gowers and Burgons, and go and watch our favourite football team or even go and watch a Norman Wisdom film at the local Essoldo.

            If somebody could look for our box it would make me very happy, because when Charlie and I meet up we would finally be able to exchange our Christmas presents. It is only a thought but maybe we could even come to school to do this.

            I hope I have given you enough information, but if not you could always email me. My email address is grandpajoe@netcom.co.uk.

            Thank you. I am glad I haven’t made any blots. I used to get the cane for that in the old days.

            Yours sincerely,

            Joe Hemmings

         

         While the information in the letter was not true, it was based around an event that could have really happened. Not surprisingly, the first thing the children did was to go off and search for the cardboard box. Now, given that the letter was a fabrication, it may or may not surprise you to find out that the box was finally located and lifted down from a shelf. It was covered in fifty years of dust. Just as the letter indicated, it was filled with a treasure trove of souvenirs from the 1960s, including a range of replica toys which are increasingly available to purchase these days. The children immediately set about emailing Grandpa Joe with the good news. However, this was only the beginning as much more was to follow.

         In the letter that Karen and David had composed, they had skilfully created lines of investigation that hooked in the children. The learners did find out how and why you could go to Australia for £10. They worked out how long the journey would have taken and also where the boat would have stopped. They found out about feet and inches, shillings and pence and Norman Wisdom. After each successful line of enquiry they emailed Grandpa Joe with their findings. The children never knew that the emails were simply going through to Karen and David’s computers. They read the children’s research with glee before sending out a new set of emails which would trigger further research.

         As Christmas drew near, Karen and David found a suitable person to play the role of Grandpa Joe. They carefully picked someone with a drama background who would have the skills to make the story believable. With all the appropriate internet safety checks in place, the children now started FaceTime communication with Grandpa Joe. Because of the way in which the school had encouraged children to talk about their learning, they were bursting with enthusiasm as they eagerly passed on information about events from the 1960s, such as the shooting of John F. Kennedy, the first episode of Doctor Who and Martin Luther King’s role in the Civil Rights Movement.

         The project was heading towards a superb finale because Charlie had now returned from Australia and was scheduled to meet his long lost childhood friend at the school on 15 December. This would be the day of the three-generational lesson which would live with the children forever more when the men finally exchanged the Christmas presents they had bought for each other fifty years earlier.

         This special day came after the inspectors had been and gone. Many of the country’s hardened inspectors believe they should never smile, in case it is seen as a sign of approval. Maybe if they had been there with their stern faces and clipboards, even they might have shed an emotional tear.

         A local actor (and drama adviser) called Mick was standing in the school entrance when a somewhat rotund and aggressive parent jabbed her finger at him and said, ‘Are you Grandpa Joe? Because if you are, I’m sick and tired of hearing about you!’ He was indeed Grandpa Joe and he was about to be shepherded into the hall because the whole school had now gathered in anticipation of seeing two former pupils, now in their sixties, finally exchange their festive gifts in front of 300 children who felt they were experiencing the true spirit of Christmas.

         Jonathan Smith once wrote that as a teacher you are an actor, parent, director and improviser, but ‘it’s not so much a Hollywood epic as a low-budget movie with a hand-held camera’.2 This seemed to sum up what happened next which was orchestrated with precision timing. Karen and David escorted Grandpa Joe into the hall. There was no sign of Charlie anywhere. The children sang ‘In the Bleak Midwinter’, dwelling on the key words with genuine feeling. There was still no sign of Charlie, but there was nevertheless a hope that he would turn up before long. After a reading from the scriptures about the gifts that were given to the infant Jesus, there was poignant anticipation in the air. However, Charlie had still not made an appearance. After a short period of quiet and spiritual reflection, it was becoming clear that Charlie would not make it, and with heavy hearts the children duly stood ready to return to their classrooms. Their disappointment was weighing heavily when the hall doors flew open and in strode Charlie. His role was being played by a retired member of her majesty’s inspectorate who was desperate to join in the project because he believed that this kind of work should be at the heart of the primary curriculum. As the Christmas presents were finally exchanged in front of the 300 hushed children, even the toughest of the tough had a tear of joy trickling down their cheek.

         After the children had returned to their classrooms, they donned their tie-dye t-shirts and demonstrated to Charlie and Grandpa Joe how they could do the twist. Then they played with yo-yos before sitting down with them to watch Norman Wisdom moving from one disaster to another while rattling down the street in a horse-drawn milk cart. After the inspector found out about the story of Grandpa Joe, along with other evidence she had collected, she wrote: ‘The curriculum is planned well and provides positive experiences that encourage pupils to want to learn. Topics link subjects together so that learning makes better sense to pupils.’3

         Tales from Old Nan’s fireside

         During the three years prior to the inspection, the school had placed an emphasis on the children developing an understanding of their local community, both past and present. Studying local history was viewed as crucial in giving the children a sense of identity through exploring their heritage, and nobody did it better than ‘Old Nan’. You wouldn’t have thought it possible to get thirty children into her front parlour, but at various stages during the term thirty children had made the short walk through the wintery streets to listen to Old Nan’s tales by her fireside. On each occasion, she sat by the glowing coals and told stories about the community from times gone by. As an octogenarian, she had a wealth of local anecdotes from her own life, but she also had other tales from her father and grandfather. The children sat wide eyed as she told them about the ‘Bag Muck Strike’ at the local colliery. She described with clarity the day 200 mounted police officers had moved into the area to start evicting miners and their families from their homes as the strike progressed into a second month. She read from a contemporary newspaper to tell the children that ‘Snow had fallen the previous night and to add to the pitiableness of the scene, the rain fell in icy torrents during most of the time the evictions were being carried out and women and little children drenched to the skin could be seen huddled together at the roadside unable to find any shelter.’ The newspaper showed photographs of furniture being lifted through windows, overladen carts and row upon row of tents as the miners set up makeshift homes on open wasteland. The photographs bore a striking resemblance to a twenty-first century refugee camp.

         The debates about who was right or wrong in the Bag Muck Strike raged long and hard. What we do know is that it was difficult to mine the coal, which was extracted by hand, and for every bag of coal the miners bagged they had to bag a pile of muck. The miners only got paid for the coal, and this seemed unfair to them.

         On other occasions Old Nan spoke of the locals who had fought and died in the world wars and of those who were awarded medals for bravery. On a lighter note, she spoke of queuing at the local cinema, the opening of the first supermarket and collecting Green Shield Stamps. Each visit opened up the start of a new and rich learning journey.

         Chocolate and mathematics

         Paul Dirac said that God used beautiful mathematics in creating the world. Over the following years, Brian – with the assistance of his loyal subject leader, Margaret – had worked to ensure that teachers and children celebrated both the beauty and creativity of mathematics. Margaret had developed her classroom into a hub of excellence and she too blew the inspectors away with the quality of her mathematical teaching.

         Edsger Dijkstra reportedly declared that there should be no such thing as boring mathematics, but for Margaret’s class there wasn’t enough time to become absorbed in quotations as they were far too busy resolving other issues which required them to harness the power of maths. The children had found Professor Arthur Johnson’s old and battered briefcase at the local bus stop. Of course, they hadn’t realised whose bag it was at this stage. This information had only emerged later after a lengthy conversation about what they should do with the briefcase in case it was a suspect package. Eventually, after the children agreed to contact the police, a local community support officer duly appeared and opened the case to reveal a large number of chocolate bars, including cheaper supermarket own brands and examples of Christmas confectionery. Also in the bag was a notebook including Professor Johnson’s contact details at the Department for Consumer Affairs and letters from a well-known consumer magazine and a filmmaker.

         The children read the letters with care and then examined Professor Johnson’s notebook. The letters read:

         
            Dear Professor Johnson,

            I would like to thank you and your team of experts for agreeing to carry out a consumer test into which chocolate bars offer the best value for money. As discussed, you are allowed to use your own criteria for this project. Additionally, we would like to know if festive chocolate products offer good value for money at this time of year. We hope that the samples and the price lists we have provided help the process.

            We would especially be interested to know if any ethical issues affect the outcomes of your research. Here is a link you might find helpful: www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-15686731.

            Unfortunately, there is a very short timescale for this work and it needs to be received into our offices by noon tomorrow.

            Yours sincerely,

            A. Cash

            Consumer News Magazine

             

            Dear Professor Johnson,

            Our film company understands that you have been commissioned by Consumer News Magazine to carry out a survey into which chocolate bars offer the best value for money.

            We would be grateful if you could make a one-minute film outlining the key findings of your work. However, we would need to receive your film by noon tomorrow.

            We look forward to your contribution.

            Yours sincerely,

            Annie Mation

            Commissioning Director

            One-Minute Films Ltd

         

         After reading the letters it was quickly agreed that a phone call should be made to Professor Johnson. Strangely, the call went straight through to Margaret’s husband who simply pretended to be the forgetful professor. Within no time, the children moved into teams of six who were commissioned to carry out the chocolate survey and make the film. The children made calculations using cost, weight, taste and cocoa content. The internet link provided in the letter explored significant ethical issues, including the illegal use of child labour in the cocoa industry. The clip showed children as young as 10 with wounds from the machetes they used to cut the cocoa pods, while others were spraying the plants with dangerous pesticides. At this stage, the children realised there were other issues involved in establishing the true price of a bar of chocolate.

         The children then researched the significance of Fairtrade and found out about the work of the Rainforest Alliance. They developed an understanding of how these organisations work to improve the labour and living conditions for cocoa farmers. The children’s research took them into those complex issues that the world desperately needs to resolve. New technologies were used throughout the process to enhance the learning. The inspection team loved the activity and noted that it was highly successful because of previous opportunities where the children had carried out consumer tests in this way.

         The other Year 4 class also undertook a consumer survey based around popular culture. Their project was to analyse the mathematics behind football sticker albums. They duly purchased an album which required over 300 stickers to complete. They also bought twenty packets of five stickers at 50 pence each, then checked how many repeat stickers had materialised. They went on to discover that it would probably take a four-figure sum to complete the album.

         The inspectors also saw Margaret’s influence in another class where the children were working out if a one penny coin could ever be worth more than a £20 note. Initially, the pupils debated whether the metal that made up the coin was more valuable than the paper. It was also accepted that the coin was more durable, and one child said that her father frequently left bank notes in the pockets of his clothes when he filled the washing machine. Another boy told the story of a very old football programme he owned which dated back to the 1950s. It came from a match his great-grandfather had played in. The game had ended in tragedy: his grandfather’s leg was badly broken, and although he was rushed to hospital, nothing could be done to save the leg and it had to be amputated. The cost of the programme was just three old pennies. The boy went on to say he would never sell that football programme, not even for £300. The mood in the classroom became subdued as the children realised that some things had very little material value but huge personal value.

         Margaret grasped this moment to introduce a version of the bible story of the widow’s mite, which she had carefully adapted. The story told of Jesus and his followers in the temple at a time when people were expected to give money to the poor. Jesus asked those gathered around him to watch how people were putting money into the collection box. Margaret’s story went on to describe how one rich merchant who owned 1,000 gold coins waited until he could be the centre of attention. He walked forward in his golden cloak and with a flourish gave away one gold coin for every one he owned. Next a trader came forward who also owned 1,000 gold coins, but he looked really miserable as he put 100 of them into the collection box. The third person in the story was the king who had great wealth because he taxed the people heavily. He loudly announced that he would donate half of his 10,000 gold coins, and then challenged everybody else to do the same. Margaret’s story described how there was then a long pause in the proceedings until an elderly widow walked forward and placed two small coins called mites into the collection box. Those who watched on made disapproving tutting noises, but Jesus announced that she had given more than anyone else. At the end of the story, the children went on to rank who had been the most and the least generous, but they had to justify their answers mathematically. The perceptive learners quickly focused on fractions and percentages rather than the number of coins. At a later stage, the children learned about how many of the major religions require their followers to give a proportion of their wealth to those who are more needy.

         The Year 3 class were investigating some of the beautiful patterns in numbers by adding three consecutive numbers. A range of patterns materialised but the children were especially intrigued by the fact that when the three consecutive numbers were added you always arrived at a multiple of three. The children’s curiosity grew further when they discovered that when you added up the digits that make up any multiple of three you would get another multiple of three. However, the children were disappointed to discover that if you add four consecutive numbers you don’t get a multiple of four. When they added five consecutive numbers they found another range of patterns, and this told them that mathematics was indeed beautiful. It was at the point where the children discovered that if you add three consecutive numbers that the digital root would be 3, 6 or 9 that the inspector scurried from the room in order to find a mathematical dictionary!

         Enterprise education had been a key driver in the school’s approach to teaching mathematics. The children regularly developed their own mini-businesses. Any funds raised by the young entrepreneurs went to a range of charities. Each year group worked with a different type of charity, and in addition to raising much needed funds the children found out about that particular organisation’s good deeds. During the inspection, the school council presented the accounts from all the mini-businesses and spoke at length about the mathematics behind their work, outlining how much money had been raised for good causes through their desire to make a difference.

         Speaking of making a difference, a significant factor in planning those memorable lessons that will remain with the children forever was to consider how they might feel, as we also know that youngsters have a burning desire to create a better and fairer world. The inspectors noted the power of this work when they reported that the school had won an international global award and had communicated with children in South Africa during the process. They said:

         
            Through a series of well-planned lessons and visits, the pupils are well prepared for life in modern Britain, developing an understanding of cultures and families that are different to their own. Some pupils are members of a human rights group and spoke to their Member of Parliament about local issues. One pupil won a competition to meet the Prime Minister in Downing Street. She asked him what he thought life would be like in the North of England in ten years’ time. Leaders and teachers have made full use of these experiences to help the pupils learn about the democratic process.4

         

         The school’s focus on outdoor learning was also highly evident during the inspection. In the corridors and classrooms there was evidence that the children were working outdoors because the staff at Springett Lane believed memorable experiences led to memorable learning. The children responsible for the school weather station recorded that temperatures fell below freezing point. The Year 2 class completed a sensory trail along the school’s adopted footpath, stopping to break the ice on puddles and put their hands in the frost before returning to the classroom to produce descriptive writing of genuine quality. They left food outside for the birds and recorded the different species that visited the bird table. Nobody was going to say that they were suffering from the twenty-first century condition of ‘nature-deficit disorder’.5

         The government hits reverse gear

         Brian had undoubtedly achieved great success. With the help of research and other people, he had created a school that was unique, special and capable of transforming the life chances of young people. He stood resolute against so many of the government’s short term plans. Inspection frameworks had come and gone, as had government agencies, curricular guidance and assessment criteria. Many of these plans had been ill-conceived. Within two months of the government announcing their plans to raise educational standards by turning all schools into academies and defiantly promising there was ‘no reverse gear’ in this process, the plans were thrown into the dustbin and even the Daily Mail accused the government of having chaotic education policies.6

         Brian Smith stood firm against these chaotic policies. The Daily Mail’s insults and disparaging comments came regularly, but instead of eroding his spirits they merely added to his resolve. In short, the head teacher of Springett Lane Primary School decided to leave the politicians and journalists behind. He was on a different journey. He would walk with the dreamers and the believers, the courageous and the cheerful, the planners and the doers – and he would certainly leave Springett Lane a far better place than he found it. This is his story.
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