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			  Preface

				By Sue Freestone, Principal, King’s Ely

				 

				It is refreshing to read something that says it as it is. For a serving Head, reading this book is like a breath of cool air on a sultry day. If that Head thinks he or she knows it all, that may be true, but in this book Alex McGrath has pulled together the myriad facts we know about our schools and the forces that militate against making them the perfect environments in which our young charges can develop and learn. More than that, he has made sense of those facts and he offers ways forward as we work with pupils, colleagues, governors and parents in an increasingly challenging world. 

				This book exudes energy and an inspiring passion for education and benefits hugely not only from up-to-the-moment empirical research but also Alex McGrath’s own journey as a teacher and leader of professionals. It is brutally honest in its evaluations and he pulls no punches in his assessment of what we, in the independent sector, need to do. 

				It is a book not just, or even primarily, for Heads. It will inform teachers of the part they play in building and strengthening our schools and, by becoming more customer-focused, in making them necessarily more marketable commodities. It will remind members of senior teams that open discussion and airing of conflicting views can be a constructive process. It will cause bursars and business managers to reflect on their assurance of best value. It will apprise governors and parents of the challenges we face and the ways in which their support can best benefit our pupils. All stakeholders will encounter hard-hitting truths that apply to many and from which we habitually, politely, protect them. 

				Three elements emerge as key to our organisational health and efficacy as providers of a world-class service: value for money, certain quality in all aspects of the education we provide to our pupils and efficient communication of all that we do to our parents and society at large. 

				This book is an incitement to look above the morass of fiscal, regulatory, political and social distractions that beset Heads today to re-examine and calibrate what happens inside our schools. It provokes us into to lifting our heads to the challenges of the future.

			

		

	
		
			
			  Introduction

				How this all began

				 

				In the spring of 2013 I was asked to undertake some consultancy work for a company that supplied schools. The task was to interview school leaders – predominantly Heads – and then produce an independent report about the market insight I had acquired.

				I travelled throughout England, interviewing Heads at their schools. It was a privilege to see them in their own environment. These were my friends and colleagues, affording me their time because of the rare opportunity to discuss something of mutual concern. What struck me as I delved into their perspectives about the supplier was how it shed light on so many other aspects of the world of independent schools. I was told about attitudes to different service providers, the varied processes by which schools implemented major change, the values tied up with branding, and presentation of the school both beyond its gates and within. I began to gain a real insight into Heads’ perceptions of costs, not only for the school, but also for the parents. What began as a simple exercise in eliciting information about attitudes to a product had become a revelation of everything in schools from liaison with parents, communication, marketing, pupil attitudes, cultural history, attitudes of alumni, and the possibilities for schools in exploring alternative income streams. Following our discussions, many of these Heads were delighted to show me around, and to talk with pride about new initiatives, developments, buildings, and the wonderful teaching and learning that was going on in their schools. 

				I came away with the material for my report, which was duly delivered, but most importantly with the insight gained from talking with a variety of Heads in a focused way about things which really mattered to them and to their schools. I was also gaining an impression that providing value for money to parents in terms of what they received from the school as a whole was of paramount importance. I decided that this was something which was worth exploring further.

				At first, I thought that there might be a useful article for a magazine. I had also really enjoyed speaking with colleagues in a variety of schools, and wanted to extend the range of interviews to include more school Heads. I therefore went back to some of the original schools, and also added more. I wanted to know whether value for money was the most important issue affecting independent schools today, and how we could ensure that we maintain our high standards and integrity while remaining competitive in tumultuous economic and political times. As I spoke with colleagues, I realised that there was sufficient material here for more than just a magazine article. I became concerned that the UK independent education sector was in danger, and that a more substantial examination of the issues would be beneficial. However, I was also encouraged that these schools had endured, in some cases for over a thousand years, and had faced threats in the past with adaptability, strength and guile. I had faith in the schools to succeed. This was because I had faith in the schools themselves.

				At the end of 2012 I had explored the possibility of a move overseas, and had been offered a job as Principal of a British school abroad. It was very exciting, and the whole family were in many senses geared towards upping sticks and sharing an adventure, learning a new language, and revelling in an international educational setting. However, I had a nagging doubt. The job was excellent. Remuneration was excellent. The people who I would be working with were excellent. I just felt a sense of dissatisfaction. I also had applied for a Headship in a British school. I had my first interview at King’s Ely and knew that I had to reject the overseas opportunity. The school was an exciting place to be, within a network of super international partner schools. But it was not a UK independent school. It did not have the range of opportunity, the excellence of teaching, or the sheer quality which I found at Ely. With three children of my own to consider, the choice came down to what I wanted as a parent, and that was a UK independent school. I had not been offered the Ely job at that point, but I withdrew from the overseas post. 

				I tell this story because I want this book to be an encouragement, and a ‘call to arms’ for the UK independent sector. We have extraordinary schools which are the envy of the world. UK independent education is a successful export, bringing enormous numbers of overseas students to our universities and schools. A rapidly-growing explosion of fee-paying schools have been set up abroad with a British curriculum, and seeking to hire British-trained, English-speaking teachers, and yet our independent schools are assailed here in the UK by the very politicians who promote our schools overseas. 

				I believe that it is time we acknowledged our challenges, and faced them. Schools of our enduring quality will survive and thrive, but we cannot be complacent in the face of severe political and economic pressures. The biggest danger of excellence is complacency, or a refusal to acknowledge that danger is around the corner. 

				I was brought up in Manchester. In the 19th century, it was described as ‘the workshop of the world’. But in the early 20th century things changed. Japanese manufacturers pioneered new technology. Lancashire’s industrialists had the money and technical competence to see off this threat to their dominance of the world’s textile trade, but they buried their heads in the sand. They lost business, and the industry declined all because they did not acknowledge their need to act, and to change their practices.

				So this is a call to arms, and stems from a belief in the quality of our schools. However, we need to be brutally honest with ourselves, too. We are very conservative institutions, and do not embrace change readily. What my research and experience tell me is that there is a distant rumbling which tells of a sudden avalanche of change which will affect us all in the not-too-distant future, and is beginning to affect us now. We cannot afford to bury our heads in the sand. We must listen to what our Heads are saying. Meanwhile we must do all that we can to celebrate our quality offering, working together across associations and developing practical strategies to adapt in order to preserve some of the best schools in the world. This book offers some positive ways in which we might begin this process of raising our heads toward new horizons.

				I owe enormous thanks to the following schools which participated in the survey:

				 

				Abbey School, Reading

				Ashville College, Harrogate

				Barnard Castle School

				Bedford Modern School

				Bethany School, Kent

				Cheltenham College

				Churchers School, Petersfield

				Dover College

				Elmhurst School for Dance, Edgbaston

				Frensham Heights

				Holme Grange School, Wokingham	

				King Edward’s School, Witley

				King’s Ely

				Leicester Grammar School

				Licensed Victuallers School, Ascot

				Norwich School

				Oakham School

				Oswestry School

				Our Lady’s Abingdon

				Pangbourne College

				Pocklington School	

				Portsmouth Grammar School

				Reading Blue Coat School

				Rendcomb College

				Royal Russell School, Croydon

				Sidcot School, Weston-super-Mare

				Silcoates School

				St. Piran’s School, Maidenhead

				Stockport Grammar School	

				Taunton School

				Uppingham School	

				Warminster School

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

Wake up and smell the coffee!

				“Our biggest challenge”

				 

				I am sitting in a Head’s office in the South East corner of England. Through the window is an idyllic picture. The sun shines down on grass tennis courts upon which young people exert themselves, compete, play and laugh. A crocodile of little ones from the prep school weaves around the corner of an ancient stone building, and one of the children waves to the director of music as they pass him on their way into lunch. Two sixth form girls sun themselves on a terrace “revising”, testing each other in their native Russian tongue – at least, that is what they said they were doing when the Head cheerily challenged them five minutes before. Everything appears as it should be in an English independent school in the final sun-drenched weeks of the summer term. But despite the warmth, the aroma of coffee brought in by the reassuringly unflappable PA, and the cosiness of the sofa into which I am sinking, the Head’s reply to my question is chilling:

				“Survival! That’s our biggest challenge!”

				This is later qualified by the fact that our survival as a sector is linked to two economic factors: the affordability for many families of our fees, and the value for money which parents and children feel they are getting.

				I have recently been blessed with an opportunity to explore these issues, and have spoken with the Heads of more than 30 schools. These included large inner city academically selective day schools to rural full boarding schools. I have visited single sex and co-educational schools, serving pupil numbers from 200 to 1400; prep schools, senior schools, and schools running from nursery to sixth form. The range has been extraordinary, and the challenges often different dependent on region, size, purpose, or ambition of the institution in question. Nevertheless, we come back to the basic issue time and time again. There has been the rise of late in something which we might call ‘educational consumerism’. Parents are taking ever greater care with their investment in the education of their offspring. They are more willing to query, to challenge, or even to jump ship and take their custom elsewhere if necessary. Heads are well aware of this, and spend a great deal of time and energy seeking to convince their staff, governors and other stakeholders that there is no room for complacency in the current marketplace. And yet, they are meeting resistance from the very people who need to wake up and smell the coffee. Whether it is the old boy on the governing body with a rose-tinted view of the school’s local position, the grumpy groundsman who resents parents walking their dogs alongside the 1st XV pitch and lets them know as much in no uncertain terms, or the work-to-rule union shop steward in the common room who complains about the pressure of work. Not only among these is there an ostrich-like tendency to bury heads in the sand and refuse to engage with reality, but even a resentment that our schools should be run ‘as a business’. Perhaps ‘twas ever thus, and yet the stakes have recently been raised higher. It is this new atmosphere which feels threatening to some of our schools, and which this book hopes to address. Will we all survive?

				This is not to be a negative rant about lack of awareness, engagement or failure to see the big picture among our governing bodies, common rooms or parents in the car park. Nor is it a doom-laden prophecy forewarning of the death of the independent sector. This book is really about celebration! We have an independent education system which is the envy of the world. We attract many thousands of young people to our boarding schools and universities. Our examinations and curricula are copied from South America to Beijing, and from Malaysia to the Middle East. Our teachers are courted in an attempt to lure them to riches in foreign schools because they are so highly prized. Groups of Chinese teachers visit our teacher training colleges to learn our methods. We have a highly marketable product. Not only that, our Headteachers believe wholeheartedly in what they are doing. Like any great business, belief in the product and passionate profession of our core values are what our independent schools are about.

				There I go again, talking about our great schools as great businesses! It is anathema to so many of the people who make up our communities: our ‘stakeholders’ in business-speak. 

				 

				We must reject the idea – well-intentioned, but dead wrong – that the primary path to greatness in the social sectors is to become “more like a business”. Most businesses – like most of anything in life – fall somewhere between mediocre and good. Few are great. Why then would you want to import the practices of mediocrity into the social sectors?

			  Jim Collins, Good To Great and the Social Sectors 
(2006, Random House)

				
 
				Jim Collins is a business guru. People quote him frequently. The focal point for me in the above extract is that he differentiates between good businesses and great ones. Within a whole host of sectors, he found very few great businesses which had enduring quality. The independent schools in Britain educate roughly 7% of our home-based students. Many of the schools have been around for hundreds of years, (my own, King’s Ely, boasts Edward the Confessor as an alumnus!). We have enduring quality. We have some magic elixir. Andrew Adonis has even called it our ‘DNA’, and spoken about transplanting it into the maintained sector. With the UK state schools and the overseas market both seemingly desperate for our secret ingredient, do we need to worry about anything at all? Can we, in fact, survey our expansive playing fields, shiny new science blocks, and well-groomed, smiling children with a self-satisfaction bordering on the complacent? 

				I believe that there has, in fact, been a fundamental recent change which calls us to arms – not in a panic to seek to reinvent ourselves, but with a sense of purpose to face the challenges which beset us, and to demonstrate our values and our value as a sector. The key reason for this is that we are in a marketplace which is confused, misinformed and fearful. We need to reassure our current and prospective customers. But we must also take a good hard look at ourselves and ask whether we can really still claim the high ground. Are we delivering on our values and promises? Can we be confident that we are value for money? Can we address the difficulties which parents face in affording our high fees even if every penny of these fees can be justified? If we extract our heads from the sand, and set our shoulders to the wheel I am sure that we can. It is a question of understanding the prevailing circumstances, and being attuned to the atmosphere. We have endured for centuries, and let us remember that Charles Darwin did not talk about survival of the fittest, but did point out the survival of those species that could adapt to their environment.

				Survival may well be the challenge facing some independent schools, but is not the issue for the sector as a whole, or indeed the majority. Heads of truly great schools are not complacent, and crucially neither are their governors, alumni or the majority of their staff. Herein lies the lesson: there is a confidence within the best schools which grows out of the knowledge of the quality which such schools exude. And in these schools there is an awareness of something which the business sector might call ‘customer service’. 

				

				 

				“We are a luxury brand. Our fees are expensive because we want to be the best boarding school possible. Nevertheless we are valuable because of the absolute commitment to serving the interests of the individual student, and surrounding that student with a community, relationships, and placing the emphasis on the human interactions at each point of the pupil experience.” 

				 

				

				This quotation from the Head of an HMC co-educational full boarding school touches on the care of the individual which many independent school Heads expressed as being at the heart of their schools, and the main justification for the value for money which they felt they offered. Many did acknowledge, with some exasperation, that this commitment to the child did not always have its natural extension to the child’s parent, grandparent, or other fee-payer whom we might call ‘the customer’. Heads also admitted that while some staff failed to make that connection, others struggled with the level of commitment necessary to make this ideal a reality. As a result, Heads were on the edge of something of a precipice. Tackling under-performance or lack of commitment among the staff of independent schools is becoming a more acute need for many of us. Heads ardently desire to develop and cherish their staff, but they are becoming less tolerant of staff who swing the lead. Parental willingness to question, seek explanation, and even complain is driving this more than in the past. 

				We live, of course, in a constantly-changing political climate. The slings and arrows of all parties have been directed at the sector. We have few political friends, even though we have many admirers. The crucible of the education debate on standards in the maintained sector has thrown sparks in our direction. Meanwhile economic recession, sluggish recovery, rising cost of living, and austerity measures, all on the back of a Labour spending spree on education in the maintained sector from 1997 to 2010, has served to do two things. First, parents are squeezed financially, and independent schools have become less affordable for all, or even unaffordable for many. Second, parents have been seduced into a feeling that they at last have a greater choice. Here’s the rub: one choice involves a free education for their children.

				Before 1997, these parents have been told, there was no choice for them:


				 

				Across much of England comprehensives were palpably and seriously failing. I regarded this not only as an educational crisis, but a social and economic crisis too, since the poor standard and education of school leavers was so obviously at the heart of England’s problems at large. I saw failing comprehensive schools, many hundreds of them, as a cancer at the heart of English Society.

			  Andrew Adonis, Education, Education, Education: 
reforming England’s Schools (2012, Biteback)

				
 
				While there is of course much truth in Adonis’s words, there were clearly many very good maintained schools in certain parts of the country before Tony Blair and Adonis set to work. What has changed things is the justification of the many millions spent on the Academies programme, Building Schools for the Future, the National College for School Leadership, etc. which has served to throw a spotlight on what is very good state provision in some headline schools; higher professional standards demanded by Ofsted; greater emphasis on teacher CPD; better quality facilities for teaching, learning and extra-curricular activities; and trumpeted year-on-year improvements in academic results. Labour’s policies have had their successes. These successes have been selectively reported and glorified. As a consequence, parents expect that if they now pay the premium price for an independent school the facilities, standards of teaching and results will all surpass those of the local academy or comprehensive. 

				However, not all parents are living in areas with an excellent state school. The scale of the task was too large for Labour, and now the Coalition faces the consequences of their predecessors’ profligacy. Yet allowing standards to fall is not an option, and so Michael Gove has been very busy addressing standards, measureable outcomes, Ofsted, GCSEs, the EBacc, and allowing those parents who now resent the idea of paying for education, but have no decent options in their local area, to set up free schools. Where does this place us in relation to the parent?

				The independent sector has retained its quality branding, but parents are more circumspect. The commitment to spend as much for each child as they might on a house is not being taken lightly. For those who do make this extraordinary commitment in material terms, they are anxious to be sure that they are buying something tangible. This is our dilemma. The things which can be measured in education are grades, mostly delivered only at the end of the period of commitment, like an endowment mortgage with a similar level of uncertainty over the outcome. Parents are otherwise buying something which they cannot grasp firmly: reassurance. 

				This reassurance is likely to be more nebulous at a time when so much else in life is uncertain, and when fear and lack of confidence stalks the land in areas which affect parents such as job security, house prices, or the security of their pensions and investments. This creates needy parents, constantly seeking reassurance from one another, from their children’s teachers, and indeed from their children, about the quality of the daily experience which their children are enjoying (or not). We neglect these uncertain customers at our peril. We fail to communicate with them at our peril. We mistreat them at our peril. In short, we need to give them the best customer service we can. At a time when potential customers are even contemplating whether or not a purchase is necessary, the last thing we want to do is to neglect our current customers. These should be our advocates, spreading the reassurance and confidence about our schools and enhancing our reputations locally, nationally and internationally.

				Heads know how important this is. It is not so much about marketing (although that plays a role), but about customer engagement. The Head knows about this because in the minds of many parents he or she is the embodiment of the school. Heads knows this because they are tasked with envisioning the school’s future and stewarding the school through these choppy waters. Heads know this because they know how difficult this has become. This is how Heads expressed this knowledge to me:

				 

				“Value for money has a sharper focus now. There is less disposable income in Middle England; less tax breaks, allowances and pensions. There is a manifest fear of tomorrow – even for those with money.”

				 

				“I’d like to think I can justify my fees, but they are insanely expensive, especially for parents with two or more children.”

				 

				“Value for money is extremely important because of the current and projected economic climate, (and not just in the UK either). Education is a service which is purchased by parents who now research much more thoroughly than in the past. They are also much more aware of points of negotiation. They know it’s a buyers’ market.”

				 

				“I cannot justify my fees. They rose too quickly in the past, and now we are playing catch-up trying to make them affordable for parents when our own costs are rising.”

				 

				“Everything is now up for negotiation as far as parents are concerned. They want responsiveness, a reduction of extras on the bill, fee discounts. I recently had a parent quibbling about the entry fee for their child in a national athletics tournament. We are talking £36. We’re really struggling. Confidence is not there, and in this area the market is dead.”

				 

				“In fee terms we are relatively cheap compared to other HMC schools, but this was actually putting off some overseas parents who assumed that they would be getting something sub-standard. We are running at a deficit for next year.”

				 

				“Customer service is of vital importance, but it just is not on the radar of the teaching staff. A lot of the pastoral care, which we feel is our strength, is customer service. We need to get much better at it, because that would reassure parents more than anything else.”

				 

				“Affordability is different from value for money. We offer value, but are no longer affordable. Expectations of teaching salaries – our biggest cost base – drive fee increases. Although it is anathema to me, we have debated with governors about a ‘cafeteria’ fee structure. This would destroy our holistic approach, but if parents demand a pick and choose approach to the services we offer, it tends to suggest that they have their priorities, and do not hold the holistic educational experience in as high regard as we do.”

				 

				It is against this background of fear and uncertainty that Heads appeal to parents to trust them with the future of their children, and to part with large sums of money for what is a promise to deliver. The fact that many thousands of parents still choose to do so says much about the esteem in which independent education is held. The message of what can be provided by our schools is compelling, and the enduring reputation which they enjoy, loyalty of present and past customers, and results which surpass those achieved in the maintained sector are the clear reasons for that. However, in view of the fact that the parental investment is up front, more emotionally-laden than any other purchase they will ever make, and substantial, it behoves the school to maintain good relationships, nurture the parents as well as the child, and deliver on its promises.

				It is here where some schools run risks and are beginning to make errors. What has changed is that parents are far more willing to seek an alternative if they become concerned. Customer service and reassurance are part of the issue. Quality assurance is another. 

				The Heads I spoke with were united in regarding their staff as their most important resource. This accounts for the vast amount of fee income which is spent on staff salaries, benefits and on-costs. Personal attention, care of the individual, small class sizes, a broad curriculum, availability of a wide range of activities are all selling points of our schools. These are extremely costly in terms of staffing. However, Heads certainly felt that for good staff, this was an investment rather than a cost. However, they were also aware of the need for much more robust professional development and performance management structures in order to ensure that teaching and non-teaching staff delivered top quality performance. It was noteworthy that at some schools there had until recently been a focus only on development through appraisal. Demanding better performance has become more important in response not only to current parents and their demands, but also to the changing culture in the maintained sector. In some areas, linking performance to pay is being actively discussed by Heads and governing boards.

				This book is set against a background of increasing pressure on our independent schools to deliver the top quality for which they are known worldwide. The political and economic climate is in part the driver of this change because of the impact that recent events have had on parents, or will have in the future. But this is not a book which intends to take a purely reactive look at a difficult situation. Through the conversations I had with colleagues I was able to discern a good degree of belief in what the independent sector does; a security and confidence in the face of challenges from the maintained sector; and a relief, actually, that the added pressure had allowed Heads to flex their muscles somewhat and to strive for excellence in all things, challenging complacency. However, there was also a palpable feeling that many of us were doing this in isolation from one another, and that colleagues gained huge support from collaborating with one another, learning from one another, and sharing concerns. It is rare that we have the opportunity to visit one another and spend time discussing these challenges in a co-ordinated way, rather than in quick snippets of conversation at a conference or a regional get-together. In such circumstances, Heads with supportive and talented governing bodies are fortunate. Others might find themselves under intolerable pressure, and increasingly feel isolated.

				This book is for all Heads, but also for those who support them: governors, staff and the associations. I hope that it might be used to reach the teachers and senior management teams who work so very hard, and with such love and passion for the benefit of the children in their care, but whose perspective in doing so might at times become too narrow in focus. This book is a call to arms to reinvigorate the independent sector, to take pride in it, develop it, and sustain it. At a time when so much store is set by the ‘usefulness’ of education to the wider economy, ‘rigour’, examination results, regulatory compliance and satisfaction of criteria, we offer so very much more in the education of our young people. 

				 

				I have discovered this: good education comes from the heart – your own heart, and the hearts of your pupils and their teachers. In a spiritual context, you have to love them, limitlessly, for who they are; to see that they are brilliant human beings. You have to work tirelessly with your colleagues to see how far that brilliance can be brought forth

				David Boddy, Mind Your Head: An Emotional Intelligence Guide For School Leaders (2012, John Catt)

				
 
				As one Head I spoke with commented, when I asked him how he justified the fees at his school:

				 

				“To me it is breadth of education, value-added academic performance, and the production of decent human beings. We provide a massive cross-section of opportunities, an unenviable breadth of curriculum and a wide-ranging extra-curricular programme which is extraordinary. We offer loving pastoral care, excellent communication and responsiveness to parental concerns. Above all, when a pupil leaves here they recognise that they have achieved as much as they could have done, which has developed their confidence.” 

				 

				We should be proud of what we do. British independent schools are comparatively ‘great’ schools. They are also businesses, needing to respond to a discerning market. It is not wrong to apply the best principles and practices of business to a school, for the best businesses are based upon clear and deeply-held values. Schools do not hold a monopoly on this. We may not call our parents or pupils ‘customers’, but that is what they are. And if we firmly believe in what we do, we should strive to deliver exemplary service to them in each and every ‘transaction’. For it is through a constant focus on these customers, and the service we offer them, that I believe we will be true to our values as educators. This book aims to offer practical help to Britain’s best schools in order that they might acquire such a focus and not only survive, but thrive in the coming years; and continue to inspire admiration at home and overseas, while developing wonderful and extraordinary young people who go on to make a difference in our country and the wider world.

			

		

