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This book is dedicated to my children Liam and Ayda-Rose who continue to make me proud each and every day. I would also like to acknowledge the efforts of teachers across the world working in harder schools making a huge difference to their communities. Keep doing what you do best and hopefully take some inspiration from the voices contained in this book.






















Preface







Our education system compounds its deliberate neglect of poor children through the practices of Ofsted, an inspection agency that gives inaccurate and invalid inspection judgements that shame leaders and teachers working with high levels of pupil deprivation.


Mary Bousted, 2022, pp. 56–57





In her excellent book Rethinking School Inspection: Is There a Better Way?, Tracey O’Brien (2023) highlights the Education Policy Institute (Hutchinson 2016) report ‘School Inspection in England: Is There Room to Improve?’ This report had profound findings for our ‘harder’ schools:




	Schools with more disadvantaged pupils are less likely to be judged ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’, while schools with low disadvantage and high prior attainment are much more likely to be rated highly.



	Secondary schools with up to 5% of pupils eligible for free school meals (FSM) are over three times more likely to be rated ‘outstanding’ than schools with at least 23% FSM (48% compared with 14%). These secondary schools with the most FSM pupils are much more likely to be rated ‘inadequate’ than those with the least FSM pupils (15% compared with 1%).



	Primary schools with high numbers of children on free school meals are half as likely as those with low proportions of pupils on free school meals to be judged ‘outstanding’ (11% compared with 25%).



	The least deprived schools are also most likely to improve their Ofsted judgement and least likely to be downgraded, even after accounting for their previous Ofsted judgement.






The current Ofsted framework takes no account of a school’s context and, as illustrated above, pays no heed to the unique challenges of harder schools. Ofsted does not acknowledge schools working hard to close gaps.


In this book, we seek to use conversations to take account of context, pay attention to the unique challenges and acknowledge teachers working and succeeding in closing gaps for pupils. The interviewees share their experiences and offer concrete actionable strategies that can help you in your school, working with your students.
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Introduction: A personal reflection from the author







‘You’re either brave or stupid.’


Headteacher, 2019





Was he right? I still very much hope to prove him wrong. My career is at best stalled at the time of writing.


Up until this point, I had worked in schools bearing the cherished Ofsted badge of ‘outstanding’ or ‘good’. They hadn’t necessarily been in leafy suburbs but in all major demographics they were nowhere near the harder schools this book has been written to celebrate.


In the autumn of 2019, I had itchy feet. I had been helping to run the Blackpool Research School and lead a Teacher Development Trust Hub in Blackpool. One particular school I had been working with inspired and motivated me every time I visited. It was led by a dynamic and principled CEO whose values chimed with my own. The assistant headteacher I dealt with directly would, in any other industry, have been honoured for her relentless devotion to the local community through tireless charity work alongside her 20 years of educational service. A deputy head of school post was advertised. I wouldn’t say I leapt at the position, but it intrigued me. Discussing the job with colleagues, I was met with widespread disbelief: ‘So many careers have been laid to waste trying to turn around that school…’, It will finish your career…’, I give it six months…’, and so on!


One of my greatest weaknesses, as candidly expressed by my inspirational first headteacher, is that I always think I’m right. I was self-confident enough following 13 years of experience as an assistant headteacher to ignore the naysayers and apply for the job. And in October 2019, I was delighted to be appointed as deputy head of school.







What did I find in this harder school?


The most committed pastoral team


I found an indefatigable, principled, emotionally supportive powerhouse. In a community stripped of essential infrastructure, this team serves as social workers, health care (physical and mental), financial support and safeguarding experts. Before students can show any progress or learn anything, this team (along with dedicated and devoted parents – more on which later) has to address the most basic needs of some of the most disadvantaged pupils in the country. None of the work is done for recognition: it is a vocation, a calling and often a desire to improve the quality of life for students in the community from which they predominantly originate.


Hard-working and dedicated parents


I met parents who often have two jobs, working weekdays and weekends to ensure that their children have opportunities perhaps not afforded to them when they were younger. Parents who turn up in large numbers to school events, supporting the school and their children. Parents who have productive working relationships with pastoral and teaching staff and who want the school and community to thrive. Parents who overwhelmingly focus on the care and attention their child receives, above exam results and certainly above any rating from Ofsted.


Knowledgeable and resilient teaching staff


It takes a special teacher to work in a harder school. This is particularly true for subjects that have national recruitment shortages. Teachers are able to cherry-pick positions, often with attractive add-on packages, to work in less demanding environments. The teachers who choose to work in harder schools know that they have to address societal disadvantages and strive for equity for their pupils. They are skilfully able to help students regulate, encourage their regular attendance and motivate their out-of-school study habits.


They are also subject experts, unpicking the core knowledge and sequencing it for students, plugging any gaps and enriching the cultural capital of their pupils. They cannot always rely on students and those at home to reinforce these habits as parents are often working and pupils often have other conflicting demands, such as looking after siblings.


Office and premises staff


These are the beating heart of these harder schools, often providing a lifetime of selfless service to the school and the community: the site supervisor working 6am to 6pm, five days a week; the smiling front-office staff who are literally the face of the school; the child protection officer who knows and is trusted by every student and parent in the school. Clearly these people exist in other schools, but in harder schools they almost transcend to superhuman status. Nothing is too much trouble, and they are 100% present and reliable – literally the glue holding together the whole establishment.


So why, you may ask yourself, are you either brave or stupid to want work in these harder schools? Why has your career stalled or worse? Well, put quite simply…Ofsted.


With the exception of the quality of teaching and the effectiveness of safeguarding, much of the above is not even considered in inspection. The efforts, vocations and lifetime commitments of the people who work in harder schools are perhaps appreciated but certainly not assessed. This is clearly an emotive, personal reflection (backed up by the evidence detailed in the preface) but harder schools are overwhelmingly labelled as ‘requires improvement’ or ‘inadequate’. The associated collateral damage of a negative rating can be hugely challenging for schools already in difficult circumstances: ruined careers, a haemorrhage of staff, endless external scrutiny and pressure, plus the consequent impact on student outcomes.


I may have been brave or stupid. I have, however, not regretted my decision of October 2019 for even a second. It has been the privilege of my life to work with amazing students, committed staff and supportive leaders. I have much still to learn.


I embarked on this project to learn from colleagues who are facing the same challenges as I am and succeeding. These interviewees are not the usual teacher stars of social media; they have been carefully sought out as teachers working in harder schools and achieving excellent outcomes for students, as well as the attendant Ofsted badges of ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’. I have learned a great deal from their accumulated experiences, and I am confident you will too.


One day soon I hope to lead a harder school to exceptional outcomes. This book is the start of that journey.






















Fearless leadership


A natter with Richard Varey







Richard is a former headteacher and co-founder of the training provider Fearless Leadership. He has transformed the fortunes of schools in areas of high disadvantage, most notably moving Blessed Trinity RC College in Burnley from ‘inadequate’ on his arrival to ‘good’ in the space of three years.







Why is fear vital for survival but corrosive in the workplace?


The brain predominantly has three parts, according to the triune brain theory. Imagine these three parts: the neocortex, the limbic system and the reptilian brain. The neocortex – that’s at the front to the top of the brain. It’s a very young brain. It’s only 100,000 years old. It’s the modern human brain and it’s great for creativity, thinking and problem solving, and new stuff. Underneath that, the limbic system has loads of jobs. This is the ladybird simplified version of the brain – obviously! One of the things it does is store information and things you know, but another thing it does is it processes every sensory experience. Everything that happens to you all the time. If it senses something that looks dodgy, looks as if there could be danger attached, it sends that message to the reptilian brain at the bottom of the brain. The reptilian brain is a really old part of the brain. It hasn’t evolved for about 100 million years, so if the human brain is only 100,000 years old, the reptilian brain is 100 million years old. It’s got much more experience (but it’s not as clever as the human brain as it only deals with three things really) and if there’s fear, the reptilian brain will get your body ready to faint, run away or freeze. So, every time the limbic system senses fear, the reptilian brain gets put into action and the human brain pretty much gets shut down. The physical reaction is then what the reptilian brain puts into place: an increase in cortisol levels, an increase in blood pressure, faster heartbeat, sweating and increased adrenaline – anger and aggression.




[image: A drawing of a human brain with its three parts named with arrow marks: Neocortex, Limbic system, and reptilian brain.]




Then what the reptilian brain says is: ‘Right, shall we run away, shall we fight or shall we freeze?’ Every time you’re afraid, it does what it’s been doing for us and our ancestors for hundreds of millions of years. So when your ancestor was a lizard and it was afraid, it ran away from something. And it did that so that it could pass on genes to the next in line. When your real ancestor (a mammal) was being chased by a predator, maybe it ran up a tree, maybe it ran away, maybe it froze so that it survived and managed to pass on its genes to the next generation. Therefore it’s been really brilliant for most of our existence. These genes being passed on have been absolutely vital but the truth is how often do you actually need to be afraid now? How often do you need to run away or freeze or fight now? It’s not much use in the office. It’s not much use in the corridor. Or in a lesson or in a governors’ meeting. Unfortunately, if the limbic system does feel threatened, does feel danger, it will cause you to become a reptile and not a human, and you see it happen all the time – you’ll know people who are frozen. You’ll know people who are at home because of anxiety and depression. You’ll see people ‘fighting’ in corridors and ‘fighting’ in meetings and taking things personally, and generally that’s because they’ve become afraid. Fear is a trigger and if there’s too much fear in a workplace, it’s utterly corrosive.
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Unfortunately, the source of fear, I think, is bad leadership or external forces such as Ofsted, and it also comes from feeling threatened and if you are stressed. That’s when you don’t use your human brain, which problem solves and is creative and sorts things out. You tend to use the more aggressive brain and you don’t get good outcomes. And stressed people are stupid people, literally, because the neocortex gets switched off during times of fear.







Do you think some schools are harder than others and, if so, what makes them harder?


The first thing I’d say is I think all schools are hard. I think leadership in any school is really difficult and I’ve worked in the full gamut in terms of Ofsted gradings and in terms of the social background of the children and the level of wealth that people have. There are pressures working in a dead posh school, where the parents have got unrealistically high expectations and see themselves very much as customers and to a certain extent are litigious. The worst drug problems I saw were in a very wealthy school. Where there are very difficult social backgrounds and deprivation, certainly that can be difficult, and I think the games that Ofsted sometimes makes us play can make things worse. Ofsted often focuses on whatever is flavour of the month, whatever it’s decided in this particular framework is the right answer, and if your school doesn’t reflect that you’re put in a category. Where the kids are difficult and you’ve got a bad Ofsted rating and all of that stuff, everybody wants it to get better. Everybody wants to get on board. These situations are challenging but they build team spirit and develop the team’s ethos.
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It’s all about the culture within the teaching staff. It’s hard. It’s harder if you’ve got a group of teachers who are in what seems to be a successful school, where the outcomes are maybe very good and yet the processes in the school and the pedagogy is not great. In that case the school is hard because you are battling against a prevailing culture of ‘we’ve always done it this way’. There isn’t the collective realisation that change may be needed and that change may take everyone to the next level. Complacency can be the biggest obstacle standing between a school and its future success.


Every school is different because they are full of human beings and human beings are hard work; we are wonderfully and beautifully complicated. With the many leadership courses and comments on X [Twitter] these days, there’s this kind of belief that if you just ‘do these five things’ or ‘refresh your curriculum’ or ‘lead on this bit of CPD’ there will be a happy ending. It’s just not like that in my experience. Leaders must learn how to help human beings in this incredible journey that they’re going through. I think that’s all about individual context. You’ve got human beings who are trying to get the best out of students and it’s the job of the leaders to get the most out of everyone.







How has Fearless Leadership helped in harder schools?


The term ‘fearless leadership’ was invented by my daughter when we were setting up the company. It can be a bit misleading because it sounds like it’s about ‘feel the fear and do it anyway’ or fearlessly putting your head in a lion’s mouth and being brave. It’s not about that. It’s about being able to remove fear from the workplace, make it fearless, and then people will have great capacity to get things done. I use a version of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs; we have survival needs at the bottom, then affection and then affiliation, up to achievement itself. As a leader, I want everybody achieving, or I want them to have the sense of self to know they’re progressing towards a feeling of greater self-worth.


Maslow said that you can’t move up until those other parts of the hierarchy are being fulfilled. If somebody feels unsafe, they won’t be able to achieve. If somebody feels unloved or disrespected, they won’t be able to achieve. If somebody feels like they don’t fit in – they haven’t got that sense of affiliation – they won’t be able to achieve.


A bad boss – screaming and shouting, pointing, not speaking and not communicating – will make people feel unsafe, disrespected and unwelcome. That will cause fear reactions. A good boss will make people feel safe and will make them feel liked, loved, respected and that they belong. I think good leadership is about normal human things like listening to people, respecting them, using good communication, using praise and smiling, giving people time – being accepting and encouraging – and giving people chances.
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That’s the idea behind Fearless Leadership. You go into a situation where there’s a sense of distrust or a sense of fear and you know it takes a bit of time, an investment in people and an investment in relationships, before people will start to trust and relax and then they’re able to take risks. As a leader, I want people to take risks. To do that they need to feel confident. I want people to crawl over broken glass for me and they’re not going to do that until I’ve invested in them. It is about investing in relationships and positive human behaviour. It can’t be fake though. It has to be real.




[image: A drawing depicts a man walking on a thin line made of two straight lines moving upwards. The man is holding an umbrella. ‘Improvement’ is written above the line.]




I think when you do that, you’ll get the best out of people. I’m not the world’s greatest leader! I’ve had some successes and I’ve had some failures and I’ve done some dead good things and I’ve done some stupid things. But when I look back – when things were going well, I was using these fearless skills and when they weren’t…I just knew I was doing better when I was behaving in that emotionally intelligent way.







How important is open and honest communication?


This is demonstrated perfectly by the work I’m currently doing with executive coaching and headteacher wellbeing. The number of problems that you see because people just don’t communicate is absolutely incredible. This sounds so basic: open and honest communication. It’s as simple as this: if you don’t tell people what you think or give your judgement about how things need to get better, then it won’t happen. If something isn’t being monitored or recognised or celebrated – it’s not happening.


The number of people who just expect improvements to happen, expect people to do their jobs, expect progress to be made, is absolutely extraordinary. They don’t talk about how these things are going to happen – they just focus on getting through the day. I tend to think that if there’s a blockage in communication, there’s a blockage to improving quality. If you want something to be improved, you have to tell somebody about it – what it is that you want. I’m a coward, so I would have to brace myself. I would often write down the difficult thing I wanted to say and have it as my ‘stiletto moment’. I’d think: ‘I know that at some point in this meeting I am going to say this. I don’t really want to say it on a personal level, but I know I need to say it on a professional level.’ I’d hope that my positive and fearless approach would make what I was going to say more palatable to the people in the meeting. I think if you don’t have open and honest communication, if you don’t have that level of honesty, you really can’t get any momentum. It’s so hard because some people are just direct and rude. That’s counterproductive as well – it needs to be coupled with those positive skills.


A leader does need to say ‘that’s not good enough’ quite regularly and ‘this needs improvement’. There has to be a huge level of trust and belief in the vision for the school. If people can’t accept criticism, that’s going to create a huge blockage to quality because the improvements won’t take place. You need the right kind of culture, where people are unafraid and can accept or even seek out criticism, and they want to do a good job. Don’t pretend everybody’s doing a brilliant job. Don’t be afraid for people in your senior leadership team (SLT) to know the thing that you’re rubbish at and where you make mistakes. If we can get to a point where we’re open and honest about that then we can improve.


You know, you can get a real momentum of improvement when people understand what others aren’t good at and where they need to improve. If the people in your SLT don’t trust each other, they don’t like each other, or they’re in competition – it’s a disaster! But if you have a team where people are trusting and wanting to move on together, I think that is the key. You can only get there if people are unafraid and you can only get there if people trust one another. That trust is something that can be managed by the leader.







[image: A drawing depicts a woman standing on a high pavement. Her hand is raised in the air. ‘Leader’ is written on the pavement under her feet.]






Does open and honest communication work well in email?


My advice to all leaders is write down as little as possible. I think there’s a huge blockage to quality with email. Drives me absolutely wild when people think they’re conducting a discussion about some improvement that’s needed but it turns into a disagreement which is batted backwards and forwards through email, getting increasingly more ridiculous. My advice to all leaders is write down as little as possible.


Or the midnight emailer! I’ve worked with people who I’m sure set an alarm for four o’clock in the morning so they could send me an email. Am I supposed to think how great it is that they’re working ‘til this time or it’s fantastic they’ve got up this early? I tended to think these people were strange. They’re absolutely not doing any good at all.


I worry, because I know so many headteachers who genuinely believe their job is to send emails and they’ve got thousands of them. Generally, I think email should be used to clarify the time of a meeting or, even more usefully, after a meeting I would send an email to confirm what we’ve said, who’s agreed to do what and by when, and to have an evidence trail for any messy business further down the road. Those two things are just so that there’s a trail and clarification.




[image: A drawing depicts an open book. ‘6 month plan’ is written on the right page.]




Communications can be really slippery. The number of times I’ve thought I’ve said nobody may stand on the grass outside the chapel and then, 10 minutes later, there’s 60 kids on the grass outside the chapel! In their head, someone’s heard me say all children must go to the grass outside of the chapel immediately.







Should leaders in harder schools be more visible?


I did want a visible presence and I did want to model the way that I wanted my staff to talk to the children. In harder schools with issues related to behaviour, those issues can affect how the staff talk to the pupils. Some of the staff were overly aggressive with the children and that really didn’t help discipline or behaviour in the school at all. Part of increasing my visibility was modelling the flavour of the relationships I wanted between staff and pupils and between staff.
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The effect of this is that the kids know that the headteacher and the leaders care for them. Headship is really hard and occasionally I’d be struggling with something in my office and I’d think, ‘I need to do something nice – I’m going to go to see the kids’. I did try to get out maybe once or twice a week. I would put it in the diary – this hour I’m going to go to every classroom and have a look around. You did get that sense of what was going on in school. The walkabouts keep things relevant. Don’t just do rubbish stuff every day! Do something that nurtures you and gives you strength and power. Don’t just spend all the time with the difficult kids and the nasty parents and the grumpy teachers. Find some time to go and speak to those kids who are absolutely brilliant, who you think are great. I always tried to do something nourishing for myself every day.







Is praise a vital tool in improving the performance of a harder school?


Praise needs to be real. You should only praise somebody for something that’s true. Carol Dweck, the psychologist, says that praise should be for effort rather than for ability (Dweck 2017), so you shouldn’t tell someone they’re really good at something because that just encourages them to lack resilience. The Hart and Risley study in America (1995) showed that the children of middle-class professionals were praised for intelligence six times more than they were criticised. Children of working-class parents were praised two or three times more than they were criticised. The children of parents on welfare in this study (in America) were found to be criticised twice as often as they were praised. Better outcomes were associated with more praise. In harder schools, where income levels tend to be lower, you see this – you see these parents who just relentlessly criticise their children. By the time kids get to school, the ones who aren’t going to do well know they’re not going to do well – they’ve been told enough! The ones that are going to fly have been told a million times how brilliant they are. If it’s true for kids, I think it’s true for adults. If you praise somebody, they’re more likely to repeat that behaviour and it’ll give them a greater sense of self-worth.




[image: A drawing depicts a tree with its root. Two boxes are shown on two sides of the tree. ‘Praise’ is written on the left box and ‘CPD’ on the right box.]




A tangible example of this from one of the hardest schools I worked in was our Friday praise letters. On Fridays, we used to buy three cards and the last thing we did on a Friday before we went off for the weekend was to find three people to praise in the organisation. It could be to praise the teacher that led the Duke of Edinburgh trip, to praise a lesson that you had dropped into, or to thank a member of staff for the way they handled a difficult parent.


We wrote out these three cards, I’d sign them and then we’d put a stamp on them and post them so that they’d be received on Saturday morning at breakfast. Do you think that had some kind of positive impact? It’s unbelievable! I had a colleague who told me she used to lie awake at night asking how on Earth she could do something to get another card. There was a contest between two members of staff who both got six cards each. There were people who knocked on my door and asked why they hadn’t ever received a card. It was because they were miserable! People like praise and people like to be recognised. It’s got to be real; it can’t be plastic. The ideal ratio of praise to criticism is apparently 2.7:1. As a leader, you have to do the negative, but it must be swamped by the positive and when people are praised, they feel more positive. They feel safer. They feel more welcome. I’m a big believer in praise.
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