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			Praise for Intelligent Accountability

			While there is widespread agreement that it is reasonable that teachers, schools and education authorities should be held accountable, what, exactly, accountability really means is rarely spelled out. As a result most accountability systems are either so loose as to be useless, or, at the other extreme, are so tight that they make it difficult, or even impossible to do what’s needed to improve education, and can even produce perverse incentives that lead those working in the system to do things that are good for them, but counterproductive for their students. In this original and thought-provoking book, David Didau suggests that intelligent accountability has to start from an acceptance of the complexity of educational systems, which means that we will never know enough to design the perfect system. We can, however, by creating accountability systems that balance trust, accountability, and fairness, create schools with coherent approaches to improvement but that also honour the expertise of individual teachers. Highly recommended. 

			Dylan Wiliam, Emeritus professor of Educational Assessment at the UCL Institute of Education
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			It is often cited that good is the enemy of excellence but what is excellence? Can one person’s definition of excellence be another person’s satisfactory? David challenges us to think hard, to think deep and to think in an evidence informed manner about how to help teachers to flourish, how to keep the core job of teaching the core job. Didau really challenges the reader to consider carefully how leaders can create a climate and culture that allows teachers to thrive. This is an excellent book. Want to challenge your long held views? Read it!

			Samuel Strickland, Principal of The Duston School
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			Didau is at it again – with his signature blend of incisive analysis and productive philosophising – this time treating us to a new lens with which to examine and improve leadership in schools.

			Peps Mccrea, Dean of Ambition Institute and author of the High Impact Teaching series 
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			This is a thoughtful book that will help school leaders to run better schools. It goes beyond the hero model of school leadership to get to the substance of school improvement. I recommend it to leaders at all stages in their careers.

			Stuart Lock, CEO, Advantage Schools
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			As with research informed practice in the classroom, when teachers move into roles of leadership, we need to understand what makes the best leaders effective. The influence we have on the lives, work and emotions of our staff is immense. As leaders, we need therefore to educate ourselves. In this excellent book David unpicks the components of what makes for really impactful and effective leadership in education. Starting from the compelling premise that our most important role as leaders to is make it as easy as possible for teachers just to teach; to remove the peripheral noise and let them, as professionals, get on with it; alongside support and challenge, guided by wisdom and love. He examines how we can motivate our staff, enabling them to become better practitioners, dispelling myths and drawing upon fascinating lessons, from educational research, motivational theory through to the aviation industry. A really valuable book for any school leader. 

			Clive Wright, Head teacher, Saint Martin’s Catholic Academy, Stoke Golding 
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			What should we do if we find there’s evidence that outcomes for pupils are higher – even if only marginally – if they are in schools where teachers experience high levels of collegiality? Well we don’t dismiss the evidence: instead, we take a hard look at the constituents that make collegiality a reality. And this is what Intelligent Accountability sets out to do. It helps us to move beyond the pious, motherhood- and-apple-pie vagaries of some ‘vision’ statements and gets into the gritty detail of getting the work done. Didau gives us a compelling picture of what happens when clumsy accountability measures are exposed as crude proxies of compliance and when these are replaced with environments where professionals are likely to thrive. (Spoiler alert: they have nothing to do with spreadsheets.) The discussions arising from this thought-provoking book will help the sector move from the deficit model of school improvement to a surplus model. Highly recommended.

			Mary Myatt, Education writer and speaker
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			For years education needed someone to explain what accountability actually is and how it can be more than a horrible punishment. This book delivers on that need, and then some. A magisterial sweep of research from psychology, sociology, and economics all with the aim of helping school leaders support genuine improvements in teaching as opposed to simply generating feel-good moments. Not just about accountability, this book looks deeply at what it means to be a moral, good and intelligent leader – an extraordinary read, thoroughly recommended.

			Laura McInerney, Education journalist and co-founder of Teacher Tapp
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			David Didau writes with trademark rigour and insight to address one of the biggest challenges for our education system: how can leaders create the conditions where teachers and children flourish? Intelligent Accountability highlights the uncomfortable truths about the role of accountability in schools, the perverse incentives of many familiar school-based practices and the impact that these can have on teachers. Drawing on a wealth of evidence and insight, Didau asks school leaders to carefully consider the impact of school improvement, accountability and leadership approaches in their school. Challenging and informative, Intelligent Accountability is a timely reminder of the collective wisdom that lives within a school community and the importance of a culture that allows teachers to thrive.

			Tom Rees, Executive Director – School Leadership, Ambition Institute
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			What if everything you knew about leadership was wrong? David Didau challenges us as school leaders to think again about how we can best make a difference for our students and teachers. Not a book for the complacent leader – you will be challenged in every chapter, but a fresh and thought-provoking read that will make you think. Once again, David Didau does not disappoint.

			Ruth Powley, Deputy Headteacher of Wilmslow High School and author of Powerful Pedagogy
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			Introduction

			Why did you end up working in education? Was it to produce exquisite spreadsheets detailing students’ performance in microscopic detail? Was it to break new ground in financial forecasting? Was it perhaps to find new ways to make teachers comply with ever more intricate demands on how their professional lives should be conducted? No, of course not: you became a teacher in order to make a difference to the lives of young people. All too often, the burdens and shackles of school leadership seem to make us forget why we wanted to teach in the first place. It’s worth refocusing on the fact that being a school leader provides a unique and satisfying challenge as well as a weighty responsibility. 

			This book has two potential audiences: current and future school leaders. Of course, I’m hopeful that I may persuade current school leaders that the principles of intelligent accountability are worth pursuing, but, more importantly, I would like to convince those who are not sure whether they want to step into school leadership that if you want schools to be the sorts of places you would like to work in, then you’ll probably need to take a hand in shaping them. 

			There are many endemic problems facing school leaders, but this book is focused on just one: how to help teachers flourish in order for students to flourish. This entails understanding how to be a responsive and responsible leader, how to lead sufficiently wisely and well in an uncertain world, what stands the most plausible chance of working, and which practices should be embraced and which can probably be safely jettisoned. 
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			In the following chapters, I will discuss a set of principles designed to get the best out of teachers, thereby getting the best from your students. And when I say ‘best’, I categorically do not mean piling stress onto teachers in the hope of gaming exam results. In fact, as we’ll see, the concept of ‘best’ may, in itself, be damaging. Sufficiently good is usually a safer bet than best. Instead, I will argue that by creating the conditions for teachers to thrive, we are likely to get much more of what we want: better exam outcomes; happy, rounded students; and teachers who are satisfied with their professional environment. 

			Making better bets

			The principles of intelligent accountability should be thought of as ‘good bets’ rather than ‘sure things’. While it may be true that “everything works somewhere but nothing works everywhere”,1 it’s trivially true. Although pretty much any approach to teaching can be made to work – sort of – it’s not whether an intervention works but how well it works in comparison to other interventions. Better to say, some things work in most contexts and other things rarely work anywhere. Some approaches to the curriculum and instruction have stood the test of time and are better suited to achieving the ends that most people value. 

			Too many decisions made in schools are bets made with little or no understanding of the odds or, to extend the metaphor, the ‘form’ of the runners and riders. This is gambling with children’s futures. But why should we not bet everything on a brighter future? Sadly, too many decisions estimate the best case and ignore the worst. By all means imagine the best case, but this should always be tempered with a realistic awareness of the worst case. By thinking through worst case scenarios, we can make better bets. Steven Farr, executive director of Teach for All, says, “there is a widespread lack of understanding, clarity, alignment, and explicitness about how to train and develop expert teachers. The design choices or ‘bets’ teacher educators make are often implicit, unclear or even simply unconsidered.”2

			By not being clear about the bets we make – by not properly weighing up the stakes, thinking through the alternatives and consulting those most affected by our gamble – we end up hedging our bets or spreading them too widely across too broad a range of options. Instead of doing a few things well, we do a little bit of everything poorly. 

			Instead, we should be making ‘educated bets’ with a thorough knowledge of the evidence and weighed by a clear understanding of the problems we’re trying to solve. If our bets are aligned with the purposes we’ve agreed, then by putting time and effort into the implementation and sustainability of our decisions, we avoid the unscrupulous optimism of best cases and address the possibility of the worst case coming to pass. As the economist Thomas Sowell warns us, “It is so easy to be wrong – and to persist in being wrong – when the costs of being wrong are paid by others.”3

			What is intelligent accountability?

			In order for teachers to be ‘good enough’ we need to create environments where trust, accountability and fairness are held in balance. All are individually important, but each runs the risk of dominating the others. If any one of these matters overshadows the others, accountability is prone to being unintelligent; schools will not be led as effectively as they might be and teachers are less likely to thrive. 

			Human nature being what it is, if we’re given too much trust – if no one checks what we’re doing – we tend to become complacent and stop striving to be better. If accountability is overemphasised, then everyone becomes so concerned with trying to cover their backs and look good that they are inadvertently prevented from pursuing what might be a wiser course of action. Every teacher will need different levels of support in order to be as effective as possible. A school in which there is too much trust or too much accountability is likely to treat its staff unfairly. This is because equality – treating everyone in the same way – can be fundamentally unfair. 

			Intelligent accountability – the judicious balancing of trust, accountability and fairness – is more than simply trying to do the ‘right thing’; it’s about creating systems which make it harder to do foolish things. I know from experience that the vast majority of school leaders are well-intentioned individuals committed to making positive changes in the lives of students. Despite this, too many leaders end up acting in ways that turn out to be contrary to their values. All too often the reason behind this is fear. 

			The reality of how schools are currently held to account in many parts of the world stands in antipathy to the principles outlined above. School leaders are not trusted to lead effectively, high stakes, cliff-edge accountability pressures are piled on, and the very real threat of losing your livelihood is ever present for many school leaders working in the most challenging of contexts. 

			In an ideal world, we would wave a wand and correct the world’s ills. Sadly, this is not the world we live in. While we’re waiting for those who hold us to account to do the right thing, it is still incumbent on all of us to strive to be better. The good news, I hope, is that by adopting the principles of intelligent accountability and by creating the conditions for teachers to thrive, it becomes more probable that schools will improve performance on the measures by which they are held accountable.

			But before we get into the details of how such a system might work, we need to prepare the ground. 

			A guide to reading

			No one, no matter how expert they are, can avoid making mistakes. Uncertainty is a fact of life. You can never know enough to make perfect decisions, so it follows that your decisions will always be imperfect. Understanding that all decisions are inevitably flawed, and that to err is human, helps us to develop the all-important (but seldom evident) quality of humility. Certainty shuts down thinking – we are reluctant to think about what we’re already sure about – whereas uncertainty prompts great self-awareness and promotes reflection and curiosity. Chapter 1 explores the power of accepting uncertainty and argues that we should temper our ignorance with collective knowledge. Balancing an awareness of the human tendency towards overconfidence with an acceptance of our own fallibility is a wiser, more sustainable approach to leadership. 

			All senior leaders work hard for their schools to improve, but not all schools seem to make the kind of improvements we would hope for. Why is it that teachers and students thrive in some schools but don’t in others? In Chapter 2, we’ll discuss two opposed models of school improvement: the deficit model (which assumes that problems are someone’s fault) and the surplus model (which assumes that problems are unintended systemic flaws). By aligning ourselves to a surplus model we will, I argue, be more likely to create the conditions for teachers to thrive.

			One of the consequences of only ever possessing incomplete information is that we have to place our trust in others. Although this sometimes feels uncomfortable, it’s an inevitable part of life. Chapter 3 begins to consider the conditions in which teachers will thrive by looking at trust. We will consider why trust matters and how to get more of it. We will explore the links between trust and trustworthiness as mutually reinforcing concepts, and suggest that trusting teachers is probably less risky than the alternative.

			Trust is all very well, but we know that people don’t always do the right things. To trust blindly is foolish, so we need mechanisms for checking that others are performing with integrity. Chapter 4 examines when accountability works and when it doesn’t. Research into people’s behaviour when held to account offers a set of clear principles that we can use to improve what happens in schools. We will see how, by combining these principles with trust, we might go about making accountability systems more intelligent. 

			It is emblematic of our times that everyone should be treated equally. We strive for both equality of opportunity and equality of outcome in the knowledge that this is right and fair. But what if treating everyone in the same way is unfair? In Chapter 5, we’ll explore the differences between fairness and equality and explain the research findings which show that, on the whole, people prefer fair inequality to unfair equality. Some teachers deserve more trust and require less scrutiny than others, but in order to satisfy the demands of equality we end up treating all teachers as equally untrustworthy. The more we trust teachers, the more autonomy they should be given; but if all teachers were treated equally autonomously, some would struggle and others may betray our trust. One of the most important tenets of fair inequality is that autonomy must be earned. 

			Counterintuitively, there is a body of research which seems to indicate that teachers don’t just keep getting better with experience. While some teachers seem to improve throughout their careers, others plateau after the first three years. Perhaps the biggest factor underlying this finding is that schools make a crucial difference. Chapter 6 deals with the vexed issue of teacher (or teaching) quality, how hard it is to identify effective (or ineffective) individuals, why teachers need support in order to improve and how we might go about offering that support. 

			Intelligent leadership is the most vital ingredient in establishing a system of intelligent accountability and creating the conditions for teachers – and students – to thrive. Leaders are responsible for establishing the culture of their schools and, ultimately, make the most difference to the quality of teachers’ professional lives. In the final chapter, I suggest some of the information school leaders need to know in order ensure teachers are thriving. I suggest that effective leadership cannot be summed up by generic traits and wishful thinking but must instead be rooted in domain specific knowledge. Of all the areas school leaders need to be knowledgeable about, the powers and pitfalls of metrics and data may be the one that has the most impact on teachers’ well-being. I argue that the primary purpose of school leaders is to clear the ground in order that teachers can best teach their students. If school leaders stay focused on this purpose, then we are much more likely to create the conditions for teachers to thrive. 

			My hope is that you’ll engage with the ideas in this book not as a list of prescriptions but as an invitation to think, reflect and reconsider some of your certainties. You may well experience moments of irritation, confusion or doubt; indeed, I hope you do. This is positive. It means you’re thinking and not just nodding along. The greater your discomfort, the more probable it is that you have encountered something you need to reflect on more carefully. Try not to reject anything out of hand; there’s gold in them thar hills. Of course, being irritated by an idea or assertion doesn’t mean that I’m right and you’re wrong, but it does indicate that you should try to keep an open mind for as long as possible. 
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			Notes:

			
				
					1. D. Wiliam, Leadership for Teacher Learning: Creating a Culture Where All Teachers Improve So That All Students Succeed (West Palm Beach, FL: Learning Sciences International, 2016), p. 6. 

				

				
					2. Quoted in M. Hood and H. Fletcher-Wood, Teaching Teachers: The Bets of American Teacher Educators (2018), p. 1. Available at: https://www.ambition.org.uk/research-and-insight/teaching-teachers-bets-american-teacher-educators.

				

				
					3. T. Sowell, The Vision of the Anointed: Self-Congratulation as a Basis for Social Policy (London: Hachette UK, 2019), p. 136.
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			Chapter 1: Why we need to embrace ignorance and learn to love uncertainty

			One of the painful things about our time is that those who feel certainty are stupid, and those with any imagination and understanding are filled with doubt and indecision.

			Bertrand Russell, New Hopes for a Changing World (1951)
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			We know less than we think

			Recent efforts in education have been geared towards teachers being more research literate and decision making in schools being informed by evidence. Broadly, this is a welcome development, but as the statistician Nate Silver points out, “Even if the amount of knowledge in the world is increasing, the gap between what we know and what we think we know may be widening.”4 We can never know enough to make perfect decisions.

			Imagine the sum total of human knowledge as a tiny island within a vast, black ocean of ignorance. The shoreline – where knowledge and ignorance overlap – is an area of uncertainty and risk. Most of the time, we occupy the centre ground of the island of knowledge where things are safe. Only rarely do we venture onto the shoreline to peer into the void. Acts of research and investigation are attempts to spin knowledge from the straw of ignorance so that we might sail cautiously out into the unknown.5 

			As former US Secretary of State Donald Rumsfeld tortuously put it: “there are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns – the ones we don’t know we don’t know.”6 Venturing too far into the ‘unknown unknowns’ is like trying to find a black cat in a darkened room. A task made especially difficult if there is no cat. Much easier to deal with, and concentrate on, what is already known. And when we’re certain of what we know – when we occupy the centre of the island of knowledge – we feel safe and secure. 

			While the sum total of human knowledge is dwarfed by what is still to be discovered, our own individual islands of knowledge are microscopic; there is just too much knowledge out there for us to know it all. But, by building bridges and forming trade routes between the archipelagos made up of our collective knowledge – by acknowledging and seeking out the expertise within and beyond our schools – we can venture out into the void with greater security. However, there are still dangers with this approach. In Chapter 4, we’ll examine how even pooling collective knowledge can lead to ‘mimetic isomorphism’, where school leaders imitate each other in the belief that someone else must know what they’re doing.

			However knowledgeable we are as individuals, we’ll never know enough. Although, collectively, we stand a chance of knowing just enough to lead a school humanely as well as effectively, it’s terribly easy to fall into the trap of justifying our actions by pointing out that everyone else is doing the same thing. School leaders have to be knowledgeable enough to know when not to follow the herd.

			The power of the collective

			There is no getting away from it: despite the limitations outlined above, as a school leader you are expected to know things. That being the case, one of following options is likely to be true: 

			
					You believe you know everything you need to know.

					You hope you know everything you need to know.

					You pretend you know everything you need to know.

					You know you’re morally right regardless of any evidence to the contrary.

					You admit you don’t know everything you need to know.

			

			Believing you know everything – even at some instinctive gut level – is deluded; hoping you know everything (or that someone else does) is foolish; pretending to know everything is dishonest. The worst of all options is to be so immune to facts, reason or criticism that you insulate yourself from reality. The only acceptable option is to admit that you don’t know everything, but there are systemic pressures that make it hard for school leaders to admit their ignorance. “I don’t know” tends to go down poorly with governors, teachers, parents and students alike. 

			If you’re going to lead a school, you have to believe that you know enough to be of service, but the uncomfortable – and liberating – truth is that no one person can ever know enough to effectively run a school. The knowledge you need will be distributed among everyone who works within your school, and there will be pockets of expertise in every department and year team. If you restrict your collective knowledge to only those in senior leadership positions, your decisions will always be less intelligent than they could have been had you tapped the collective knowledge of the entire school community.

			In The Wisdom of Crowds, James Surowiecki argues that we stand a much higher chance of making good decisions when we work collectively than when we operate in isolation.7 However, he warns that there are conditions when even our collective intelligence is likely to misfire. 

			
					
Homogeneity. Unless there is genuine diversity in approaches and thought processes, senior leadership teams are more prone to conformity and become an echo chamber. As Matthew Syed says, “Homogenous groups don’t just underperform; they do so in predictable ways. When you are surrounded by similar people, you are not just likely to share each other’s blind spots, but to reinforce them … Encircled by people who reflect your picture of reality, and whose picture you reflect back to them, it is easy to become ever more confident of judgements that are incomplete or downright wrong. Certainty becomes inversely correlated with accuracy.”8


					
Centralisation. Management structures and hierarchies in schools tend to crowd out the expertise of classroom teachers. According to legend, the French king Louis XIV infamously declared, “L’etat c’est moi” (I am the state). It is all too easy for schools to become the personal fiefdoms of petty autocrats with subordinates mirroring back what they think the head teacher wants to hear. 

					
Division. The structure of schools increases the risk that knowledge and expertise will be divided into silos. To avoid this there need to be systems in place to break down the walls between subjects and year teams, as well as those between middle and senior leaders.

					
Imitation. Collective knowledge only works where viewpoints are independent. As soon as schools start blindly copying each other, the process falls flat.

					
Emotionality. Collective wisdom can be easily undermined by peer pressure, herd instinct, social norms and even collective hysteria. It takes cool heads to avoid being subsumed by collective emotion and to tap into collective intelligence.

			

			We can only access the collective intelligence within a school by encouraging others to express contrary opinions. Unless we access this source of socially distributed cognition we are not only likely to make disastrous decisions, we are also unlikely to recognise the extent of the disaster. To create the conditions for teachers to thrive you need to admit your individual ignorance and embrace the power of distributed cognition. 

			Certainty and its consequences

			To think about the way we experience certainty, I want you to conjure up the spirit of one of your primitive ancestors. Picture yourself hunting for food on the savannah or in a primordial forest. Imagine, if you will, that you catch a glimpse of movement out of the corner of your eye. Is it a snake?

			Although you can’t be sure, the only sensible option is to act with certainty, assume that it is a snake and take immediate steps to avoid it. As a species, we’re primed to act with certainty on minimal information. This incredibly useful survival instinct has served us well for countless millennia; if ever there was a tendency among some of our ancestors to thoroughly test out observations and have a good root around in the undergrowth to check for snakes, they did not survive to pass on their genetic material. We’re descended from those who didn’t check. 

			Acting decisively with minimal information may have served us well in the hostile environments of the past, but it is a less successful strategy in a relatively safe environment. A school is a relatively safe environment; the likelihood that anyone will die as a result of our decision-making is remote, which means it’s much safer to really test our predictions and find out whether we’re correct to believe as we do.9 But, because we have an evolved preference for not checking, we continue to act as if we were in a hostile environment.

			The metaphorical hunting ground represents potential sources of evidence, and the snake represents the possibility that we might unearth evidence that contradicts our cherished beliefs. Although finding contradictory evidence is unlikely to kill us, it may still be a threat to our pride (or even our employment!). This, we tell ourselves, is the correct way to run a school, to manage a class, to teach this subject, to interact with students. How do we know? We just do. We tend to have a lot invested in our beliefs – time, effort, credibility – and if we find evidence that we might be wrong, we run the risk of looking foolish. So, it makes sense not to check. 

			We are predisposed to seek out only that which confirms what we already believe and to ignore that which contradicts these beliefs. If we find evidence that confirms what we already believe – and we usually can – we will probably accept it as true. The philosopher Bertrand Russell observed:

			If a man is offered a fact which goes against his instincts, he will scrutinize closely, and unless the evidence is overwhelming, he will refuse to believe it. If, on the other hand, he is offered something which affords a reason for acting in accordance to his instincts, he will accept it even on the slightest evidence.10

			The inclination not to test out anything that already makes sense to us is a useful mental shortcut that allows us to act decisively, but relying on these ‘rules of thumb’ leads to us making predictable mistakes. 

			The consequence of being certain about our beliefs is that when we feel sure we stop thinking. Why would we continue to think about something if we believe we already know the answer? If you think you already know how to drive up GCSE results in maths, how to improve the quality of work in Year 7 geography books, how to enrich Year 5 students’ comprehension of non-fiction texts or how to boost the performance of Key Stage 1 children in the phonics screening check, then you’re unlikely to consider alternatives. It’s not that you’re necessarily wrong about any of these things, but it’s improbable one person will have all the answers.

			If we don’t stop to test our beliefs, we’re likely to overlook important sources of evidence and information. Ask yourself how much you want something to be true. The more we need something to be true, the more effort we’re likely to invest in insulating ourselves from reality in order to make it seem true. 

			Although entertaining uncertainty is uncomfortable, it provokes curiosity and thought. When we’re unsure we keep mulling things over; we put them on the back-burner; we sleep on them. We are rarely so open minded when we feel certain. 

			That said, too much uncertainty may be as bad as too little. Most people hate seeing signs of uncertainty in leaders; just look at the way we treat politicians when they’re asked a tricky question. We’re desperate for them to respond with quick answers and easy certainty. If they were to admit they weren’t sure, we’d be contemptuous. On the whole, we prefer our leaders to be wrong rather than unsure. We punish those who admit ignorance and are much happier when they’re decisive, confident … and mistaken.

			The same pressures are at work everywhere: if you’re in a position of responsibility, people expect you to be decisive. They certainly don’t want a period of prevarication while you agonise about what to do. Our intolerance for uncertainty means that there will always be a limited time for deliberation and, unless we accept that we’re often wrong, we’re likely not only to make poor decisions but also to hide the evidence of our mistakes from ourselves. However, the more knowledgeable we are about all aspects of education, the greater the likelihood of making better bets.

			Helping teachers to improve is likely to be made easier if we embrace the uncomfortable truth that what we know is dwarfed by what we don’t know. We may have some great ideas, but are they so great that they should be imposed on others who may know more than we do? Sometimes the answer might be yes, but knowing when to allow autonomy and when to impose constraints is inherently difficult. As we’ll explore in later chapters, edicts imposed from above result in, at best, compliance. There are some areas of running a school where we might calculate that compliance is what we want, but there will also be aspects where we can expect it to backfire.

			Learning to love uncertainty doesn’t mean that we should endlessly prevaricate, instead it means accepting that decisions are always imperfect, made with incomplete understanding and should be subject to change when additional information comes along. 

			Why we’re often wrong

			Although we rarely appreciate anyone pointing out our mistakes, no one minds being fooled by an illusion. In fact, we tend to enjoy it. In this way, illusions are a gateway drug to humility. As the philosopher Simone Weil put it, “the virtue of humility is nothing more nor less than the power of attention”.11 If we are to learn from our mistakes, we must pay attention to them. True experts know when and what they don’t know.

			The images below are designed to open you up to the possibility that we are regularly wrong. Firstly, have a look at Figure 1.1.
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			Figure 1.1. Shepard’s turning the tables illusion

			If you were asked to select one of these tables to manoeuvre through a narrow doorway, you’d probably pick the one on the left. It looks narrower, right? Well, in fact, both tabletops have identical dimensions. The receding edges of the tables are seen as if stretched into depth; we see the two-dimensional images as if they have three dimensions. This causes us to perceive differently sized tables because of perspective foreshortening: the closer the object is in distance, the larger it is on our retina.

			The only way we can see that the tabletops are identical is to rotate the images. Because seeing is believing, we’re seldom inclined to test that what we perceive conforms to objective reality. Instead, we catch a glimpse and then act with certainty.

			As well as failing to recognise what is in front of us, our minds are also primed to see patterns even where there are none. We see creatures in clouds, faces in wallpaper and patterns in data that just do not exist. Even when there are patterns, we fill in detail and jump to unsupported conclusions. Take a look at Figure 1.2.
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			Figure 1.2. Jastrow’s duck/rabbit illusion

			You can immediately see that the beak of the duck becomes the ears of a rabbit. But, although you can quickly and easily perceive both creatures, you have to make a choice as to which you will see at any given point. If you want to see the rabbit instead of the duck, you have to decide to do so. 

			It’s often the case that when we argue about our perceptions, we are actually disagreeing about our interpretations. If we were both to observe the same lesson, I could be convinced that it was excellent, while you thought it was awful. Although we saw the same thing, we interpreted differently. Which of us is right? Well, maybe we both are. Or neither of us. 

			In the case of Figure 1.2, you might argue it’s a duck while I swear blind it’s a rabbit, but it doesn’t take an enormous amount of critical thinking to accept that ducks and rabbits don’t really look like this. Ducks have feathers and rabbits have fur; this is just a dot and a squiggle. Our minds are quickly and easily fooled into seeing what we want to be true. Once we’ve decided what it is we are seeing, we struggle to let go of mistaken ideas. If we applied the same level of analysis where it’s less obvious that two things might simultaneously be true, we might make fewer avoidable errors.

			Now take a look a Figure 1.3.
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			Figure 1.3: The Necker cube

			If you’ve not encountered the Necker cube before, your first thought is probably to dismiss it as uninteresting. After all, you’ve seen hundreds of three-dimensional representations of cubes, right? But stare at it intently for about five seconds and see if you notice anything unusual happen.

			The back wall suddenly pops and becomes the front! If you continue looking it will eventually pop back. The slightly clunky analogy I’m making here is that if we look with an open mind and an attitude that there may be more out there than we already know, then sometimes we’ll see things we didn’t expect. But, if we look at anything with a sense of certainty and familiarity, then we’ll probably see exactly what we expect and become increasingly confident in our flawed judgement.12 Maybe we judged that lesson as poor because we didn’t understand what the teacher was doing? Or maybe we thought it was great because it contained a superficial feature we really liked and therefore missed its lack of substance? 

			Whenever a problem occurs, we ‘pattern match’ and automatically compare it to other, similar seeming problems we’ve encountered before. The more certain we are that this problem is the same as that problem, the more likely we are to dismiss incongruent details as irrelevant and focus on the bits we recognise. But, although two problems might share superficial similarities, sometimes they could be quite different on a deeper level. 

			Naturally, classrooms and schools are infinitely more complex than two-dimensional images, but that just means there is infinitely more scope for making mistakes and failing to see reality as it actually is, rather than as we might wish it to be. The more complex a system is, the greater our capacity for error. 

			When observing teachers, we see what we expect. If we approve of them and expect them to be effective, we’ll interpret whatever occurs in a positive light; if we disapprove of them or expect to see poor performance, we will tend to interpret events more negatively. The more we can view people and events with an open mind and a sense that we have something to learn, the more likely we are to see things we weren’t anticipating. And the more convinced we are that every problem is familiar, the more likely we are to be convinced by our own expertise. 

			Why experience doesn’t always lead to expertise

			There are many professional domains where experience doesn’t automatically lead to expertise. Take the example of radiologists. A 2004 analysis of 500,000 mammograms and 124 radiologists was unable to find any evidence that years of experience leads to increased skill in diagnosis, resulting in many thousands of unnecessary biopsies and hundreds of cases where malignant tumours were missed.13 What typically happens is that a radiologist will be sent a mammogram of a patient she will never meet, make a diagnosis and return it, never to find out whether it was correct. Although her ability to correctly diagnose tumours may or may not be increasing, her confidence in her own expertise certainly is.

			Similarly, in House of Cards, Robin Dawes details how clinical psychologists with over 10 years’ experience are no better at diagnosing and treating mental illnesses than those fresh out of medical school.14 But all experienced clinical psychologists believe they are genuine experts. This pattern has been repeated in many different domains; so much so that Robin Hogarth has identified what he calls ‘wicked domains’ in which experience routinely fails to lead to expertise.15

			A wicked domain is a learning environment where feedback on performance is absent or biased.16 This is equivalent to playing golf in the dark: you never find out where the ball went so you never get better at hitting the ball. But it’s worse than that. Because feedback in wicked domains is biased, it leads us to believe that we’re becoming experts even when we’re not. We become ever more confident and certain that we’re right: a dangerous combination. 

			Hogarth also identified so-called ‘kind domains’ which provide accurate and reliable feedback. He cites meteorology as a good example:

			The meteorologist is well-placed to develop accurate intuitions. She has much knowledge about how weather systems develop as well as access to much current information on which she can base her forecasts; she also receives accurate and timely feedback on the accuracy of her forecasts.17

			The crucial difference is that when a meteorologist makes a prediction it has no bearing on whether it rains, but when clinicians – or teachers – make a diagnosis or decision, they act on it, thus altering reality to conform to their expectations and warping any feedback they get. 

			Gary Klein has led research into these kind domains and shown that when we get solid feedback, we become genuinely intuitive.18 His studies into firefighters, neonatal nurses, military commanders and other professions have shown that in these fields, experienced practitioners just know the right course of action to take in seconds.19 According to Klein, “reliably skilled intuitions are likely to develop when the individual operates in a high-validity environment and has an opportunity to learn the rules of that environment”.20

			High validity environments – kind domains – are predictable. This allows expertise to develop as people learn to recognise patterns. The reason a chess grandmaster can make incredibly rapid, highly intuitive decisions is because chess is fairly predictable. Teaching is not. There is probably little we can do to reduce this complexity and chaos, but despite this, teachers can become highly skilled at recognising patterns within classrooms, which allow them to predict how students will behave and can make their judgement sometimes seem almost magical.

			Hogarth shows that even where a domain may have some ‘kind’ aspects, it can also have a ‘wicked’ effect on the genuine development of expert intuition:

			The physician in the emergency room … must make speedy decisions and will not always receive adequate feedback. Indeed, the typical feedback he receives is short term: how the patient responds to his immediate actions. It is rare that the physician ever really finds out what happened to the patients he treated within a longer, and perhaps more relevant time frame. Some patients simply go home after treatment and never return to the hospital; others are cared for in different departments of the hospital, and so on.21

			Although surgeons’ short-term survival rates dramatically improve with years on the job, long-term survival rates and other complications don’t. 

			Teaching may be similar to surgery. Although teachers get better at certain aspects of the job, they may not improve in others. For instance, teachers improve rapidly at managing classrooms. Students provide immediate feedback on the effectiveness of their teachers’ decisions; they either behave or they don’t. Teachers get daily opportunities to learn from their mistakes and can see their practice improve as they hone in on the best way to interact with different classes. But the feedback teachers get on ‘instructional support’ tends to be ‘low validity’, which helps to explain why teachers are less likely to improve in this area.22

			Instructional support includes things like promoting higher order thinking, giving formative feedback and using language to promote thinking. Why don’t we get better at these things? Possibly because we get very little feedback on whether the instructional support we offer is any good. One of the most useful and important concepts for teachers to understand is the distinction between learning and performance. Performance is what students can do in the moment. It is all that we can ever observe. Learning takes place inside a student’s mind and as such cannot be observed directly. We can make inferences about learning based on the performances we see, but performances at the point of instruction are a particularly poor predictor of learning. What students can do in a lesson – or in response to feedback – tells us very little about what they might be able to do at another time and in another context. 

			In fact, the existence of ‘desirable difficulties’ in effective learning make it even more difficult for our students to provide effective feedback even if they wish to. For example, practising the same procedures again and again over a short period tends to lead to better performance in the short term, and usually feels intuitively right to students. But this feedback provides unhelpful evidence for teachers on what we can expect to be effective over the longer term. Contrary to our intuitions, there is a compelling body of research which shows that reducing current performance – and allowing students time to forget in-between practice sessions – is more likely to lead to more durable expertise being acquired.23

			Unlike behaviour management, where we get instant and highly effective feedback on our mistakes (students either do or don’t comply with our expectations), we rarely, if ever, discover the effects of our teaching on learning. This is because the feedback we get is biased. The domain of behaviour management is high validity whereas the domains of assessing students, giving feedback and teaching difficult concepts are low validity. And school leadership – at one more step removed – has even lower validity, with school leaders unable to see the effects of their decisions.

			School leaders regularly have to deal with situations and tasks that they have not had an opportunity to master. As we become more familiar with our environment, we become more confident. The danger is that in a low validity environment, experience does not automatically lead to expertise. The more confident we become in our abilities, the harder it can be for us to learn. We tend to believe that because we are expert in some areas of our jobs, we must be expert in all areas. This leads inexorably to overconfidence in dealing with problems in which we have little or no skill.

			Avoiding overconfidence 

			We are motivated to think well of ourselves; we all tend to selectively remember our successes and forget our failures. This means we’re prone to mistaking luck for judgement. Those who believe themselves to be successful leaders tend to have one thing in common: they trust their judgement. And why not? Their intuitions must have proved their worth otherwise they wouldn’t be successful, right?

			Well, maybe not. Psychologists Daniel Kahneman and Gary Klein argue that overconfidence is at the root of most poor decisions, with Kahneman suggesting that “the amount of success it takes for leaders to become overconfident isn’t terribly large”.24

			We construct narratives to account for our success and these stories help us to rationalise our actions. Although we may not actively seek to deceive anyone, it’s ridiculously easy to fool ourselves.25 Our stories become exaggerated over time and we are rarely, if ever, held to account. No one checks ‘the facts’ even if it were possible to do so, and it becomes impossible for us to tell the difference between the uncomfortable reality that we’re lucky and the comforting myth that we’re born leaders.

			According to Kahneman, “Overconfidence is a powerful source of illusions, primarily determined by the quality and coherence of the story that you can construct, not by its validity.”26 The stories we tell ourselves are often post-hoc rationalisations constructed after the fact: exam results went up because of the excellent decisions I made. There may be a whole host of alternative explanations, but the most compelling narrative wins out.

			But why are we so seduced by the narrative of overconfidence? We like leaders who make others feel confident in their judgements, even if there’s no strong basis for the judgement. Very often leaders achieve a reputation for success when all they have done is take chances that reasonable people would avoid. If your gambles pay off, you’re hailed as a super head; if they don’t, you disappear into obscurity (or consultancy!).

			Let that sink in for a moment. Many successful school leaders seem to possess two important qualities: 

			
					They are lucky risk-takers.

					They make the rest of us feel good about sharing in their risks. 

			

			Our desire for certainty overrules our need to make rational, informed decisions, even when the stakes are high. And here’s the kicker: lucky risk-takers use hindsight to reinforce the feeling that their gut is very wise. Hindsight creates a powerful illusion that the situation was clearer than it really was and that the outcome was always certain. We are relieved to have a strong leader to cut though uncertainty and make bold decisions. After all, the risks have paid off, right? Well, yes, but for how long? Unless you believe in the supernatural, luck is just a matter of probability. You only have to be lucky once to get a reputation for being a successful school leader, but sooner or later even the luckiest guesser is going to be wrong.

			But the same qualities are also possessed by unlucky leaders who took risks which didn’t pay off. Our attribution of these qualities as those of strong leaders is survivorship bias. This occurs when we draw conclusions only from examples which have passed some sort of selection criteria and systematically discount those which have not.
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			Figure 1.4. Survivorship bias. Randall Munroe: https://xkcd.com/1827 

			Survivorship bias is hard to spot (see Figure 1.4). When we consider the reasons for our successes we take an inventory of our actions and understandably conclude that it must be what we did that made a difference. It’s exactly this sort of faulty logic that leads to self-made millionaires telling school students not to worry about exams; after all, they left school with nothing but a pocketful of pencil shavings and look at them now!27 The trouble is, these people are successful despite their lack of formal qualifications, not because of it. The overwhelming majority of people who do badly at school do not become millionaires. 

			Just because you have been successful does not mean that others will benefit from imitating you; often, we can learn more from examining failures and thinking about what didn’t work. Where there’s compelling evidence that an approach might have merit, don’t discount it because it’s different from your current practice.

			The psychologist Daniel Kahneman advocates the use of ‘premortems’, where decision-makers are asked to imagine they are one year down the line from introducing a new policy or project and it has gone spectacularly and horribly wrong. They then detail all the things that contributed to the project’s failure. Kahneman says, “in general, doing a premortem on a plan that is about to be adopted won’t cause it to be abandoned. But it will probably be tweaked in ways that everybody will recognize as beneficial.”28

			Our intolerance of uncertainty favours the overconfident. Certainty seems to indicate a lack of nuance and sophistication in our thinking. The Dunning–Kruger effect is the finding that almost everyone overestimates their own competence, and the poorest performers are the least aware of their own incompetence. This is because we have no way to account for what we don’t know we don’t know.

			After comparing participants’ tests results with their self-assessment of their performance in such diverse fields as sense of humour, grammar and logic, David Dunning and Justin Kruger proposed that, for a given skill, the incompetent not only fail to recognise their own lack of skill but also fail to recognise genuine skill in others. Encouragingly, they also found that if incompetents are given training in an area at which they are identified as being unskilled, they are able to recognise and acknowledge their own previous lack of skill.29 As Dunning observes, “If you’re incompetent, you can’t know you’re incompetent … the skills you need to produce a right answer are exactly the skills you need to recognize what a right answer is.”30

			Of course, this is not to say that school leaders are foolish – the Dunning–Kruger effect applies to everyone – but it does suggest that leaders will have a tendency towards overconfidence, not because they’re leaders but because they’re human. Additionally, the more narcissistic you are, the greater your capacity for self-deception appears to be.31

			The need for professional scepticism

			School leaders need to be aware that there are strong biases in human reasoning, but being aware of such biases will not prevent them and may, in fact, normalise them. The scientific method is the most successful framework humans have developed (to date) to minimise the influence of bias in observations and conclusions, so effective school leadership must use the scientific method to test and falsify claims about education. Part of that method is exercising scepticism. This means we should be open to new, potentially better ideas, but subject them to rigorous scrutiny. 

			The uncritical acceptance of pseudoscience has flourished in education. In 2008, for example, Ben Goldacre excoriated Brain Gym as a “vast empire of nonsense … being peddled, for hard cash, in state schools up and down the country”.32 Many other fads and gimmicks have been uncritically accepted and, despite their lack of empirical support, continue to find adherents. While some claims are more plausible sounding than others, it’s silly to suppose that even the most reasonable approaches to school improvement are likely to be successful when they are imposed from above, with teachers expected to willingly enact school leaders’ whims with no opportunity to question or critique. 

			This is what it means to be professionally sceptical. Every teacher and school leader owes it to the children they teach to resist poorly thought-out claims and pseudo-scientific mumbo jumbo and to raise reasonable challenges whenever it seems a mistake is about to be made, while remaining open to professional learning and enquiry. If we’re presented with claims that seem too good to be true, we should ask what would show the claim to be false. Is the claim structured in such a way that it can never be tested? We owe it to ourselves to find out whether the claim has been tested. 

			In What Every Teacher Needs to Know About Psychology, Nick Rose and I made this suggestion:

			Whenever we are tempted to pursue a particular course of action and hunt for evidence to support our ideas we should be wary of cherry picking. A common strategy of charlatans is to only present narrow evidence that appears to support their claim – whilst ignoring any body of work which refutes it. Is the evidence being provided only from a single study or just one researcher? Check online to see what the counter-arguments are for a claim before you decide. If anyone says, “Well, you can’t prove it doesn’t work,” remember that the burden of proof falls on the person making a scientific claim, it is not the sceptic who has to provide evidence that the claim is wrong.33

			Imposing change is rarely as effective as we would like it to be. It’s a commonly held belief that teachers hate change. This is patently untrue: see how they react to being given lighter teaching loads! What teachers hate is negative change. A lot of change in schools adds to teachers’ workload and is often unnecessary. When improvements aren’t immediately forthcoming, school leaders start looking at what other schools are doing – growth mindset interventions, knowledge-rich curriculums, restorative justice – and start thinking about how to implement whatever seems most exciting, whether or not it’s aligned with their school community’s values.

			Teachers become exhausted and demoralised by constant switches in direction. Instead of changing direction in the belief that a new policy or strategy might provide miraculous results, it’s a better bet to focus on improving the implementation of what you’ve previously committed to. After all, if focusing on vocabulary development or retrieval practice seemed like a good idea last year, why is it not worth persevering with this year? If such decisions are consensual, then staying on track is so much easier. Fair enough if we decide that a previous decision was mistaken, but we should have the courage to say and tell teachers explicitly they should stop doing this in order to focus on that. Instead, the expectation is often that more and more is piled onto teachers’ plates. 

			When we decide that change really is necessary, the evidence should sell the benefits. The following questions provide a useful starting point for planning, implementing and evaluating new initiatives:34
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			Questions to ask before implementing new policies

			
					Can we define the problem we are trying to solve? What is supposed to improve? If the problem is too vague (e.g. well-being) how will we know whether our intervention is having any effect? 

					What evidence is there to suggest the intervention will work as expected? Where does the research come from? How secure are the findings? Is it classroom based research, laboratory findings or just theorising? Can the intervention be implemented so that it has fidelity to that evidence?

					How will we know if things are working sufficiently well? It’s important to announce in advance how improvement will be measured and what kind of improvement will constitute a success. If we want introduce a new intervention to improve students’ reading, how confident can we be that there is a meaningful way to measure whether the new intervention is better than what is already in place? We are notoriously biased in favour of novelty, so we need to be sure that the answer is a lot better than, “This feels right.”

					When should we expect the improvement to occur? We shouldn’t have to wait forever; a commitment to trying something can’t be open-ended. It seems reasonable to know in advance when progress will be evaluated.

					What will happen if our goals are not met? If the strategy doesn’t seem to be going as planned, at what point will we admit defeat? Will we adjust what we’re doing? Is there any kind of contingency?

					Will this cause extra work? If so, what should teachers do less of?

					Are we acknowledging teachers’ experience and expertise? If teachers are asked to try something that sounds implausible, it’s not good enough to dismiss concerns with, “All the research supports it.” The fact that it sounds too good to be true doesn’t mean an intervention won’t work, but teachers need to be given compelling reasons for ignoring the evidence of their experience. 
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