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Prelude





Getting off the shuttle bus in Boston on 25 June 2022, the first building I encounter is a white mausoleum-like structure with the aura of a temple. It is a sharp, clear, sunny afternoon and the Edward M Kennedy Institute for the United States Senate has an unvisited, almost pristine quality. There is no litter, no people are in sight and the building appears almost ghostly. I take a photo, for the record, and walk along the path to the next building.


My reason for being here today is to visit the neighbouring John F Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum. It is one of 15 libraries across the US dedicated to the life and work of previous presidents. I was eight years old when JFK was assassinated – the first time I had heard the word used. It was a Friday evening in November 1963 and I remember vividly that I was with my father having my hair cut at our barber’s in St Anne’s, a small town in Lancashire, England, when news of the assassination broke.


But JFK is not the main reason I am here. His brother, Robert F Kennedy, was assassinated in June 1968, shortly after he had won the California presidential primary election. “So it’s on to Chicago and let’s win there” were his last words to his fans in the early hours of 5 June – pointing the way to the Democratic Convention in Chicago some 11 weeks hence. A few minutes later he was shot and he died the following day.


My family had moved to Seattle in 1966, my father a part of the so-called brain drain that took British aircraft engineers to the Pacific Northwest. My school, Bellevue Junior High, was a yellow school bus ride away from our new home. My interest in Bobby Kennedy had been sparked by my social studies teacher, Mr Stuart, who was a Kennedy campaigner and had inspired many of us in the class to follow his speeches and campaign closely. I had a badge that proclaimed “RFK for President ’68”. Bobby had a similar heroic quality to his brother. Seeing him nightly on the news made a welcome change from the haunting images of the Vietnam War that often preceded him.


At the JFK Library, I start chatting to a friendly, engaging man named Michael who sits behind the reception desk. He gives me a sticker to show I have paid the admission fee and points out the main features of the building. We quickly discover a shared interest in Bobby. Michael was born in the year the construction of the library was completed, 1979, so is much younger than me and never saw JFK or Bobby alive. He points me to the room in the building dedicated to Bobby – a recreation of his office when he was Attorney General in his brother’s cabinet.


My visit completed, I return to reception and explain to Michael that I am waiting for a colleague to arrive so will probably hang around for a while. He gives me somewhat conspiratorial look and hands me a yellow envelope. “I think you might be interested in this,” he says. From the envelope I remove what I can see is an RFK campaign poster from 1968, picturing a youthful and energetic Bobby greeting supporters on the campaign trail. Keen not to damage this gift that has made my day, I don’t inspect it closely but instead offer my thanks to Michael and return it to the safety of the envelope.


It’s only later, back in my hotel room, that I take another look at the poster and realise its significance. It features Bobby’s campaign slogan, and these words have a clarity and brilliance that stuns me: “The youth of our nation are the clearest mirror of our performance.”


Ian Wigston, October 2022






















Introduction





‘In the final analysis, our most basic common link is that we all inhabit this small planet. We all breathe the same air. We all cherish our children’s future. And we are all mortal’


President John F Kennedy, Commencement Address at American University, Washington DC, 10 June 1963


‘The monolingualism of a large section of the American population is inextricable from our political peril and an inability to imagine otherness without fear and terror’


Ben Lerner, discussing his novel Leaving the Atocha Station on BBC World Book Club, 3 September 2022




Setting the scene


Our first book, The Magic in the Space Between (2021), described the genesis and outcomes of a pro bono mentoring programme to support the goal of the Girls’ Schools Association (GSA) and the Association of State Girls’ Schools to improve the pipeline of women’s leadership in girls’ schools in the UK. Three cohorts of aspiring women leaders worked successfully with mentors from commerce, the public sector and the military to develop their leadership confidence and competence. Between 2017 and 2020, in tandem with learning partners across different settings, these participants also produced a range of community projects exploring topics including pedagogy, perfectionism in girls’ schools and STEM.


More than 50% of the first cohort of 60 won promotion, to headship or other roles. In some cases, they moved away from education to work in industry, consulting or to establish their own businesses.


When planning the next cohort in early 2021, the Covid-19 pandemic was taking its toll in terms of illness, lockdowns and loss. Students and teachers were adapting to new technologies and altered pedagogy. Political, medical and educational leadership was being challenged uniquely and on a global scale. Scenarios previously regarded as unthinkable were playing out in an unrelenting environment. School leaders were having to respond to changing diktats from education ministries, sometimes repeatedly over the course of a day, with a consequent impact on their mental health and that of their colleagues and students.


It was against this background that Megan Murphy, then executive director of the National Coalition of Girls’ Schools (NCGS) in the US, approached Bright Field, the consultancy founded by Hilary Wigston and me, with a request to involve North American colleagues in the next cohort. I had spoken at the 2019 NCGS conference in Pasadena, California, and had regularly met Megan during her visits to Europe. Bright Field already had clients in the US and we had been using Zoom and other technologies over the previous year to conduct one-to-one and group workshops.


I got in contact with members of our US associate base, who were keen to become mentors. Following a similar pattern to the UK, these were colleagues and friends who had experience of organisations as diverse as Microsoft, Recreational Equipment, Inc. and HomeGrocer.com, and who had also worked extensively outside the US.


At the time, the NCGS was in discussions with Loren Bridge, the executive officer of the Alliance of Girls’ Schools Australasia (AGSA) about a potential merger. The AGSA was also keen to take part in the programme. Within a few weeks, participants in Australia and New Zealand had been invited to join what was now the Global Mentoring Network for Aspiring Leaders.


We had accumulated experience of pairing mentors with mentees during the earlier cohorts based in the UK. Now, with a global network, there was an opportunity for mentees to work with an overseas mentor. The community project aspect of the programme had often been cited as the jewel in its crown. As mentees stretching from Perth to Johannesburg were paired up to work together on a project of their choosing, those projects took on a significantly broader scope, provided that colleagues could add differing time zones, school and national cultures, and partner predispositions to their daily routine.


Gillian Tett had been the first journalist to anticipate the 2008 financial crash in her book Fool’s Gold. In the introduction to her latest book, Anthro Vision: how anthropology can explain business and life, she succinctly describes three core principles of anthropology that helpfully underpin the project component:




The first idea is that in an era of global contagion, we urgently need to cultivate a mindset of empathy for strangers and value diversity … The second key principle of anthropology is that listening to someone else’s view, however “strange”, does not just teach empathy for others, which is badly needed today; it also makes it easier to see yourself [Tett’s emphasis] … Third, embracing this strange-familiar concept enables us to see blind spots in others and ourselves.





As with the earlier cohorts, all participants took the Insights Discovery Evaluator, a Jungian psychometric questionnaire, at the outset. Included in the results is a summary of their conscious and less conscious predispositions – this shows the extent to which conscious energy is applied by an individual in order to meet the perceived demands of their job. Their blind spots are also revealed, enabling a greater self-awareness and, more importantly, a heightened understanding of team dynamics.


For many of our mentees, the chance to have an independent, objective mentor proved a godsend at a time of such turbulence. Many of them spoke about the sense of renewal and re-engagement that their conversations had brought about. Unsurprisingly, a number used the programme to seek new opportunities and more than 10% of the cohort gained promotion during the year.


For others, the culmination of the programme came at the International Coalition of Girls’ Schools Global Forum on Girls’ Education in Boston in June 2022, presenting a paper live with a colleague met face to face for the first time a matter of a few hours earlier. Others responded with virtual presentations. No matter the mode of delivery, the participants were unanimous in acknowledging the power of their mentoring and the projects in developing their skill base and building their confidence on a world stage. Their presentations can be watched on Bright Field’s YouTube channel: bit.ly/BrightFieldYouTube


The papers presented in this book fall into four groupings:







Student wellbeing


Punam Bent, from Pymble Ladies’ College in Sydney, Australia, and Kate Hawtin, from St Catherine’s School in Surrey, UK, had both expressed an interest in exploring social media in their joint project. They had contrasting but complementary predispositions and helpfully different perspectives: Punam is her school’s chaplain; Kate is head of sixth form. They were also more than 10,500 miles and nine time zones apart.


Punam and Kate were keen to challenge what were in danger of becoming accepted views on the power and influence of social media. As well as introducing their audience to the concept of influencer deification, their study of students in Sydney, Surrey and India brings a truly global perspective to bear on one of our age’s most intractable problems: balancing the benefits of social media against the addictive and potentially harmful qualities of the medium.


One of Punam’s colleagues, Kate Brown, worked with a younger cohort of students in the junior school at Pymble and hosted a conference for other schools in Sydney in her thoughtful and wide-ranging study of kindness. Her paper highlights the power of student voice among younger pupils, as well as the impact of bringing neighbouring schools into the conversation.


The pandemic has provided a backdrop for a number of papers and Kathryn Anderson’s study of student wellness draws inspiration from the circumstances created by Covid-19.


Meanwhile, Cathryn Furey’s paper, building on the work of the researchers Andrew Martin and Rebecca Collie, provides helpful and powerful evidence from her Year 6 students to reinforce the theory underpinning academic buoyancy.








Pedagogy and curriculum


Clare Duncan’s study of neurodiversity gives voice to an often misunderstood group of students and does so powerfully, using their words and imagery. Here, the pandemic plays little or no part in the story, which showcases the leading-edge work being done by Clare and her colleague Isabelle Alexander.


Kate Banks and Ellie Peaks both had changes they were keen to introduce to their respective curricula. In Kate’s case, her first challenge was how to balance the fast pace at which her school liked to work with the premise of not progressing to the next stage of learning until the current stage has been mastered. For Ellie, there was a parallel insight in recognising that change itself is complex and personal: one of a leader’s most important roles is to serve as a guide to colleagues and students. For Kate and Ellie, as for others in the cohort, much of the benefit in being paired came from the dialogue they were able to enjoy with one another, which complemented their separate mentoring conversations.


When I paired Tara Quenault and Susanna Linsley for their project, an outsider might have perceived their shared interest in experiential learning as a risk, given their contrasting subject expertise in science and the humanities respectively. However, in their interviews prior to joining the network, both had impressed me with the breadth of their interpretation of their subjects and their high level of pedagogical skill. As a direct result of their collaboration, new courses have been introduced at their schools.


Our next Anglo-Australian collaboration is a paper that explores the impact on student perceptions when increasing the immersion of community values and diversity. Michelle Fitzpatrick and Joanne Wallace’s schools both introduced changes to curricula during their mentoring year. Their detailed exploration of the impact on students throughout a year punctuated by lockdown is a helpful reminder of the power of student voice in challenging assumptions that, if ignored or suppressed, can increase the risk of projects being derailed.


There are a number of mathematicians in the group of mentees, some of whose papers will see the light of day in due course. TC Nkosi-Mnanzana’s study is remarkable for its energy and message. Given the twin contexts of the pandemic and students’ often negative attitude towards maths, TC shows how improving relatability and student interaction, despite the legacy of the pandemic, can overcome initial perceptions.


When Erin Skelton’s learning partner was unable to devote sufficient time to their project, Erin decided to take the opportunity to review her own journey as a leader since coming to the UK from Canada. The perspective she shares from a range of state and independent institutions is a powerful reminder of the different challenges faced by leaders in those settings. As she states, “Working within a trust of girls’ schools gives a unique insight into the impact of single-sex versus co-educational learning environments and, when intersectioned with racial and socioeconomic inequalities, this again changes.”







Professional development


Having conceived an early coaching project in a commercial setting some years ago, I empathised with the frustrations voiced in Stephanie Walton’s paper on getting started with coaching. In the 1990s, coaching was in its infancy and the pressures then were of budgetary constraints and relevance. One of the barriers often put in the way of coaching in schools is the lack of time available for such conversations: coaching is perceived to be time-consuming. However, as Stephanie’s paper attests, with the proper context and appropriate trust between the respective parties, it is possible for coaching to occupy comparatively little time, certainly for the gains in performance that it can bring about.


The partnership between Alexandra Greenfield and Karen Whelan is a thoughtful Anglo-Australian collaboration that focuses on middle leaders’ professional development. As well as helping to clarify the often vague boundaries of middle leadership, the authors are careful not to overlook the skills and talents that frequently sit within a school’s own corridors. Their research highlights the danger of assuming the perceived needs of middle leaders and the power of carefully structured enquiry.


Rachel Hart was a member of an earlier cohort whose mentoring took place during the early stages of the pandemic. As she suggests in her paper, there was an integrative element to her mentoring that empowered her to realise that the various roles she had held inside and outside the classroom could co-exist in relative harmony.







Life after school


In the early cohorts of the programme, we paired state and independent school colleagues where possible, so that as well as considering their project subject matter, they also had to take account of different demographics. Jericah Jackson and Juliet FitzGerald work in schools in Texas, US, and London, UK, that have respectively a one-year and a 312-year history. Although their contexts could not be more different, the similarities they discovered and the parallels between their institutions are testimony to the power of girls’ schools.


In a similar vein, the dialogue between Margaret Powers in Virginia, US, and Diana Kelly in Melbourne, Australia, benefited from what Diana subsequently described as “the journey of what two people on opposite sides of the planet have in common”. Paradoxically, their “playbook for teaching the skills and mindsets needed in a diverse and changing workplace” emerged when other project avenues were frustrated.
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Deities of our time: social media influencing and impact on senior high school girls


PUNAM BENT AND KATE HAWTIN







Introduction – Kate Hawtin


My idea was very broad: research into social media use and influence leading to the introduction of new initiative/s to harness the positive side of social media and combat the negative.


Punam was more focused in her suggestion, which was the idea of the deification of social media influencers. Why did we choose this topic? Because we are interested in its effects: we can’t fight it, so perhaps we need to embrace it.


As educators, we are quick to blame social media for putting girls under pressure to look a certain way. I hate the way that perfect snapshots of lives are portrayed on social media, giving the girls unrealistic expectations and just setting them up for disappointment. Lots of them spend too much time scrolling. But, equally, it’s here to stay, the girls love it, so we need to learn to work with it and find some positives from it.


When we speak about cyber-safety and the essential nature of keeping up to date with making the internet a safe space for our children, we can apply the same kind of intention/vigilance to being aware of the content influencing our students, and our project focuses on senior high school girls. We were able to work within three contexts: St Catherine’s School in the UK, Joy Secondary School in India, and Pymble Ladies’ College in Australia.


Girls as happy, healthy individuals are the ones who can influence others in the community through their voice.







Background research and reading – Punam Bent


Social media is here to stay. This is the mode or way in which our young people, boys, girls and all genders relate to one another.


Given that our high school girls are graduating in a pandemic time, this has had a growing impact on how they perceive life and respond both locally and globally.


Through our project, we were mindful of the positive leaders in social media who are making more than a shift in the minds of young people, so this is not intended as a critique of all influencers.


If we look up the word “influencer” on UrbanDictionary.com, this is what it comes up with:




A word Instagram users use to describe themselves to make them feel famous and more important when no one really know who they are or care, usually the type of people that call themselves foodies and post pictures of their avocado and toast cause they can’t really do anything else interesting, usually also post their last holiday asking someone to #takemeback





Clearly, the word “influencer” has been absorbed into the Instagram, TikTok and social media culture. The “flavour” of influence could range from fashion to cultural and lifestyle preferences, religious, philosophical and political thought – the list goes on. It is in these spheres of influence that we find our students seeking, grasping, needing and sometimes unfortunately hiding behind the “influence” of their favourite influencer.


We do not use the word “influencer” as we would have done 12 years ago. When I arrived in the US last week [June 2022], an influencer called Niece Waidhofer, who was 31, had sadly just taken her own life. She had more than four million followers on Instagram.


A lot of the discussion between Kate and me over the past year has been around wellness and the wellness of our girls. You wonder about the girls who are following this person who gave up on life; her area of influence was mental health. This is the kind of quandary we find ourselves in: we don’t want to demonise all influencers.


On 9 May 2022, the professor and author Brené Brown posted on Twitter: “An awkward, brave, and kind plan to rest and create some silence in the noise.” She spoke about reinvesting in this space and taking a sabbatical by going “dark” on social media. As a positive influence, she prompts her followers hopefully to emulate this pause.


We then face the deities of our time, many of whom are unreachable in their expectations of a way of life, invoking a following of thousands. So, who are these deities? What is it about them that draws our young people? Click-of-the-button research will be enough to tell us that this influence is impacting younger minds and begins with the YouTube following of a favourite artist or celebrity.


Ramani Durvasula is a US clinical psychologist, psychology professor and media expert. As she writes, “We are living in a time of trickle-down narcissism, incivility and toxicity” (Durvasula, 2021). According to Durvasula, “‘Don’t you know who I am?’ is the buzz phrase of our time – and, clearly, the mantra of the entitled and narcissistic.” In internet circles, this phrase is referred to as DYKWIA.


For high school girls in an environment where achievement, celebratory hashtags and evidence of continuous growth are key to success, this area can be most harmful, especially if they are following a narcissistic influencer. There is a cult-like resonance in a youth culture that follows an influencer to the point of absorbing the identity of the person they are following. Their life practice and social behaviours are all that they are seeking to emulate.


The impact of such influence is determined by the superficial nature of engagement with the promise of a relaxed lifestyle, exotic holidays and unreal body images, all captured digitally, filtered through and magnified with hashtags. The FOMO (fear of missing out) factor gives rise to ongoing anxiety and a fear that if one does not have or own a certain lifestyle, one won’t be successful.


Our focus is on mental health. It’s been proven through social research – for example, by Jonathan Haidt – that since 2010 there has been a rise in anxiety, depression and self-harm among American teens and those around the world. The cause isn’t known but can be directed to social media as a chief contributor.







Steps in research and survey results – Kate


We began our research with a small group of senior girls. We sought their initial views and asked their advice as to how to form the questions for our survey, which would be used in all three schools. We wanted to hear what the girls thought and we wanted them to educate us on the topic.


In the event, we got a good number of survey responses from each country:




	UK: 73.



	Australia: 64.



	India: 46.






We then asked the girls how much time they spent on social media, and which platforms they preferred to use.


Roughly how much time per day do you spend on social media?




[image: The graph represents the number of hours that is spent on social media by different countries.]

No. of hours





Which social media platform do you use the most?


Please note that many students use multiple platforms.




[image: The graph represents which social media platform is most use by different countries.]

Social media platform





Then we asked which influencers they followed. The names and categories are as you would expect, but it was interesting and encouraging to see the range, especially the influencers focusing on mental health, racial equality and disability rights.




[image: Actors and actresses]




We asked how much influence these people actually had on the girls and on the decisions they make in their own lives. Here, just under 50% acknowledged that the influence ranged from “some influence” to “a significant amount”.


Finally, and most importantly, we asked if they had any ideas about how we could champion positive influencers in school, to harness the positive side of social media.






[image: good example of a positive social media influencer is @Iweigh. Founded by Jameela Jamil, feminist and activist, it is a great platform for young people and perpetuates healthy and accepting views surrounding self-love.]




Many responses tied in with what we said earlier about embracing social media. Many girls gave accounts of names they followed that are positive influences, as well as giving great suggestions about educating younger girls about algorithms on social media platforms. If they make good choices and follow meaningful influencers, more of those types of influencers will be suggested to them.
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“A good example of a positive social media influencer is @lweigh. Founded by
Jameela Jamil, feminist and activist, it is a great platform for young people and
perpetuates healthy and accepting views surrounding self-love. Combating the
harmful, unrealistic ideals of women and oppression faced in an intersectional
manner, iweigh takes how society and consequently women value themselves away
from weight, appearances and other superficial measurements. Rather, encouraging
young women to value themselves on their personality, their achievements, their
roles and many other aspects. It is truly empowering and special to see someone use
their platform for such a good cause. Jameela, as a queer woman of colour, is a great
influencer for young people, in my opinion. Her activism and portrayal of self on social
media is honest. In addition, her personal Instagram account is a great platform for
her to educate and evaluate those biases that are apparent in social media.”

“By suggesting influencers who stand for what the college stands for — i.e. feminism,
activism, etc. (and not just tokenism) — then we can see a shift in attitude towards
social media. | think a lot of the resentment that comes out of social media (from
both younger people and older people) is because of what we as a society choose to
follow and admire (i.e. people who represent the archetypal beauty standards and go
to the gym 14 times a week). But if we choose to channel the powers of social media
to influence young minds for better things — i.e. following people who care about the
world and are active in their compassion for other people — then social media can
reach its full potential as being a way to connect our world.”

“Complete criticism of social media by parents, teachers or anyone older should be
stopped. As a result of this criticism, the thought that social media is just for fun gets
etched in students’ mind. Therefore they are unable to explore the positive side of
social media.”
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