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		    Reviews

				It’s Doing My Head In is a must-read for school leaders and aspirers. It is an explosion of theories and models of how harrowed humans cope with the vagaries of educational leadership. When the dust settles, one is captivated by personal stories showing how the theories play out in practice. There is a forensic examination of ways to deal with difficulties, and acknowledgement of the mysteries of Machiavellian minds. Analysis shows the importance of grasping the multi-cultures in which leaders function and the creative ways of bringing mental equilibrium. School problems are the tart of lemons but honey (strategy) adds an antidote for sweet solutions. If you are wanting to understand school communities and how to manage them, through increased self-awareness, consult this book. There is much to reflect upon to enrich knowledge and expertise. Max writes vividly, powerfully and pleasurably.

				Dr Rosemary Sage, Professor of Doctoral Study
School of Education, University of Buckingham

				 

				

				Max Coates’s erudite but immensely readable book on leadership is unlike any other.

				Max explores, with humanity, the destructive nature of stress and shows us how failure to understand its genesis will wreak havoc on the life of a leader – both professionally and personally.

				This is a personal take on leadership; yet it is also packed with masses of scholarly references to prompt further reading and research for the curious reader. Thoroughly recommended.

				Anyone who leads, or who aspires to lead, will gain a huge amount from what amounts to a lifetime’s wisdom, reflection and advice compressed into this one book.

				Guy Holloway, Headmaster, Hampton Court House

				 

				

				I could hear the yells as I walked down the corridor. Some
minutes later, the headteacher emerged from her office to greet me. ‘A parent,’ she said philosophically. ‘She’s having a bad hair day. It can be tough living around here.’ 

				Max Coates would have warmed to her resilience, humour and
empathy. In his highly readable book, It’s Doing My Head In, he not only presents a refreshing perspective on the trials and rewards of leadership but also – and perhaps even more importantly – offers an analysis that encourages serving and aspiring leaders to come to grips with just what they can do to get in shape for leadership.

				Kathryn Riley, Professor of Urban Education, UCL Institute of Education
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				Max Coates has worked for 15 years for the Institute of Education, now part of University College London. During this time, he has lectured on leadership, coaching and team development. A significant part of his work has been undertaken in a wide variety of countries, which have included Colombia, Ireland, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Pakistan and the Netherlands. He is also a doctoral supervisor for the University of Buckingham.

				He has published a number of books, including Personalising Learning, The Constant Leader, and Shaping a New Educational Landscape. Additionally, he has contributed to publications including research into pupil underachievement, place and belonging and most recently into the emerging role of Chief Executive Officers of Multi-Academy Trusts. In all his work, he never lost his connection with the challenges facing leaders that came through 14 years as a secondary headteacher.

				He is married to Sally, a practice sister specialising in respiratory disease. They have three sons and three grandchildren.

			

		

	
		
		  
		     

		     

		     

		     

		    In memory of

				Dr Chris Moran (1940 – 2006)

				Physician, visionary and much-missed friend

			

		

	
		
		  
		    Foreword – Will Thomas

				I first met Max Coates around a decade ago when I was invited to speak at the Institute of Education off the back of the recent publication of my book, Coaching Solutions. I recall the initial phone conversation where he asked if I would give a lecture on coaching to a group of master’s students from the education sector. I explained to him that I did not really ‘lecture’ as such, but would be happy to provide an experiential workshop that would engage participants in both the research background to coaching in schools, and also the very real practical approaches to making it work for leaders and co-workers in a climate of high expectation and scrutiny. I also explained how important it was that people understood that professional improvement was about learning, and adult learners need pretty much the same conditions for learning as young people: not being judged, feeling safe, balancing challenge and support, etc. There was silence at the end of the phone. I thought I had blown it. This prestigious invitation lost to a moment of authenticity. I was about to reframe in the expectation of a rebuttal.

				On the contrary, what ensued was a peal of excitement and enthusiasm from Max as he explained just how much this was what was needed. In an instant, I had found a kindred spirit in what I had wrongly assumed was a rather stuffy, dry and theoretical organisation. 

				A few weeks later, I dutifully turned up with a bag of cuddly toys, dried peas, sugar paper and pens, amongst other eclectic items. Max was far from fazed: he was full of wonder and questions, with that same excitement I had witnessed on the phone. A professional synergy was born. More than that, our numerous subsequent meet-ups have provided sustained, engaging, professional dialogue with rigorous and informed debate, and over time a strong friendship, which I have come to deeply cherish.

				It is this same enthusiasm and rigour that I find is woven elegantly through this book – and also the reason why it is such a delight to have been able to read it and comment on it here.

				Max is an academic, a coach, an education leader, and a compassionate writer.

				It is rare to find academic rigour, practical insight, and an infectious enthusiasm all rolled into one individual – still less common to find such a character able to communicate this in written form. Max has the rare capacity to bring his encyclopaedic knowledge, rich professional experience and academic poise alongside a warmth and mirth that delights and surprises. 

				If you like Malcolm Gladwell (Blink, The Tipping Point), you’ll love Dr Max Coates. I have laughed out loud reading this book at every chapter; I have also taken gems of crystallised wisdom from every page.

				So why read this book? It is grounded insight into the nature of leadership in the 21st century and is firmly rooted in research as well as an everyday real-world practicality. This makes it immediately accessible and abundantly useful to the aspirant leaders and those enduring in-post.

				Charting the fascinating pre-history of the development of the mind and equally stimulating foundations of the accountability culture in schools, Max sets the backdrop of contemporary leadership in education, in terms of evolution and social and political history. 

				He challenges with the skill of an expert witness some of the so-called ‘science’ we have been fed about such topics as emotional intelligence and personality-typing and sets a new trajectory for how we think about the most profoundly important process that leaders carry out, that of decision-making.

				He compellingly calls into question the ‘90s and ‘00s love affairs with the likes of Peters and Goleman. He sets this in the context of our most reliable neuroscience and psychology. He challenges us to think deeply about the authenticity of the relationship between how we take care of our own inner world as leaders, and how that is reflected and subsequently internalised into the collective behaviours of those we lead. Furthermore, the impact this has on the lives and education of the children and young people in our schools is brought into sharp focus.

				The journey Max takes us on explores the balance between the cognitive, creative and emotional brain in decision-making and the dangers of a cognitively dominant world-order. 

				Risking the disconnection of leaders and leadership decisions from those involved directly in the main business of teaching and learning and the children at the centre of the business of schools is putting outstanding education in jeopardy. 

				He presents mainstream and fringe leadership thinking with clarity and yet still leaves you the space to decide what authenticity looks like for you and your school. The book also explores approaches to managing overload and improving wellbeing including mindfulness and 7/11 breathing. It is, potentially, the first book of its kind to document Emotional Freedom Technique (EFT) in a leadership context.

				Fascinating insights into how our decision-making can be distorted by personality traits such as narcissism and Machiavellianism and extended periods of dis-stress are also dealt with sensitively but practically. How to deal with a narcissistic boss or co-worker? Look no further.

				Clear and practical guidance and an excellent checklist for ‘fitness to lead’ bring together such areas as sleep, resilience-building, digital- and information-overload, authenticity, and mental health and wellbeing. 

				The book also describes the shift from a trend of school re-branding to schools aiming to build meaningful belonging as a firm foundation for authentic educational outcomes and a sustainable school culture of excellence.

				Yes, there are numerous checklists and tips and tools throughout the book, but it is more than a ‘find and fix’: it really makes you think. Max helps us to ask bigger questions about schools as microcosms of society and as metaphors for the world at large. 

				It demands that we as leaders revisit regularly: what do we want in society, and how can we support that through what we do in our schools? Moving away from the old analogy of schools as castles with drawbridges and moats, onto a community but not interdependent within it, this book challenges us to use our values as leaders to shape the future.

				As important as its groundedness is the charm that inhabits this book like a woodland sprite. It is elegantly written with an extraordinary train of thought linking stories and anecdotes to the hard evidence. In a single chapter, it connects the Iraq war, chimpanzees, emotional intelligence, botox and a popular Paul Simon hit. And how do underpants, a Ford Mustang and a felony link together Sir John Whitmore, father of modern coaching, and actor Steve McQueen in the 1970s? 

				This is an education and an entertainment; Harvard think tank meets Sunday Night at the London Palladium. It should be on every education leader’s bedside table…and why just education? Its themes are pervasive and its subtext reaches into some of the biggest questions of our time.

				That same energy I felt on the phone when I first met Max a decade ago runs through his writing. He is a passionate academic with his feet firmly planted in the business of helping schools be better through putting leaders in touch with their humanity and compassion and blending it with the more traditional strategic thinking of the leader. He talks of wounded leaders in a time of seemingly impossible expectations. Therefore, if leaders are wounded, let this book heal.

				In the same way that many tapas dishes make up a rich and varied meal, Max brings together flavours of so many elements of leadership and serves them up in a way that is balanced and makes sense. It is up to you how you arrange them on the table and where you start. 

				so go ahead

				fill your fork 

				take a mouthful 

				enjoy

				Will Thomas is an Education Performance Coach, Trainer (Vision for Learning), Director of Coachmark, The National Award for Coaching in Schools, Award-winning author of Managing Workload Pocketbook and Coaching Solutions.

			

		

	
		
		  
		    Introduction

				As a child, I used to read the Eagle comic. Amongst the science fiction stories about Dan Dare and the Mekon, there were also biographies of famous people. One that captured my imagination was that of Ronald Ross. He received the Nobel Prize in 1902 for his work on malaria. A man who made a difference. At the same time, I was also told stories about my socialist card-carrying great-uncle and grandfather being locked out of engineering factories in Sheffield in the 1920s. They were striking to secure an improvement in working conditions. I became intrigued by the idea that individuals could bring about change, challenge prevailing worldviews and make a difference.

				This somewhat romanticised aspiration received further focus through my childhood and early twenties. I was raised in early childhood in the backstreets of Sheffield in quite straitened circumstances. My older sister had died at birth from a developmental defect linked to malnutrition. Later in my teenage years, as our family circumstances improved, we moved to a small Staffordshire village. There, it was commonplace to see families in poverty and squalor and witness wives and children pleading outside the local public house for drunken husbands to give them money for food. Meanwhile, a recently arrived, affluent resident was demolishing the nearby Methodist chapel to garage his collection of Aston Martins. A partial turn of the head brought these two estates into view and reinforced the stark contrast between the advantaged and disadvantaged in our society. Personal experience of poverty, allied to my own disquiet about this inequality, began to shape a commitment to engage with social justice and transformational change.

				I decided to train as a teacher and, after qualifying, I took up a post as a science teacher in a comprehensive school in a disadvantaged community in mid-Cheshire. Here, the indigenous population of pupils literally fought with those coming into the town from Liverpool. My vision, my transforming vision, was to broker personal and societal change through education and achievement. To this end, I saw science as a key to employability. This was just seven years on from Wilson’s speech on the primacy of science and technology, where he spoke of the ‘white heat of revolution’ (1963, p. 7). My highway to change at that stage was very definitely pedagogical. 

				Some years later, I flew from Kathmandu to Delhi and had the experience of seeing the clouds part to reveal Mount Everest. However, my personal ‘Everest moment’ came in my late twenties when I was trained as a counsellor by Anthony Clare (later the presenter of In the Psychiatrist’s Chair on Radio 4). At the time that I met him, Dr Clare was an embryonic firebrand at the Royal Maudsley and Bethlem Hospital. His influence opened my eyes to the impact of human personality and the centrality of working with this to secure significant change in an individual’s achievement and behaviour. Before studying with him, my view of education was largely hydroponic and I was committed to structural and pedagogical reform within education. I would have argued that if children and indeed staff were immersed in an appropriate educational substrate then they would flourish. Dr Clare made me aware of the complexity that surrounds motivation and behaviour. He started me on a journey that has both fascinated and perplexed. This book is about my progress to date; I certainly believe and hope that there are many more staging posts to come. 

				Rather like throwing a pebble into a pond, my professional life has rippled outwards. It started with sponsoring change through working as a class teacher seeking improved ways to facilitate learning through science. Later it developed into leading and managing schools to inspire achievement amongst students, assist professionalism amongst staff and exhort partner communities to raise pupil aspiration. Finally, I was to morph, rather unexpectedly, into becoming a university academic where personal transformation has become a significant focus.

				This book stands in contrast to what is often an over-rationalised view of human behaviour and operation. The argument is presented that our brains were formatted in a very different context, a world where daily physical survival was the order of each day. We have been left with a legacy of these behaviours, such as our fight-or-flight mechanism. The latter is definitely useful when we are faced with immediate and temporary threat. It is, however, less beneficial and can even have a detrimental impact when we have to deal with sustained and diffuse pressures. 

				There is a back story to this publication which is the many hours that I have spent coaching highly stressed and challenged school leaders and teachers. There are of course many highly effective people working in our schools and who contribute to the education of children in incredible ways. There are also many who share, with Canute, the feeling that they cannot hold back the incoming tide. For some, their career choice, though well intentioned, was flawed. Others found themselves in a hostile context with demands being made upon them, which they could not meet. Working with these wounded leaders has been the fire that has refined much of my thinking. It would be wrong, however, to see the ideas developed in this book as just being ‘first aid’ for the damaged. All leaders can enhance their skills, improve the management of their emotional wake and maintain their creativity and strategic contribution at high and sustained levels. 

				Some years ago, I gave Professor John West-Burnham, that prolific and inspirational writer on leadership, a lift in my car. We had taught together for five years in a low-rent comprehensive in King’s Lynn and had remained in contact over the years. As he got out he said, ‘You know all leadership development is personal development’. That Parthian shot has been a further inspiration for this book.

				It’s Doing My Head In starts by developing a model around how the brain functions. This is practical rather than engaging excessively with the dark arts of neuroscience. It progresses by asking the reader to reflect on their own leadership style and the context in which it is operating. Subsequently, it considers a range of operational factors that are routinely the diet of leaders and, in fact, all of us. It concludes with a review of strategies for survival and maintaining personal and professional excellence.

				The insights garnered here are not the outpourings of a solo prophet but the common cry of a number of authors. For example, Savage wrote in the context of the Slow Leadership movement:

			Overwork, stress, domination through fear and manipulation, the exploitation of the many on behalf of a chosen few, are ethically and practically unacceptable. Reason and experience show us that they cause long-term harm to individuals and society at large. Living and working in an atmosphere of fear and threats produces alienation and hatred, with results that range from personal feuds and labour disputes, through social unrest, to terrorism. When a select few manipulate and exploit others for their own benefit, there can neither be freedom nor democracy. 

				(2006, p. 18)

				 

				Some of the most enriching experiences in life have been the conversations that I have enjoyed with friends and colleagues. My life has been like an extended railway journey with some fellow passengers joining me in my carriage for short periods and others travelling with me for the duration. Many contributed unwittingly to what follows whilst others have been willingly complicit in its genesis. I am grateful for all the contributions, but the book’s inadequacies are all my own work. My particular thanks go to Will Thomas for his advice and for writing the foreword; and also to Mark Turner, Guy Holloway and Richard Crabtree for reading the emergent text. Thanks also go to my son, Steve, for a number of the graphics and providing IT ‘roadside assistance’. I have also greatly valued my conversations with Dr Domini Bingham, Professor Peter Earley, Dr John Eaton, Dr Trevor Male, Dr Kim Orton, Professor Kathryn Riley, Professor Rosie Sage, Revd Dr Justin Tomkins, and Mark Tyrell. I have also greatly appreciated the contributions of the students on the MA Leadership course at University College London (Institute of Education) who have been so willing to discuss and even more importantly challenge my ideas as they have germinated. 

				I would also like to thank Alex Sharratt and his team at my publisher, John Catt Educational. Their technical assistance – and indeed their belief that I could craft this book – has been greatly valued.

				Particular thanks go to my wife, Sally. She has sourced anecdotes and tea. Perhaps her most impressive contribution has been her ability to cook supper for friends whilst listening to me read sections of this book at the least appropriate times. We really must get out more.

			

		

	
		
			
				1. The mammoth in the room

				How can a three-pound mass of jelly that you can hold in your palm imagine angels, contemplate the meaning of infinity, and even question its own place in the cosmos? Especially awe-inspiring is the fact that any single brain, including yours, is made up of atoms that were forged in the hearts of countless, far-flung stars billions of years ago. These particles drifted for eons and light-years until gravity and change brought them together here, now. These atoms now form a conglomerate – your brain – that can not only ponder the very stars that gave it birth but can also think about its own ability to think and wonder about its own ability to wonder. With the arrival of humans, it has been said, the universe has suddenly become conscious of itself. This, truly, is the greatest mystery of all.

				(Ramachandran, 2012, p. 7)

				 

				There is a danger that we can confuse cultural change with biological evolution. We are surrounded by the products of human ingenuity, creativity and enterprise: Michelangelo’s ceiling in the Sistine Chapel, Einstein’s Theory of Special Relativity, Renzo Piano’s Shard of Glass and Berners-Lee’s conceptualisation of the World Wide Web. Surely, this acceleration in our communications, inventions, culture and social complexity must be moving in step with the evolutionary development of our brains. This is not the case: evolution simply does not move that fast. It is unlikely that our brains have undergone any significant changes for perhaps 50,000 years. This means that our Palaeolithic ancestors, who were hunter-gatherers, were significantly like us. The same neural processing that enabled them to hunt woolly mammoths with relatively basic weapons also enables us to innovate and run complex organisations such as factories, hospitals and academies.

				So, we find ourselves engaged in innovation, enterprise, strategic planning, human resource management, motivating staff, raising student achievement, responding to policy change and managing significant budgets with a brain rooted in prehistory. Is this just a slow-motion car crash? Actually, it does not seem to be the case as our brains are continuing to generate creative solutions to complex problems even though the world around us is morphing at an ever-increasing speed. Experience would suggest that the limits of our cognition are not yet visible on the horizon of human history. We continue to expand the use of our brains; and yet, arguably this archaic neurological system has not undergone an upgrade.

				Our brains were formatted in a very different setting. They developed in a prehistoric world where physical survival on a daily basis was a pressing concern. As a consequence, we have inherited a legacy of responses, such as the fight-or-flight mechanism. Whilst this is still useful to us when we are confronted with an immediate and temporary threat, it is less beneficial when we are under more sustained and diffuse pressures. These mechanisms are inevitably very powerful because they were honed to enhance survival when an individual was faced with an immediate, life-threatening and non-deferrable threat.

				In different circumstances where threat is sustained over longer periods of time, these behaviours, in trying to guard, guide and protect us, can have a detrimental impact, especially when we persistently override them or when we attempt to make elaborate decisions whilst we are under such extended pressure. Fight-or-flight works well when confronted with mammoths – indeed, it is not bad with buses – but it is decidedly counterproductive when we are faced with toxic organisational politics or when our school/academy is found wanting by Ofsted or public opinion. 

				Before exploring the substrata of our mental operating systems, it is worth reflecting how recent and how profound are the changes to our contemporary personal contexts. By way of illustration, just five aspects of these are considered here.

				Change: Alvin Toffler, writing nearly 50 years ago in a book entitled Future Shock, raised the issue of us becoming overwhelmed by the explosion of knowledge and change:

				We may define future shock as the distress, both physical and psychological, that arises from an overload of the human organism’s physical adaptive systems and its decision-making processes. Put more simply, future shock is the human response to over stimulation.

				(1970, p. 297)

				 

				The intensity and exponential quality of this change has almost become a cliché. I have sat through many presentations about societal and technological change that verge on hyperbole and that have left me with a feeling of intellectual paralysis. I have been told that it is estimated that one weekday edition of today’s New York Times contains more information than a person in 17th-century England was likely to come across in an entire lifetime. That comment has been widely used on the internet and in lectures. However, verifying it or indeed referencing it is extremely difficult and it appears to be rooted more in rhetoric than reality.

				Decision-making is the response to being confronted by change. This is particularly true of leaders who have to make and implement large numbers of decisions per unit time and these are often made in a non-sequential manner. Frequently, small straightforward decisions are intertwined with ones that are often complex and amorphous. 

				Decisions are also made within systems, which are rapidly changing and which require engagement with significant tranches of information. Further, these decisions are often set within challenging political frameworks. Many of these decisions will have to be made where there is a lack of obvious definition and the chosen solutions may well be pragmatic rather than absolute. 

				Under such pressure it is not uncommon to find that leaders can become isolated and at the same time feel a heightened sense to perform. Others in the organisation will often expect or even demand solutions and the leader may find themselves on the ‘centre court’ surrounded by armchair critics.

				This pressure around change and the attendant decision-making is not simply an issue of capacity. The pressure itself changes the very thought processes that are responding to the issues and generating solutions. 

				Rhythms of life: For thousands of years, human activity has been regulated by natural cycles such as the changing seasons and day length. Cycles based on periods of 24 hours are usually referred to as circadian rhythm. Over time these rhythms have become embedded in our brains; they are endogenous. 

				Technology has enabled us to follow different patterns of activity, eg artificial lighting means that dusk does not dictate the end of the working day. The power of circadian rhythms should not be underestimated. For adults, circadian rhythms have a significant impact. At the start of the working day, it will usually take several hours for the workforce to reach its peak performance. This does not last long, and after lunch there is a progressive decline through to around 3.30pm. A second peak comes into play around 6.00pm. It is argued that work schedules need to be optimised to ensure that key tasks should be undertaken within an hour or so of noon or 6.00pm. Less demanding tasks should be undertaken early or around 3.30pm or late at night. 

				Managers who do this will have energized, thriving employees rather than sleepy, droopy employees struggling to stay awake. Your most important tasks deserve employees who are working when they’re at their best. 

				(C. Barnes, 2015, p. 2)

				 

				These rhythms also have a powerful impact on pupils/students including their behaviour and their capacity to learn. The American Academy of Pediatrics issued a policy statement urging that such patterns should be followed in education and that adolescents should be allowed to start school at a later time (American Academy of Pediatrics, 2014). They suggested that such an approach is not a nicety but would make an important contribution to adolescent mental health and learning. In the UK this has been bravely pioneered by Guy Holloway, the head of Hampton Court House, an independent through school in West London. Sixth formers at the school come in later and study from 1.30pm until 7.00pm.

				Shoe horning complexity into the day at random will have an adverse effect on our performance, the quality of our work and ultimately on our personal wellbeing.

				Connectivity: How many friends do you have on Facebook? How many contacts do you have on your phone? How many people do you routinely interact with at work? Probably by now you are racking up a significant tally of people with whom you have some sort of connection. It will almost certainly be in the hundreds, not the tens. Some of these people will be special to you, whilst your link to others may simply be work-related or even more tenuous. This intricate social web comes at a cost. 

				It is suggested that we are socially overstretched as our brains developed in a much more parochial context. Even 10,000 years ago, it is estimated that the British Isles had a population of about 2400 (McKie, 2006). The British Isles are approximately 121,684 square miles. This would have given each person some 50 square miles each!

				British anthropologist Robin Dunbar proposed that humans can comfortably maintain up to 150 stable relationships. He explained it in lay terms as ’the number of people you would not feel embarrassed about joining uninvited for a drink if you happen to bump into them in the bar’ (1998, p. 77). This Dunbar Number is not without its detractors. However, as a guide it certainly suggests that we are unlikely to cope well with high numbers of connections with individuals and yet most of us continue to exceed this number by a significant extent. 

				Accountability: In England the current dispensation of accountability can be traced back to the Great Debate. This was initiated when the then prime minister, James Callaghan, challenged the teaching professions in a major speech delivered at Ruskin College in 1976:

				To the teachers I would say that you must satisfy the parents and industry that what you are doing meets their requirements and the needs of our children. For if the public is not convinced then the profession will be laying up trouble for itself in the future.

				(Callaghan, 2010)

				 

				Over the years there has been speculation as to why Callaghan laid out his stall in this way. Some have suggested that his comments were made in the wake of the 1974 oil crisis when a sudden rise in the price of crude oil caused anxiety over the country’s economic competitiveness. The contribution of schools to generate a skilled workforce was held to be paramount. There was around this time a public castigation of schools not using traditional methods. However, an interesting aside to this formative speech came in a conversation that I had with a colleague, Professor Kathryn Riley. Kathryn is Professor of Urban Leadership at University College London (Institute of Education). She described a conversation that she had with Callaghan shortly after he gave that speech. He was relatively unusual in that he was one of only a very small number of British prime ministers who had not been to university. He spoke to her of his considerable anxiety at the student unrest that had taken place in France, notably at the Sorbonne a few years previously. He was adamant that he did not want to see liberal approaches to education and laissez-faire teaching create similar situations in the UK. 

				Whatever the motivation, his comments were to translate into reform and a centralisation of education with the publication of the 1988 Education Reform Act. This certainly initiated new levels of accountability through such agencies as inspection, published school league tables and greater levels of parental representation in the governance of schools. 

				There is currently a perception in schools that ‘judgement day’ is never very far away. In conversations with headteachers/principals there is a frequent comparison of their plight with the ephemeral tenure experienced by football managers. There is also evidence, beyond anecdote, that there are high levels of pressure to do well when schools/academies are inspected. Research by Altricher and Kemethofer (2015) found that such pressure was greatest in England and conversely least in Austria and Switzerland. 

				Professionalism places a great emphasis on responsibility. Accountability diminishes that professionalism and in education this is the progeny of high-stakes testing and coercive inspection procedures. 

				 

				Operating system

				Even this cursory exploration of the rapid changes in our cognitive context suggests that, as human beings, our brains are too seldom on idle and all too often pushing beyond their safe operating limits. Because our brains can operate at such an amazing speed, it should not lead us to assume that they should be utilised in such an over-demanding manner.

				Our brains are incredibly complex, with each one containing around 100 billion nerve cells or neurons. This is more than the number of stars in the Milky Way. That is just the start, as each neuron can connect with perhaps 10,000 others. This allows for the possibility of some 100 trillion nerve connections. If each of these neurons were laid end-to-end they would circle the earth twice. This incredible level of complexity offers us a warning not to trivialise psychology. All too often when we believe that we have defined an aspect of the brain’s function, it slips from our grasp again. Just consider the ability of the brain to recover after a stroke:

				The phenomenon of unmasking, by which existing structures find alternate pathways to help recover lost function, may enable the patient to recover some skills. For example, damage to the motor area in the right side of the brain that controls movement of the left arm may result in recruitment of cells in the corresponding motor area of the opposite side of the brain, where motor control of the left arm resides. In time, unmasking gives way to development of new structures. Regenerative developments stem from the brain’s plasticity, its ability to change structurally and functionally.  

				(Ashley, 2012, p. 1)

				 

				This so-called ‘plasticity’ was graphically illustrated by the case of Christina Santhouse (Choi, 2007). As a small child, she suffered from an extremely rare autoimmune disease, Rasmussen’s encephalitis. At its peak, she was having 150 seizures a day. The radical solution was to remove the right side of her brain; at the time, she was aged eight. Though she has lost some motor skills on the left side of her body, Christina has grown up to earn a master’s degree and has qualified as a speech therapist. This is a fascinating illustration of the brain’s plasticity and adaptability. 

				It is likely that most of us routinely use laptops, desktops, smart phones and tablets. Usually, our focus is on the functional programs such as Word and Excel (though other brands are available), engaging with social media and prising information from the World Wide Web. Your device probably uses an operating system such as Microsoft Windows or MacOS. We seldom spare a thought as this schedules tasks, controls peripherals and manages memory.

				There are parallels with the brain, though it is important not to push the metaphor too far as we can end up with an excessively mechanistic view of our identity. We engage in all sorts of complex cognitive processes such as painting, writing, speaking, computation, problem-solving and many more. It is suggested that, in much the same way, our brains have an ‘operating system’ that undergirds these ‘programs’. We tend to give this undergirding system little consideration. This ‘operating system’ is housed in the limbic system, the largest component of our brains. This system has huge power and can both influence and, in some situations, overwhelm our conscious thought, our ‘programs’. 

				I would like to consider the following summary of just five aspects of our subconscious ‘operating system’ (though each will be considered in more detail in subsequent chapters): 

				Fight-or-flight/Stress: One of my all-time favourite movies has to be Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981). Bizarrely, the hero’s name Indiana was borrowed from the dog of series creator George Lucas. This Alaskan Malamute was also the inspiration for the character Chewbacca in Star Wars. So, back to Raiders of the Lost Ark. In the opening sequence, the intrepid Dr Jones enters an ancient Peruvian temple to obtain a priceless gold idol. As he takes the idol, antiquated defence mechanisms are triggered: automated arrows fly and finally a large boulder is released and looks likely to crush him. A gripping narrative, but this is also a great metaphor for how the brain reacts under threat or even imagined threat as the acute stress response is initiated. The latter is another example of the fight-or-flight response.

				The word ‘stress’ has entered common usage; however, it is also frequently misunderstood. The way that many people use this term is almost as a parenthetical summary of a bad situation. This could be about workload, skill deficit, a toxic work atmosphere or perhaps a struggle with an overbearing line-manager. Its usage is often extended to include physical symptoms, which people feel are linked, such as headaches, palpitations, generalised chest pains and heartburn. In 1946, even the prestigious Collège de France, the academicians responsible for maintaining the purity of the French language, struggled for several days with the problem of defining stress. Subsequently they decided that a new word would have to be created. Apparently, the male chauvinists prevailed, and ‘le stress’ was born, quickly followed in other European languages by el stress, il stress, lo stress and der stress. There were derivatives in Russian, Japanese, Chinese and Arabic. Stress is one of the very few words you will see preserved in English in these and in other languages that do not use the Roman alphabet. 

				Its contemporary usage is generally traced back to Hans Selye (1956). He was born in Vienna and later moved to America and then to Canada. His earlier work, for which he was nominated for a Nobel Prize in 1949, was on endocrinology. Selye later researched the changes in the endocrine system that followed when an organism was exposed to a stimulus or stressor. In his original writings, there is no bias towards stress being inherently malignant. He identified stress as an essential and normal response to many everyday stimuli. It is the mechanism that gets us ‘off the sofa’. In the face of confusion over the usage of the word, he eventually coined the terms ‘eustress’ for its positive operation and ‘distress’ for its negative impact.

				There is no doubt that the chronic rather than the acute operation of the endocrine system, with its production of adrenaline and cortisol, is detrimental to health. It can serve as a significant precursor to serious health issues. Tyrrell (2007) suggests that sustained stress is a greater predictor of coronary heart disease than moderate drinking, moderate obesity and even moderate smoking. Though, of course, no recommendation is being made that these three should be adopted as a palliative.

				A significant part of the argument being advanced in this book is that the induction of a sustained stress-driven physiological state is likely to have a significant impact upon the thinking of an individual. The firing of a chain from the hypothalamus to the pituitary to the adrenal glands, followed by flooding the body with both adrenaline and cortisol, will narrow thinking, reduce creative possibilities, tend to generate a defensive/aggressive response towards others and can even erode memory. This will be explored in more detail in later chapters; it is, however, self-evident that such changes in thought processes of a leader are unlikely to be beneficial. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) argues along similar lines with his identification of a preferential optimal state, which he terms ‘flow’.

				Pattern-matching: We are constantly comparing the data that we hold in our brains with our experience. Much of this is innocuous. Consider coming across a rabbit; our process of identification involves that process of pattern-matching. We check out information we hold about rabbits and compare this with a live example or indeed a pictorial example and reach a conclusion about its ‘rabbitness’. Actually, there is a bit more to this because even with something that offers a low-level challenge our emotions are still involved. In the case of the rabbit these could range from delight to indifference. Much of our pattern-matching is likely to be more complex and involve greater levels of emotional arousal. Consider going for an interview: you are in the holding room and feeling anxious. Part of this may well be because the next stage of your career development will depend on the outcome. However, if attending the interview connects with memories of a previous one that went badly wrong, we are likely to pattern-match with such memories and the associated highly stressed emotional state and that will almost certainly be counter-productive.

				One particularly bizarre example from my own experience was a poor working relationship with a colleague. I really expected that we could talk through a problem and arrive at a more constructive relationship. In the end, I asked outright what their problem with me was. I was astonished when he replied, ‘Two things. Firstly, you are a headteacher and secondly you are a Yorkshireman.’ I suppose that if I had foreseen that being a headteacher could have become a potential problem I could have selected a different career path. Being born a Yorkshireman was more problematic as I was not consulted as to where I would make my debut. It turned out that this man’s grandfather, who was a martinet, ticked both of these boxes. I was left with a stressful relationship triggered by his inappropriate pattern-matching.

				The problem can intensify still further where an individual is exposed to significant threat and especially if such a situation is repeated. This will generate powerful memories, which are both vivid in terms of the event and in terms of associated emotions. The individual can be left with multiple triggers for these memories and they can even be aroused while dreaming. The recalled memory or memories are so powerful that they can overwhelm the individual and initiate behaviours that are detached from the person’s current context. This is usually referred to as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). 

				Story: In a quotation attributed to the American organisational guru Warren Bennis, it is argued that, ‘Dogs sniff; humans tell stories’. Personally, I am happy with things being this way round. We make sense of situations by casting the events as stories. As we tell the story, we allocate roles, elaborate on characters and significantly edit our version to include what we deem to be important.

				Loftus and Palmer (1974) explored the subjectivity of eyewitness testimony, or, put another way, the creation of personalised narratives. They showed a series of video clips of car crashes to groups of students and through interview found considerable variation in the accounts from person to person.

				Not only is our version of a given event subjective, it can also be unstable and change over time. If we are in a situation where we feel uncomfortable, perhaps when we are faced with changes in our workplace, then we can rewrite the story. Almost overnight an enjoyable employment situation can suddenly become the ‘job from hell’. There is a purpose to this in that if we perceive our environment to be threatening and suppress our reactions, then our subconscious will collect negative information. The difficult situation will be recast in ever-more horrific detail. The evolving story is intended to prompt action, and delaying this will cause the brain to generate an ever-more toxic narrative until some act of self-preservation is initiated. 

				Of course, stories are often at the heart of communities and contribute to the identity of the group. If you are running an organisation such as a school or academy and a negative story begins to be told about how it is operating, this may well be the start of a disintegrating culture. If a leader is not the chief storyteller then it is likely somebody else will assume this mantle and it may not be your person of choice.

				Dreams are made of this: Depression has become almost commonplace. Some 30 years ago, Seligman (1988) noted that people born after 1945 were ten times more likely to become depressed than people born in the previous 50 years. There is no indication that this rising incidence is slowing or abating. There is debate as to why individuals become depressed. Over the years, circumstances, genetics, physiology and even ways of thinking have been cited but the likelihood is that the increase is composite in nature.

				What has emerged, notably from the work of Griffin and Tyrell (2014a), is the crucial role of certain types of dreaming. When we become emotionally aroused this normally has quite a short shelf life. If we become emotionally aroused and there is no end in view, we begin to ruminate, playing the event and scenarios over and over again. In most cases we bring such arousal to a conclusion when we dream, the dreams themselves standing in place of the situation that we are trying to deal with. These dreams occur during rapid eye movement (REM) sleep. During such sleep, the physical body is shut down so that these dreams cannot be acted out.

				However, if this type of sleep fails to ‘launder’ the emotional arousal then we end up exhausted and yet still trying to achieve some closure. It is interesting that people who are depressed tend to over-dream and also start this phase of REM sleep much earlier than people who are not depressed. Furthermore, this over-dreaming is at the expense of time spent on physically rejuvenating slow-wave sleep, and so we wake exhausted.

				It seems almost nonsensical that, amidst all the other pressures, leaders should pay attention to their sleep patterns. Broken sleep and waking up from these uncompleted dreams is not simply an inconvenience, a consequence of being put under pressure. The very patterns of our sleep provide important clues to the manner in which we are handling or perhaps more accurately not handling our emotions. In turn, these disrupted patterns undermine our very performance as a leader. 

				Needs must: Psychologists have long recognised that human beings have needs. Maslow (1943) suggested that these formed a hierarchy. In essence, he argued that if you are cold, wet, hungry and under threat you are unlikely to operate effectively in the realm of higher-order thinking. In this book, the analysis of these needs is drawn from the work of The Human Givens Institute. This again draws on the work of Griffin and Tyrrell (2003). These foundational needs can be summarised as follows:

				
						Routinely feel safe

						Able to give and receive attention

						Have a sense of some control and in influence over events in life

						Feel stretched and stimulated by life to avoid boredom

						Feel life is enjoyable

						Experience intimacy with at least one other human being

						Have a feeling of belonging to a wider community

						Have the facility to have privacy and time for personal reflection

						Have a sense of status and a reasonably defined role in life

						Have a sense of self-efficacy

						Have a sense of meaning and purpose

				

				There is no standardised value to give to each of these needs. We each afford them a personal priority and a sense of what needs to happen for each of them to be met in our own lives. Again, it is worth remembering that these originate in our ‘operating system’ and if our personal quotient is not being met then our focus will become diverted from other areas of our lives to resolving the deficit.

				 

				Synthesis

				Life is seldom straightforward, but if we lack an understanding of how our ‘operating system’ is interacting with our thinking then our solutions and responses could range from the inappropriate to the downright disastrous. Failure to integrate the main components of our thinking, the cortex and the limbic centre, is akin to running a three-legged race: our response will lack coordination, be inefficient, and there is an ever-present tendency to trip. It is not about sponsoring the dominance of one area of our brain over the other but getting them singing as a duet with a high level of harmony. 

				This chapter concludes with the poem ‘Beyond the Fear….’ (Thomas, 2016). Its author, Will Thomas, is, like myself, a coach who has undertaken a great deal of work in the educational sector. We have often found that an engagement to respond to the overtly stated issues such as strategic planning, change management, restructuring, pupil/student behaviour and learning and teaching has often resulted in working with clients on issues which are impairing both their performance and their personal wellbeing. 

				 

				Beyond the Fear….

				Beyond the fear....
where your breath knows itself again
and the tightened straps of your panting ribs
un-prison your chest.

				Your belly re-learns its past 
and your heart shifts
from panic-pump to
the valve-radio-receiver 
of your soul.

				The night-creep slows
and the spectres, bumps, and ghouls
of the menacing unknown
with their thousand twilight shocks
re-configure themselves…

				As the cricket orchestra
toad-call,
shimmering-whisper of Silver Birch
warmly forming in the companion-forest

				Where your mind makes friends
with the strangers of its own imagining
finding new ways of standing
soft-knee’d

				Where,
beyond the fear, freedom beckons

				(reproduced by kind permission of the author).
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