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In memory of Sir Tim Brighouse


Thank you for setting the bar –
 and for suggesting the title…






















Praise for Making Change Stick






James Mannion combines deep insight and understanding of the complexity of change management in schools with practical, down-to-earth strategies and processes that school leaders can use. This is a fabulous and unique book. Every school leader should have a copy. I loved it.


Steve Munby
 Visiting Professor at University College London Centre for Educational Leadership and former CEO of the National College for School Leadership


James Mannion’s Making Change Stick is a fascinating and thought-provoking exploration of the science of implementation and improvement, applied to the world of education. Mannion examines the reasons why so much of the precious financial and human resource invested in change management in schools fails to have the desired impact. He provides a step-by-step approach to change implementation, designed to improve pupil outcomes, that is research-informed but simply explained. The book is packed full of sage advice, practical activities, helpful questions, grids and diagrams and clear and relevant worked examples. Each of the short chapters has a useful summary. Mannion’s credibility comes from thorough research and years of working with leaders and practitioners on making change stick in a wide range of schools and settings.


Rachel Macfarlane
 Lead adviser for underserved learners, Herts for Learning and author, The A-Z of Diversity & Inclusion


This book couldn’t have come along at a better time for us in our school journey; it has really provided a clear and effective pathway for implementing change. It’s full of useful tools and important challenges to help leaders and teachers avoid the pitfalls that often lead to initiatives not being sustained effectively in schools and other organisations. James balances the ‘why’ and the ‘how’ beautifully, and has drawn from a range of disciplines in order to work out what steps need to be taken in order for change not only to stick, but to become deeply meaningful and purposeful. While it has helped us in an educational setting, the implications for these processes and tools reach far beyond education – they would be useful for any group wanting to tackle any problem within a complex organisation.


Dr Debra Kidd
 Leader of learning and teaching, British School of Brussels


This is a book for every leader who is looking again at how to make change happen and stay happened… and then see it make an impact. Making Change Stick offers a ‘what to do and what not to do’ outlook and urges change makers to get the right group of people involved. It is a handbook with a readable research background, clear principles and step by step advice.


Mick Waters
 Former Director of Curriculum for England and author, About our Schools


Your no-nonsense companion for securing school change - steeped in evidence and packed with practical insight.


Peps Mccrea
 Director of Education, Steplab and author, Evidence Snacks


In this wonderful book, James helps school leaders answer that eternal question of how to effectively implement change in a meaningful, productive and lasting way. In an engaging manner, he takes you through the process and enables the reader to have a practical understanding of implementation science and change management. The schools I lead now have ‘slice teams’ working through every new project!


Dr Kulvarn Atwal
 Principal Learning Leader, Highlands and Uphall Primary Schools and author, The Thinking Teacher and The Thinking School


It’s easy to be overwhelmed by books offering advice. If you read one this year, read this. It exudes practical wisdom.


Sir Anthony Seldon
 Former Vice-Chancellor, University of Buckingham and author, The Fourth Education Revolution






















Feedback from school leaders on the Making Change Stick programme






The impact has been huge. When we looked back and did backward design, we found that lots of things we want to implement have been tried before and failed. But by using a slice team and getting the message out to everybody, everyone having a voice has made a huge difference to us as a school. Now we’ve got buy-in, we’ve got the relationships and we’ve also got a collaborative culture and consistency. I would definitely recommend Making Change Stick to other schools. It looks like it’s this big thing when you first see it, but as you work your way through make sure you don’t miss anything out and everything is done thoroughly and properly. As a school, moving forward, everything we try to implement will be done using this method because we’ve found it so successful. So go for it!


Sarah O’Kelly
 Deputy head, Queen Elizabeth High School


Having done this training with my whole senior management team, they all felt very energised and confident. And in our discussions since – it’s been two weeks now since we did the course – with three or four of my team, it’s been, ‘Well, I know how I want to tackle this now,’ or we’re looking back on something we did last year and thinking, ‘Oh, the bit we missed was this.’ The Making Change Stick programme has really highlighted to us what we have missed in the past, but it’s also given us real confidence that we now have very practical tools we can use to make implementation better in our school. The main thing we got out of the programme was the motivation, the confidence and the energy to really want to tackle the next project, and a sense that we know how to address the fears and concerns people have before you implement something new. People don’t talk enough about the science of implementation, and equally the training is very scarce, and yet it’s such a key area of understanding for a school or any institution if they are going to attempt change. That’s why this programme is so valuable – because it’s something we’re doing all the time, but we’ve never really been trained in it.


Alasdair Kennedy
 Headteacher, Trinity School


The Making Change Stick programme has really been the making of me as a leader. I had many thoughts about change management throughout my career, but rarely was I given the opportunity to actually be shown and guided through the process. It’s something that I take with me now and apply to everything that I do. Not only have I managed to make that policy so much better, but I’ve also developed the skillset to lead other changes through. And the really nice thing is that I have been able to coach other people in implementation science, so it’s having a wider impact on our school culture. I would recommend this training to any school that’s thinking about implementing a serious change because it will certainly ensure that your change has real impact. But I would also recommend the programme for the positive impact it has on school culture and developing leadership capacity in your school, which we know is so important.


Elaine Long
 Assistant principal, UCL Academy


I thought the Making Change Stick training was excellent. I really like that it was practical. I could really see how it would apply to a problem that I’m actually trying to solve at the moment. It felt comfortable, we had opportunities to discuss ideas and we could really apply it to our own setting. My key takeaway is that I really wish I had done this training before I embarked on my current project – I think I can still use some of it, but goodness me, I would be doing things differently if I had had this learning first!


Sara Ward
 Pastoral deputy head, Trinity School


The slice team has been a transformative way for us of implementing change. Traditionally, an idea comes through a member of the senior leadership team (SLT) who’s probably been on a training course, or they’ve seen something at another school, and they discuss it with the SLT and it then gets rolled out in the school. You don’t have the same buy-in that you have from a slice team. Now, we’ve got members of staff from the SLT, middle leaders, experienced staff, Early Career Teachers, teaching assistants, governors, pupils – effectively, every stakeholder is covered, meaning everyone’s got a voice in that change. This makes buy-in across the school far more powerful.


Sean Thomas
 Raising standards leader, Milford Haven School


We were yet to choose our focus when we formed our slice, so people just came into it really open-minded and excited because it was something they were going to develop for the children in their classes. The impact really for me has been on the engagement of our staff.


Katie Crockford-Morris
 Head of years 5 and 6, Pembroke Dock Community School


The way the programme is structured is really helpful. I would definitely recommend Making Change Stick to other schools. For me, the widest impact has been on involving the wider members of our school community, removing the idea of a top-down approach to change management and involving the whole community to ensure change is lasting.


Cat Place
 Headteacher, Jubilee Park Primary School


It’s always in my mind now. Everyone talks about the slice – that is the most powerful thing. But I think the [implementation] equation is also really something to look at, as well as backward design. Those three things for me – I think about them whatever I do now.


Julian Dessent
 Curriculum and learning network manager, Carmarthenshire County Council


One of the most powerful parts of the programme for me was establishing a slice team and really relying on them to provide the data and information on a policy before you implement it. As a senior leader, I think you have your assumptions about how staff are feeling or where people are at in terms of readiness for change, and it was so eye-opening to start off with that feedback from across the school community. I now can’t see how you would implement change without using a slice team. I would definitely recommend the Making Change Stick programme for any middle or senior leader at any point in their career. The clarity of the framework is what really makes this programme stand out. It takes a complex process and breaks it down into a series of steps with some really usable models that help you plan for change.


Kate Barry
 Assistant principal, UCL Academy


I am envious of those at the beginning of their career who have something like this. The Making Change Stick training was a game changer for me, and [the great thing is that] it’s going to make a difference to my learners. You know, ultimately that’s what you want. I hope this will be my legacy to this school. If I’ve done nothing else for them, I hope this is what they’ll thank me for in 20 years’ time!


Margot Thomas
 Deputy head, Lamphey Primary School






















Dear reader,






Thank you for choosing to read this book. I hope you find it a useful guide to improving educational and life outcomes for the children and young people in your setting.


These pages contain all the key ideas from the Making Change Stick programme, a framework for implementing school improvement that has been researched and developed in hundreds of schools, all over the world, over the last 10 years or so.


Alongside this book, the full Making Change Stick programme includes:




	■ A facilitator guide.



	■ A series of short videos (one for each chapter).



	■ A playbook with activities to help you apply these ideas to your context.



	■ Data collection tools.



	■ A project management system.



	■ Slides for use in professional learning sessions.



	■ Access to the Making Change Stick community.






This is available at makingchangestick.co, where you will also find a free taster course and a range of free resources.


Some of the text in chapters B and C has been adapted from my TEDx talk, ‘How to change the world’. You may find it helpful to watch this before reading the book – you can find it at bit.ly/TEDxMannion.


If you find the ideas in this book helpful, or if you have any suggestions for how the Making Change Stick programme might be improved, I’d love to hear from you. Please share your thoughts at bit.ly/mcs-reader.


If you’d like to submit a short case study outlining the impact the Making Change Stick programme has had at your school, you can do so here: bit.ly/mcs-case.


Any such contributions will help shape the future of the programme – and may even appear in future editions of the book!


I hope you enjoy your journey into implementation and improvement science. If you find it half as fascinating as I do, you’re in for a treat…
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Dr James Mannion


james@rethinking-ed.org
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Introduction


‘The practitioner is the intervention…’


Part 1: Rationale and overview


A.   The mind-blowing question


What proportion of school improvement initiatives improve pupil outcomes?


B.   Why do so few change initiatives achieve their intended goals?


Teachers and school leaders aren’t taught how to implement change effectively, and there are many problems with top-down change.


C.   Implementation and improvement science – a new synthesis


The Making Change Stick programme draws together tried-and-tested ideas from a range of sources – especially implementation science and improvement science.


D.   The role of school leaders in making change stick


School leaders play a number of important roles in making change stick. Here are 10.


Part 2: The Making Change Stick programme


Phase I: Make a start


1.   Appoint a slice team


Use a representative team to drive the change process, improve decision-making and boost buy-in.


2.   Optimise the team


Create the conditions for achieving team flow: jell the team, agree ground rules and set group goals.


3.   Choose your focus


Analyse gaps, compare alternative courses of action and arrive at a research-informed, values-aligned decision.


4.   Write a one-page research summary


Don’t reinvent the wheel. The truth is (probably) out there…


5.   Draft a comms plan


Conduct a chorus of voices to direct and narrate the journey of change.


6.   Build a glass box


To secure buy-in, make sure the slice team is transparent and accountable to the wider school community.


Phase II: Make a plan


7.   Map the journey


Connect to a vision of the near future in which your school has become a beacon of best practice.


8.   Plan backwards


Start with the end in mind, and then figure out how to get there.


9.   Conduct a root cause analysis


Locate the source of the problems you wish to address.


10. Build your improvement strategy


Design the vehicle that will take you from where you are to where you want to be.


11. Plan tight but loose


Implement with integrity, rather than fidelity.


12. Build steps to success


Plan how to get from where you are to where you want to be in a series of logical, manageable steps.


13. Plan for diffusion


Plan how to spread effective practice through the school population.


14. Optimise for habit change


School improvement largely depends on the extent to which people change their habitual behaviours. To plan for habit change is to plan for success.


15. Plan professional learning


Use Guskey’s pyramid to point you in the right direction, plan professional learning with a balance of mechanisms and facilitate ongoing reflection and dialogue.


16. Prepare data collection


Collect data on every aspect of your improvement strategy and use it to inform decision-making in an ongoing way.


17. Timeline and streamline


Simplify, sequence and distribute your actions along a timeline to facilitate a smooth transition to the new norm.


18. Write a logic model


Capture all the moving parts of your improvement initiative on a single side of A4.


19. Conduct a pre-mortem


Anticipate problems and solve or mitigate them before they happen.


Phase III: Make it happen


20. Manage your project


Use project management tools to keep track of what needs to be done, by whom, when, for how long and in what order.


21. Create individual improvement plans


Apply implementation and improvement strategies at the level of individuals, as well as the organisation.


22. Run PDSA cycles


Implement and evaluate new ideas and practices through a series of PDSA cycles – a cornerstone of improvement science.


23. Schedule regular ‘pivot or persevere’ meetings


Use a combination of data and dialogue to continually re-orient your school towards achieving optimal outcomes.


24. Embed and sustain improvements


Transition your strategy from ‘improvement initiative’ to ‘the way we do things around here’.


25. Review, reflect – and plan your next project!


Look back, look ahead.


Afterword: The future of school improvement


We can improve educational outcomes on a scale never before imagined.
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INTRODUCTION








‘The practitioner is the intervention…’





One bright July morning in 2014, almost 10 years to the day before I submitted this manuscript to the good people at Hodder Education, I walked into a room that would change the course of my life – and, as it turned out, that of many others…


I was doing a PhD at the time, and I happened to be in university on the same day as a conference called ‘Implementing Implementation Science: The science of making interventions effective in real-world contexts’.


I hadn’t heard of implementation science before, but ‘making interventions effective in real word contexts’ was very much on my mind at the time, and I was intrigued by the possibility that there might be a ‘science’ to guide me in my quest. So, I decided to stick my head in the door. And my goodness, I’m glad that I did.


The keynote speaker that morning was Dr Barbara Kelly, an educational psychologist at the University of Strathclyde and co-editor of the snazzily titled Handbook of Implementation Science for Psychology in Education. Dr Kelly opened her presentation with a bold claim:




Implementation science is remarkable for two reasons. Few scientists and fewer practitioners have heard of it […] and most scientists and practitioners require it immediately!





It’s fair to say Dr Kelly had my attention from the outset. But then she said something that really made my ears prick up: ‘The practitioner is the intervention.’


At the time, I was halfway through an eight-year study of a self-regulated learning initiative called the Learning Skills Curriculum (LSC). The LSC had started out life as a taught course for all pupils in Year 7 (age 11–12) at the school where I worked, but the ideas and practices we’d developed through the LSC were by now scaling up across the whole school.


Until that day, the LSC team had approached whole-school implementation as a conceptual problem. We had assumed that if we just explained some key concepts to our colleagues and shared one or two examples of what self-regulated learning looks like in practice, all would be well.


What Dr Kelly helped me realise that day is that implementation is not really a conceptual problem – it’s a people problem. As well as focusing on key concepts and classroom practices, we also needed to think about our colleagues:




	■ What’s workload like among teachers, leaders and support staff currently?



	■ How ready for change are our colleagues generally?



	■ How ready for this particular change are they?



	■ Are any of our colleagues resistant to the self-regulated learning agenda? If so, why?



	■ How might we identify early adopters – those colleagues who are ready, willing and able to promote self-regulated learning through their practice?






And so on. There’s a lot more to implementation science than the idea that ‘the practitioner is the intervention.’ But thinking about implementation as a people problem is a game-changing insight that has important implications for how we think about leading change in schools.




Note to self


Listening to Dr Kelly that day, I could immediately see how implementation science might increase the likelihood of a successful outcome for the LSC. But I could also see the potential of implementation science as framework for school improvement more generally. I wrote a ‘note to self’ in my pad, using capital letters and double underlining it to show that I meant business:




After the PhD, GET INTO IMPLEMENTATION SCIENCE!!!





As it turned out, my doctoral study took eight years to complete because we followed four cohorts from Year 7 through to Year 11 – one ‘control’ cohort and three LSC cohorts. (In case any international readers are unfamiliar, Year 7 is when pupils in England start secondary school and Year 11 is when they sit high-stakes GCSE exams.)


Thanks in part to my emerging interest in implementation science, the LSC had a significant impact on pupil learning outcomes. The first cohort, who took part in more than 400 LSC lessons over a three-year period, went on to achieve the best results the school had ever seen by a significant margin. Furthermore, the disadvantage gap closed from the bottom up, almost completely. By the end of Year 9, the disadvantage gap across all subjects was 25% in the control cohort. In LSC cohort 1, after three years of LSC lessons, the disadvantage gap was just 2% – a 92% reduction from one year group to the next.1


These results are all the more remarkable when you consider the fact that the control cohort took part in over 400 more lessons of subject learning, compared with the LSC cohorts. And yet the LSC cohorts significantly outperformed the control group in subsequent measures of subject learning. Because they had become more confident, effective, self-regulated learners, pupils in the LSC cohorts were able to learn more effectively in fewer lessons.2







The Making Change Stick programme


When I finished my PhD, I held true to my ‘note to self’. I started reading everything I could lay my hands on to do with implementation science and change management. By this time, I was working as a bespoke programmes leader at the Centre for Educational Leadership at the UCL Institute of Education, where I was able to research and develop these ideas with schools.


One thing I learned was that implementation science does not provide a complete account of ‘how to make interventions effective in real-world contexts’. There are several related fields of study – most notably, improvement science – that also provide important pieces of the puzzle.


To date, most of the work around implementation and improvement science has focused on healthcare. However, in writing this book I have trawled the change management literature from many other fields, including education, business and manufacturing, engineering, social psychology, sociology, cognitive science, political science and behavioural science. (We’ll explore these ideas in more detail in Chapter C: Implementation and improvement science – a new synthesis.)


Over the last 10 years or so, I’ve worked with hundreds of teachers, leaders and support staff from schools all over the world, figuring out how to harness the power of implementation and improvement science to improve educational and life outcomes for children and young people. This effort has resulted in the Making Change Stick programme, the contents of which you now hold in your hands.


I’ve now shared these ideas with thousands of schools, and the feedback has been phenomenal – as you may have noticed in the testimonial quotes at the start of this book. To pull out three examples:




The Making Change Stick programme has really been the making of me as a leader.


I really wish I had done this training before I embarked on my current project … goodness me, I would be doing things differently if I had had this learning first!


I hope this will be my legacy to this school. If I’ve done nothing else for them, I hope this is what they’ll thank me for in 20 years’ time.





I’ve been training teachers for many years now, and I’ve read many thousands of comments from teachers and school leaders in evaluation surveys, so I speak from experience when I say that the comments people make upon completing the Making Change Stick programme are next level. Feedback like this is not normal, and it makes me feel incredibly hopeful that the ideas in this book will help improve outcomes for children and young people for many years to come.


The Making Change Stick programme can be completed by any individual with an interest in school improvement. However, it’s really designed for a slice team to work through together, focusing on a real-world school improvement initiative. In this sense, the programme is rooted in a model of ‘learning by doing’. (A slice team is a change team comprising representatives from a range of stakeholder groups. This is the big idea at the heart of the Making Change Stick programme. We’ll explore this in more detail in Chapter 1: Appoint a slice team.)


Throughout the research and development period, I facilitated the programme, either in-person or remotely. However, it soon became apparent that if these ideas are going to be applied at a system level I needed to get out of the way! So now, alongside this book, schools can work their way through the Making Change Stick programme independently using an online training suite (available at makingchangestick.co). This includes the following elements:




	■ A facilitator guide – includes timings, activities and suggested discussion points so the programme can be facilitated in-school.



	■ A series of short videos – one for each chapter of the book.



	■ A playbook – includes a summary of the key ideas from each chapter, with activities designed to help you apply the ideas to your context.



	■ Data collection tools – practical guidance on how to capture your school improvement initiative in all its complexity.



	■ A project management system – a customisable tracking system to help you visualise what needs to be done, by whom, when, for how long and in what order.



	■ Slide presentations – for sharing key ideas in professional learning sessions.



	■ Access to the Making Change Stick community – connect and learn from educators all over the world, a rich source of real-world professional learning.



	■ Top-up support – additional implementation and improvement coaching can be arranged as required.






Working your way through the Making Change Stick programme usually takes around 24 hours (for example, 8x three-hour sessions, or 12x two-hour sessions). Typically, these sessions will be spread across two or three terms, although they can be done more intensively over a period of a few weeks. This is a substantial time commitment. It has to be. As we will soon cover, implementing school improvement is a significant challenge and you need to carefully consider the change process from every angle.


To underscore this point: the Making Change Stick programme is not a ‘silver bullet’ or a ‘quick fix’. It’s a systematic, collaborative, agile approach to implementing school improvement that is highly impactful, hugely rewarding and endlessly fascinating.


Books may be systematic, but they are neither collaborative nor agile. Rather, they are static and linear and therefore limited in their ability to bring about change. Consequently, although this book contains all the key ideas from the Making Change Stick programme, it’s no substitute for the online training suite. If you really want to improve outcomes for the children and young people in your setting, you may wish to consider accessing the full programme.







How to use the book


The Making Change Stick programme is a largely sequential process that you work through from beginning to end, leaving no stone unturned as you plan and implement a school improvement initiative. It therefore makes sense to read the book from beginning to end, especially on first reading.


Part 2 of the book has the same structure as the full Making Change Stick programme. This is organised into three phases: make a start, make a plan and make it happen. This part of the book is full of practical tools and strategies that you can use to implement school improvement initiatives.


If you’re already experienced at leading whole-school change, you may wish to use the checklist that appears throughout Part 2 as a menu of ideas to supplement your existing practice. Once you’ve read it through, I hope the book will become a reference text that you will dip in and out of for many years to come.


However, if you’re new to leading whole-school change – or if you’re new to implementation and improvement science – I recommend you begin with Part 1: Rationale and overview. The chapters in Part 1 are lettered, rather than numbered, because the chapter numbers in Part 2 align with the online training suite. Chapter A sets the scene by asking a question that never fails to blow my mind. In Chapter B, we’ll consider why so few school improvement initiatives actually improve pupil outcomes. Chapter C provides a brief introduction to implementation and improvement science and explains how the Making Change Stick programme draws together tried-and-tested ideas from these two fields of study, alongside a range of other sources. And Chapter D outlines the important role of school leaders in making change stick.







The central argument


In his fascinating book Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion, Dr Robert Cialdini wrote, ‘If social psychology was a business, you would say it has great [research and development] but no shipping department’.3


We might say the same of implementation and improvement science. With a handful of honourable exceptions, the change management literature is not what you might call a page-turner. But nestled within the screeds of jargon and endlessly bewildering diagrams, there are loads of really useful ideas for how to improve people’s lives.


The central argument of this book is as follows:




	■ The knowledge of how to bring about lasting, positive change in real-world contexts is out there – it’s just a bit all over the place. The Making Change Stick programme draws together tried-and-tested tools and strategies from a range of sources and assembles them into an easy-to-follow framework that can be applied to any improvement initiative or setting.



	■ It’s really important that we get better at implementing school improvements as soon as possible. If we can bring about a step change in terms of increasing the effectiveness of school improvement initiatives, the potential benefits to the educational and life chances of children and young people are almost incalculable. It is my deeply held belief that getting to grips with the ideas in this book is the key to unlocking many of the problems we face – and not just in education.



	■ If you follow the strategies and exercises set out in this book, you will significantly boost your ability to bring about lasting improvements to the educational and life outcomes of the children and young people in your setting. You may even learn a thing or two about self-improvement along the way.






So, let’s get started! You may wish to grab a notepad – you’re about to learn some game-changing information…




CHAPTER SUMMARY







	■ ‘Implementation science is remarkable for two reasons. Few scientists and fewer practitioners have heard of it […] and most scientists and practitioners require it immediately!’ Ten years on, this is still true. But hopefully, not for much longer…



	■ ‘The practitioner is the intervention.’ Thinking about implementation as a ‘people problem’ is a game-changing insight that has important consequences for how we think about leading change in schools.



	■ Implementation science does not provide a complete account of how to make interventions effective in real-world contexts. Several related fields of study – notably, improvement science – also provide important pieces of the puzzle.



	■ To date, much of the work around implementation and improvement science has focused on healthcare. The Making Change Stick programme applies these tried-and-tested ideas to the world of education.



	■ The Making Change Stick programme can be completed by any individual with an interest in school improvement. However, it’s really designed for a slice team to work through together as you plan and implement a real-world school improvement initiative.



	■ This book contains all the ideas that appear in the full Making Change Stick programme. However, it’s no substitute for the online training suite. If you really want to bring about lasting improvements to the lives of the children and young people in your setting, you may wish to consider accessing the full programme.



	■ The central argument of the book is as follows:








	The Making Change Stick programme draws together tried-and-tested tools and strategies from a range of sources and assembles them into an easy-to-follow framework that can be applied to any improvement initiative or setting.



	It’s really important that we get better at implementing school improvement as soon as possible. The potential gains are huge.



	If you follow the strategies and exercises set out in this book, you will significantly boost your ability to bring about lasting improvements to the educational and life outcomes of the children and young people in your setting.






___________


1     See Mannion, J., Mercer, N. and McAllister, K. (2018). The Learning Skills curriculum: raising the bar, closing the gap at GCSE. Impact, Journal of the Chartered College of Teaching, Issue 4: Designing Curriculum. Retrieved from https://my.chartered.college/impact_article/the-learning-skills-curriculum-raising-the-bar-closing-the-gap-at-gcse.



2     We’ve since replicated these findings in a range of settings around the world. See https://rethinking-ed.org/lep for details of the impact at Knysna High School in South Africa. For the full-fat version of the LSC study, see Mannion, J. (2018). Metacognition, self-regulation, oracy: A mixed methods case study of a complex, whole-school Learning to Learn intervention. Doctoral thesis, Hughes Hall, University of Cambridge. Available at: bit.ly/MannionPhD. For a more accessible account, see Mannion, J. & McAllister, K. (2020). Fear is the Mind Killer: Why Learning to Learn deserves lesson time – and how to make it work for your pupils. Woodbridge: John Catt Educational. There is also now a professional learning resource based in part on my doctoral research. See Mannion, J., Stoll, L., Spence-Thomas, K. & Ross, G. (2023). Activate: A professional learning resource to help teachers and leaders promote self-regulated learning. Crown House. Available at https://www.crownhouse.co.uk/activate.



3     Cialdini, R. B. (2007). Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion. Harper Business.


























PART 1:



RATIONALE AND OVERVIEW




[image: An image of the book’s full page featuring the title “Part 1: Rationale and Overview,” with a photograph of a lizard placed above the title.]



























CHAPTER A:



THE MIND-BLOWING QUESTION







What proportion of school improvement initiatives improve pupil outcomes?





Over the last five years or so, I’ve posed this question to thousands of teachers, leaders and support staff all over the world. I never tire of doing so, because the responses never fail to blow my mind.


You may wish to pause for a moment while you consider this question. If you can, try to come up with a percentage figure.


When I ask this question, I often initially notice some interesting non-verbal responses. People laugh; they smile; they roll their eyes; they raise their eyebrows; they cast uncertain glances at one another; and they pull unusual facial expressions as they scroll through their memories and try to arrive at a ballpark figure.


Perhaps you’re lucky enough to have worked in incredibly well-run schools, and your answer to this question is quite high. If so, congratulations – you won the lottery. Because in my experience, the vast majority of people respond to this question with a figure in the region of 10–20% – an estimate that is backed up by the available evidence, as we’ll soon see.


Clearly, a failure rate of 80–90% is somewhat suboptimal. But the story does not end here.


Whatever figure you came up with, we’re now going to tighten the criteria a little. As you look back over your career to date, what proportion of school improvement initiatives would you say meet the following conditions:




	■ The initiative led to demonstrable gains in pupil outcomes.



	■ There is evidence of causation (i.e. you have data that connects the improvement initiative to the improved outcomes).



	■ The gains were sustained over several years, and are still happening now.






Again, you may wish to take a moment to reflect on whether you need to revise your figure in light of these criteria.


In my experience, at this point many people revise their figure down to somewhere around 0–5%. Or they may point to an initiative they believe to be impactful, but then say, ‘We don’t really have compelling evidence… we just think it’s effective.’ Or perhaps, ‘There are definitely pockets of effective practice, but I wouldn’t say it’s working everywhere just yet.’


At this point you may be thinking, ‘Hang on a minute. This all sounds a bit anecdotal. Where’s the evidence?’ If so, great! You’re already thinking like an implementation scientist.


In truth, it’s not possible to arrive at an accurate answer to the question. People tend not to publish detailed accounts of things that don’t work. Also, it largely depends on how you define and measure ‘improved pupil outcomes.’


But we can look for clues – and they all point in the same direction. Let’s look at three: experts in change management, the available research evidence and teacher surveys.




Clue 1: Experts in change management


John Kotter is Emeritus professor of leadership at Harvard Business School and a world-renowned expert on organisational change. If you’ve ever done a school leadership course, you may be familiar with his eight-step framework for leading change. In his book, A Sense of Urgency, Kotter wrote:




From years of study, I estimate today more than 70% of needed change either fails to be launched, even though some people clearly see the need; fails to be completed, even though some people exhaust themselves trying; or finishes over budget, late and with initial aspirations unmet.4





Kotter does make clear here that this is an estimate based on his experience working with many organisations over several decades, including, but not limited to, schools. But this figure of 70% comes up a lot. For example, in an influential paper published in the Harvard Business Review, Beer and Nohria wrote, ‘The brutal fact is that about 70% of all change initiatives fail.’5


To be clear, some people have contested this figure of 70% and think the real figure is much lower, while others think it may even be higher.6 And Kotter, Beer and Nohria were talking about change initiatives generally (i.e. in businesses and other large organisations) rather than in education per se. But the 70% figure provides us with a kind of background reading as to the estimated failure rate of change initiatives in any large organisation.


In education, the situation is no better. In their book Learning to Improve: How America’s Schools Can Get Better at Getting Better, Professor Anthony Bryk and his colleagues at the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching – leading exponents of improvement science in education – powerfully summarise the research evidence:




By definition, improvement requires change. Unfortunately, in education change too often fails to bring improvement – even when smart people are working on the right problems and drawing on cutting-edge ideas. Believing in the power of some new reform proposal and propelled by a sense of urgency, educational leaders often plunge headlong into large-scale implementation. Invariably, outcomes fall far short of expectations. Enthusiasm wanes, and the field moves on to the next idea without ever really understanding why the last one failed. Such is the pattern of change in public education: implement fast, learn slow, and burn goodwill as you go.7





Perhaps one reason so many change initiatives fail to improve anything is that people tend to focus on the former – change – rather than the latter – improvement. As Viviane Robinson explains in her illuminating book, Reduce Change to Increase Improvement:




To lead change is to exercise influence in ways that move a team, organisation or system from one state to another. The second state could be better, worse or the same as the first. To lead improvement is to exercise influence in ways that leave the team, organisation or system in a better state than before. […] Good ideas sometimes fail to generate reliable improvement because neither the advocates nor the implementing agents know how to execute them in ways that achieve the intended improvement.8





This phenomenon, whereby schools implement an endless stream of ‘good ideas’ that fail to achieve the ‘intended improvement’, leads to a condition that goes by many names, such as:




	■ Initiative-itis.9



	■ Innovation fatigue (or fad-igue).



	■ ‘This too shall pass’ syndrome (a phrase often muttered under teachers’ breaths as the latest wheeze is announced).






Whenever I mention the phrase ‘this too shall pass’ before an audience, a ripple of laughter spreads through the room – the laughter of recognition. Initiative-itis is all too familiar to anyone who has spent more than a year or two working in schools.


But while it may raise a wry smile, it’s important to recognise that this condition is horribly corrosive. It makes people sceptical and increasingly cynical about the idea that lasting, positive change is even possible.







Clue 2: The available research evidence


As we’ve seen, it isn’t really possible to quantify the extent to which school improvement initiatives are effective or ineffective. But we can catch glimpses here and there in the research literature – and it’s not a pretty picture.


In 2010, the UK government established the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF), which describes its mission as ‘breaking the link between family income and educational achievement […] by supporting schools to improve teaching and learning through better use of evidence.’10


Part of the EEF’s remit is to carry out lots of medical-style randomised controlled trials, evaluating the impact of ‘high-potential projects’ to generate new evidence of ‘what works.’11 At the time of writing, the EEF has completed 211 projects, with a further 68 currently underway. Of the 211 completed projects, only 65 had a positive impact on pupil learning outcomes. This gives us a familiar failure rate of 69.2%, which seems particularly high when you consider that initiatives evaluated by the EEF are screened and selected on the basis that they demonstrate ‘high potential’.


Elsewhere, the picture looks even less rosy. In one recent longitudinal study, researchers evaluated the impact of 411 leaders of UK schools and found that only 62 of them were able to bring about sustainable improvements at their school – a failure rate of around 85%.12


Turning to the international research literature, again a familiar picture emerges. To share just one eye-watering example, in recent years the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation invested more than $2 billion in an attempt to improve educational outcomes by breaking up US schools into smaller ‘schools within schools’. As Bill Gates later reflected, ‘Simply breaking up existing schools into smaller units often did not generate the gains we were hoping for’, a finding that he described, with admirable understatement, as ‘disappointing’.13







Clue 3: Teacher surveys


In January 2024, the teacher polling organisation Teacher Tapp kindly agreed to run my ‘mind-blowing question’ past the 10,000 or so teachers on their database. Figure 1 shows the breakdown of the responses.
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Figure 1 – Teacher responses to the ‘mind-blowing question’


To summarise the findings of this survey:




	■ 19% estimated the success rate to be lower than 10%.



	■ 45% estimated the success rate to be lower than 20%.



	■ 71% estimated the success rate to be lower than 30%.












Implementing school improvement is no picnic



To recap the story so far: according to leading experts in change management, to the available research evidence and to teacher surveys, the proportion of school improvement initiatives that bring about lasting, positive change is consistently low – somewhere around the 20–30% mark at best, and probably a lot lower.


This is somewhat suboptimal to say the least. In schools, there are often at least two or three significant change initiatives happening in a school at any given point in time. It sometimes feels like the only constant is constant change. So, the fact that the vast majority of school improvement initiatives don’t actually improve pupil outcomes is not an inconsequential problem. This. Is. Huge.


This is not to suggest that teachers, leaders and support staff don’t make a difference. On the contrary, educators make a difference every single day just by turning up and doing what they do. We’re talking here about school improvement – the art and science of improving educational outcomes at the level of schools (or groups of schools, or the system as a whole) so that current and future generations achieve better outcomes than those who came before.


Nor should we be too hard on ourselves. If you’ve ever made a new year’s resolution you probably know that ‘making change stick’ is easier said than done. Whenever I’ve tried to improve an aspect of my own life – to read more novels, to exercise daily or to eat more healthily, say – I’ve often found it’s fairly easy to keep it going for a week or two. But if you fast forward a few more weeks, it’s likely that the good ship ‘self-improvement’ will have run aground.


I’m far from unique in this regard. A recent analysis of over 800 million activities by the exercise app Strava found that, on average, people give up on their new year’s resolution on 19 January. They call it ‘Quitters Day’.14


Of course, bringing about lasting, positive change in our lives is possible. I struggled for years to establish and maintain healthy habits around things like exercise, diet, sleep, reading, meditation and technology addiction. My wife used to complain that I was forever buying books with titles like ‘365 Ways to Be More Productive Without Actually Doing Anything’. I’ve now made huge progress on each of these fronts, thanks in part to many of the ideas in this book. But it has been no cakewalk. Literally!


If it’s hard enough to pick up a novel, take yourself to the gym or resist the doughnuts in a staff meeting, then bringing about lasting, positive change in a large, complex organisation like a school starts to look fiendishly difficult.


So, I want to be really clear at the outset. Making change stick in schools – motivating and mobilising a large, diverse group of people to all start consistently pulling in the same new direction in such a way as to bring about sustained, improved outcomes for current and future cohorts – well, let’s just say it’s no picnic.


Bringing about lasting, positive change in schools is possible. There are many examples of schools that have improved almost beyond measure. It’s just that there are many more examples of school improvement initiatives that fail to meet their stated aims.


The question is, why?




CHAPTER SUMMARY







	■ According to experts in change management, teacher surveys and the available research evidence, the proportion of school improvement initiatives that bring about lasting, positive change is consistently low.



	■ When schools implement an endless stream of ‘good ideas’ that fail to deliver improved outcomes, it leads to initiative-itis. People become sceptical and increasingly cynical about the idea that lasting, positive change is even possible.



	■ In schools, there are often several significant change initiatives happening at any one point in time. Therefore, the fact that the vast majority of school improvement initiatives don’t actually improve pupil outcomes is not an inconsequential problem. It’s huge.



	■ We shouldn’t be too hard on ourselves. Implementing lasting improvements in our own individual lives is hard enough. Doing so in a large, complex organisation like a school is considerably more difficult.



	■ Bringing about lasting, positive change is possible. There are many examples of schools that have improved almost beyond measure. It’s just that there are many more examples of school improvement initiatives that have failed to meet their intended goals.
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CHAPTER B:



WHY DO SO FEW CHANGE INITIATIVES ACHIEVE THEIR INTENDED GOALS?







Teachers and school leaders aren’t taught how to implement change effectively, and there are many problems with top-down change.





There are many reasons why a school improvement initiative might fall short of achieving its intended goals. In this chapter, we’ll examine what I believe to be the two main causes:




	Teachers and school leaders aren’t taught how to implement change effectively.



	There are many problems associated with top-down change – and top-down change is our default model.






Let’s look at each in turn.




Reason 1: School leaders aren’t taught how to implement change effectively


This is self-evidently the case. As we’ve seen, most school improvement initiatives fail to achieve their stated goals – and most school improvement initiatives are driven and overseen by senior leaders. If school leaders were taught how to implement change effectively, we might expect to see a much higher success rate. But we can also see this is true by looking at the training teachers and school leaders receive.


To become a school leader in England and Wales, you must complete a National Professional Qualification (NPQ).15 At the time of writing, there are five leadership NPQs (senior leadership, headship, executive headship, early years leadership and one for special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) coordinators) and five specialist NPQs (leading teacher development, leading teaching, leading behaviour and culture, leading literacy and leading primary mathematics). This suite of qualifications was introduced in 2021, replacing a pre-existing set of four NPQs (middle leadership, senior leadership, headship and executive leadership).


Under the old NPQ system – the training that the vast majority of current school leaders in England and Wales received – there wasn’t much of a focus on change management. I know this because I used to work at the UCL (University College London) Institute of Education, and part of my job was to facilitate NPQ programmes for groups of aspiring middle and senior leaders. We would touch upon a few key theorists and frameworks, such as:




	■ Kotter’s eight-step process of change.



	■ The Kübler-Ross change curve, based on the ‘stages of grief’ model.



	■ Fullan’s ‘three keys for maximising impact’.






All good stuff, by the way. And both the old and new NPQs require each participant to implement a school improvement initiative and evaluate its impact. But under the old NPQs, aspiring leaders weren’t provided with explicit guidance on how to do this. They were just told about a few high-level models for understanding change and then expected to lead an implementation project – and hopefully to do it well.


There’s also a structural reason why the NPQs don’t teach school leaders how to implement change effectively. Both the old and new qualifications take around 12–18 months to complete. However, if the literature on change management is clear about one thing, it’s this: it takes a lot longer than 12–18 months to bring about lasting, positive change.


For example, in the longitudinal study of 411 UK school leaders mentioned in Chapter A: The mind-blowing question, the researchers noted that:




In our study, it took at least five years to engage a school’s community, change its culture and improve its teaching. The most successful leaders stayed for the whole of this journey, and often longer, with test scores increasing by an impressive 45–50 percentage points in the first eight years after they took over.16





In a similar vein, Kotter writes: ‘Until changes sink deeply into a company’s culture, a process that can take five to ten years, new approaches are fragile and subject to regression.’17


The short-term nature of school leadership training also undermines the very projects that participants undertake in order to gain the qualification. Over the years, I’ve heard many teachers dismiss a school improvement initiative led by an aspiring senior leader because ‘they’re just doing this so they can pass their course. I bet nobody will even mention this next year.’ ‘This too shall pass’ syndrome strikes again!


The new suite of NPQs do have more of an explicit focus on implementation, which we’ll examine shortly. To set the scene, we need to take a brief diversion.


The EEF implementation guidance


In 2018, the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF) published a guidance report titled Putting Evidence to Work: A School’s Guide to Implementation. An updated version, titled A School’s Guide to Implementation: Guidance Report, was published in 2024.18


The EEF implementation guidance has been widely embraced by the teaching profession – reportedly, the document has been downloaded ‘more than 100,000 times a year’ since its launch.19 This is hugely encouraging since it reveals a hunger within the teaching profession for guidance on how to implement school improvement.


The updated guidance report centres around three recommendations:




	Adopt the behaviours that drive effective implementation. This centres around three core behaviours: engage, unite and reflect.



	Attend to the contextual factors that influence implementation. This focuses on three such factors: what’s being implemented, systems and structures, and people who enable change.



	Use a structured but flexible implementation process. Here, the implementation process is presented as a four-stage cycle: explore, prepare, deliver and sustain.






The EEF guidance report includes a number of useful insights about change implementation, such as:




Implementation is fundamentally a collaborative and social process driven by how people think, behave and interact.


Schools can use implementation teams that include a range of stakeholders to plan, manage and review implementation of an intervention.


Where possible, aim to repurpose existing systems and structures rather than bolting on new ones.20





However, there are many practical ideas and strategies for implementing school improvement that the EEF guidance either overlooks or oversimplifies. There’s no need to enter into a detailed critique here – anything that appears in the Making Change Stick programme that does not appear in the EEF guidance should be viewed as an important omission. This includes things like:




	■ How to appoint an implementation team and how the team should operate.



	■ The importance of communications planning (often overlooked in schools).



	■ How to use backward design, i.e. starting with the end in mind and working towards it in a systematic way.



	■ How to write impact goals that specify the difference you would like to make, for whom and by when.



	■ How to understand the problems you currently face by conducting a root cause analysis.



	■ How to build and refine an improvement strategy over time.



	■ How to use a theory of action to understand the difference between the status quo and an alternative (desired) future.



	■ What ‘tight but loose’ implementation looks like in practice.



	■ How to build a shallow ‘on-ramp’, rather than viewing school improvement as a series of on–off switches.



	■ How to plan for diffusion (i.e. how to spread effective practice throughout the school over time).



	■ The crucial importance of planning for habit change.



	■ How to write a data collection plan that captures evidence at three levels: baseline, impact and side effects.



	■ How to create an implementation timeline to minimise workload and avoid ‘pinch-points’.



	■ How to use a pre-mortem to anticipate problems and solve or mitigate them in advance.



	■ The importance of project management – and how to do it.



	■ The need to create individual as well as whole-school improvement plans.



	■ How to use PDSA cycles (plan, do, study, act) to iterate and improve practice – a cornerstone of improvement science.



	■ How to combine data and dialogue to inform decision-making in an ongoing way.



	■ How to embed and sustain improvements for the long term.






To summarise, in putting implementation on the map, the EEF guidance is a welcome step in the right direction. However, it misses out many important steps and does not adequately guide school leaders through the complex process of implementing a whole-school improvement initiative.


Meanwhile, back at the NPQs…


As we saw earlier in this chapter, the new NPQs do have more of a focus on implementation – each of the 10 frameworks has a section on implementation at the end.21 However, the authors essentially just copy-and-pasted the four-stage EEF cycle and bolted it on to the end of each framework. The language used in these frameworks is almost identical to that used in the EEF guidance report.


To recap, the vast majority of current school leaders were trained under a system that did not provide them with explicit guidance on how to implement school improvement effectively. The training currently provided to aspiring school leaders does provide some guidance on how to implement school improvement. However, this guidance overlooks or oversimplifies many important ideas and strategies from implementation and improvement science.


This point was made forcefully by Alasdair Kennedy, the headteacher at Trinity School in Croydon, upon completing the Making Change Stick programme:




People don’t talk enough about the science of implementation, and equally the training is very scarce. And yet it’s such a key area of understanding for a school, or any institution, if they are going to attempt change. That’s why [the Making Change Stick programme] is so valuable – because it’s something we’re doing all the time, but we’ve never really been trained in it.





So, teachers and school leaders aren’t taught how to implement change effectively. This is rather an important oversight, since ‘implementing school improvement’ is essentially a school leader’s job description.


We’ll now turn to the second major reason why so few school improvement initiatives meet their stated goals.







Reason 2: Top-down change


Much of society is predicated on the idea that top-down change is the best way to organise human affairs. In politics, business and healthcare, for example, there’s usually a small number of people at the ‘top’ of the organisation – cabinet ministers, board members, NHS directors – who make decisions about what needs to happen and then just kind of ‘announce’ those decisions to people further down the hierarchy.


Education is no different, with the Secretary of State at the top of the pyramid – down through myriad layers of junior ministers, civil servants, regional schools commissioners, trust CEOs, executive headteachers, headteachers, deputy heads, assistant principals, heads of faculty, heads of department, lead practitioners, seconds in department, classroom teachers, teaching assistants and learning support assistants – and with children and young people at the bottom. Throughout this hierarchy, decision-making is largely one-directional, and it flows from top to bottom.


When top-down works


To be clear, top-down change can be useful – usually when a situation calls for swift action or lends itself to a straightforward solution.


For example, I used to work at a school where we had a significant problem with litter. There have been some fascinating studies looking at how the presence of litter can affect people’s behaviour, even increasing the incidence of criminal and antisocial behaviour.22 There was not an epidemic of criminal or antisocial activity at my litter-strewn school. However, it’s likely that having so much rubbish lying around may have adversely affected the pupils’ sense of respect for the school, their behaviour and perhaps even their learning in lessons.


One day, the senior team took decisive action. From that day forth, pupils would only be allowed to eat and drink in the canteen. Despite some initial grumbles, everyone soon adapted to the new rule, the litter problem went away overnight, and the school was a much more pleasant place to be.


Beyond education, the introduction of seat belts and the indoor smoking ban are two commonly cited examples where top-down change led to improved public health outcomes.23 Generally, top-down change is effective when there’s a simple cause-and-effect relationship between two factors (seat belts save lives, cigarettes shorten them) and where a single policy decision gets to the heart of the matter.


When top-down is less effective


When we’re dealing with more complex, multi-dimensional issues, top-down change tends to be less effective. The areas of school life that often feature in school improvement plans, such as improving reading, reforming the curriculum or improving behaviour, tend to fall into this category. At the level of national education policy, this includes things like fixing the attendance crisis, closing the disadvantage gap or improving mental health and wellbeing. Wider societal examples include things like averting climate catastrophe, fixing the social care crisis or addressing the fact that life expectancy has started going down for the first time in decades.


Top-down change is not only ineffective at solving complex problems such as these, it’s often counterproductive. Here are six ways in which top-down change can inhibit school improvement.


1. Black box leadership


When the ‘people at the top’ make all the big decisions, they often keep things to themselves. Senior leadership teams tend not to publish the minutes of their meetings, nor do they open their meetings to a ‘viewing gallery’ as happens in local council meetings, courts of law and the House of Commons. Instead, senior teams usually hold meetings behind closed doors. All the key decisions are made inside a ‘black box’ that the wider school community cannot see into.


As a consequence, the wider school community does not get to play a meaningful role in shaping the decisions that affect their daily lives, or even to see how these decisions are made. Instead, people further down the hierarchy often feel that change is ‘done to them’. This brings us to the second way in which top-down change can be counterproductive.


2. Human nature


Put simply, people don’t like having change ‘done to them’ – even when it’s a really good idea. This is a well-documented aspect of human nature – as a general rule, people don’t like being told what to do. Conversely, people really do like to have at least a small amount of say over what they do, how and when.


This hard-wired need for autonomy becomes apparent at a very young age, when a parent tries to put their child’s shoes on, for example, and the child says, ‘No! Me do it!’ This pattern persists long into adulthood. Indeed, several studies have found that autonomy is more important to employees than how much they get paid.24


Research has found that giving people autonomy in the workplace can improve staff retention, increase wellbeing and enhance productivity. It’s what you might call a win-win-win. But these benefits remain unrealised in a top-down culture where the autonomy of the wider workforce is constrained or suppressed. As Michael Fullan memorably puts it: ‘If you want to kill a good idea, mandate it.’25


3. Consultation exercises


In a top-down culture, leaders often undertake a consultation exercise at the outset of a change initiative. Broadly speaking, this is to be encouraged – when they’re done well, consultation exercises draw on a wide pool of experience to help inform decision-making. They can also help make the wider school community feel included in the change process.


However, there are several ways in which consultation exercises can be counterproductive. The worst case is when consultation exercises are conducted to create the appearance of having listened to people, when in fact most of the key decisions have already been made.


Even when consultations are conducted in a spirit of genuine curiosity and collaboration, if people feel their suggestions have been ignored, they may perceive the process to have been a hollow ‘listening exercise’. Rather than making people feel included, this can lead to a sense of resentment or ill-feeling towards the change initiative.


Another issue is consultations tend to take place at a particular point in time, for example within a 30-day window. Consequently, the information collected is limited to what is known at that point in time. If important information comes to light once the consultation window has closed, there may be no obvious mechanism through which the wider school community can contribute to the decision-making process.


4. An ‘us and them’ culture


Within any population, some people are more ready for change than others. Typically, there will be a spectrum with ‘keen beans’ at one end and ‘resistors’ at the other, with everyone else somewhere in between. This is a foundational concept in implementation science that we’ll explore in Chapter 13: Plan for diffusion.


When change is implemented in a top-down way, there’s often an expectation that everyone will implement the change in lockstep – ‘keen beans’ and ‘resistors’ alike. Where resistance is encountered, leaders may respond in one or more of the following ways:




	■ Have a quiet word to clarify expectations.



	■ Provide support to help the person adapt to the new norm.



	■ Notify the person’s line manager, asking them to make clear this is a whole-school expectation and they need to get ‘on the bus’.



	■ Arrange a meeting to discuss the issue formally.



	■ Put something in writing, such as a warning letter, contract or agreement that the person signs up to.






Where resistance becomes entrenched, more serious actions may be considered – the dreaded ‘support packages’ and ‘capability measures’. Another approach is simply to adopt a heavy-handed tone. People sometimes refer to this approach as strong-arm leadership, or my way or the highway, where a leader essentially says, ‘I’m the boss, this is my decision – and if you don’t like it, you know where the door is.’


This approach may be effective at suppressing dissenting voices in the short term. But it can also create a culture of fear, rather than an open-door ethos of trust and mutual support where people feel they can take risks and request support around issues they’re struggling with without fear of repercussion.


Whichever of these options are used – from the quiet word to the heavy-handed ultimatum – it’s important to recognise these are all top-down moves, with one person using their authority to encourage, persuade or coerce a colleague into changing their ways. Because they rely on a power differential, all such top-down moves can create an ‘us and them’ culture, with school leaders doing the doing and their colleagues being done to. In some cases, this ‘us and them’ culture can become toxic, with the senior team and the wider staff body viewing one another as adversaries rather than as colleagues working to achieve the same goals.


5. A compliance mindset


When you’re implementing a school improvement initiative, what you really want is for everyone to get on board with a change initiative to help drive it through. In the best-case scenario, everyone in the organisation will be involved in trying out new ideas and strategies, evaluating the impact on pupil learning and sharing best practice.


However, when change is implemented in a top-down way, people often aim simply for compliance. They don’t really buy in to the change initiative, but equally they don’t want to be seen as being awkward. They simply want to be seen to be doing the right thing when somebody walks past with a clipboard, without fundamentally changing their practice. In this way, a top-down approach to change management can create a tick-box mentality, rather than harnessing the collective will of the staff body to drive the process of school improvement.


6. Groupthink


In 1971, the psychologist Irving Janis published a seminal article in which he set out to explain how ‘one of the greatest arrays of intellectual talent in the history of the American government’ could have presided over some of the worst foreign policy disasters in modern history, including the Vietnam War and the Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba.26


Janis concluded that in groups of like-minded people – even when those people are highly capable, intelligent and well qualified – decision-making often goes awry because of unhealthy in-group dynamics. According to Janis, members of ‘prestige’ decision-making teams often come to value the group, and their role within it, higher than anything else. They become susceptible to ‘group norms that bolster morale at the expense of critical thinking.’27 This leads them to strive for conformity and unanimity on issues that the group faces and to not think carefully enough about the implications of the decisions they make together.28


Such unhelpful group dynamics can also extend beyond leadership teams. Imagine a headteacher announces a new school improvement initiative to the whole staff. A teacher or member of the support staff may think, ‘Hmmm. We tried this at my last school and it really didn’t work very well. Perhaps I ought to say something…’ However, that person probably won’t want to raise their hand in a whole-school meeting and contradict their boss, partly because it would be awkward to do so and partly because contradicting your boss in a public forum may not be the best way to advance your career. So, they bite their tongue. This is perfectly understandable. However, we can see how this tendency for people to avoid conflict in the interest of group harmony or self-preservation leads to bad decision-making. The headteacher is not made aware of all the relevant information held in the room.


When making decisions that affect many people’s lives, it’s a good idea to have highly capable, intelligent and well-qualified people in the room. What you don’t want is to have only highly capably, intelligent and well-qualified people in the room. You also need people who are looking at the problem through fresh eyes. And you especially need people who aren’t afraid to ask so-called ‘stupid questions’. Because when someone says, ‘Can I ask a stupid question?’, what they often really mean is, ‘Am I missing something, or is this a terrible idea?’


Groupthink has been responsible for many terrible incidents over the years, including aeroplane crashes, space shuttle disasters and financial meltdowns. It’s the most serious problem associated with top-down change. And it’s far more common than you may think.29


Some organisations have developed practices that minimise the extent to which groupthink happens. For example, Toyota have developed an approach to lean manufacturing known as ‘The Toyota Way’30, which includes a number of key ideas such as:




	■ Nemawashi – making decisions slowly by consensus.



	■ Hansei – self-reflection.



	■ Kaizen – continuous improvement.






These ideas, which are woven throughout the Making Change Stick programme, have also been put to good use in the public sector. However, such approaches are the exception to the rule. In education – as in business, healthcare and politics – top-down rules the roost, and there remains an urgent need to learn how to systematically avoid groupthink in schools – and in the wider society.







It doesn’t have to be this way


To recap, there are two main reasons why so many school improvement initiatives fail to achieve their intended goals:




	To date, school leaders haven’t been taught how to implement change effectively – and this is a significant part of their role.



	There are many problems with top-down change – and this in itself is a problem, because top-down change is our default model.






The good news is that neither of these problems are insurmountable, and the Making Change Stick programme tackles each of them head on.


Through applying powerful insights from implementation and improvement science (and elsewhere) to real-world school improvement initiatives, the Making Change Stick programme provides educators with a practical apprenticeship in how to bring about lasting, positive change in real-world contexts. And through using representative slice teams to plan and implement school improvement initiatives, the Making Change Stick programme overcomes each and every one of the problems with top-down change outlined in this chapter.


There are three main advantages to implementing change using a slice team. First, you create much better policy, because you approach the change process from multiple perspectives, thus anticipating problems and solving them in advance.


Second, people throughout the organisation know they’re represented in the slice team – that there’s someone like them who will represent their views and interests and with whom they can interact throughout the implementation period. And so, you get buy-in like never before.


And third, slice teams work with the grain of human nature, rather than against it. They recognise the importance of giving people a voice and a choice over what they do, when and how. And that’s the best antidote to groupthink that there is.





CHAPTER SUMMARY







	■ There are two main reasons why so few school improvement initiatives short of achieving its intended goals:








	School leaders aren’t taught how to implement change effectively.



	There are many problems associated with top-down change – and top-down change is our default model.








	■ In England and Wales, the training that the vast majority of current school leaders received didn’t provide them with explicit training on how to implement change effectively.



	■ The new suite of NPQs has more of an emphasis on implementation, based on the EEF’s guidance. This is a step in the right direction. However, many important aspects of change implementation are either overlooked or oversimplified in the EEF guidance, and it does not adequately guide school leaders through the complex process of implementing a whole-school improvement initiative.



	■ Top-down change can be useful when a situation calls for swift, decisive action or lends itself to a straightforward solution. However, there are many problems associated with top-down change. These include:








	Black box leadership.



	Human nature.



	Consultation exercises.



	An ‘us and them’ culture.



	A compliance mindset.



	Groupthink.








	■ It doesn’t have to be this way. None of these problems are insurmountable, and the Making Change Stick programme helps us overcome each and every one of them.






___________
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