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 Time to Think 2 is the perfect follow on to the first book, exploring many of the issues that crop up in leadership and can stop our teams from functioning. Each aspect is unpicked and explored from different angles, providing a variety of practical solutions that can easily be adapted and trialled. Time to Think 2 really encourages you to look at yourself as a leader and consider the kind of team that you want to lead. Like the first book, it is broken down into manageable bitesize chunks that are easy to dip in and out of, providing plenty of opportunities for reflection along the way. It promotes being both responsible and daring, outlines strategies to achieve this, and explores how to strike the right balance. There is something for everyone in this book.


 Hannah Lee, Teacher and Raising Standards Leader


Leaders often describe themselves as time-poor; the Time to Think books help to solve this problem! Rachel has done the reading for you. She has taken the best leadership books, made the content relevant for school leaders and left you with the task of identifying what you and your team need and selecting the right tools to address that. Thank you, Rachel!


 Laura Thompson, Assistant Headteacher


An absolute toolkit for leaders at all levels of schools and multi academy trusts. Beautifully researched, thoughtfully written and eminently practical to ensure the most impactful school cultures for our students.


 Ben Wilcox, Assistant Headteacher and DSL


Thank you, Rachel, for making the time to write a second Time to Think book! It is packed full of leadership guidance from a variety of different sources to give the busy school leader the opportunity to reflect on their leadership. The part that really resonated with me was ‘How to get into deep work’; Rachel says herself that this book only came into being due to ‘Monk Mode Mondays’ and it’s definitely an approach that will form part of my working week in the future. It was also a pleasure to be part of Rachel’s ‘Big Think’ online, which enabled a group of school leaders to see how powerful ‘Group Brainstorming Online’ really is for generating ideas in response to some thought-provoking questions.


 Chris Stephens, Deputy Headteacher


An enjoyable, interesting read. If you are looking for one place to find a plethora of accessible research about leadership then this is a great starting point. I particularly liked Rachel’s use of ‘and’ from the Lego paradoxes to reflect on leadership principles – it really shows the impact of such a small word – a definite ‘time to think’ moment. The ‘head space’ section at the end of each chapter is a wonderful opportunity to pause and reflect; to remind ourselves that we need head space as leaders to make informed decisions.


 Joanne Stuart, Trust Development Lead, DHT


As with the first instalment, Time to Think 2 balances relevant leadership theory with realistic, practical strategies that can be implemented by school leaders. I really value books that give you ‘lightbulb moments’ where you can suddenly see the how/why behind scenarios; this book has them in abundance.


 Anna Heaven, Assistant Headteacher and RSL


Whether you’re a seasoned leader or aspiring to take on a leadership role, Time to Think 2 offers a practical guide filled with actionable strategies to help you navigate the complexities of team dynamics and lead with confidence. It’s a must-read for anyone committed to unlocking the full potential of their team.


 Sarah Judge, Vice Principal



















 To Charlotte, Daniel and Matthew, I hope you experience the joy of being part of brilliant teams, at school, at home and at work.
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INTRODUCTION





Leading ourselves is hard: being in control of ourselves, having boundaries, saying no, facing the brutal facts (while still having hope) and mastering crucial conversations are some of the biggest issues many of us struggle with. In the first Time to Think, I addressed all of these issues and more. Mastering those issues is the key to becoming the leader you want to be and there is no short cut; you have to do that work on yourself. Many of you are doing just that.


This book is about your leadership but also about your followership. We have to be the kind of leaders that people want to follow. The obstacles that stop people wanting to follow us can be wide and complex and although we all try to navigate our way through them successfully it is helpful to explore some of the common issues that come up in school leadership.


In this book, we are going to deal with some of the trickiest issues in leading a team. These issues are often not talked about although they are in plain sight. Even with issues we do know about, we might not know what to do, why we have to do it, or what the evidence says about how to do it best. This book aims to cut through the noise and bring you practical solutions and ideas that you can think about, adapt, and try.


Before we dive in though, first we need to reflect on the kind of team we want to lead. The leadership of teams will involve living in the heart of a range of paradoxes as we try to balance the people, the plans, and the approach. These paradoxes are not always comfortable, but we need to be leaders who say ‘both/and’ and not ‘either/or’. This takes some practice especially in a world which can be so polarized at times.


On the wall of the Lego Museum are the paradoxes that Lego live by. It is a great list that reflects the nuanced nature of building and leading a team. The word ‘and’ does a lot of heavy lifting in all of these statements.


The 11 Lego Paradoxes:




	To be able to establish close relationship with your employees and to keep proper distance.



	To be able to take the lead, and to hold oneself in the background.



	To trust one’s staff, and to keep an eye on what is happening.



	To be tolerant, and to know how you want things to function.



	To keep the goals of one’s department in mind, and at the same time be loyal to the whole firm.



	To do a good job of planning your own time, and to be flexible with your schedule.



	To freely express your view, and to be diplomatic.



	To be a visionary, and to keep one’s feet on the ground.



	To try to win consensus, and to be able to cut through.



	To be dynamic, and to be reflective.



	To be sure of yourself, and to be humble.






It is helpful to come up with something similar regarding our own teams in schools. What is it we are trying to do and what are the paradoxes at play for us? You may find it isn’t this or that, it is both this and that.


In her brilliant book Ruthlessly Caring, Amy Walters Cohen writes about embracing paradoxes and being ‘future fit leaders’. She defines this as follows: ‘Future-fit leaders are not perfect, nor are they completely “integrated” in every way (as integration is a process that never ends) – but they are comfortable operating with beliefs, attitudes, and values that seem contradictory’. We have to navigate seemingly contradictory things on a regular basis – like warm and strict, care and challenge, being tough on standards but kind on people.


Cohen suggests a number of leadership paradoxes in her work, but my favourite is ‘responsibly daring’. Responsible leaders hold themselves accountable for making a difference to their workplace and its health, both in the present and in the future. They focus on the art of the possible and seek to find solutions to problems. They aim to serve their stakeholders. Daring leaders are optimistic about the future; they think creatively and innovatively, they take risks, experiment, and are brave in doing so.


We need to be both responsible and daring. If we are too responsible, we may become paralysed and avoid making changes that we know we need to make but don’t feel brave enough to embrace. If we are too daring, we may become reckless in our pursuit of a goal and run into trouble, enjoying the excitement ourselves but striking fear into others! To be both responsible and daring means that we are open to other ideas, as well as being brave and innovative, while at the same time making a difference, taking the job seriously, and wanting to ensure that the organisation is healthy now and in the future. We take calculated risks. We listen to others. We don’t get carried away with our own ideas without checking them out with others. We are brave. We feel safe enough to try. We stretch for things just outside of our reach. We are comfortable with being a little uncomfortable sometimes!


I hope this book helps you become both more responsible and more daring in your leadership of your teams. It will not be simple – leading people rarely is – but it will be worth it.






















CHAPTER 1:


HOW TO GET ‘BUY IN’







WHY DOES THIS MATTER?


We can have the best ideas on the planet but if our teams don’t understand them, believe in them, or see how they could work in reality, then those ideas will go nowhere. So much depends on others catching our vision and being willing to follow it; without this we cannot drive change forward. Getting buy in from staff, young people, parents, and the wider community matters hugely because we rely on it to drive our plans forward. We have all seen the criticism, cynicism, community disintegration and resignation that can happen when there is no buy in from stakeholders. Resignation can play out in two different ways: those who do not want to buy into what you are ‘selling’ will either literally resign and move elsewhere if they can; or if they cannot (for personal and practical reasons), they will stay and resign themselves to paying lip service. Both forms are a problem for a leader trying to get people to connect with their vision and help them to move it forward. When it comes to buy in, you have to know what you are selling and so do other people.







WHY DO WE FIND THIS HARD?


Getting buy in is hard because it takes more time and effort than just telling people what to do. It takes consideration around how we will get our team on board and not just what we are going to do. It means we have to explain ourselves more, outline the plan in detail so that people can grasp what is being proposed, and we also have to listen to the team’s thoughts and then act on them. This all takes time and perhaps that is why this is so hard. Of course, we want people to fully understand our approach and buy in to what we are doing, but time is sometimes against us, and our fear is that we will run out of runway while trying to land the plane. Getting buy in requires us to think deeply, strategically, and practically. To think of the project and the people and to bring those things together to create belief. What is really hard is that our idea will only succeed if people believe in it, and so we need to invest time in making that more likely.


If we do not get the right people onboard and with us then there will be consequences and risks for us, our teams, and our schools.







WITHOUT BUY IN …




1: CULTURAL SABOTEURS CAN RISE UP


In The Barcelona Way, Damian Hughes talks about ‘cultural assassins’ and ‘cultural architects’ (sometimes referred to as ‘drains’ and ‘radiators’) to explain what happens when people do not buy in to the culture, the approach, or even to you as the leader. Cultural assassins start undermining (perhaps quietly and subtly) and will resist you and your plans and encourage others to do the same. Cultural architects are those who are with you, are bought in, and will help you build the culture or the plan that you want. Now of course, human beings are not simply one thing or another, we are complex creatures, and it is helpful to look for changes: has someone who was previously an ‘architect’ started to change and show different behaviours? Why? Has someone who was an ‘assassin’ started to change and believe in what you are doing? People can change their view and often they will respond positively if what we are saying, and how we are saying it, is clear, compelling, and easy to understand.







2: WE CANNOT GET TO WHERE WE WANT TO BE


In Good to Great, Jim Collins talks about having the right people on the bus first before we know where we are going. This was a pattern his research identified in ‘good’ companies that ended up being and staying great. Collins showed that to create buy in and real change, we must have disciplined people, disciplined thought, and disciplined action. He talks about ‘first who, then what’. When we identify the who, especially in senior teams, we need to know that we all want the same thing, and we are comfortable in expressing the different ideas we have about how we get there. Buy in is a lot to do with the people, not just the plans.







3: PEOPLE WILL MAKE UP THEIR OWN NARRATIVE


This is not unusual in schools where staff, parents, and young people are not bought in. If we introduce something and people do not understand the what, why, or how, then they will start to make up their own narrative. For example, if you have recently launched a new cold calling policy around asking questions in classrooms but have not effectively communicated why you are doing it, how you will do it, its benefits, and the specifics of how to make it work then there may be misunderstandings. A young person may go home and say, ‘we are not allowed to speak in the class anymore’, or ‘putting our hands up has been banned’, or worse ‘the teacher keeps picking on me even if I haven’t got my hand up and don’t know the answer’. If we leave the narrative to small children or teenagers, of course we risk it being the wrong one and the opportunity for buy in will be lost. We can’t always avoid negative narratives emerging, but being on the front foot and ensuring that the right narrative is being told explicitly is helpful to avoid these incidents and encourage buy in. A Teacher Tapp survey in December 2023 stated that the main thing that staff in schools wanted from their Senior Leadership Teams (SLT) was better communication – people don’t want to make up their own narrative, they would much rather be bought in to yours.







4: WE BECOME LESS BRAVE


Alignment around the why is great, but that isn’t usually the problem in schools. The issue is often the what and the how, which must also both be clear to the team. If we know what we are aiming for, and the team understands and believes in it, then we all feel more courageous to try new things in pursuit of the aim. If this understanding does not exist, you will constantly feel that you cannot make changes or move things forward because people won’t come with you. If you feel like this, then you start to feel paralysed. That is never good for you or your leadership.










MAKING IT HAPPEN – PRACTICAL IDEAS AND TOOLS


We need to know some practical ways of getting buy in and this may well be something that you have never had a ‘training session’ on in your career to date. Here are some practical things to try.




1: SOCIALISE THE IDEA – DEMONSTRATE THAT YOU LISTEN AND RESPOND


Buy in to making a change or trying something new often doesn’t happen without some significant preparation. Very few leaders can suggest a massive change without anyone knowing anything about it before the announcement. When we are planning a change that requires buy in, we need to socialise the idea and allow it to iterate as we talk. This stage can take weeks or months, but the more the ideas are socialised, the better. This may mean you gather different teams together and talk the planned changes through – this may include parents, young people or other leaders in other schools who bring their wisdom. Give the idea a good airing, over a period of time and not only will your final proposal improve but more people will believe in it too. Where leaders fail to do this, there isn’t buy in, but rather, fall out. Socialising ideas with students, parents and staff can often be helpful for you to see the early response.







2: ENSURE EVERYTHING YOU LAUNCH MAKES THE WHY, THE WHAT, AND THE HOW  CLEAR


When we only give headlines, there are different reactions. Those people who like the big picture and are comfortable with high levels of uncertainty will not be too concerned that the details behind the headline are not there (for now). However, those people who know that what you are saying will fall to them to implement (but have no detail or instruction) will need more than good intentions and a big picture direction to feel confident to buy in. It may not be your job as the leader to go from the big picture into the detail, but it must be done. We must not underestimate the panic and anxiety it can create in parts of our team when they do not know how something is going to work. For everything we do that requires a change we should be clear about:




	 Why is this an issue: ‘The issue we are wanting to address is ... and it needs addressing because …’



	 What are we going to do: ‘What we are proposing to address this is …’



	 How are we going to do it: ‘You will see that we have provided … to help you implement ... The role of your team is ...’











3: COMMUNICATE THAT YOU UNDERSTAND THE LIMITS OF THE PLAN


Nothing leads to ‘opt out’ quicker than when a plan is presented with obvious flaws which are not discussed or planned for. The first thing most people think when they are presented with a new idea or approach is, ‘How is that going to work?’ We must have answers to that question. I find it is nearly always best to be upfront about any limits in either logistics or impact. We need to be honest enough to say, ‘We know that this plan may impact on the use of the dining hall and so …’, or ‘We know that there are some risks with this approach, and we have identified those as …’. Next, we must outline what we are going to do to ensure that these issues are overcome as well as possible. Sometimes, we are quick to act and slow to think – with change it is best to be the other way round. We must spend longer thinking through our plans before we launch, or we will spend too much time trying to fix what has gone wrong because it wasn’t thought through properly. Buy in often comes when people can see that a plan has been well thought through.







4: KEEP YOUR PROMISES


Buy in can be hard to gain but quick to lose. People need to trust that when you say you will do something, you will do it. When it comes to parents and staff, being people of our word often quickly wins buy in. Conversely, buy in is often lost over fairly minor things, and then becomes very hard to regain for the major things. This is particularly important where there are strained relationships. If we are trying to get buy in from parents, spend time listening to what they have to say, try to understand how communication will best work (letter, call, or WhatsApp group, etc.), and, crucially, when you make promises, write them down on a simple spreadsheet and record when each is delivered. This helps in two main ways: firstly, it ensures that you are not overpromising and under-delivering; and, secondly, it creates a log where both parties can see that there has been action taken and promises kept. This builds trust and buy in.








5: SPEAK TO THOSE WHO HAVE NOT BOUGHT IN


Most people are not trying to be difficult; they feel under pressure because they don’t understand. The fastest way to lose buy in and trust is by shutting these people down without hearing their concerns. We must let them express their disquiet, ask them ‘What are your concerns?’, ‘Will this work?’, ‘What is missing?’ Try to keep these meetings productive rather than moan fests but we do need to listen; sceptics may just see a major flaw in your plan that will make the whole thing come crashing down and mean we lose our credibility in the process. These people can stop us being too reactive and can help bring nuance to something we may think is very simple (but isn’t!). If you listen, respond, change/tweak then these people can become your greatest assets because they will then be bought in. You are not asking for buy in without questioning (I hope) but how that questioning happens is important, and what you do with those questions is even more so. Questioning a plan and the implementation of it is not sabotage or being a cultural assassin, it is good team behaviour.


If you have gone through all of these steps – socialised the idea, listened to those who don’t agree, and made changes or adjustments – and then someone deliberately attempts to undermine (and tries to take other people with them), then that is clearly a very different situation. That would need to be addressed in a different way.




Head Space: Thinking about your team




	What are the big things happening now that you need buy in from your team to make work?



	How do you socialise your ideas? What does this look like for you?



	Who in your team has not bought in right now? Why?



	How easy is it for your team to challenge and question your plans? What evidence do you have that they will do this?
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