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				Introduction

				
						Can a school-led system truly become self-improving?

						What is the difference between good and great schools?

						Who should inspect and regulate?

						How should local authorities change?

						Is the landscape ahead one of all schools in partnerships?

				

				The English schools’ system is at a crossroads. This landmark collection of essays brings together some of the country’s leading education thinkers and practitioners. Their ideas, advice and polemic are intended to help teachers, school leaders, governors, education researchers and policy-makers think deeply about future directions. 

				If a school-led system is truly to evolve over the coming decade in England, we believe it will require a shared manifesto of ambition, change and delivery. School and academy leaders, governing boards, local authorities and policy-makers will need to embrace and shape each of these with professional courage and determination.

				How might the narrative unfold?

				 

				Ambition

				Achieving excellence in any sphere of public life is rooted in leaders caring more than others think is wise, risking more than others think is safe, dreaming more than others think is practical, and expecting more than others think is possible. These ambitions to improve upon previous best have to be tailored and tempered by context, and need to be shared skilfully by leaders so that ‘followers’ share the same ambitions.

				Clarity around the ambition for a school-led, self-improving system is paramount. That ambition must realise a step change in outcomes for young people entering a global community and market-place.

				 

				Change

				Questing to achieve world class excellence in our schools demands a hearts and minds commitment amongst all stakeholders to embrace change. Respectful leaders in large part determine that climate.

				Leaders recognise that a cardinal feature of change is that some people will misunderstand or misinterpret what is being proposed; some will be inclined to build walls, while some will build windmills and become key personnel in effecting improvement. Developing capacity in senior staff entails climbing inside their skin, listening genuinely, reassuring them that while change is permanent and the extraordinary becomes the everyday at a faster and faster rate, individual changes are not to be perceived as negating historic and valued ways of working.

				UK politicians and senior civil servants we work with regularly talk about ‘stuff happens’ and the unintended consequences of legislation. The wisest amongst them have reminded us that in the end education reform is a people business where, following a crucial piece of communication, the recipients will observe: ‘I don’t remember exactly what you said, but I do remember how you made me feel.’

				 

				Delivery

				Realising a school-led system will rest on four key ingredients. 

				First, leaders will need to create a ‘we’ not an ‘I’ culture. They must set out genuinely to see the best in people, dwell on the positive, acknowledge and applaud success, while at the same time being focused on rooting out obstacles which might delay desired outcomes. 

				Second, leadership at all levels needs to place great store by how well they can create ‘a sense of urgency at the right time’ and a shared ‘it’s never too late’ mentality amongst teams of colleagues. Confident, thoughtful and convincing leadership recognises that not everything can be achieved at the same time, but that colleagues can ‘shift gear’ for a sustained period of time if there is that collective ambition to improve.

				Third, the new system should look inwards to secure wise and tested ideas; equally, it should look outwards to seize innovation which can be shaped in the best interests of students and staff. Great design lies in stitching together the best practice from outside and within an organisation. 

				Fourthly, those with final executive responsibilities must value ‘soft power’: the ability to achieve influence by building networks and communicating compelling narratives. And they must, as ambassadors for reform, thrive on and enjoy balancing professional autonomy and sharp accountability.

				 

				****

				 

				The 19th century English poet Shelley described poets as ‘the unacknowledged legislators of the world’. Our many years working in schools tell us rather that teachers are the real unacknowledged legislators, in any society. Theirs is a decisive influence upon the predispositions and habits of early years’ children, the formative skills and knowledge of primary pupils, the academic and vocational pathways of secondary aged students, the attitudes and expectations of the next generation of teachers in training, the research interests of university students. No school, college, university or education system can in the end be better than the quality of its teaching force.

				This book’s 21 contributors offer searching questions and trenchant answers towards a practical route-map for primary, special and secondary schools creating a confident, self-improving system. The system will in the end be judged by the excellent quality of education provided for all our pupils. Sustainable success will reshape the current inspection and regulation landscape. The prize for the teaching profession is enormous.

				Roy Blatchford & Rebecca Clark 2016
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				The courage of our convictions

				Peter Hyman

				A time of possibility, a time of misery

				This is a time of great possibility. Teachers are doing extraordinary things. 

				In Teach Meets and blogs, informal gatherings and tweets, research conferences and staffrooms, most of all in the classrooms of this nation, teachers are attempting to re-imagine how we do education. They are thinking deeply about pedagogy. Using evidence more wisely. Collaborating between subject disciplines. Developing character education. Using sophisticated approaches to teaching literacy. Opening their schools to new partnerships with businesses and creative practitioners. Challenging students to work with real scientists on real projects. Giving students ownership of their learning. Providing opportunities for young people to find their voice, solve problems in their community, acquire expertise and discover the most precious commodity of them all: a passion. 

				And yet… and yet… this is all in jeopardy. The system in which these driven, dedicated, often brilliant people are working is broken. Their creativity and professionalism is being hollowed out. Only pockets of innovation remain. The moral purpose that these teachers show is in stark contrast to the factory model of education in which they operate. More than 40% of teachers leave within five years of starting. To see their enthusiasm on day one and then witness the slow erosion of their heart and soul is desperately sad. Many teachers are miserable. The culprits are not hard to find: the exam system, Ofsted and university entrance. 

				But we should look at ourselves too. For if we had more courage to fight back, to shape our schools around what we believe to be a good education, then we could make life so much better not just for teachers but for the students we serve. 

				 

				A broken system 

				Despite years of hoopla about the new curriculum, the reality is that there is barely a curriculum at all in secondary schools. Instead we have a series of exams that students are working towards. From the age of 11 most students are put on the conveyor belt towards GCSEs. The situation is only slightly better in primary schools. 

				At GCSE students take between 9 and 12 GCSEs. This represents roughly 30 exams in one month when they are 16. Some say this prepares them for later life. I say all it does is suck the life out of them. Ask those who defend this exam madness to give one example – because it certainly doesn’t happen in law or medicine – where adults are put under that kind of pressure in the real world. It is a form of child cruelty.

				With ever more pressure on young people to get good grades – transmitted to students by teachers whose jobs are on the line for their results – schools have become one relentless exam sausage factory. In preparation for these exams students do several tests each week. The currency of the school is not the beauty and quality of the work students create or the excitement of the learning, but how they do in routine tests. These GCSEs might be defendable if employers found them useful. But most don’t. They know that testing a narrow amount of subject knowledge is no proxy for the problem-solving, articulate, resilient, employees they are looking for. They know too that the high level conceptual understanding they look for in maths or science, for example, is not valued sufficiently in the exams that are taken. 

				When I talk to people outside of education and say to them that from the age of 14, more than 80% of young people do no music, no drama and no art in school, they look at me utterly bewildered. We are told time and again that what humans have over robots who are soon to colonise many jobs, is creativity and yet we are laying waste to creative subjects in schools. Bizarrely and damagingly we equate a decent education with what a child is examined on. They are not the same thing. If a student does not choose to take a music or art or drama GCSE, then the entire subject is removed from their timetable. Don’t blame schools for this – they are struggling just to fit in enough time for all the GCSEs. 

				Let’s take our second culprit. There is no other walk of life where the pressure from the inspectorate so dominates the workings of an organisation. In education headteachers are in constant fear of Ofsted. Some talk to their staff about nothing else. This situation is unhealthy and wrong. Ofsted is not a supportive, developmental process for improving schools. Two things are being confused. No notice or short notice inspections are fine for checking compliance – child protection, safety, behaviour. But no notice is ludicrous if you are trying to work with the school on its vision, pedagogy and strategy for improvement. They are two different tasks which should be done differently and separately. It is time, as many have suggested, for rigorous and developmental peer review to replace the current approach of Ofsted. 

				Universities are perhaps the main culprit in this spiralling descent into a desiccated, joyless education. The reason? Our universities, particularly the top ones, are not interested in rounded individuals or educating the whole child. UK University admissions, unlike in the United States and many other countries, are in the hands of subject departments (rather than centralised admissions departments) who, for understandable reasons are only looking for those who excel at their subject. 

				In the United States those who apply for university stuff their resumes with good works – community projects, setting up a business, sporting endeavours – because they know that will make them stand out. In this country all those things that will make a student more employable, more interesting and more of a decent human being are explicitly rejected. A maths professor, who leads admissions, will say quite openly, and has done to groups of children in my hearing, if you put on your UCAS form that you are grade 8 at the piano all it shows is that you are not sufficiently interested in maths – so take it out. Our entire education system is designed on the premise that everyone wants to be an academic. It is not designed to develop interesting human beings or make students more employable. 

				So an inadequate exam system, the spectre of Ofsted, and overly narrow University admissions mean that too many schools are locked into the narrowest forms of ‘school improvement’. School improvement is an industry. It constitutes a series of approaches that started out, laudably, trying to raise the performance of the weakest schools. Now it has become the prism through which almost every school, however good, thinks about progress. It is an approach in which everything is paired back, sacrificed, in the name of better GCSEs and a good Ofsted rating. Intervention counts for more than inspiration. We are now all too familiar with the game we have to play. 

				Behaviour rather than learning is elevated to the most important element. This leads to regimenting students, silent corridors, more and more draconian punishments for those who don’t comply. Learning is chunked up into small nuggets directed by teachers who dominate the classroom. Control rather than curiosity is everything. Data, and as much of it as possible, is used to add more pressure to teachers and more stress to students – even when the validity of that data is often in question. Of course, no-one doubts that the basics have to be rigorously in place, and this will always be a focus in turn-around situations. But it does not constitute either a vision for education or a remotely motivating way of running a school. And in some cases this reinforces a disempowering top-down staff culture that stifles all innovation. 

				We have reached I believe a critical point when those working in this system – the fretful heads, demotivated staff and stressed students – need a new approach. The fight-back must start here and now. 

				 

				The purpose of education 

				It begins with the clarity of our vision and moral purpose. If we are not clear in our minds what we think education is for then others fill the vacuum. 

				Let’s put some stakes in the ground. 

				
						We believe that exam success is not sufficient: we must educate the whole child

						We believe that we have a special duty to the poorest children for whom education is the best route out of poverty

						We believe that young people of any age can craft extraordinary work which combines deep subject knowledge with technical skills 

						We believe that children should enjoy coming to school each day because it is filled with joy, creativity and challenge. 

				

				It is becoming much clearer now which jobs and skills will be automated in the next 30 years. And equally clear the sort of attributes that will be most sought after. A recent speech and accompanying data by the Chief Economist of the Bank of England Andy Haldane spells out the implications. Employers now regularly talk about the skills they are looking for: oral communication, digital, creative, high quality management, complex problem solving, entrepreneurship, ideas generation and empathetic skills. To put it simply, employees of the future will need to balance head, heart and hand. They will need to think deeply but also be brilliant with people and create, make and design. When put like this we see starkly the failings of our current school offer and the exams we are making students take. 

				That is why at School 21 (www.school21.org.uk) we have a curriculum that emphasises speaking, not just reading and writing. We develop the character and well-being of students through a subtle and layered approach. We emphasise real world problem solving and give students time in the school week to do meaningful projects in organisations in the community. We put the creation of ‘beautiful work’ centre stage – lifting school work off the page and asking students to craft work through multiple drafts until it is beautiful, until it has meaning beyond the classroom. Examples might include: the application of scientific concepts, dramas that bring alive historical turning points, art that represents high level mathematical thinking, poetry born out of interviews with post-war immigrants to this country. 

				In today’s world, schools, like employers, must rebalance head, heart and hand. School at the moment is too often just about the head – academic prowess, with little thought given to emotional other than bracing assemblies. The value of making and creating, using your hands, is almost universally denigrated. But a 21st century education if it is to be of real value must start to put the creative process and the development of character at its heart.

				 

				Innovation

				If we are clear about our purpose and want young people to leave school ready to thrive in this extraordinary world then we need a revolution not just in what we teach but how we teach it. We need to be pioneers and innovators not just lackeys delivering the small incremental improvements in a broken system. Schools leaders must live by more than the euphoria of a 5% increase in GCSE results one year or the gloom of a 3% fall in GCSEs the next. There is a bigger picture, there is a bigger prize. Our schools must liberate teachers from this grind and liberate students from being ground down. 

				What constitutes innovation? For governments innovation often amounts to little more than extending the school day or tweaking pay and conditions. This is not innovation worth its name. Innovation is about rethinking the system. Rethinking the curriculum, the teaching, the rewards and sanctions, the routines, the timetable, the expectations of students, the way subject disciplines are taught, the way teachers collaborate. All with one purpose in mind – for young people to achieve standards you never thought possible. 

				These seven questions might help in prompting us all to think boldly: 

				
						Are young people given serious lengths of time to immerse themselves deeply in a problem or subject discipline?

						Do we lift speaking to the same level as reading and writing?

						Are character and well-being given prominence with a well planned curriculum?

						Do teachers collaborate across subjects and ages to create extraordinary learning for young people?

						What is the balance in the school day between head (academic) heart (well-being and hand (creating, making, doing, leading)?

						Do children enjoy coming to school?

						Do children produce products of value beyond the classroom?

				

				Our task is to provide the body of evidence to show that innovation has a real impact on the future success of students – not just in exam passes, but in the kinds of careers they pursue and their ability to make a difference to the world.

				 

				A new kind of teacher 

				If we are to harness the energy of this brilliant generation of teachers, if we are to design schools that genuinely prepare children for life in the 21st century and if we are to stop the haemorrhaging of talent from the teaching profession, then we need a revolution in the way we treat teachers, develop their potential and nurture their creativity. We are often guilty of the worst kind of dumbing down of the profession. 

				There are some schools that boast they can get any teacher up to ‘outstanding’ in less than a year. This makes a mockery of the craft of teaching. You only need to watch a good literacy teacher in action and then a great one and you will see immediately how the impact on pupil performance can be dramatically different. We need to make a virtue of the fact that teaching is hard, nuanced, infinitely layered. We need to buck the trend of the research that shows that teachers learn little and improve little after the first five years. We need to value those teachers who like consultants in medicine, become masters of their profession. 

				Most public services are too hierarchical; schools are no different. Hierarchy puts a ceiling on potential. Good line management is essential, of course, but schools need flatter structures so that collaborative teams of teachers can shape the curriculum and pedagogy. Given a little more time to think and a little more freedom to explore, and teachers will produce stunning results. This is needed as much in primary as it is in secondary schools. 

				We need to think long and hard about how we replace the traditional forms of lesson observations, book scrutinies, learning walks with something genuinely more developmental and respectful of the professionalism of teachers. We need to use pupil tracking data in a smarter, more useful way. 

				Teachers in the 21st century will have some of the attributes of a social entrepreneur. They will be subject experts, project designers, well-being coaches, researchers, and the creators of great partnerships in the local community. It is hard to see this kind of teacher leaving the profession in the first few years. 

				 

				Backbone or back-down?

				There are often unhelpful comparisons between the medical profession and the teaching profession, but one contrast remains as stark as ever. The medical profession is self-confident, intellectually stimulating, self-sustaining and evidence based. Its conversation is dominated by its own research; the dominant conversation is between experts within medicine. The teaching profession remains, in the main, in thrall to the government, reacting to the agenda set by politicians rather than having the self-confidence to promote its own priorities. 

				There are signs though that this is changing. With a more vibrant cohort of leaders and teachers than ever before, now is the time for us to show the backbone needed to create our own system. A self-sustaining system needs a self-sustaining vision. 

				Some have begun to carve out what a supportive review framework might look like instead of Ofsted. Others are starting to pioneer new types of qualifications. One or two schools are having the courage not to do GCSEs at all and instead give their students an improved curriculum. In all these things we need to get off our knees and find a critical mass of those willing to take these bold steps. The truth is we have the expertise, the clout and the passion to design, shape and deliver a world class education system. We just need the will and the headspace to do what we know to be right.
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				The self-improving ambition and the school-led fallacy

				Kiran Gill

				An equitable middle tier

				Learning starts at school. This is a truth for policy-makers as well as pupils: frontline reality holds important lessons about how policy will land, embed, flourish or be distorted. This chapter contrasts school reality with the theory of the self-improving system and the associated policy of a school-led system. In doing so, it makes three arguments: 

				
						The notion that schools alone can fulfil all necessary capacities in the system is a fallacy. This school-led fallacy to promote a self-improving system has been a convenient narrative to dismantle middle tier education infrastructure.
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