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		    “There are many books about school and system leadership. John Dunford’s text is distinctive because of its magisterial scope. It ranges across the big policy issues of government and then tracks how these impact on schools. The result is a book of remarkable breadth and depth, a call-to-arms to hold on to our moral purpose as school leaders. It’s as uplifting as it is persuasive. I can’t recommend it highly enough.”

– Geoff Barton, head of King Edward VI School, Bury St Edmunds

		     

			“Politically astute, highly experienced and strongly principled, John Dunford is one of the most knowledgeable and wise figures in education today.  With his typical warmth, clarity, humility and strong moral purpose, he brings together insights from his personal experience and wide reading to create a commentary on education broad in scope and deep in understanding.” 
– Dr Jill Berry, leadership consultant and former head

			 

			“A natural story-teller, John Dunford illustrates, through vivid accounts of his leadership story, insights into what it takes to be an enabling leader true to principle and values and restlessly determined to move things on.” 
– Sir Tim Brighouse, former London Schools Commissioner

			 

			“I just love this book. John Dunford weaves an informed narrative about what really matters in schools and will give any school leader both great insight and the confidence to do the very best for their pupils. Reflecting John’s huge experience in schools and his interactions with governments, he gives a unique perspective on our educational system. A must-read for any school leader.” 
– Andy Buck, founder and managing director of Leadership Matters 

			 

				“No matter where you are on your leadership journey this book provides invaluable insight into the key ingredients of school leadership. John’s experience and expertise are evident throughout.” 

			– Sian Carr, president of the Association of School and College Leaders, 2016/17 and executive principal of Skinners’ Kent Academy

				 

				“John has unrivalled knowledge, understanding and expertise in navigating our system’s opportunities and challenges. He remains optimistic about what school leaders at all levels can achieve if they stay true to their values. He writes with real passion, providing a route-map for the future.” 

				– David Crossley, associate director of Whole Education

				 

				“This book is a gift of wisdom to any school leader seeking deeper understanding of the often confusing English system of education. Those new to school leadership will particularly appreciate the perceptive insights synthesised from his vast experience and current voices of evidence-informed sense.” 

				– Stef Edwards, head of Great Bowden Academy and CEO of Learn Academies Trust

			 

				“John Dunford brings to this book his boundless passion for education, his commitment to enhancing the life chances of young people and his wealth of experience as a school leader. He fluently analyses the key developments in education policy during his professional lifetime and uses the learning from his own leadership journey to offer practical advice for school leaders.” 

				– Robert Hill, Visiting Professor, UCL Institute of Education and former policy adviser in No 10 Downing Street and the Department for Education

			 

				“There are few people better qualified than John Dunford to reflect on the challenges of school leadership. This book is both thoughtful and thought provoking. It will help school leaders and all those passionate about education to look beyond the pressures of Ofsted and accountability, to reflect on what education should be about and how to improve its quality.”

				– Rt Hon David Laws, executive chair of the Education Policy Institute and former minister for schools

			 

				“John Dunford ranks amongst the wisest and most highly respected voices in education whose experience spans many years in schools and at the highest levels of the education system. As well as providing deep insight into education policy, this book reaches the heart of improving the life chances of young people.” 

				– Brian Lightman, former general secretary, Association of School and College Leaders

			 

			“Few people in education have had such a fascinating leadership journey as John Dunford. In this book he talks with authority, wisdom and, most of all, authenticity about leadership in schools and across the system.” 
– Steve Munby, chief executive of the Education Development Trust and former chief executive of the National College for School Leadership

			 

			“John Dunford shares his extensive knowledge of the world of English education, gained from his unique experience as a system-leader over many years. This book provides leadership stories and insight whilst maintaining an over-arching commentary on the education landscape. Hugely enjoyable!” 
– Dame Alison Peacock, CEO of the Chartered College of Teaching

			 

			“Navigating the stormy waters of education policy feels like crossing the Atlantic using dead reckoning under a cloudy sky. This brilliant book provides a perfect companion for the journey. Whatever the reader’s stage of leadership, this book should be at the top of the list.” 
– Marc Rowland, deputy director of the National Education Trust

			 

				“A great resource for any serving or aspiring school leader. The book has optimism, deep knowledge, a strong narrative and some very practical guidance. John’s passion, knowledge, positivity, practicality and experience come through in every chapter.” 

			    – Brett Wigdortz, CEO of Teach First
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				Introduction

				 

				This book is about school leadership, but it is not a leadership manual. I have never been a theoretician about leadership, but have learned from others along the way. The aim is to share some of the learning gained on my leadership journey in order to help school leaders chart a course for their schools and for their own professional development through the choppy waters of national education policy.  

				The starting point was a blog post I wrote in 2011 entitled ‘Ten things I have learned on my leadership journey’. These are not particularly profound, nor are they backed by references to the great works on educational leadership, but they are things that have helped me and which have struck a chord with some people who have read them. 

				My leadership journey in education started at school and took an interesting turn when I was president of the union at Nottingham University in 1968-69, a year in which student revolution was spreading rapidly from California to UK universities and from which even the largely conservative Nottingham was not immune. As a moderate president, caught between some activist far-left students and university authorities slow to embrace change, I learned a lot about leadership in a short time, with my youthful mistakes providing some pretty sharp and uncomfortable lessons. It felt as if, at the age of 21, I had had five years’ experience in a single year. 

				After a rather poor postgraduate certificate in education course, I started teaching in 1970, and discovered that I had had a lot more experience of leadership and of the committee work that goes with it than my fellow young teachers. With the national shortage of mathematics teachers in the early 1970s, I found myself as head of mathematics in a sizeable comprehensive school, Framwellgate Moor in Durham City, at the age of 26 after only three years of teaching. 

				Three months later, in January 1974, the Framwellgate Moor head, who had himself been a students’ union president 30 years earlier, appointed me to the additional post of senior teacher (assistant head, in modern parlance). This brought with it a place on the leadership team of one of the most forward-looking comprehensive schools in the north of England. My responsibilities included the curriculum, the school timetable and cover for absent staff. But it was the collective responsibility of being part of the school leadership team, as well as leading the mathematics department, that gave me some of the most formative, exhilarating and exhausting years of my career. 

				It was a wrench to leave a school where I had given and learned so much and made so many good friendships, but my breadth of responsibility at Framwellgate Moor had given me a taste for school leadership and a strong desire to put my ideas into action as a deputy head and head. I did not enjoy my three years of being a deputy as much as being a head of department, but there was much to be done at Bede School, Sunderland, which was struggling to move from its long history as a grammar school – ‘The Bede’, as it was known locally – to a neighbourhood comprehensive school serving some tough parts of the town. Apart from learning a lot about behaviour management, which took up a high proportion of every working day, my responsibilities included curriculum development. The school needed to move beyond the grammar school curriculum it had continued to teach to its very different student population. This required a change of culture. It was a challenging task with the senior and middle leaders having had long experience of teaching in grammar schools and nowhere else, unleavened by the professional development that should have been a top priority when the school changed status. There was some good teaching, but nowhere near as much as at Framwellgate Moor, and some truly awful teaching. I recall one lesson in particular in which the head of biology stood at a lectern and read out his university notes to a class of lower sixth formers.

				My reason for observing that lesson was to monitor the language levels being used across the curriculum. The Bullock report, A language for life, had been published in 1975 and it was very clear that nobody at Bede School had implemented it, or had even read it. Teachers in all subjects used language in their teaching or in textbooks that learners with a reading age at or below their chronological age could not understand. It was hardly surprising so much time was spent on behaviour management.

				My frustration in the role of deputy head was that the more innovations I made the more I found myself running them, as the management structure of the school did not allow the space for people to work with me and to share the joy and challenge of change management. It was a lesson I took with me into headship.

				Around the age of 30, I had applied for 14 deputy headships and been interviewed for eight before I got the job at Bede. The step up to headship proved easier, with success coming at my fourth interview, a considerably less thorough process in 1982 than is now the case. I was given 17 minutes to answer a single question and three minutes to add any further information. Any candidate unwise enough to get his or her timing wrong was interrupted mid-sentence. The appointment committee, comprising Durham County councillors and members of the school governing body – but only those who were active in the Labour Party – took less than three minutes to come to a decision, with the chief education officer not allowed to speak prior to the vote being taken. 

				I felt a huge sense of shock, responsibility and fear. I had visited the school, although it would have been possible to have been appointed without having done so, and indeed, not all the interviewed candidates had taken up the offer of a visit. It was a truly terrible system for appointing headteachers, although an improvement on drawing the names of equally qualified interviewees out of a tea cosy, which had occurred at a County Durham school a few years earlier. It was eight years later, with the advent of local management of schools, that schools began to design their own, more rigorous, appointment processes.

				This began 16 years of headship at Durham Johnston Comprehensive School, which grew from 1200 to 1500 pupils in that time and gave its students a quality of education rich in both breadth and depth. The experience of those 16 years weaves its way into all the following chapters, so it need not be repeated here. Suffice it to say that I regard myself as extremely fortunate to have had the opportunity to lead such a great school, with so many excellent staff, a good number of whom are still at the school 18 years after I left. Durham Johnston was, and remains, (in the words of a Daily Telegraph Good Schools’ Guide in the early 1990s) ‘a quintessentially good comprehensive school’ and the school has long been near the top of the non-selective school A level results tables. Looking back, there were things I could not, or did not, shift that should have been addressed more strongly, so, in the words of Frank Sinatra’s song, ‘Regrets, I’ve had a few...’

				New Zealand rugby players speak eloquently of their attitude to playing for their country. Far from the arrogant selfishness of some other sporting stars, they are conscious throughout their international careers that they are merely custodians of the All Black shirt that bears the number of their position in the team, passing it on from the great players who preceded them to the future internationals who will wear it. I felt much the same about my time as head of Durham Johnston. The school had had just five heads in the 80 years up to 1982 and then I had the privilege of being the custodian of the head’s office for 16 years before handing it on to others who would take the school to greater heights.

				Opportunities to work outside the school were not open to headteachers in the 1980s in the way they are in the school-led system of the 21st century in England. So when one of the Durham secondary heads called me in 1988 and suggested I should stand for the national council of the Secondary Heads Association (SHA), I put my name forward and was elected as a representative of the north-east. Thus began a 22-year membership of a body that provided the best in-service training a school leader could have had, bringing back to school up-to-date news and examples of excellent practice from some of the best school leaders in the country. After a spell as chair of the association’s education committee, working in particular on plans to improve 14-19 qualifications, I became SHA president, with a sabbatical year from school in 1995-96. 

				Two years later, in 1998, I was elected as SHA general secretary and moved from the north-east to Leicester, where the association had its headquarters. I have enjoyed every stage of my career, but the 12 years I spent at SHA (which became the Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL) in 2006) were the happiest and most fulfilling. Through evolution rather than revolution, the culture of the organisation changed from the old boys’ club (and the key association people in 1998 were almost all men in their 50s) to a highly professional operation with a more mixed and younger membership, that was frequently quoted in the media and was influential on politicians of all parties. As with Durham Johnston, the leadership lessons I learned during my time with the association are threaded through the text of this book.

				I saw the main part of my job as representing ASCL members’ views to the government and its agencies, leaving most of the running of the association and the support of individual school leaders to the headquarters team and its field force. ASCL was in the business of changing public policy, so school leaders could implement sensible change at a manageable pace for the benefit of their pupils. Changing public policy is both an art and a science, and my ASCL colleagues and I were avid learners from those with experience in the field. 

				Being a union general secretary sometimes requires a delicate path to be trodden between the union members and the government, with the government pursuing its political and educational priorities, and pressure from the members whom one represents generally believing that the government is mistaken in its actions and that school leaders should be left well alone to run their schools. 

				A general secretary has to articulate those concerns, while gaining sufficient respect from those in power that they continue to want to talk, even when one is opposing their policies root and branch. The way in which to balance these demands was for the association to have a well-considered set of policies in all the major areas of government education activity. Then, when a policy was announced with which school leaders disagreed, I would not shout from the rooftop – as many union leaders have had a reputation for doing – ‘It’s all a load of rubbish’, but instead would say, ‘If you, the government, want to do this, then it would be much better if you did it this way, since that is the way in which school leaders can implement change most effectively’, and then reiterate ASCL policy on the topic in a thinly disguised attempt to obtain changes in the government’s line. 

				During the New Labour years, this proved reasonably effective most of the time, but that did not always please ASCL members, from some of whom I received vituperative emails asking why I had allowed the government to do such-and-such and demanding that I get it changed immediately. Like all unions, ASCL is a broad church; fortunately, supporters outweighed opponents and the ASCL leadership was able to conduct its business with government in a manner that obtained changes to bad policies, but ensured that ministers and officials continued to listen to us.

				The year 2010 seemed a good time to retire as general secretary. I had been in the job for 12 years and, at the time I gave my notice, it seemed likely that there would be a different colour of government after the general election. The tightrope to be walked between the views of ASCL members and the government’s plans would require a different approach with a Conservative government from that employed by ASCL during the New Labour years. 

				Retiring in my early 60s also gave me the opportunity to pursue a wide range of activities, which have formed an interesting additional part of my leadership journey. My first project came from an unexpected source. The secretary of state, Michael Gove, asked me in 2010 to conduct a review of the Office of the Children’s Commissioner, the radical recommendations from which were accepted by the government and have subsequently passed into legislation. 

				My two years as national pupil premium champion, and continuing involvement in raising the attainment of disadvantaged young people and closing the gap with their more fortunate peers, have given me further insights into school leadership in one of its most challenging aspects.

				I have learned that chairing an organisation is very different from being a chief executive and the chairmanship of the Chartered Institute of Educational Assessors and of Step Together Volunteering (formerly WorldWide Volunteering) have at times provided considerable challenges. Whole Education, which I have chaired since its inception in 2010, has been enormously stimulating, working with marvellous schools that are putting their curriculum ideals into practice. 

				That has been my leadership journey, but this book is not intended to be about me. While incorporating the lessons from this experience, the book is intended to be helpful to school leaders in developing policy and practice in their schools during a period when so much is changing so quickly in national education policy. 

				Every field of employment and public service undergoes change over time and it is naïve to expect that one can continue in any job without facing major changes. In a leadership position, dealing with the consequences of change and its implementation at institution level are a big part of the job description. However, the changes in schools’ policy have some special factors that need to be taken into account in considering how to lead a successful school.

				First, the volume, range and speed of change are as significant as the type of changes that governments have demanded of schools. This situation, replicated in almost every school year, has produced challenges for schools – especially smaller schools – in implementing change in several different fields simultaneously.

				Second, the politicisation of education has introduced a high degree of instability into the policy-making process.

				Third, pressures on schools are sometimes in conflict with both the government and the inspection agency, Ofsted, using accountability to drive policy and practice in schools, individually and collectively.

				Fourth, education policy is contested territory, so there has rarely been sufficiently strong evidence to point the way forward, although there is now a much firmer and more accessible body of evidence to which school leaders and teachers (and government ministers) can look for guidance.

				This book is designed to be read either from cover to cover or a chapter at a time, with each section focusing on a particular aspect of school leadership. The following overview of the content of each chapter is intended to help readers who wish to adopt the latter approach.

				The first chapter stresses the importance of having a clear set of values to guide the leadership of the school, with examples from values-led schools and suggestions as to how school leaders can use values to take control of the education agenda in their school and not be overwhelmed by external factors. 

				This is dealt with in more detail in each of the subsequent chapters, with values underpinning decisions about the future structure of the school in chapter 2, the development of the curriculum in chapter 3 and the leadership of assessment in chapter 4. 

				Chapter 5 looks at accountability and suggests that leadership on this topic does not have to be reactive, but that accountability can be used proactively to reinforce the implementation of a vision and of values-based policies. Chapter 6 draws on my experience as national pupil premium champion to set out some thoughts on disadvantage and closing the gap, which are at the top of the education agenda in many countries, but especially in the UK, where the gap is wider than most. Chapter 7 is a discussion of professional and leadership development as the basis for the implementation of the ideas in other parts of the book. 

				Chapter 8 contains a discussion of school leadership at all levels, setting out 12 characteristics of successful leadership and stressing the opportunities existing for school leaders, even in a climate of central government prescription, to be creative and innovative. Chapter 9 welcomes the opportunities for system leadership in a school-led system and the concluding chapter draws together the themes of the book, putting school leadership in the wider context of public service reform and showing how confident and creative school leaders can take their schools to great heights of achievement that make a real difference to the life chances of the young people in their charge and influence the direction of national education policy. 

				Every chapter is, I hope, imbued with the last of the ten lessons learned on my leadership journey – the four Hs of school leadership: humanity, humility, hope and humour. School leaders at all levels need these in full measure if they are to lead happy and successful schools and to experience the joy and professional fulfilment of doing so.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 1

				Values-led leadership

				The aim of education is the knowledge, not of facts, but of values. 

				William S. Burroughs

				 

				When your values are clear to you, making decisions becomes easier. 

				Roy E. Disney 

				

				 

				In 2012 I telephoned a headteacher I know well and spoke to him for the first time for a year or so. ‘Hello, Steve, how are you?’ I asked him. ‘Not too bad. We had Ofsted 18 months ago and got a Good, and our exam results this summer were OK, so we should be clear of Ofsted for quite a while yet.’ We continued our conversation about his challenging school and the interesting work in which he was involved as head of a co-operative trust school, but I reflected afterwards on that answer to my first question. Have we really reached a stage where a successful headteacher of a challenging school defines the state of his health with an account of where his school is in the Ofsted inspection cycle?

				External accountability is important, but it is neither the beginning nor the end of leading a successful school. Values and the way in which they translate into the life of the school are at the centre of the work of successful schools and it is a vital part of the job of school leaders to ensure that values remain centre-stage, influencing every aspect of school life. Holding on to those values and, whatever pressures come from Ofsted or the government, using every opportunity to promote them, not only keep the school on a steadier course, but make the job of school leadership more doable and more enjoyable. This chapter emphasises the essential points that this approach brings professional control of the school’s destiny and helps to avoid the feeling of being constantly reactive to government-imposed change.

				Clarity of values and vision and the determination to put those values into practice and thus take control of the educational agenda in the school are at the heart of this book. 

				 

				Co-operative trust schools

				One group of schools very clear about being values-led is the co-operative schools group. These schools are co-ordinated by the Schools Co-operative Society (SCS), which has its values firmly rooted in the wider co-operative movement. These values are set out in the box below.1

				 

				Co-operative values

				
				  	
Self-help: Encouraging all within the organisation to help each other, by working together to gain mutual benefits. Helping people to help themselves

						
Self-responsibility: To take responsibility for, and answer to, our actions


						
Democracy: To give our stakeholders a say in the way we run our school


						
Equality: Equal rights and benefits according to their contribution


						
Equity: Being fair and unbiased


						
Solidarity: Supporting each other and those in other co-operatives


				

				 

				Co-operative ethical values

				These are consistent with the values of the founders of the co-operative movement:

				
						Openness

						Honesty

						Social responsibility

						Caring for others

				

				The SCS website (www.co-operativeschools.coop) goes on to state that co-operative schools are about developing a balanced set of values that will help young people become the good citizens our society needs. These values are not confined to UK schools and are in use in co-operatives across the world.

				The example of the SCS is a good place to start this discussion of values-led leadership because it shows how a group of schools has developed, not by being merged at gunpoint into a chain or an academy trust, but by school leaders and governors signing up to the values that are the driving force of the group. 

				Whether a school stands on its own or is part of a group, a values-led school is almost always a good school. Successful school leaders are open and clear about the values underpinning the work of the institution. Values are constantly reiterated to staff, students, parents and the wider community.

				There is so much change in education and so many new (and renewed) policies to implement and demands to answer that it is all too easy for school leaders to lose focus. Part of the job of a good head is to act as a sieve and only let through to others those things that really matter. Having a clear set of values helps the head to do this and thus to maintain focus on what should always be the top priorities – putting the values of the school into everyday practice and pursuing high quality teaching and learning.

				The values driving those who work in education seem to me to remain as strong as ever – perhaps stronger than they have ever been – as we seek to close the gaps between the achievements of young people from different backgrounds. 

				Wider political events in the world have caused the UK government to become involved in the debate about values in schools.

				 

				British values

				In November 2014 the Department for Education (DfE) published guidance, which had first been set out by the government in 2011, on promoting British values in schools so young people leave school prepared for life in modern Britain.

				The 2014 guidance placed a duty on schools to ‘actively promote’ the values of democracy, the rule of law, individual liberty, and mutual respect and tolerance of those with different faiths and beliefs, which the DfE describes as the ‘fundamental British values’, although many people would see these values as part of Western culture rather than specifically British. According to the schools minister, Lord Nash, this new duty on schools was designed to ‘tighten up the standards on pupil welfare to improve safeguarding, and the standards on spiritual, moral, social and cultural development of pupils to strengthen the barriers to extremism’. 

				I recall a meeting in 2008, when I was ASCL general secretary, with the secretary of state, Ed Balls, and the permanent secretary, Sir David Bell, following a briefing they had had from the security services, when they asked a group of us to consider how schools could help to identify potential extremists at an early stage. Subsequent events in Brussels, Paris and elsewhere have raised the importance of this agenda. The schools’ context was brought into the public eye in 2014 at the time of the so-called ‘Trojan Horse’ affair concerning the governing bodies of some Birmingham schools. So, as so often happens when a story gains momentum in the media, the government had to be seen to ‘do something about it’ and the minister, Lord Nash, spoke of the need for all schools to promote basic British values. Examples of the aims of this policy were that pupils are expected to acquire:1

				
						‘an understanding of how citizens can influence decision-making through the democratic process

						an understanding that the freedom to hold other faiths and beliefs is protected in law

						an acceptance that people having different faiths or beliefs from oneself (or having none) should be accepted and tolerated, and should not be the cause of prejudicial or discriminatory behaviour

						an understanding of the importance of identifying and combatting discrimination’

				

				This is noteworthy because it is the first time the government has set out values or placed a duty on schools to adopt them. What is far from unique is that the government has acted in a way that affects all schools in order to combat a problem in a small number of places. Ofsted has subsequently heavily criticised some faith schools that have not put these values into practice, while most schools have had to make only small changes because these ‘British values’ are incorporated within the wider set of values on which school aims and policies are built. 

				Indeed, schools where values are firmly established are unlikely to have waited for direction from the secretary of state or Ofsted on a matter at the heart of the ethos of the school. Nor would school value statements be confined to matters of faith, but would cover a much broader description of discrimination.

				 

				The place of values in a school

				Education brings benefits to both individuals and society and a school’s values reflect both, as we have seen in the discussion above about British values being embedded in schools.

				For individual young people, schools aim to support and influence their development as fulfilled citizens, in intellectual, spiritual, cultural, physical, social and economic terms. 

				This development needs to take place within the moral framework of a set of values. Without this, we can produce highly intelligent bigots or even mass murderers, such as Pol Pot, the Khmer Rouge leader in Cambodia, who won a scholarship to study at the Ecole Française de Radioélectricité in Paris for four years from 1949 – an extreme example of what can result when a highly intelligent young person does not have an over-riding moral compass.

				Some schools have carried out a consultative process with staff, pupils, parents and the community about the values on which their work should be based. The additional work of organising the consultation and discussing the results before agreeing on the school’s values increases the extent to which the agreed values become part of the everyday life of the school. 

				Typically, the values for individuals in the school community include honesty, respect for others, willingness to help others, and a sense of justice. A value statement for the school itself might well include equity, high expectations, opportunity, enjoyment, trust and the valuing of diversity, but there can be no off-the-peg version for a school’s values, exportable from another school’s website. 

				No two school statements of values will be the same, as they will be rooted in the context and history of the school. The different value statements of two outstanding schools illustrate this: Lampton School in multicultural West London and the 400-year-old Queen Elizabeth School, Kirkby Lonsdale, Cumbria are good examples of how context influences values.

				 

				Lampton School, Hounslow: Extract from the statement of vision and intent3

				The Lampton School community values diversity and seeks to give everyone in the school an equal chance to learn, work and live, free from the action, or fear, of racism, discrimination, or prejudice. By our actions we will work together to develop the potential of all pupils academically, socially, culturally and psychologically and to establish a community that is just and fair for all people who work at or visit Lampton School.

				Students will be happy and healthy, enthused by the intellectual, social and physical challenges posed by their experience at school. They will be independent learners, aware of how to learn and of the role of emotions and dispositions in the learning process, which they draw on to address challenge and difficulty, as well as success.

				Lampton is a mixed, 11-18 comprehensive school which sees the rich cultural heritage as perhaps the most important of its many strengths.  It is a truly international school.  

				We foster a genuine sense of respect for the individual alongside an appreciation of the cultures and beliefs of others.

				 

				Queen Elizabeth School, Kirkby Lonsdale, Cumbria: School website section on ‘QES values’4  

				
				  	Respecting the past and its traditions

						Working hard and doing your best

						Being decent to others

						Being polite, friendly, courteous

						Looking out for others

						Getting involved

						Respecting the environment

						Thinking of others less fortunate

						Encouraging global citizenship

						Remembering that life is about more than money and material things

				

				Faith schools attach a high degree of importance to setting out their values clearly. In the small village primary school where I was a governor for many years, the six principles of friendship, honesty, forgiveness, respect, kindness and dedication underpin the school’s curriculum and its wider work. It is in the implementation of these values that the distinctly Christian ethos of the school comes through. The headteacher of St Andrew’s, Heather White, says:

				‘We started by discussing what values were important to us as practitioners and Christians. We aimed to embed these values across everything – the curriculum, assemblies, the way we respond to each other, decisions we make. We also give certificates. Our values have over the last two years become so well embedded that many of the certificates we give out are a result of children coming to tell us where they have seen Christian values in others.

				One of our key values is respect and I think through this value we cover such a lot of what is very important, understanding other cultures and how a multicultural society works.’

				 

				St Andrew’s CE Primary School, North Kilworth, Leicestershire: Extract from the school’s statement of aims and values5

				The statement, which is in three sections, includes the following:

				 

				The achievement of high standards

				
				  	Encourage personal responsibility for behaviour

						Develop lively, enquiring minds and a sense of awe and wonder

						Develop children who aspire to reach their potential and are independent learners

						Ensure there is a safe, attractive and stimulating environment for the children

				

				 

				Development of good citizens

				
				  	Develop an understanding and tolerance of other races and faiths

						Develop positive and supportive relationships engendering sensitivity, empathy and respect

						Encourage children to feel part of the community and contribute to it Encourage respect for people, property and the environment

				

				 

				Creation of enthusiastic, creative learners

				
				  	Provide opportunities for the development of an imaginative and questioning mind in all children

						Ensure children become independent, responsible and self-motivated individuals

						Encourage all children to identify and celebrate their successes

				

				

				School value statements also sometimes include a determination to bring the benefits of high quality education to all in the area by working closely with other schools and doing nothing that is against their interests.

				While a school’s values are transmitted through carefully considered statements, school prospectuses and staff handbooks, they are most powerfully put into action through the minutiae of the school day. A headteacher who runs an extra-curricular club transmits the message to staff that this is an important part of school life. A head who checks a pupil for the way s/he talks to another pupil in a school corridor gives out a message about mutual respect that will be absorbed by all within hearing distance. Other heads emphasise different aspects of school life, such as advice to pupils on the way they should, or should not, enter classrooms, or by giving a cheery word of welcome to pupils when they arrive at school in the morning. Heads cannot do everything themselves; they must work though the staff team, so the best way to influence the life of the school is to ensure that others are set the example of how the school’s values should be put into practice.

				Revisiting a school’s value statement periodically ensures not only that it can reflect changes in society and new pressures on young people, but that it is properly reflected in the daily life of the school. Revisiting values and discussing them openly is helpful in embedding values into all aspects of the work of a school.

				 

				First impressions matter

				A school’s values are visible in every aspect of its work. Tony Blair said that he could see if a school is good from the moment he walked in. Even allowing for the supernatural powers of a prime minister, there is both exaggeration and truth in this statement. First impressions really do matter. 

				One experienced headteacher told me the story of the first visit he and his wife paid to a large local hospital for her cancer tests – a nervous time for them both, to say the least. The first person they encountered was the hospital car park attendant who gave them directions to the relevant department and advised them ‘I wouldn’t come here if I were you’. 

				I went with my wife one Sunday morning for an exploratory visit to a school advertising a headship for which she was thinking of applying. These two doubtless suspicious-looking strangers brought the caretaker out of his house to see what we were doing and we explained to him why we were there. He was uncomplimentary about the departing head, comparing him unfavourably with the previous head, whom he praised for his strong disciplinary stance. The school did not come across well in this conversation.

				I used to be a trustee of a charity that worked with stately homes and other places open to the public. Part of this work was the training of front-of-house staff, who learned from our charity about the ‘90:90 rule’ – first-time visitors form 90 per cent of their view of a place in the first 90 seconds of their visit. This rule can apply to schools too. The appearance of a school’s entrance and foyer, and the welcome visitors receive from the reception staff, are a critical part of the outward-facing reputation of the school.

				 

				Leading a values-led school

				There are public occasions at which school leaders can ensure that the school’s values shine through the spoken word – awards ceremonies, meetings for parents who are considering the school for their children, visits to local primary schools, early meetings for new pupils, meetings about courses in Key Stage 4 and the sixth form, and school assemblies. 

				Even more importantly, good leaders live their ideals and constantly put their values into practice as they go about the daily tasks of leadership. The way they talk to pupils as they move around the school; the way they enter classrooms when a lesson is taking place; the way they communicate orally and in writing with staff; what they do at breaktime, lunchtime and lesson changes; the shape of the agenda for staff meetings; the seating arrangement in the offices of senior staff – all these actions communicate the values of the institution and its leaders.

				I strongly agree that ‘school leaders need unwarranted optimism’ as part of their DNA6 and indeed ‘Smile’ was one of the ten lessons learned on my own leadership journey, included in my blog post.7 If the leaders of the school walk around looking glum, there is little chance that teachers and other staff will enjoy their work or convey to the pupils the joy of learning and a positive climate of success and aspiration. Teaching is for optimists and school leadership is for supreme optimists.

				An important part of a values-led school is having staff who believe in those values, so having total commitment to them from staff is vital if vision is to be turned into reality in the lives of the young members of the school community. 

				This staff commitment starts with appointment procedures that convey the values of the school in the advertisement, job details and interview process. The reputation of a school, for better or worse, accurate or misleading, goes well beyond its physical location. Interviewees will arrive with preconceptions that may not be based in the reality of the school’s situation. As a headteacher, I regarded the first hour of any interview day as vitally important in conveying to candidates the values of the school and our aspirations for its future. This sometimes resulted in candidates making an early withdrawal when they discovered the school and the job were not as they had imagined. So be it; we were better off without them.

				The same thinking that goes into the design of the interview day can also underpin the induction process for the successful candidate, constantly reinforcing the values of the institution during the vital early months in the job. 

				This approach is needed for supply teachers too. New supply teachers do not have much time to learn about the school before they go into their first lesson, so it is important to have a very short booklet for supply teachers, setting out briefly the values of the school and agreed processes, such as how lessons should be started and ended and how to call for assistance in times of difficulty.

				A booklet for teachers in training is equally important and, like the staff handbook, this should start with values and the way in which they are embedded in the school’s teaching and learning policy.

				 

				Community values

				Schools want to be part of their local community, although open enrolment has almost destroyed the link between some schools and their local community or between some secondary schools and what used to be termed their ‘feeder’ primary schools, with 11 year olds now coming from as many as 70 different primary schools into some secondaries.

				Community values may be difficult for a school to discern, since most schools will not have a homogeneous intake. Where there is a degree of homogeneity, however, the values of the local community may not be ones that the school would wish to adopt. I have worked in schools where the predominant local culture is one of high aspiration for young people, a climate that makes the job of the school considerably easier, but I have also worked in places where many parents have low expectations and where the school, if it is to be successful, needs to work within the local community to communicate its values and raise the aspirations and expectations of what the young people can achieve.

				In 2013, the secretary of state, Michael Gove, talked about the ‘smell of defeatism’ in schools in East Durham – unwisely, as it transpired that he had visited no schools in East Durham and the quote was based on a statement ten years earlier by a teacher in a school in Sunderland, a city that has been independent from Durham County Council since 1888.

				East Durham is typified by Easington, where the miners’ strike in 1984 had a profound effect on the local community, as seen in the film Billy Elliot, much of which was set in the streets of this small mining town. The secondary school in the town had a difficult job to do, particularly in the aftermath of the closure of the coal mine in 1993, with little local employment available to school leavers. In 2015 I had the privilege of visiting the successor school, Easington Academy, which was the winner of the north-east regional pupil premium award that year. The headteacher, Toni Spoors, who had been a pupil in the sixth form at Durham Johnston School when I was head there, is constantly reinforcing the school’s values of high aspiration and high-quality teaching and learning in ways that illustrate just how wrong Michael Gove’s remark was. Easington is a school that is fully engaged in, and leading, its local community.

				Another school that is leading its community is Northampton Academy, which I visited soon after it opened. Northampton secondary schools had a tough time in the 2000s, with many low-grade Ofsted judgements, and Northampton Academy was one of the first in the area to be allocated to a sponsor, United Learning. It would have been easy for the new school, in a superb new building, to have established its reputation by attracting bright pupils from other parts of the town and its surrounding area, but the school chose to focus on its immediate community, where there was a history of low aspiration and poor educational attainment. Unsurprisingly in such a school, the community is very much part of the school values and ethos, as stated in the United Learning statement on the school website:8

				‘The best schools are underpinned by an ethos, behaviour and tradition that are understood, respected and valued by everyone across the school community.

				That is why we place a great emphasis on being a values-led organisation with an ethos established to bring hope and aspiration to the communities we serve in our schools. Our values act as a yardstick for how we behave, interact with each other and deliver our mission.

				During the first half of 2012, our staff, students and governors were consulted on refreshing our values; to identify the concepts, attributes and behaviours that exemplify what it genuinely means to bring out the best in everyone.

				The consensus across the group was that our ethos is best articulated through the following: Ambition, Confidence, Determination, Creativity, Respect, and Enthusiasm.

				You will see these attributes brought to life in our school through how we engage with each other and our community, how we behave and how we inspire ourselves and each other.’

				As with the values of SCS schools, this illustrates how groups of schools are increasingly adopting shared values.

				The tradition of state schools in England, like their independent cousins, is that they have many freedoms they can exercise, such as the way in which they engage with their local community, how they teach and assess, what extra-curricular activities they offer, and especially what values underpin their work. 

				Yet many headteachers feel constrained to follow the line taken by the government and Ofsted, a situation that can be explained only in the context of an over-bearing accountability system and too much direction from central government. Professor John Hattie powerfully reminds us that there are too many distractions for school leaders from what is important in leading good schools and successful learning.9 Government documents for schools are full of words like ‘deliver’ and ‘performance’ and have little or no mention of the fundamental concepts of understanding and personal development, which school aims and values generally prioritise. 

				There are those who saw the ‘Every Child Matters’ (ECM) agenda in the mid-2000s as a potential distraction from the standards agenda, which had been the main driver of government policy since 1997.10 True, it placed many additional burdens on schools, but it also emphasised the need both to safeguard children and to ensure that all school policies supported the needs of children from more deprived backgrounds. In those senses, it reinforced the values of schools to educate and develop all children to the full. For schools, every child really does matter and it is through the enactment of the school values that this is prioritised.

				An ambiguous message was sent out when, on becoming secretary of state in 2010, Michael Gove abolished all mentions of ‘Every Child Matters’ by his staff, as well as removing the ECM logos that had sprung up on every wall and lift in the DfE during the time of Ed Balls as secretary of state.

				 

				Rights respecting schools

				It was through Michael Gove’s request to me in 2010 to review the Office of the Children’s Commissioner (OCC) that I became familiar with the UNICEF Rights Respecting Schools award, now held by over 4000 schools in the UK. These schools have a very clear set of values, based on the rights of the child. 

				Shortly after the 2010 general election, a bonfire of quangos took place, with Michael Gove taking apparent delight in leading the purge demanded by the Cabinet Office. The Qualifications and Curriculum Development Agency (QCDA), the School Food Trust and the British Educational Communications and Technology Agency (BECTA) all disappeared, with varied degrees of mourning. The OCC could well have been added to this list, but Gove’s zeal was held in check by the Liberal Democrat coalition partners, and in particular Nick Clegg, who dug in their collective toes and refused to sanction the abolition of the OCC, which became the only quango on which an inquiry was held to decide its future. I was asked to conduct the inquiry and was given a team of three civil servants to support me. No one leant on me and I was given a free hand in how I conducted the inquiry.  

				The OCC had made little impact since its foundation in the 2004 Children Act. This was less the fault of the first two children’s commissioners, the former children’s surgeon Sir Al Aynsley-Green and the ex-director of Gateshead children’s services Maggie Atkinson, than of the weakness of the legislation. Tony Blair had been frightened to include specific reference to children’s rights in the law of the land and so the Act stated that the role of the commissioner was to look after the views and interests of children in relation to the five outcomes of Every Child Matters. I was under no illusion that the Conservative wing of the government, and Michael Gove in particular, would similarly be chary about statutorily giving children their rights. When I mooted the idea privately to politicians that I should recommend that the role of the commissioner be strengthened to state that s/he should ‘protect the rights of children under the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child’, a Liberal Democrat peer said to me: ‘You will never get away with that.’ But I did. Graham Stuart, the excellent chair of the House of Commons Select Committee on Education at the time, had reinforced my determination to make a radical recommendation by telling me I should recommend either abolishing the OCC or giving it a proper role. And a proper role meant that, like the children’s commissioners in Ireland and the other three countries of the UK, the work of the children’s commissioner in England should be focused on the UK’s position as a signatory to the UN Convention. With only the USA (which leaves the decision to individual states) and Somalia as non-signatories, I could hardly have suggested taking England out of its responsibilities as a signatory. The recommendations of my report were accepted by the secretary of state and incorporated into the Children and Families Act 2014.11

				Perhaps Michael Gove was happy to concede this victory to the Liberal Democrats because he did not regard the OCC as particularly important and its retention would give him a good bargaining counter for the battles he wanted to fight with his coalition partners on what he regarded as more significant issues. Gove was a strong supporter of the coalition in its first two years, when the Liberal Democrat education minister was the highly committed but relatively weak Sarah Teather. When David Laws took her place in 2013 (by which time Nick Clegg had had a very public falling out with Gove), battles were engaged more frequently between the LibDems and the secretary of state.

				I am sure Michael Gove’s acceptance of my recommendations, and their subsequent inclusion in statute, was helped by the paragraphs on rights respecting schools, which pointed out that the emphasis on children’s rights is matched by an emphasis on the exercise of responsibilities and respect for others. The values of rights respecting schools make clear that they are consciously producing good citizens. Children in these schools learn about their own rights and, in doing so, have a greater appreciation of the need to respect the rights of others. Research by the University of Sussex found that teaching children about their rights can reduce exclusions and bullying, improve teacher-pupil relationships, raise attainment and make for more mature and responsible students. Once parents have understood the principles of rights respecting schools, this can also improve the relationship between school and home.12

				 

				***

				 

				Whether a good school is part of the Schools Co-operative Society, an academy group, a multi-academy trust, a faith school, a rights-respecting school, or whether it stands alone, values are likely to be at the centre of its policies and these will be clearly articulated both in the daily life of the school and on set-piece occasions. Revisiting value statements and reviewing them helps to reinforce the extent to which they are embedded in everyday practice. In schools that are clear about their values, these underpin teaching and learning in lessons and behaviour at all times, as well as the way in which the school interacts with other schools. Values should always be at the heart of school leadership.
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