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What if there is another way? Another way to navigate with energy through the relationships, complexities, uncertainties, stresses and strains and, yes, victories, that are part and parcel of the fabric of life within educational communities? With this book, Steve Willshaw shows us, using classroom ‘chalk-face’ experiences and examples, that there is another way that works, and how, by using a menu (Functional Fluency) we can heighten our individual and collective awareness and understanding of what’s going on in our reality, whether that be as a pupil or principal, and choose behaviours that help us and those around us to thrive, not just survive. This is not just another book!
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INTRODUCTION





In the bustling, sometimes chaotic, world of the school on the hill, there was a headteacher named Rhys. Rhys was a good man, dedicated to his school; but, since taking on the role, he had carried a silent, heavy cloak – the burden of imposter syndrome. He felt he had to fight every fire himself, fearing that delegating would make him seem lazy or, worse, reveal his perceived inadequacies. His days were a whirlwind of unmanaged diary commitments, impromptu pop-ins from staff and the constant feeling that he alone was responsible for the school’s fortunes. He wrestled with worries, convinced he always needed to provide all the answers and personally address every problem.


Rhys had taken on an underperforming school and, through sheer grit, he had undeniably moved it to a better position. Yet, even with this success, a quiet voice in his head whispered that it wasn’t enough, that he hadn’t truly earned his place. His PA, Diane, saw his struggles firsthand. He’d try to delegate but, often, the job would land back on his plate. His diary was a battlefield of double-bookings – a testament to his struggle to set boundaries.


Then came the turning point. Rhys embarked on a journey of Functional Fluency coaching with me as his guide. It wasn’t a quick fix, but a gradual unfolding; a shedding of the old skin. Over three or four years, he began to understand himself and, crucially, his imposter syndrome, not as a weakness to be hidden, but as a part of him that, ironically, had propelled him to do things differently. He started to talk about it openly, even with pride. As his coach, I saw this as a monumental step; a true embracing of his authentic self.


I helped him see the power of Accounting in decision-making – the rational, fact-based approach that wasn’t about having all the answers, but about clear, objective thought. He learned to balance Structuring – the organised, planned approach to his day and tasks – with Nurturing – showing genuine care and support for his team. This wasn’t about being soft; it was about building trust and creating an environment where others felt empowered. And we discussed the importance of allowing his authentic, Cooperative and Spontaneous strengths to manifest themselves. Every session, I could see the gears turning and the subtle shifts in his perspective this enabled.


Slowly, almost imperceptibly at first, Rhys started to change. Diane noticed it. He began to manage his diary with purpose, encouraging staff to book appointments, creating space for planned, controlled discussions. The double-bookings became a rarity. More important, he was truly trying to empower others; to delegate ‘with purpose’ so that the team was truly ‘achieving together’: the school motto. He continued to live up to one of his favourite mantras from New Zealand rugby, that no one is above ‘cleaning the sheds’, showing humility and solidarity – but the shift was undeniable.


Martin, Rhys’s chair of governors, saw it too. Rhys was becoming ‘much more chilled’. He was starting to ‘appreciate delegation rather than having to fight every fire himself’. He was trusting his team, becoming ‘aware of his strengths and weaknesses’ and ‘putting trust in others to sort things out’. He was even switching off, finding that crucial balance between work and the rest of life. When Ofsted came knocking, a moment that would once have sent Rhys into a flurry of activity, he was ‘fully prepared and organised’ and able to ‘lead the team with efficiency’. Rhys himself reflected positively on our sessions with Martin, which was incredibly gratifying.


Rhys, at last, was learning to ‘recognise his achievements and progress’. The heavy cloak of imposter syndrome hadn’t vanished entirely, but it no longer defined him. He had found a new way of leading; one rooted in collaboration, trust and a deep understanding of his own contribution within the collective. The school on the hill, once underperforming, was now thriving: not because Rhys was working harder, but because he had learned to lead smarter by modelling Functional Fluency. He had learned that true leadership wasn’t about having all the answers, but about building a team where everyone contributed, where worries were shared and where delegation wasn’t a sign of laziness, but a demonstration of shared purpose and collective strength.


Witnessing Rhys’s journey has been a testament to the power of Functional Fluency. It has been a privilege to be his coach, seeing him evolve into a more confident and effective leader. When leaders like Rhys consciously model Accounting in decision-making; balance Structuring with Nurturing in their interactions; and utilise Cooperative and Spontaneous modes effectively, they provide a consistent and powerful template for their teams. This lived example is often the most potent catalyst for embedding Functionally Fluent practices throughout the school culture, moving beyond theoretical understanding to tangible behavioural change.


Yet, even with these profound changes, I often found myself with a bittersweet feeling. I am immensely pleased with the progress, but I also know, with absolute certainty, that there is so much more potential for leaders like Rhys to harness within their schools.


Schools are built on communication and are full to bursting point with relationships – not all of them constructive. If a school community – from the leadership to the teachers, teaching assistants, administrative staff, pupils and parents – can become more Functionally Fluent, even just to a small degree, I know that the benefits to the lives of everyone who makes up that community will be enormous. Functional Fluency should be implicit in the way teachers and pupils communicate and how the school encourages pupils to relate to each other. Functional Fluency supports school vision and values and provides a clear way in which these otherwise abstract concepts can be lived out. It also provides a common language with which to talk about relationships, helping to develop congruence between the ways schools and families approach helping their young people to grow up.


This ongoing realisation – this quiet frustration with the untapped possibilities – is precisely why I was compelled to write this book: to share the transformative power of Functional Fluency and empower more teachers and leaders to use it to help themselves and, most important of all, their pupils, to reach their fullest potential.













FUNCTIONAL FLUENCY AND ME





My Functional Fluency journey began in 2011. I was part of a group of school-improvement consultants who were trained by Dr Susannah Temple, the creator of TIFF (the Temple Index of Functional Fluency). I was struck by the model’s potent combination of simplicity and complexity. My own TIFF feedback taught me about my tendency towards placating and Marshmallowing, which I continue to work on daily. To bring this model to life in this book, I have had to consciously release my imaginative and creative capacities, such as they are, and try to resist my tendency towards inhibited behaviour. The model has played a huge role in my personal development, and I hope I have done it justice.


Learning from Susannah was a privilege. It was remarkable to witness the measured way she talked about Functional Fluency and to experience her inspirational approach to training. Since then, I’ve worked with headteachers individually, senior leaders, groups of head teachers, heads of departments, department teams, human-resources teams and pastoral and administrative teams, always aiming to replicate the calm yet challenging approach Susannah modelled.


I am confident these individuals and teams have gained insight from this process. However, the full potential benefits of Functional Fluency for teachers and schools, as a fundamental way of understanding human behaviour that can guide us all towards more effective behaviour choices, remains unfulfilled. This book, the next stage in my Functional Fluency journey, is an attempt to explain this potential.













ABOUT THIS BOOK





The book’s chapters explore the Functionally Fluent teacher’s relationship with the key stakeholders in any school: pupils, other teachers, leadership, parents and carers, governors and other outside agencies. The aim is to demonstrate how Functional Fluency can help teachers to use their finite time and energy more effectively so that all parties benefit. Chapter 1, an introduction to Functional Fluency, is key to understanding the rest of the book, so I would advise all readers to start there.


With the 2025 Ofsted framework placing a renewed emphasis on inclusion, school leaders are rightly asking how to build a culture where every pupil and staff member feels valued and can thrive. Policies and posters are not enough. True inclusion is forged in the quality of our daily interactions. This book argues that Functional Fluency provides the essential ‘operating system’ for these interactions – a shared language and a practical toolkit to move beyond well-intentioned ideals to the lived reality of an inclusive community.


The book blends theoretical discussion of the educational application of Functional Fluency with insights from practitioners who are using Functional Fluency in their work in education right now across the UK and beyond. You’ll discover, through their experiences, how Functional Fluency has played a role in their own educational journeys and helped them to deal with the dilemmas the profession throws up.


Alongside these insights are practical examples of the model in action, numbered 1 to 21. Based on common classroom situations, these ground the theory in chalkface reality, demonstrating how Functional Fluency provides a clear roadmap to navigate such challenges. Each has a common format, starting with the ‘situation’, followed by ‘immediate thoughts and feelings’. You could stop at this stage and think about what a Functionally Fluent response to this situation might entail. Or you could discuss the example in a team meeting or as an element of your Continuing Professional Development (CPD). Then, compare your ideas with those given in the next two sections of the example: ‘pause: choice’ and ‘Functionally Fluent response’.


Functional Fluency in action is further illustrated through scenarios featuring the fictional Meadowbank Middle School, its headteacher Pat Harrison and other characters, including young teacher Chris Andrews, who is keen to learn about and apply the model.


The journey concludes with audits and other tools that schools can use to gauge their progress towards becoming a Functionally Fluent school.













A NOTE ON THE TEXT





Throughout the book, I reference Functional Fluency itself and the behaviour modes with a capital letter (Accounting), and identify the behavioural descriptors using italics (alert). The only exception to this is quotations, where I maintain the original emphasis. The linking of real-world behaviour to descriptors in the model is not an exact science, and you may disagree with my analysis of what is going on in the examples. However, the real benefit is that a discussion about behaviour has started and, by openly discussing our behaviour choices, we can build mutual understanding.


Functional Fluency International trains people to use its tools. Those who complete this training are referred to in this book as licensed TIFF providers or Get on the Mat facilitators. Collectively I refer to both groups as Functional Fluency professionals. Details of all training, including new training programmes to become an accredited user of the Functional Fluency Team Scan, can be found on the Functional Fluency International website at https://functionalfluency.com/training-programs













THE CERTIFIED FUNCTIONALLY FLUENT TEACHER PROGRAMME





It is with an optimistic and ambitious mindset that I present the Certified Functional Fluency Teacher Programme (CFFTP). It is designed as a series of activities that build knowledge of Functional Fluency, which collectively constitute a qualification that teachers can work towards and then carry with them throughout their careers.


Certification by Functional Fluency International involves completing:




	the TIFF questionnaire, including a feedback session with a TIFF provider



	the Introduction to Functional Fluency course



	a Get on the Mat session



	a training session on the use of the 12 Functional Fluency lesson outlines



	a Learning to Question course.






More details on each element are provided in the Appendix.


I hope you find inspiration and insight on your Functional Fluency journey. There is much to gain, and I look forward to meeting you at some point as our Certified Functional Fluency Teacher community grows.














CHAPTER 1 THE BLUEPRINT FOR A THRIVING SCHOOL: AN INTRODUCTION TO FUNCTIONAL FLUENCY






Introducing Chris Andrews, our soon-to-be Functionally Fluent teacher. He is just starting his second year at Meadowbank Middle School since qualifying as a geography teacher. He is keen, but can be quiet and inhibited, which colleagues and pupils can take as inconsiderate or defiant. Before the INSET day at the start of term, he had never heard of Functional Fluency and, as he was feeling quite tired by the time his headteacher, Pat Harrison, started her presentation on it after lunch, his understanding remains hazy. One thing he did remember Pat saying was that we have choices over how we behave, and this struck a chord with Chris.




A model for improving behaviour: understanding Functional Fluency


Relationships determine a school’s culture. When you walk into a school building, you soon pick up whether this is a place where people treat each other with care and respect or one characterised by apathy and neglect. You soon know whether results are all that matter there, or whether the development of well-rounded people is how the school judges its success. You know this from how the people in it relate to one another. Functional Fluency is a navigation system that everyone in a school can use to help them to find the best route to improve their relationships and thus the school’s culture. And, if a school has a positive culture, the chances of everyone involved being contented and successful are radically increased.


In an article in Emotional Literacy Update, Susannah Temple (2004) describes Functional Fluency as follows:




I mean by this a seamless integration of a wide range of effective ways of behaving that supports the ability to build positive relationships. The ‘wide range of effective ways of behaving’ are shown in the gold [lightly shaded] areas of the Functional Fluency model and the ‘seamless integration’ is what a person does when they move easily between these golden behaviours, choosing the most appropriate ones and blending them effortlessly to facilitate effective communication.







[image: Gray diagram titled “Accounting” shows self‑assessment at the center, surrounded by four areas: guiding and directing, looking after people, relating to others, and expressing oneself, with plus and minus traits listed along the edges.]

Figure 1 The Functional Fluency model







Extended Descriptions

Grayscale conceptual diagram centered on the word “Accounting,” described as assessing inner and outer current reality. Four connected sections surround the center: guiding and directing, looking after people, relating to others, and expressing my own self. Each section shows plus and minus symbols and paired trait lists. On the left, traits range from dominating and structuring to cooperative and compliant. On the right, traits range from marshmallowing and nurturing to spontaneous and immature. Circular labels note qualities such as alert awareness and rational evaluation, illustrating contrasts between balanced, excessive, and deficient behaviors across interpersonal and leadership styles.




Temple’s article describes Functional Fluency very succinctly:




The functional fluency model is based on three categories of human existence and functioning. These are: growing up, surviving and raising the next generation. These three categories are divided firstly into five elements and then into the nine modes of behaviour of the full model. These are all shown in the diagram.





The model is constructed in three levels. For example, at level 1 the top third of the diagram relates to ‘Being in Charge’. At level 2 this sub-divides into ‘Guiding and directing’ and ‘Looking after people’ or control and care. At level 3, these groups of behaviours sub-divide again into more effective behaviour modes (golden or lighter shading) and less effective behaviour modes (purple or darker shading). Within each mode there are six descriptors – three are shown in Figure 1 and others are referred to in the text, as necessary.


To help reinforce understanding of the model, the following nine icons are used throughout the rest of the book to represent the modes of behaviour.




[image: A grid of labeled icons representing behavioral styles, including accounting, structuring, nurturing, cooperative, spontaneous, dominating, marshmallowing, compliant or resistant, and immature, each shown with a simple pictogram.]

Figure 2 Behaviour modes





The Functional Fluency model is your complete navigation system: your personal GPS or SatNav. It shows you all the possible routes – the effective golden (lightly shaded) paths and the inefficient purple (darkly shaded) pitfalls – allowing you consciously to choose the most fluent combination of behaviours that will enable you to move forwards in any relationship.


The bottom third of the model is our engine for personal growth and connection. It’s where we tap into our Spontaneous energy – our creativity, curiosity and imagination – and our Cooperative side, which allows us to build the resilient, friendly and adaptable relationships that make a school thrive. The time and energy we put into these can either be effective (Spontaneous or Cooperative) or less effective (Immature or Compliant / Resistant).


A teacher demonstrating Spontaneous behaviour might use an imaginative, unexpected analogy to explain a difficult concept, or a pupil might ask a wonderfully curious ‘what if?’ question that takes the learning in a new direction. We see Cooperative behaviour when pupils work together on a task, respectfully challenging each other’s ideas, and when a teacher shows they are adaptable by modifying a plan based on the class’s feedback. Schools that encourage and enable their teachers to demonstrate Spontaneous and Cooperative behaviour, by encouraging imaginative and adaptable approaches to teaching, are great places to work. Furthermore, by exhibiting how to avoid the pitfalls of Immature and Compliant / Resistant behaviour, these schools model effective choices by pupils, thus reinforcing the positive culture.


The central section of the model is all about surviving and reality assessment, and is called Accounting. This is a process teachers should put a great deal of energy into, as they seek to understand the relationships and volatile circumstances of the classes they teach when, on any given day, events in the community or comments made during the previous lesson can have a huge impact on the quality of relationships and the nature of communication. Because you cannot see when someone is using Accounting behaviour, it can be a difficult concept to grasp. The metaphor of a set of tools, such as alert, aware or evaluative behaviour that a person can choose between to help them make sense of what is going on around and inside themselves, brings this abstract concept to life.


The top third of the model relates to raising the next generation and developing ourselves, and is the most obviously applicable to teaching. It involves looking after ourselves and others, and exerting authority on behalf of ourselves and others. The model captures caring for other people effectively as Nurturing. An example from teaching is providing pupils with genuine encouragement to complete a task well. The model shows effective control as Structuring; an example is establishing a clear set of guidelines around how a task should be completed.


When we make less effective behaviour choices, as we inevitably do, this is represented by the darkly shaded areas of the model. Teachers might fall into Marshmallowing with the best of intentions: a strong desire to help pupils they see as disadvantaged or a wish to show to others the care that they may feel was missing from their own upbringing. But the result remains negative. Pupils feel smothered rather than empowered and the teacher is left tired and frustrated. Alternatively, teachers might over-rely on Dominating to maintain order, leaving students feeling stifled and unheard.


Knowing where the boundaries lie, between Structuring and Dominating on the one hand and Nurturing and Marshmallowing on the other, is a vital first step for teachers. Functional Fluency helps them to make effective behaviour choices that allow both them and their pupils to thrive.


A key to Functional Fluency is realising that effective blending by teachers of the more effective modes of behaviour – Structuring, Nurturing, Cooperative and Spontaneous – creates the psychological safety and inclusive environment that enables pupils to feel empowered to play an active role in their own learning. At its heart, Functional Fluency is inherently inclusive. It moves beyond labels and diagnoses to focus on universal patterns of human behaviour, providing tools that empower every individual – regardless of their background, neurotype or personal history – to make effective choices and build positive relationships.


We should remember that this also applies to how we enable ourselves to grow and, as Temple writes at the end of her article, ‘This means that personal development for teachers is synonymous with professional development’ (Temple, 2004). Continuing Professional Development (CPD), often seen as a twilight bolt-on, is thus part of the work we need to be doing, all the time, to become better at building relationships and communicating with others. Functional Fluency can play a huge role in this important work.







From friction to flow: solving the people puzzle in schools


On any school day, teachers make countless choices about how to behave. Should we invest this energy in moaning, or in seeking solutions? The answer directly shapes the quality and effectiveness of our communication, both verbal and non-verbal; this, in turn, dictates the nature of our relationships. A chronic complainer, for example, is likely to experience tense and fractured interactions. Seen in totality, the daily tone of our interactions has a profound impact on our school’s effectiveness.


Systemic issues make schools volatile and pressurised places. Excessive workload, curriculum changes, new administrative procedures and interminable data collection put teachers and administrators under pressure. Insufficient staffing, budget cuts and a general lack of resources add to this sense of struggle. Accountability measures, including high-stakes testing, place demands on pupils, teachers and their leaders that easily become a downward spiral of negativity. The negative public perception of the profession and a feeling that the government lacks sympathy for your situation adds to the negativity. This toxic combination of factors can be a catalyst for burnout, stress and poor behaviour. In these circumstances, it is not surprising if leaders, teachers and pupils fall into ineffective behaviour patterns that create friction rather than flow.


Given that schools are fundamentally built upon the relationships between adults and young people, Functional Fluency offers a valuable framework to act as a roadmap, showing a route out of this negativity. It promotes conscious behaviour choices; fosters clearer and more effective communication; supports the development of strong relationships; and contributes to the overall effective operation of the school in many ways, including increased collaboration, and helps create a more positive learning environment.


Functional Fluency brings benefits at three distinct levels: individual, institutional and societal.




	
Individual benefits:




	Helping teachers and pupils communicate more effectively, building positive relationships and enhancing their emotional intelligence



	Helping teachers understand their own behaviour patterns and how they affect their pupils’ learning and motivation



	Enabling teachers to choose the most appropriate and productive ways of responding to different situations and challenges in the classroom



	Supporting pupils as they develop their self-awareness, self-regulation and social skills, which are essential for academic success and wellbeing.








	
Institutional benefits:




	Creating a safe and supportive learning environment where pupils feel valued, respected and encouraged



	Developing a collaborative and cooperative culture where pupils work together, share ideas and learn from each other, providing constructive feedback and guidance that helps improve their performance and confidence



	Encouraging the curiosity, creativity and critical-thinking that fosters pupils’ interest and engagement in learning and helps them to address conflicts and challenges in a respectful and constructive way that promotes problem-solving and resolution



	Recognising and celebrating pupils’ achievements and strengths in ways that boost their self-esteem and motivation.








	
Societal benefits:




	Focusing our thinking and feeling on how we get along with each other



	Addressing the explosion in emotional and mental-health issues



	Building collective efficacy so that everyone is working towards the achievement of a shared goal – the development of confident, self-regulating young people who can survive and thrive in an unpredictable world.











Using Functional Fluency in these ways helps develop a school culture that fosters self-awareness, emotional resilience and meaningful collaboration among staff. It enhances teachers’ wellbeing and strengthens their ability to nurture and inspire the next generation.


While writing this book, I have consciously tried to include examples of professionals outside the UK who are using Functional Fluency in their work in schools. Clearly, the educational context varies between jurisdictions, but the fundamental nature of Functional Fluency is such that it can have a positive impact across the world.


A powerful example of how this works is when schools move from a behaviour-based model to a relationship-based model. Functional Fluency emphasises the Structuring mode. This is the term for constructive Control, which empowers through inspiration and by enabling success. Guidance and help allow the school community to feel safe to explore and learn. Pupils and teachers gain self-confidence. Expectations and limits are clear and consistent. The hidden message is ‘you can do it and succeed’. Through blending effective modes of behaviour, those in school learn to manage and improve their relationships. This reframing shows how Functional Fluency underpins a radical rethinking of how schools operate.


To truly grasp the widespread impact of Functional Fluency, let’s explore how it addresses other specific challenges schools face today by imagining a year of a fictional school’s Functional Fluency journey. Many of these challenges are picked up again in more detail later in the book. While this is an idealised scenario, I hope the essential truth of the narrative comes across.




The Meadowbank journey: a year of working towards becoming a Functionally Fluent school


Welcome to Meadowbank Middle School, where Pat Harrison is headteacher. We’ve already met Chris Andrews, a geography teacher in his second year in the profession.


September:


Pat Harrison had been looking for a way to transform the school community when she came across Functional Fluency. She completed TIFF with a local provider and found it very insightful, helping her to deal with the stress of her job and issues relating to her aging parents. During discussions with the senior leadership team, they decide to launch their Functional Fluency journey on the September INSET day. When the day arrives, they start with a short explanation and an opportunity for staff to discuss scenarios in groups. The emphasis is on using the model to help everyone to thrive, and the headteacher personally explains her commitment to the model, the ways it has helped her and her ambition to use it to support the school to flourish. She tells staff that the model is about understanding the core parts of being human: how we grow into ourselves, how we look after the next generation and how we manage the day-to-day reality of surviving in between. Staff who have previously found her a little aloof are impressed by the authenticity of the headteacher’s explanation. Chris Andrews makes a personal resolution to find out more.


October:


The school decides to focus first on the pastoral care team. They all complete the TIFF questionnaire and have a feedback session with a local provider. This is followed by a meeting of the team facilitated by the provider, who encourages them to think about whether they are using their authority to empower or disempower the pupils. This reveals that some of the team tend to be over-indulgent, and there is agreement to try to focus on cherishing and understanding behaviour that will support the development of strong relationships with the pupils.


November:


The headteacher asks Dave, a well-respected but rather cynical deputy head, to look at the links between the Functional Fluency model and the school’s values statement, which was written five years earlier and is rarely referenced. The deputy head puts together a presentation demonstrating the links and explaining how Functional Fluency can integrate the values into daily school life. He delivers it with considerable wit and zest at a whole-staff meeting and this injects energy into the project.


December:


As the mock-exam season kicks off, the pastoral team decide to focus on the importance of Nurturing as a means of alleviating potential mental-health issues. They create a roleplay to demonstrate the difference between Nurturing and Marshmallowing and use Spontaneous mode energy to present it to pupils. The message is that Nurturing is positive care in action, responsive to need, offering the empathy and understanding that enables people to recover, thrive and develop a healthy and positive sense of self. Absence rates during the exam period are noticeably lower than in previous years, as are reports of pupils suffering from debilitating exam-related anxiety.


January:


Having got to know the model well, the staff agree with the headteacher that now is the time to introduce it to the pupils. In PSHE lessons, pupils are encouraged to use phrases such as ‘When I use Dominating mode, I’m inclined to do such-and-such’ or ‘I need to do more Accounting and try out ways to do Structuring effectively’ to help them take responsibility for their own behaviour. There is some kick-back from one or two staff members, but colleagues point out that this is perhaps Compliant / Resistant mode behaviour. Early signs that the sessions are helping to develop the pupils’ emotional literacy and self-esteem help to re-establish a more Cooperative atmosphere.


February:


The weather is terrible, and the school closes for three snow days. The senior leadership team plan their response using the five ‘golden modes’, and echo this in their communications with staff and pupils. Engagement with online learning is considerably higher than ever before and complaints about the IT system are noticeable by their absence.


March:


A shocking incident in a midlands city provokes widespread social unrest and demonstrations. Senior leaders discuss this situation and put together an assembly for all year groups. They dissect the event that was the catalyst for the unrest using the Get on the Mat approach. They encourage the pupils to consider how using the ‘golden modes’ of behaviour could have averted this situation. They then help pupils to use the model to see how they can keep themselves safe by not getting drawn into local demonstrations.


April:


In a training event, teachers in subject teams are asked to think about how Functional Fluency relates to their teaching. The English and history departments get stuck in, reporting that they can see how increasing the pupils’ emotional literacy will enable them to speak and write about literary and historical characters with greater sophistication. The science department is sceptical until an assistant headteacher is delegated to work with them. She points out the importance of Accounting to scientific inquiry. She goes on to explain that the model can help the team to develop their pedagogy, which feedback suggests is often inconsistent, punitive and encourages anxious or rebellious responses from pupils.


May:


A recently appointed head of department, Karina Chung, comes to see the headteacher following a meeting with a parent. The head of department had been worried that the mother was going to be irate about a detention given to her son. Karina prepared her explanation using Functional Fluency language, and had an A4 version of the model with her for the meeting. After some defiant behaviour, the mother’s mood began to change. She was intrigued by the model and could see how the department had been both consistent and encouraging. She now agreed that the detention was warranted. She took the A4 version of the model away, promising to use it to explain her support for the punishment to her son.


June:


In the end-of-term newsletter, the headteacher briefly charts the school’s Functional Fluency journey over the year. She writes that it has been explained to parents of the upcoming intake to help them to understand the school’s approach. She is delighted to see that two other articles in the newsletter, one by a PE teacher and one by a science teacher, reference the model in relation to the behaviour of the Year 8 cricket team and the change to mixed prior-attainment level grouping in science, which has been popular with pupils and teachers and delivered the best levels of attainment in Years 7 to 10 that the department has seen in over five years.


July:


The atmosphere during activities week is very positive. It feels as though staff have more energy than in previous years. All the risk assessments are completed on time!


Reflecting, the headteacher recognises the profound impact that Functional Fluency has had on the school community. She recalls the supportive and understanding way in which the staff and pupils responded when a pupil in Year 8 came out as transsexual. She remembers how different the school had been when she was first appointed, when discriminatory language was commonplace. It feels as though the school is now a place where pupils and teachers are increasingly able to do their own thing in their own way. There is clear evidence that everyone involved is getting along with each other just that bit better, and this feels like a powerful vindication of her decision to launch the school on its Functional Fluency journey. She enjoys a brilliant holiday, confident that the pupils are well equipped to make the most of the next phase of their lives.










Functional Fluency practices and benefits




Functional Fluency practices


The Functional Fluency model is supported by several practices that help individuals and teams apply its principles. These include…




TIFF


The Temple Index of Functional Fluency is an actometric (a word coined by Functional Fluency professional Rona Rowe), designed to capture a snapshot of your current behaviour choices. Unlike psychometric tests that label you, TIFF is a ‘behaviour snapshot’ that helps you see what you’re doing right now, and what you could change. It is based on the fact that our time and energy are finite, and our behaviour is the result of our choices: it is not pre-determined. Through a feedback conversation with a trained TIFF provider, you pick out patterns of effective and less effective behaviour and plan how you are going to change this pattern in the future.







The Functional Fluency Team Scan


An international group of Functional Fluency providers has devised a Functional Fluency Team Scan tool that enables teams to reflect on their behaviour, discern patterns and make plans for ongoing improvements, for the benefit of all. This is a useful tool for senior leadership teams to gain a more honest and objective understanding of how they operate, enabling them to unblock stuck areas, releasing energy and decreasing stress levels.







Get on the Mat


Another useful tool that really brings Functional Fluency to life is the Get on the Mat exercise. Working with a trained Get on the Mat facilitator, this incorporates either a physical vinyl version of the Functional Fluency model that you can walk on and stand on, getting a visceral understanding of the emotions involved in behavioural choices. Alternatively, there is a virtual version of the mat that enables participants to position those playing different roles in a situation in the relevant behaviour spaces and explore how outcomes might be different if other behaviour choices were made. Both versions of the mat allow for and stimulate discussion, enabling scenarios to be explored in a risk-free context. These activities also deepen knowledge and understanding of the Functional Fluency model and its applications.


The school applications of the Get on the Mat exercise are many and various. It could be used as a regular part of CPD sessions to explore issues that have arisen, analyse how they have been approached and teach Functional Fluency lessons about more effective approaches to use in future. The mat could also be used as a tool in class to encourage focused discussion of issues and situations. It enables issues to be externalised so that pupils can analyse them in a more objective way. This helps both to disperse the negativity within social groups that can arise from poor choices of behaviour and has the advantage of increasing understanding of the model, which pupils can deploy to help them make better behaviour choices in the future.


Parents also benefit from attending a well-organised Get on the Mat session, as this gives them a practical insight into how the school approaches behavioural issues while also introducing them to the central concepts of Functional Fluency. It has the additional benefit of bringing the school’s and home’s approaches to behaviour into closer alignment.











Functional Fluency benefits


So, what are the problems or issues faced by schools that Functional Fluency and its associated tools could help you to fix? Here’s a list of some thoughts – there will be many others.




	Completing a TIFF and having a feedback session with a Functional Fluency professional provides school leaders with time to slow down, observe and think objectively about their own behaviour. It is an opportunity to take stock, recognise what is working well and realise how, often with minor changes, they and those they lead could all benefit from more Functionally Fluent behaviour.



	Senior teams become more open, trusting and understanding following the honest, thoughtful discussions that completing the Functional Fluency Team Scan tool elicits. Behaviours that have drained energy from the team diminish and new, more Functionally Fluent, behaviour choices that encourage mutual thriving take over.



	Teachers, through the increased understanding gained from being part of or running Get on the Mat sessions, have an increased understanding of Functional Fluency and the many ways in which they can use it to inform and support their behaviour choices, leading to more effective relationships with both colleagues and pupils.



	Pupils’ understanding of Functional Fluency gradually grows. They see links between it and the school’s values and the ethical teachings of major world religions. They are able to apply it to their own daily lives – to solve disputes and to help them make better minute-by-minute behaviour choices.



	Parents and carers gain an increased understanding of the Functional Fluency principles that underlie the school’s approach to behaviour and begin to use these same principles at home, bringing a valuable continuity to pupils’ lives.



	All those connected with the school gain an increased sense of congruence, through the application of shared vocabulary and approaches. Time and energy, once lost to misunderstandings and disputes, are regained.















The power of the pause: how Accounting fuels better choices


At the heart of Functional Fluency is Accounting, a rich concept metaphorically connected with weighing up, recounting and balancing the books. It is all about considering what is going on around us and within us and deciding, on a moment-by-moment basis, how best to blend the Structuring, Nurturing, Cooperative and Spontaneous options that are always available to us all. Insufficient Accounting may well cause us to react in situations rather than respond to them, resulting in less effective behaviour choices, such as choosing to Dominate or Marshmallow others or behave in Compliant / Resistant or Immature ways.


What is happening during this process is shown in Figure 3. We experience an event or situation, and this provokes both thoughts (head) and feelings (heart and guts). Valerie Fawcett and Stefan Graebe describe this as ‘noticing and evaluating reality in any situation, inside ourselves and others, checking things out, thinking with emotional intelligence, and rationalizing about consequences and needs’ (Fawcett, 2023, p.12).




[image: Grayscale diagram shows an event triggering thinking and feeling in an infinity loop, which fuel actions and results. A callout notes that through accounting, individuals can choose how they respond.]

Figure 3 The Power of Choice (Functional Fluency International)







Extended Descriptions

Grayscale flow diagram illustrates a process connecting events, thinking, feeling, and actions. On the left, an icon labeled “Event” leads via a dotted arrow labeled “evokes” toward a vertical infinity‑loop shape. The upper loop is labeled “Thinking,” with text above reading “Facts vs Assumptions (pos. vs neg.).” The lower loop is labeled “Feeling,” with text below reading “Core/Authentic vs Secondary/Substitutes.” A dotted vertical divider separates this loop from the right side. To the right, text reads “These fuel what we do,” pointing toward an icon labeled “Doing,” described as “Positive/Effective Actions & Results.” Above this area, a callout states, “Through Accounting you are able to Choose!” indicating that conscious evaluation influences behavior and outcomes.




There are useful parallels between this diagram and Caviglioli’s depiction of memory from Sherrington’s book on Rosenshine’s Principles (Sherrington, 2019) – both involve an external stimulus and an internal reaction process.




[image: Diagram showing how information from the environment enters working memory through attention, where it may be learned into long‑term memory or forgotten, with arrows labeled learning, remembering, and forgetting.]

Figure 4 Memory (Sherrington, 2019 / O. Caviglioli)







Extended Descriptions

Black‑and‑white diagram explains how information is processed in human memory. On the left, scattered dots inside a box labeled “Environment” represent external stimuli. A dotted arrow labeled “Attention” leads into a head outline containing a circle marked “Working Memory.” From working memory, arrows show three possible paths: upward as “Learning” into “Long‑Term Memory,” a curved return arrow labeled “Remembering,” and a downward arrow toward an area labeled “Forgotten,” illustrating how information may be stored, recalled, or lost.




The key difference is that, in the ‘memory’ process, everything takes place within the head, whereas in the Power of Choice depiction of Accounting, the locus of the process is not defined. This allows for the process to be co-located in the ‘head, heart and guts’, in a way that fits with what we know about how the somatic nervous system links up our sensory receptors with our central nervous system. When our behavioural decisions are informed by appropriate Accounting, our responses are frictionless and easy – we know we are doing the right thing because it feels right throughout our body. If we think back to Rhys’s story in the Introduction, we can easily imagine the frustration he must have felt when he first became a headteacher, feeling responsible for everything, constantly engaging with colleagues who demanded his attention and unable to focus on his own work. Contrast this with the much calmer version of Rhys later in the account, who has a clear vision of what his responsibility is and what he can entrust to others, allowing him to focus on the high-level tasks he had been employed to oversee.




Accounting and balance


The educational wellbeing of pupils relies on teachers effectively balancing Structuring and Nurturing. Their behaviour choices really matter. The school and individuals all suffer if too much energy goes into Dominating or Marshmallowing (excessive or inappropriate caring). Equally, the individual and, by extension, the institution they serve, fail to thrive if teachers are not able to put a sufficient proportion of their time and energy into Cooperative and Spontaneous behaviour. And it is through Accounting that these balances emerge.


This emphasis on balance highlights the importance of the Functional Fluency model as a mechanism for helping leaders to maintain and develop their own wellbeing. By thinking about the model and holding it in their heads at moments of stress or key decision-making, there is a good chance of teachers making better decisions. With this comes an increased sense both of the wellbeing and the being well that are so necessary for effective functioning, and that our current Ofsted accountability system is so far from encouraging (for more details on this, see ‘Chapter 13: The house of inspection’ in Morrish, 2025).


Accounting is particularly important for helping us to deal with uncertainty. Schools, and education in general, are riven with uncertainty, and this is a massive contributor to increased stress levels. As a teacher, it is all too easy to allow this to lead to reactions that are not thought through and that make the situation worse. Opening the Accounting toolbox and choosing the appropriate tool enables us to slow down. We can recognise our primeval tendency to react and, instead, utilise our higher executive functions to formulate a more considered response. There is then a much greater likelihood that we and others will benefit.


I recall times when, as head of department, I would receive the news that a colleague was ill. This meant I would need to make plans for their classes. This could have caused me to panic as I worried about how to complete my existing list of jobs without this additional complication. Instead, by consciously using what Susannah Temple calls ‘response-ability’ I was able to evaluate and prioritise, ensuring that the urgent tasks were addressed first. This avoided crises. Often, the less-urgent matters I had been busying myself with solved themselves or I was able to delegate them to colleagues: a clear example of the value of the Accounting toolbox.


Another process that could result in teachers making less effective behaviour choices is the Transactional Analysis (TA) concept of ‘discounting’. Bishop and van den Blink (2023) define this as ‘an internal mechanism which involves people minimizing or ignoring some aspect of themselves, others, or the reality of the situation’. Imagine a senior leader who downplays their role in a school’s success and refuses to recognise that they would make a highly effective headteacher. By Accounting, we can become aware of this discounting and thus make, or help other to make, more effective behaviour choices.




[image: Diagram centered on “Accounting” shows four connected areas—guiding and directing, looking after people, relating to others, and expressing oneself—each linked to balanced, excessive, or deficient behavioral traits.]

Figure 5 Accounting







Extended Descriptions

Grayscale diagram centered on “Accounting,” defined as assessing inner and outer current reality. Four connected areas surround the center: guiding and directing at the top left, looking after people at the top right, relating to others at the bottom left, and expressing my own self at the bottom right. Each area shows plus and minus symbols and paired traits along the edges, including dominating and structuring on the left, marshmallowing and nurturing on the right, cooperative and compliant or resistant below, and spontaneous and immature on the lower right. Circular labels note alert awareness on the left and rational evaluation on the right, showing balanced, excessive, and deficient behavior tendencies.




A lot of the time, we use our energy effectively; it is during times of stress and anxiety that we are more likely to use ineffective behaviour, and this is when it is important to put energy into Accounting: to figure out what is going on and what to do next. It is useful to think of Accounting as like a toolbox that we can open when we need it.







The Accounting Framework


To extend our toolbox analogy, some household tasks require just one tool, while others, for example putting up a shelf, involve deploying several (spirit level, drill, screwdriver, and so on) in the correct order to achieve the desired result. The Accounting Framework organises the six essential Accounting tools (grounded, aware, alert, enquiring, evaluative and rational) into a clear, step-by-step process. This moves Accounting from a collection of tools into a powerful and repeatable procedure that help us address complex issues. By using all or part of the Framework to ask questions about situations we find ourselves in, or about information we are presented with, we can go on to make more thoughtful decisions about how to act.


Table 1 The Accounting Framework








	Step


	Accounting tool


	Suggested questions











	1.


	Get grounded:


	
What are the simple facts of the situation?


What is my emotional state right now? Why?








	2.


	Use aware behaviour:


	
What is my immediate emotional reaction to the stimulus?


What is this content trying to make me feel?








	3.


	Use alert behaviour:


	
What patterns can I notice here?


What is the bigger picture?








	4.


	Use enquiring behaviour:


	
Who created this and why? What is their perspective?


What crucial information might be missing?








	5.


	Use evaluative behaviour:


	
What is being presented? Is it credible? Can it be verified?


Does the evidence support the main claim?








	6.


	Use rational behaviour:


	
What is the most logical interpretation?


Are there alternative, equally valid interpretations?











Just as Bloom’s Taxonomy (1956) provides a hierarchical framework for cognitive skills in learning, the Accounting Framework provides a structure for the critical skills of reflection and response. Its application is twofold: as a tool for pupils to navigate their world, and as a mechanism for teachers to refine their professional practice.




	For Pupils: a tool for critical citizenship. In an era of misinformation and complex social dynamics, pupils need a mental model for questioning what they see, read and feel. We can teach the Accounting Framework explicitly as a procedure for analysing a news article, evaluating a social-media post or deconstructing a personal disagreement. It moves pupils beyond a simple emotional reaction to a structured, thoughtful response.



	For Teachers: a structure for professional evaluation. The same framework is an invaluable tool for professional growth. Teachers can use the six steps to deconstruct a challenging lesson, prepare for a difficult conversation with a parent or evaluate the potential impact of a new school policy. It provides a common language and a consistent process for the deep, reflective work that underpins expert teaching. The Accounting Framework is a powerful tool for inclusive practice. It prompts us to pause and move beyond our assumptions, encouraging us to be genuinely curious about a pupil’s or colleague’s reality, which is the first step towards equitable and empathic interaction. (For more on Pedagogical Accounting, see Chapter 8.)











Account-ability


No teacher or school leader is going to be able to put the necessary amount of time and energy into Accounting to enable them to make the most effective behaviour choices all the time. But this should not put anyone off trying to increase their Account-ability gradually as they learn from each problematic situation they encounter. The alternative is continuing to repeat the same old mistakes, time and again, ensuring that nothing gets better, that educational gaps are never reduced and pupils’ life chances are forever negatively impacted. And nor should the difficulty of the process deter anyone in education from teaching Accounting and Functional Fluency to pupils and parents at every opportunity. It is the repetition that builds awareness of shared vocabulary, develops conceptual familiarity and helps to counteract confusion by spreading clarity and shared understanding. This, in turn, gradually fuels more effective behaviour choices across the institution, unlocking previously wasted potential.


Hollis writes about the ‘fallacy of overgeneralization’, whereby ‘what was true then, or apparently true, is repeatedly ratified, reinforced by what is re-experienced – and unwillingly re-created in each new venue’ (Hollis, 2009). In this way, our mistakes and prejudices are destined to be repeated and possibly even magnified in an endless cycle of reinforcement. The way out of this trap inevitably involves Accounting. It is only by assessing the situation, using our alertness and awareness to evaluate the situation, that we can possibly seek to respond to situations rather than simply reacting to them in ways that engrain negative, less effective ways of behaving.


Hollis also proposes that we have a duty to work towards maximising our potential. ‘We do not serve our children, our friends and partners, our society by living partial lives, and being secretly depressed and resentful’ (Hollis, 2009). We need to ask ourselves, when opportunities present themselves, ‘Does this choice diminish me, or enlarge me?’


Functional Fluency helps us to consider, understand and ultimately to overcome the shortcomings of extremism and fundamentalism, of whatever form. Hollis beautifully describes this need for nuanced acceptance of the fundamental ambiguity of life:




The putative fixity of definitions of race, gender, sexual preference or orientation, Western hegemony, trust in government probity, and many other presumptive truisms have been challenged, and largely overthrown, although many millions cling to the slope side of history in service to their psychological security.


Hollis (2009)





He goes on to explain why Accounting is both so difficult and so necessary for human beings if we are to progress: ‘As a species, we ill tolerate ambiguity, contradiction, or whatever proves uncomfortable, and that is what makes the anxiety-fuelled “fundamentalist” in each of us take over from time to time. When that nervous part prevails, we violate the complexity of life, serve regressive strategies, narrow and diminish the journey life asks of us’ (Hollis 2009). This description of the complexity of the human condition demonstrates the importance of having tools to support us in this difficult task – Accounting is just such a tool.
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