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FOREWORD





We are all deeply interested in doing a little better tomorrow what we did today. That is what I have encountered in working with colleagues on school improvement over many years in the education business.


I first met the extremes of ‘school failure’ full on when, twenty years ago, I moved from secondary headship to join the highly respected school improvement division (SID) within Her Majesty’s Inspectorate. For three years I travelled up and down the country monitoring special, primary and secondary schools which for one reason or another had fallen on hard times, some to the point of desperation.


In all these contexts, hard conversations – always with a humble twinkle in the eye – were the norm.


As a monitoring inspector you aimed to make yourself redundant: to help accelerate the school’s journey of self-improvement; to share in the school’s eventual successes; to see pupils, teachers and leaders regain self-esteem and pride in their place of work. It does not surprise me that I have stayed in personal and professional contact with most of the headteachers who led those improvement journeys for their school communities.


These leaders taught me so much in intense contexts. I salute them.


Do failure and dysfunction happen because of conspiracy, cock-up or benign neglect? Rarely in my experience is failure wilful. It can be through ignorance in the Latin sense of the word ignoscere – not knowing. It can often be complex to untangle. It is rare for good schools with well embedded systems to decline badly, though not unknown. Sometimes an extreme event in a local community can damage a school’s reputation irretrievably.


It would be fair to say here that the number of ‘failing schools’ in England has happily been reduced to a minimum, and leaders in those contexts work tirelessly to remedy their shortcomings, ably supported by HMI monitoring visits.


The above commentary has been focused on school improvement from a low starting point. There remain some schools which just bob along, never breaking through to being thriving and confident schools. They survive and falter, rather than flourish. They never quite reach the ‘tipping point’ which leads to sustaining success. These are hard nuts to crack, often but not always in disadvantaged social arenas.


Then there are the vast majority of schools in neighbourhoods across the country where families are confident in what teachers are providing. In these contexts, leaders are ever restless to improve what they are doing, investing in children and staff alike to ensure the best quality of education, day in and day out.


This is the rich and fascinating spectrum of school improvement. By its very nature, the process of improvement and development is never finished: teachers and leaders are deeply interested in doing a little better today what they did yesterday.


****


No matter your context or starting point, this book will speak to you about school improvement, its arts and science, its professional challenges and enormous rewards. No school or school system in the world is better than its teachers and its leaders; and culture trumps systems. This book has that assertion at its core. Its 26 narratives are compelling reading.


In common with all titles in this series, Section One is ordered under the A-Z alphabetical headings. Section Two presents further material for professional development.


Tim Coulson is one of the most highly respected leaders working in English education. He brings to every page a deep knowledge of how schools work in the best interests of their children. To this he adds a unique set of experiences from his work nationally, regionally and locally over the past forty years. A spirit of integrity, inclusion and kindness lies at the heart of this book.


Enjoy his wisdom, practical tips and trenchant analysis: from Booster and Forensic to Marginals and Resilience, and twenty-two more!


Roy Blatchford, series editor
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AMBITION





‘Without a vision, the people perish’ (Proverbs, 29:18). Without ambition there is no school improvement.


In 1997, the new Labour Government introduced ‘target setting’. Each school was to set out their ambitions for the results they believed children at different ages might achieve 18 months hence. The then Qualifications and Curriculum Authority was charged with consulting on specific proposals about the detail of what this would involve. Touring and fronting conferences in five major cities were an eye opener – in four venues, constructive dialogue took place about how to make the idea of target setting work practically but in London the balloon went up. Never had such a ridiculous suggestion been proposed and whoever even entertained the idea was simply a Government collaborator. It was symptomatic of an area of the country with both low educational standards and furious objections to being challenged about them.


Yet 25 years later, the capital now leads the way not just in results (and funding) but in its ambitions for its young people. The city has seen remarkable school improvement through that collective ambition. Ambition is contagious. Academy trusts and school leaders across the country are working hard to infect their areas. And now London is having to wake up to other regions having similar ambitions to provide the best for their children.


There may be ambitions in schools about lots of things, but this book is about the single-minded drive for school improvement: the ambition that children should experience more, do better, and achieve more. No school leader is without ambition, but many do not fully grasp the sheer extent of the ambition that drives the most successful.


Successful leaders don’t just improve schools, they transform them. Everyone wants to lead a good and effective school. Everyone taking over a school in trouble wants it to recover and return respectability to the education it provides to its children. However, some leaders set ambitions that achieve these aims more effectively or quicker. Conversely, school improvement is often limited by leaders’ lack of ambition. Rarely do schools achieve their aims better or quicker than the ambitions that their leaders have set.


A school leader sets the weather – if everything is too difficult, the leader should not be surprised if staff are noticeably negative and doubtful of new-fangled ideas achieving much. When leaders are upbeat and positive despite the challenges of the week, it’s not surprising to see staff go the extra mile for colleagues and children.


We can all recognise someone with an ambitious mindset. However, unless their ambitions are coherently articulated and spelled out there is a risk that they lead to too many disparate improvement efforts. These may be individually worthy, but together they will not add up to a changed school. Ambition cannot be over-communicated. Tell people what you are going to say, tell people what you want them to hear, and tell people what you have just said. A school leader knows that their communication about their ambition for their school has been effective when she or he hears it told back to them by someone unaware that it was the leader’s idea in the first place.


We became teachers to change the world. We know that education provides opportunities and at its best can level the world’s unfair playing field. Too much of school performance correlates with their social mix and the prior attainment of its children. Our job is to break the glass ceiling of what we believe is possible – if we don’t aspire to this, it undoubtedly won’t happen. We want to change the world for those children whose destiny otherwise feels defined by limits on what they can achieve, limits on what they can dream.


Scandals persist – social and racial inequality exists and cannot simply be wished away. A young black girl can be encouraged by teachers to do whatever she wants, whether it is to be a professional in some regard or even an astronaut. However, in reality the chance of her becoming a headteacher is many times less likely than her white friend even if she is much brighter and more suited. With the ambition for social justice comes the dream of change. Without the ambition for social justice the status quo remains by default.


School improvement takes commitment. Even once leaders have established belief through setting a shared ambition, and begin to see progress, a common difficulty is losing sight of the benchmark to which the school is aspiring. It is a big job to put a school back together after a poor period, perhaps following a bad inspection report. Committed leaders can will the school to improve, work unreasonable hours, and build a new school team who will be amazing for the future of the school and still be judged harshly by external evaluation. A disappointing judgement does not negate the progress made but should remind school leaders of the long journey needed for a school to be fully rehabilitated.


Cold, hard, ambition requires a clear understanding of the current barriers to children achieving. This is why the serious school leader needs to be both the helicopter pilot and down in the weeds – keeping an eye on both the overview and the fine detail. For example, most schools wanting to improve should address the climate for learning across the whole school and evaluate progress achieved through the attainment levels that pupils reach. A less precise diagnosis of issues could lead to a myopic focus on smaller contributing factors such as ‘weak teachers’, or corridor behaviour, without considering the wider picture. The accuracy with which issues are identified will affect the precision of the tactics school leaders choose to employ.


Leaders need a clear ‘helicopter pilot’ view of the whole picture to step away from specific frustrations – such as ‘behaviour not being good enough’ – to set the standards across all of the school. However, they also need to be ‘down in the weeds’ to remember how hard it can be to achieve change, and the support required to help staff right across a school achieve the consistency of language and standards that leaders so desire.


How long does change take? Move a school leader who has had success in improving one school to another needing similar attention and it doesn’t take long for the hard reality to dawn that improvement journeys in different schools diverge and success takes varied amounts of time.


Since the start of sponsored academies, there has been an expectation of eight terms before improvement should be subject to inspection. Eight terms, or three school years, across which a new head can make improvements. This timescale feels very different if those responsible first have to determine the effectiveness of an existing head, agree a change is needed, effect that change, and finally recruit a new head (who will now start with considerably less than eight terms to produce results).


Ambition is tempered by the art of the possible. A challenge for leaders is living in the real world of resources, capacity, circumstances, and day-to-day life … yet being also the constant voice that keeps our ambitions to the fore and sustains the energy to keep focussing on what needs to improve further. Most leaders need help to maintain this determination and not to join those staff who say their school is unique and that outsiders don’t understand why strategies that work elsewhere won’t work here. Some school leaders will keep an ambition alive through the external support of a coach, taking time to get out and see how the most successful schools do things, or inviting in colleagues they respect to give blunt feedback on where their ambition may be dimming.


Ambitions are never fully achieved (unless they are easy). Consider a school with a great climate, skilled and knowledgeable staff, sensitive and determined leaders, and students who achieve better than ever before. You will still be able to hunt out the least happy children who have few friends, those making least successful progress in their work, and those least successful in conforming to their teachers demands. Is it the job of these children to get better at dealing with their difficulties, or is the school leader’s job to ensure that they can overcome these barriers to their own success?




ASIDE


Ambitions for children with SEN


A school should have the ambition that children with special educational needs flourish and do well. This will include meeting the expectations of their Education, Health and Care Plan and achieving academically as well as possible.


Other key measures for children with special educational needs include:


•  Participation in the school football team, or any other given area of school life they have selected.


•  Participation in extra-curricular activities.


•  Most importantly, whether they have friends.

























BOOSTER





The start of a school improvement journey is exciting, nerve wracking, and unpredictable. One of the challenges for any school leader on such a journey for the first time is making a difference quickly and yet sustainably. Amongst the big milestones in school improvement journeys are summer results; in particular, the results of 11- and 16-year-olds, how these compare with the national picture, and the extent to which they show improvement on previous years.


Improving results quickly requires close attention to the oldest year group in the school (Year 6 in primary and Year 11 in secondary schools). Giving a lot of attention to these year groups can feel disturbing – even if results improve and this is not only great for the young people themselves but gives a shot in the arm for confidence in the wider improvements that school leaders are looking to achieve. The anxiety is because at the end of this school year this group of children leave the school, and it can feel that the energy that went into them has been lost and is therefore not contributing to the sustainable improvements that are the real goal. However, this concern is misguided. These children have spent their school careers being provided with substandard education and deserve the very best the school can give. You cannot simply write them off.


A key aspect of planned short-term improvements must include making up for lost learning opportunities for those children who have been given substandard education. This approach is often characterised by ‘booster’ classes (particularly in primary schools). In general, this refers to providing extra lessons in English and maths to children approaching major national assessments or public examinations. In primary schools these classes may be before school, during school breaks, or after school. In secondary schools they will generally be additional revision classes after school.


A more controversial approach is altering the amount of curriculum space allocated to English and maths so that they take up time that ordinarily would be allocated to other subjects, or even dropping an entire GCSE subject in the months leading up to exams. The current Ofsted framework pressures schools not to adopt such strategies. However, the influence of Ofsted in this area is debatable. Of course, every child should be entitled to the full breath of the curriculum and enjoy every aspect of what schools should provide. However, without skills in reading, writing, and mathematics, children’s access to a wider curriculum is severely limited and talk of entitlement is a mirage without the necessary focus on basic skills.


Beyond additional classes, other strategies that can be included in a ‘booster’ approach are homework packs or revision books that can be used by children and their parents on an ongoing basis during the term or with intensity during school holiday periods. Some schools have found it particularly impactful to provide one-to-one support from the most senior members of staff in the school to either every child, or children within a targeted group. This support could be academic, such as short bursts of coaching in specific areas of work a child finds difficult, or might be organisational and motivational.


In deciding on a particular approach, the key decision is which staff to involve. There is an argument that the teacher doing the day-to-day and timetabled work is best positioned to use any additional time to build on what had already been planned for the children. If teachers’ work is sufficient to help children achieve the results the school believes they should achieve, then all is well and good. If, however, what is needed is additional motivation then the booster effort is probably best provided by a different member of staff. In some schools the senior leadership team take this on themselves. At best because they want to set the example of extra discretionary effort, at worst because they can’t persuade their wider colleagues to give this effort.


As schools returned to some kind of normality after the covid lockdowns of 2020-21, they were provided with additional funding to support children in catching up on the learning they had lost. Controversially, the government decided to follow the clear research evidence that small group tutoring has the potential to make a significant difference to children’s progress. For many years there have been parents who have paid for tutoring for their children outside school – where they have the means to do so. Government funding aimed to make this opportunity available for all children who had fallen behind.


Where schools took this new opportunity seriously, they learned that small group tutoring poses different pedagogic challenges to what teachers of large classes are used to. Interestingly, parents have been quicker to see the power of tutoring than many teachers or senior leaders have been. Such was the unwillingness of some schools to embrace this approach, that there was enough of an underspend that it allowed the government to fund a teacher pay rise to bring an end to national strike action in 2023. This despite this funding being offered in a period when schools were complaining loudly about funding constraints.


Another way of providing additional teaching time for children before they come up to national assessments or public examinations is to use school holiday periods, particularly the Easter holiday shortly prior to tests and exams. Many schools are now open for much of the Easter holiday with additional classes interspersed with food and fun to attract children in. Much less consistent is the extent to which this is simply an expectation placed upon committed staff or an opportunity from which staff receive additional payment. Given the normalisation of such events during Easter, schools and trusts should now be including funding for these events as part of their annual budgets.


A slightly different version of school holiday additional learning is the summer transition weeks that have successfully been held by many secondary schools for new children due to start in September. At their most successful, schools are attracting high percentages of children coming into Year 7 to spend a week at the school in late July or August. At a basic level this helps children find their way around the school, learn familiar faces and experience some of the specialist rooms that will be new to them.


At a more serious level, schools can use this week to set the culture they expect, to identify the strategies that will make a difference – particularly with children it is already clear will find secondary school difficult – and to make sure that children start secondary school building directly on their successes at primary school. It has been the case for many years that secondary teachers are often unaware quite how far children have progressed by the end of Year 6.


As children approach the major milestones at the ends of Year 6 and Year 11, just teaching them more will have some impact. However, a ‘booster’ approach has a much greater impact when it’s not just the teachers who are pushing but the children take over and assume responsibility for being ready for their assessments and examinations. Schools that understand this think carefully about how much extra time is used on English and mathematics and how much is used on strategies for revision, encouraging individual motivation, and individual coaching on areas requested by children.


This chapter started with the dilemma of prioritising short-term gains in results versus long term sustainable score improvement. While my approach here has been a fierce defence of including short-term improvement strategies, no school should be dependent on only these strategies. In some schools this can mean that after a couple of years of ‘booster’ approaches, these are no longer necessary as the core of a school improvement strategy. The most successful schools focus on all year groups and aim that none reaches their examination years with a mountain to climb. However, even in the most successful schools, with progress being achieved in every year group, these booster strategies are still effective and can add the icing on the cake in terms of results.




ASIDE


Booster lesson checklist




	
Why do some children not attend additional revision classes/booster classes etc? Do staff know (or assume they do)?


Understanding causes may help find strategies that overcome whatever barriers to attendance there may be.




	Are the booster lessons provided just the same as the usual daily lessons? They need to cover the same material but engage children differently to help motivate voluntary attendance.



	
When is the best time for booster lessons? Is before school better than after school? or school holiday periods best?


Why not try them all and see what works?




	
If revision classes are held at the same time for different subjects, how should a child decide which to attend? Or should staff decide for the child?


Revision class attendance requires motivation so allowing students the choice is likely to help attendance even if it disappoints particular staff.




	
Do children need rewards for attending booster/revision classes?


Like any incentive or reward in school, the aim is that they become redundant as progress becomes intrinsically rewarding.






























CRITICS





School improvement journeys are intense and demanding. They have ups and downs and can be both very rewarding and deeply frustrating. Charting the progress of each school’s improvement journey is essential. Having a thoroughly realistic assessment of where that journey has got to – and crucially whether the current strategies are proving successful – helps inform hard-headed decisions on whether to stick with or change the strategies being used.


Good school improvement plans will have plenty of milestones against which to measure progress. Effective governance will monitor these milestones carefully and take stock of the success of the strategies being used.


There will be several people involved in pushing for success in any school improvement journey. As well as the headteacher and the school staff, there will be the school’s close supporters. These will include specialists in the key areas where the school needs to improve, whoever it is that is responsible for overseeing the headteacher and, perhaps, other local schools or trusts who are lending their expertise. All of these people are willing the school to succeed. All of these people are determined to exude positivity about the future success of the school. They will all try hard to maintain a clear sight of reality but try as they might all of them will also become heavily invested in the success of the school. It is therefore necessary, from time to time, to commission external critiques of the school’s improvements.


External critiques can come in a variety of different forms. Some are about compliance – such as the basic ‘Single Central Record’ check that all staff recruitment has included the necessary safeguarding checks. Even these basic audits continue to cause occasional surprises! Wider safeguarding audits include a lot of compliance checks, but really are about the rigour and culture that should be the hallmarks of every school that puts children’s safety at the top of its priorities.


In secondary schools, a standard improvement tool has been departmental reviews and assessing the relative strengths across a school. Best practice is to make sure that such reviews address the important interplay between the roles of heads of department, key subject experts, and those experts’ line managers. Those line managers will be members of the senior leadership team, and often will not have the same subject knowledge as their team members, but they will still have the responsibility of ensuring a highly effective department.


In many places these reviews have been replaced by the subject ‘deep dives’ peddled by Ofsted, and which have been at the heart of inspection methodology in the early 2020s. Deep dives now take place in all school inspections, elevating the subject chosen – geography, for example – to the same status as all other subjects, whether the school is an infant school, a grammar school or a special school. At best, deep dives get at what the school is providing for children and how well they are achieving in this specific subject. For less savvy inspectors covering subjects in which they are not experts, though, the credibility of these exercises has been tarnished. Outside the context of inspection, a deep dive can be a useful exercise as long as the reviewer has sufficient subject knowledge to engage with what children have learnt.


In the drive to get to a favourable position before a school is next inspected an external review can be a dry run of the format of that forthcoming inspection.


There are many inspectors who have experience with Ofsted in the education system. However, individuals who continue to inspect for Ofsted are specifically banned from carrying out any kind of review that uses Ofsted’s inspection methodology. Schools get around this by making use of recently retired inspectors prepared to bend the rules, as well as individuals who are not inspectors but who have observed enough inspections to be able to carry out something pretty similar. The challenge in this approach is the resources needed to gather and collate all the information that would be collected during an inspection. Organisations that need this level of assurance betray a lack of confidence in their own assessment. In general, a better approach is to use experienced inspectors to focus on the areas which have caused a school the most difficulty; in doing so they will generally pick up any other major concerns that the school should know about.


Three very specific reviews that many academy trusts organise on a regular/annual basis are about behaviour, special educational needs, and safeguarding. Let’s look at the first of these. Any review of behaviour needs to go beyond just the most obvious issues in any particular school. Renaming the review to make it clear that it is about the effectiveness of the culture for learning within the school rather than just compliance to the rules is a good basis for a more holistic approach. Within some academy trusts there are not only clearly established expectations for standards of behaviour but set out procedures for implementing routines and ways of working that promote excellent behaviour and a strong culture for learning in every classroom. When academy trusts reach this level of confidence about aligning procedures, reviews are much more straightforward, as are any recommendations that follow.


A personal favourite review is that of provision for children with special educational needs. One approach to this is to have agreed standards in a variety of areas of work and then to use a reviewer to evaluate the extent to which a school meets each of these standards, perhaps using a RAG rating (red/amber/green). While there are many aspects to the successful provision of education for children with all the various special educational needs that may be present in a school, two essential criteria are that SEN children achieve well and have friends.


No matter how strong and rigorous the framework is for each kind of review, its credibility ultimately rests on the reviewer. Credibility is essential to avoid outcomes and recommendations being dismissed as being from someone who does not understand ‘the unique circumstances of our school’. Conversely, when organisations such as academy trusts use their own staff to review progress then they need to be alive to the criticism of ‘marking their own homework’ – that is lacking the perspective to see the school separately from the effort and care poured into improving it.


One approach is to put in place some kind of moderation, for example to have an annual review duplicated by someone from another organisation allowing you to compare the findings of the two reviewers. This is a particularly effective approach with compliance. Another strategy is to build up a relationship with another trust, whereby you mutually share supporting each other in reviews.
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