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		    Using this book

				This book can be used in several ways, depending on what you want from it. You can use it as an aide memoir for things you need to do, some of which you may not have previously considered. You can use it as the basis for discussions and decision-making with your senior colleagues. You can also use it as the basis for a set of more formal documents for the school and its future flourishing. There’s no one right way to apply the material, but I do provide a series of practical steps and strong suggestions, so you will want to take account of these in a way that suits your situation.

				There is logic to the order of presentation, but if you want to take things out of the sequence in which they are presented, or focus upon specific parts that are most immediately salient for you, then of course do so.

				You will have noted that the book is short. This is deliberate. I wanted it to be punchy, not a tome. I didn’t want to include any more theory or discursive material than absolutely necessary, though there is a little for those who value a degree of stimulation along with the practical advice.

				The book lends itself to a first quick read that could almost be done in a single sitting, and then more intensive engagement with the different parts.

				After the main body of the book, there are three short chapters written by those who have been through the kinds of ‘bad’ experiences that the book has been written to address. These bring to life and make very real the situations I talk about. For obvious reasons, they have been written anonymously by headteachers and others who have generously shared what they have been through so that you can try to avoid going through anything similar. There is also a chapter offering the very helpful law-related lessons that one school leader has acquired through her harrowing experiences, plus an appendix.

				 

				A note on terms

				There are now several terms for those in school leadership roles, including headteacher, head of school, principal, and executive headteacher. Of course, these are different roles and not generally interchangeable titles. For the sake of simplicity, I’m using just two of these terms: headteacher and school leader, the latter of which is a catch-all for all those with leadership responsibilities, including senior leadership team members such as deputy headteachers.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Preface: Setting the Scene

				This is not a book I ever planned or wanted to write. Nor was the background to this book – the work I’ve done with schools and school leaders who have been through distressing and sometimes horrendous experiences – work I ever wanted to do. As little as ten years ago, I couldn’t have imagined the situations that some schools now have to go through. It’s because of these situations, and the need to address them, that this book has come about.

				In some ways, schools now operate in a very different world to the one they did just a decade or so ago – a social media world, for one thing. And it’s a world in which schools – along with all kinds of other organisations and a great many individuals – encounter what I’ve come to call the dynamics of disproportionality. This means, in part, molehills so easily becoming mountains. It means people getting outraged about something that many other people would regard as relatively unimportant or just not worth getting worked-up about. For some people, it means escalating an issue as a default response. It means losing all sense of perspective – for example, demanding the school excludes a child for an action well within the normal range of ‘children’s behaviour’.

				It can also mean a disproportionate level of fear: disproportionate to the actual as opposed to the perceived level of risk, as well as the fear of disproportionate consequences. Many school leaders I work with admit that some of their actions are fear-driven and that they operate in a culture of fear. There’s the fear of being accused of something, for example, and the fear of being perceived as under-performing. Unfortunately, in today’s world, feeling and responding to a degree of fear may be both justified and protective.

				The new-ish world in which schools operate is also undoubtedly better in many ways – more open, more responsive to parents and committed to more of a genuine partnership with parents and carers and, in ‘power’ terms, a more symmetrical relationship than that which tended to obtain in the past. Arguably, though, some of the shock-to-the-system challenges that some schools face nowadays are in part ‘enabled’ by their desire to be open and accommodating (some might suggest, me included, over-accommodating) to parents and others. This is contentious stuff, but I think it needs to be said.

				The starting point for this book is the observation that things can go seriously belly-up for any school and any school leader or, indeed, any teacher, at any time. A sudden crisis, a vexatious allegation, a traumatic and protracted media onslaught – these things can and are bringing turbulence, damage and distress to far too many schools and to school leaders and teachers with otherwise unblemished careers.

				Of course, school leaders and others connected with the schools they lead can bring problems on themselves. If they do act in ways which are unprofessional or irresponsible – or even immoral or illegal – then they obviously deserve all that befalls them. If you’re a senior leader or teacher in a school and you misrepresent your data, change test papers, siphon funds, intimidate other staff members or have totally inappropriate relationships with members of your staffing establishment or pupil body, then this book won’t offer you any escape route. But almost certainly you wouldn’t dream of doing any of these things. School leaders don’t always act wisely (who does?), but the vast majority seek to do the right things most of the time, and yet they can still find themselves caught up in situations with sometimes devastating consequences. It’s with these kinds of situation that this book is concerned. I’m calling them potential shock-to-the-system, school-destabilising and school-/personnel- harming events. I’m using these terms to try to capture the potential seriousness and impact of the precipitating events, not to sound dramatic or create more jargon. The short-hand is just ‘bad things’.

				They include:

				
						Allegations and complaints (valid, vexatious and false) taken up, magnified and possibly distorted by the media and social media.

						Scandals and criminal activity involving staff members.

						The sudden suspension, removal or ‘disappearance’ of a school leader or other senior figure.

						Any critical incident deemed to have been seriously mishandled and so reputation-damaging.

						Serious physical attacks on staff or pupils, including those resulting in serious damage or even death.

						Events requiring emergency evacuations.

				

				This is not an exhaustive list. It doesn’t include, for example, serious IT failures and hacks or what for many in education is the most obvious shock-to-the-system event: a damaging (though possibly ‘fair’) Ofsted inspection, especially one that results in the departure of the headteacher.

				I’m not going to say very much directly about the latter, all-too-common situation, so let me say something here that might be proactively helpful.

				 

				School leaders: Help yourselves

				My explanation for the pushing out of school leaders following a ‘bad’ Ofsted or poor results more generally is that it too often represents an attribution error on the part of those doing the pushing. That is, the local authority and/or governors or MAT hierarchy over-estimate the significance and impact of the leader in much the same way that Premier League football clubs over-estimate the impact of managers on the performance of their teams.

				Headteachers have an impact but it’s not all-determining. The ‘it’s all down to them’ (the headteacher) narrative is, however, neat and it simplifies multi-factorial reality to pin everything on the head. It makes for a simple story. It’s the story that the Department for Education and Ofsted might be accused of perpetuating. Sometimes, it has to be said, it’s a narrative that ‘heroic’ heads have helped to fashion about themselves. And it is certainly more than possible for school leaders to collaborate in their own demise.

				So what’s the solution to the attribution error, as I’m characterising it? The solution is to challenge the neat reductionism of that story. It’s to point to and explain the attribution error, not as a one-off task but as a continuous process of educating and enlightening those in charge, including governors and trustees. It’s to build a compelling and incontestable case over time.

				If leadership truly is distributed within a school – and it’s down to the head and governors to ensure that it is – then it means also that responsibility is widely distributed and shared, and that no one person can be held responsible for performance failures. It’s also up to the leadership team to make sure that all the other many factors that impact on results and other aspects of the school’s performance are being identified and foregrounded. All these factors make for a messy story but a much more honest one.

				It’s the responsibility of the headteacher to demonstrate the actions that s/he has taken to address the negative impact factors, to show that s/he has operated from cause (causing things to happen) rather than from effect (being the passive recipient of other people’s actions). The head is then in a much stronger position to resist becoming the ‘fall guy’ and to systematically dismantle the attribution error that suggests, spuriously of course, that everything is ‘down’ to him or her. Leaving it to the eleventh hour to challenge the attribution error, when things look seriously bad and the head is already half-way out of the door, is leaving it much too late.

				It’s up to all other staff members with leadership roles to do the same as their headteachers, and for the latter to make sure that they do.

				 

				What else can school leaders do to help themselves?

				What school leaders can do is apply the ideas for preventing and preparing for problems that you’ll find in the following chapters. But more specifically in relation to ‘bad’ or disappointing results, which often equate to a drop in achievement for one or more cohort of pupils, they can either take the right, robust action to try to prevent a slump in performance (ideal) or anticipate the drop and prepare for the consequences. If worse-than-previous results are expected (and they often can be, especially during times of significant alterations to examinations and assessment processes) then the key is to be very clear about the measures taken to try to address the factors responsible.

				Make sure that parents and governors/trustees are given clear information about the contextual factors and the actions taken. Arguably, the best time to do this is while the pupils are preparing for the tests, not after they’ve taken them. It is also important to identify as precisely as possible the specific reasons for the comparatively poor results, assuming that the preventative measures weren’t sufficient to avoid the worst. Everyone in the school should sing from the same hymn sheet. It’s the responsibility of the leadership team to ensure they do.

				The poor results that school leaders dread and know can make their tenure vulnerable might not in themselves precipitate a push to the exit. But what relatively poor results can do is ferment unrest, aggravate an already negative climate or play into the hands of those looking for a pretext to do some ‘house-clearing’. Indeed, some of the school-destabilising events I refer to in the book have at least some of their roots in the discontent of parents and other stakeholders at regressive test results, especially if they are left unexplained or the explanations don’t convince.

				 

				Some background

				Let’s return to the general theme. I hope that what I have to say and the advice I offer will be relevant to many kinds of negative impact events. However, the emphasis will be on the actions and allegations of parents and others, especially those that seem to come out of the blue, spiral out of control or magnify the minor. There are two reasons for making these centre stage. First, because so many of the problems schools experience are indeed precipitated by parents, by other individuals within the school community and/or by the school’s response to them (though, of course, the vast majority of parents are supportive and cooperative). Second, because that’s where much of my involvement with and support for schools has focused.

				A bit of background might be helpful. I’ve worked with many hundreds of schools, first as a Local Authority adviser/senior adviser and then as an independent consultant, coach and trainer. Most of those schools have, fortunately, never been brought to their knees by bad things happening to them. But some have, and a few years ago one of those schools asked me to help them cope with what they, the Senior Leadership Team (SLT) in particular, were going through, and then to produce some kind of framework that would help them to better cope with any potentially destabilising event they might encounter in the future.

				I worked with them on what we called a Response Management Protocol. It set out in detail how the school might/should respond to the kinds of events that had already rocked it very badly. So it addressed the question:

				How specifically should our school, but maybe all schools/headteachers/governing bodies, respond when bad things happen?

				The school in question – I shall obviously not identify it or any of the other schools I’ve worked with – found it very useful.

				But what I came to realise was that a Response Management Protocol was only one part of what schools and school leaders needed. They needed above all to try to avoid ever having to deal with a school-harming event, so needed to put in place measures to avoid or, more realistically, minimise the chances of bad things occurring and to be ready for them if they did. So they needed a Response Management Plan but also two other strategies or plans:

				A Prevention Management Plan which addressed the question: What action can/should we take to minimise the likelihood of a destabilising or shock-to-the-system incident ever happening to us?

				A Preparation Management Plan which addressed the question: What can/should we do to prepare for the possibility of something shocking happening to us?

				What follows covers all three areas: prevention, preparation and response. I’ve retained the term Response Management Protocol as a useful wrap-around term for all three phases of getting things right.

				Some of the material I present formed the basis for training events that I have provided for many different groups of school leaders (heads, deputies and others) including NAHT groups. I have also provided the training for other school staff groups, particularly for those in frequent contact with parents (SENCOs, Family Liaison Officers etc) and an appropriately adjusted version for groups of local authority school governors.

				I hope you find what follows helpful. Obviously, the suggestions I make are not school-specific and bespoke so may not be (entirely) relevant for situations you may encounter. And there will almost certainly be situations which will not be ‘covered’, or only partially so, by the guidance I give, and other situations will be governed by school regulations and areas of the law – those pertaining to harassment, for example. It’s obviously impossible to design a protocol comprehensive enough to cover every possible scenario. Such a thing would be too hideously complex to be of any practical worth.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter One: What a Response Management Protocol will do for you

				Most obviously, the Response Management Protocol (RMP) is an insurance policy. You hope you won’t need it, but it’s there if you do. But it’s not quite an insurance policy because you can’t have it and then forget it. The chances are, you will need the prevention plan in place all the time, the preparation plan to operate some of the time and the response plan only occasionally in its entirety or not at all for anything truly serious.

				You never know what’s going to happen next. What is certain is that the history of a school and its leaders is a poor indicator of its future. Bad things happen to very good schools with excellent and thoroughly deserved reputations and track records. Indeed, my experience has been that the worst shocks seem to happen to the ‘best’ schools. That may in part be because these schools have had minimal experience of dealing with really awful events – events causing multiple pupil casualties, for example – or of seemingly minor incidents with awful consequences, so that when they do happen they really challenge the normal operating systems of the school.

				The truth is, no school and no school leader is immune to bad things happening to them, and reputations and careers can plummet with remarkable rapidity. If you’re a school leader or similar, then it probably won’t happen to you, but it’s better to be safe than sorry. After all, one in five teachers is falsely accused of something by a pupil, and one in seven by the family of a pupil. Even if an accusation proves entirely false and the inevitable investigation clears the teacher completely, the process s/he goes through can be extremely harrowing and the reputational damage hard to repair. As one very experienced and successful school leader under investigation at the time of writing has recently written (in an email):

				‘It’s horrible being in a situation when you know you’ve done nothing wrong but can see how in the wrong hands you could be finished.’

				The RMP is also about damage limitation. It’s intended to prevent damaging and destabilising events becoming any more damaging and destabilising than they need to be. My experience is that the worst effects result not so much from the events themselves as from the way they are handled. They may not be handled ineptly, just not as wisely as they could have been. A number of heads have said to me words to the effect: ‘If we knew then what we know now, we wouldn’t have done or said the things we did’.

				Whist the RMP does not dissolve judgement-making, it is designed to minimise the need for on-the-spot judgements and actions, and to support and give confidence to your judgement-making.

				The RMP can also be a vehicle for minimising Post Traumatic Stress Disorder for staff and sometimes the whole school community. When you experience a shock-to-the-system event, then you know that it’s not just individuals who experience PTSD; it can be the whole organisation.

				 

				Is the RMP a stand-alone framework?

				The RMP both complements other school protocols, policies and plans and also provides a wrap-around framework for them.

				Virtually any school policy can be relevant. Some of the more obviously sensitive and provocative (in the literal sense of being potential triggers for school-harming events) include those for lettings, school trips, admissions, SEND, behaviour and, of course, safeguarding. But there are many others and a question worth addressing – especially by the school leadership team and the governing body – is the one in Panel 1.

				 

				•••

				Panel 1

				Which of our many policies seem most likely to be triggers for challenging situations, especially when violated, or particularly relevant in terms of preventing and reacting to damaging events?

				•••

				 

				The policies/plans the RMP most obviously complements include:

				
				  	The Complaints Policy

						The Disciplinary Policy

						The Crisis Management Plan – including a Crisis Communication Plan (CMP)

						The Business Continuity Plan (BCP)

				

				Your school will need and is legally required to have a Complaints Policy; like all others, it should take account of the latest DfE guidance and agreed best practice. The RMP should complement the Complaints Policy and tackle all other matters relevant to complaint responses that are not covered in the policy itself (we’ll consider these later.).

				Is the RMP a Crisis Management Plan (CMP)? The answer is both yes and no. It’s a CMP in that it will help to avert crises or events escalating into them, but it’s not a substitute for the CMP. The CMP is most necessary for any event that starts life as an obvious crisis – a fire, an explosion, a serious assault etc. The RMP comes into its own for an event that might not seem to be a crisis at the outset but then spirals into one – by, for example, media magnification or by the unremitting efforts of a tenacious and possibly malicious agitator. Many of the crises schools experience nowadays are of this kind: not obvious crises at the start. This is why a book like this is a necessary complement to already available guidance.

				Much the same applies to the Business Continuity Plan (BCP). The RMP won’t replace or reproduce what is in the BCP that kicks in when business as usual is not an option (when, for example, fire destroys part of the school building), but it will help to address difficult situations that arise as a result of what’s happened. It will do for the reputation of the school and the confidence in those who lead it what the BCP should do for the functioning of the school: assure as much continuity as possible.

				In many situations, the RMP will need to operate concurrently with one of the two operational plans. In other situations it will operate more consecutively – for example, when the implementation of the CMP or BCP gives rise to a serious but possibly vexatious allegation. The RMP will then ‘take over’ and guide the school in the responses it will make.

				Ultimately, having an RMP represents an aspiration to be a school that is Ready for Anything. Of course it is only an aspiration, and a big one at that, but putting in place a comprehensive protocol that covers the prevention of, preparation for and responses to whatever the world might throw at the school is a key vehicle for achieving this aspiration. It demonstrates a proactive orientation to future functioning on the part of school leaders and other constituents of the school community (including the governing body). It needs to be accompanied by what we might best describe as a turbulence-prepared culture – one that will facilitate the transition, when required, from steady-state to shock-to-the-system. Having a RMP will be the agreed framework for ensuring that smooth (as possible) transition. Being turbulence-prepared (I shall soon describe this concept in more detail) will in turn help the school to be a resilient community.

				What all this adds up to is a protocol that is much more than just a management plan or set of guidance notes – or, worse still, just another school document. The RMP is at best an expression of the will for destiny determination and the central tool for achieving it. No school will ever be able fully to control its functioning and future; the world is too complex for that and there are too many factors the school cannot control. But having an RMP, and the culture that goes along with it, is probably the best way for a school to feel confident that it will handle as well as possible whatever ‘comes up’. An RMP is safeguarding for the whole school community.

				 

				What is the RMP based on?

				Background sources for the RMP include, unsurprisingly, crisis management and emergency planning. The Protocol also draws on Human Resource practice, though I make no pretence at being an HR professional and, in any case, the HR worldview seems hard to square at times with the reality experienced by schools and school leaders nowadays. Assumptions about the rationality and reasonableness of people, and about how problems can be resolved by giving ‘support’, just don’t seem to fit so many of the frankly surreal, outrageously unreasonable and cynically orchestrated situations that I have encountered. Complexity Theory and especially Chaos Theory seem to be the better frames of reference for trying to make sense of what is going on.

				Chaos Theory, for example, makes much of the idea of sensitivity to initial conditions, more commonly known as The Butterfly Effect, and this is often highly relevant. When things ‘blow up’ in a school, the relationship between cause and effect can seem tenuous, mystifying or bizarre. The old proverb tells us that from little acorns mighty oaks do grow. That’s a partially accurate way of describing what happens with shock-to-the-system incidents in schools, but the reality is often more like finding that there’s a tree to deal with when what you started off with looked like a tomato seed. It’s so often a case of the unpredictable trajectory. Seemingly similar triggering events can result in totally different trajectories. The majority may soon turn into brief sparks and damp squibs. But one can rocket away on a path that no one could have predicted. That’s what I mean by the dynamics of disproportionality.

				Complexity theory, at least as I understand it, has also influenced my thinking. What complexity thinking (or complexity science) suggests is that with a complex system like a school it’s important not only to do the right things but also to do them at the right times. What tends to happen in the real world is that there is a lot of freedom in the system in normal/good times but a lot of tightening up in times of crisis. Complexity theory suggests that the opposite should be the case. Organisations like schools should regulate more when things are going well and allow more autonomy when things go wrong.

				How come? In good/normal times, some staff members might be inclined to cut corners, make errors, be sloppy, do minor things they shouldn’t and not do things they should, and seemingly get away with it. But misused or abused autonomy can accumulate and lead to small irregularities (or perturbations) that increase the chances of something going wrong. Then, when they do, the default response is to be more controlling, whereas the better response would be to allow more freedom to find ways to adjust to the new situation and the school to self-organise its way out of the crisis. Much depends on the capacity within the school and the calibre of its leaders.

				As you will see in the following chapters, I place a lot of emphasis upon getting things right and regulated in ‘normal’ times so as to limit the scope for the problems caused by people acting in unsanctioned ways. Although I also offer specific ideas for responding to shock-to-the-system developments, the thrust of my ‘argument’ is: the best time for prescription is before you need to dig yourself out of a hole, not during it.

				My thinking for the RMP has also been shaped by various aspects of psychology, by NLP (Neuro-Linguistic Programming), by PTSD and the themes of recovery from trauma, post-traumatic growth and resilience-building. All this chimes with the thinking in Nassim Nicholas Taleb’s book Antifragile: Things That Gain From Disorder (2012). I hadn’t read Antifragile when I designed the RMP, but Taleb’s thinking involves ideas that are central to it:

				
						People underestimate how much randomness there is in the world.

						Many of the most important events are unpredictable.

						We can protect ourselves from such events, but also go much further than this by becoming antifragile – essentially, being able to benefit from shocks that come from randomness, volatility, disorder and stressors.

				

				Some familiarity with the areas above would be useful to have, as would some degree of experience of and expertise in the following:

				
						Damage Limitation

						Disruption Reduction

						Stress Mitigation

						State (or mood) Management

						Surveillance

						Media inter-facing

						The law and legal procedures (essential)

				

				Needless to say, all school leaders will have experience and, almost certainly, some expertise in all these (over-lapping) areas.

				 

				First steps

				OK. So let’s begin with the RMP proper. I’m suggesting that every school starts with two pre-response commitments designed to enhance its capacity for coping with turbulence. These will serve the school well even if it never has to respond to anything that is seriously destabilising.

				Commitment One: We will put in place a programme for building the resilience of staff as well as pupils.

				Developing an RMP and involving staff in it will in itself contribute to this programme. But the SLT or the whole staff would do well to address themselves to the following question:

				What could we as a school do to ensure that our staff members are resilient enough to cope with unexpected challenges as well as known ones?

				One obvious if indirect way of helping to meet this need is to encourage staff to focus upon developing the resilience and emotional well-being of pupils, as indeed most schools are currently doing, since this is bound to have a positive backwash effect on the staff involved. As the old adage goes: the best way to learn is to teach.

				Commitment Two: We will put in place two plans, one to try to prevent any school-harming incidents ever occurring and one to prepare us for the possibility that they might.

				The following chapter details some critical considerations for fulfilling the first of these commitments: preventing ‘bad’ things happening in the first place.
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