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		    Testimonials

				‘Holding difficult conversations well is the key to successful leadership and management – this easily read book will be invaluable to both experienced and new managers, as it is full of practical advice and sensible ideas to make those conversations work for you.’ 

				Kim Parnell, Headteacher, Balfour Academy, Chatham

				 

				‘I’ve been waiting for Sonia to write this book for a long time! A few years ago, my deputy and I did a training session around having successful difficult conversations. The training itself was hugely helpful and I kept the notes from the session rolled up in my cupboard and still refuse to part from them to this day. Thank you Sonia.’ 

				Rebecca Harris, Headteacher, Stourfield Infants School, Bournemouth

				 

				‘Successful Difficult Conversations in School is an invaluable resource for any school leader who wants to improve the culture of their organisation in order to create truly outstanding teaching and learning. It provides a clear, practical, easy-to-follow guide to tackling tricky conversations in a kind and structured way, ensuring that issues are dealt with in a timely manner rather than being allowed to fester. By following Sonia’s tried-and-tested methods, school leaders at all levels can ensure that they maintain their own integrity, reduce HR distractions and enable staff to focus on the children’s learning.’ 

				Paul Murphy, Headteacher, Lancasterian Primary School

				 

				‘Whether you are a head or deputy head, a head of department or Year 3 teacher – this book is an invaluable read. It is full of practical ways to help you, when facing one of ‘those’ conversations with a colleague or parent, you know in your heart you need to have, but would rather avoid having, because you don’t really know what to say or how to say it.’ 

				Nigel Taylor, Headmaster, Amesbury School, Surrey

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Dedication 

				This book is dedicated to my husband Phil.

				Dealing with conflict is a path we have trodden together. Conflict is not an easy dynamic to embrace and understand. However, facing conflict creatively brings deep, and long-term gains. You have taken up the challenge, Phil, and I feel so lucky to be married to you; someone who is so willing and dedicated to cultivating a thriving, caring, respectful relationship. That takes effort and work and some pretty difficult conversations!

				Thank you for your patience, your perspective and your very broad shoulders in embracing healthy conflict with me. Most of all, thank you for always being true to yourself.

				I love you more every day.

			

		

	
		
		  
		    Thank you

				There are many people to thank on the journey to creating this book. 

				 

				The school leaders we’ve worked with. 

				A big thank you to all of you. You’ve shared your challenges with us, welcomed our support, let us watch your difficult conversations and let us push you hard, many times, in order to improve. You’ve used the skills we’ve shared and reported your successes. Thank you for making the training such a wonderful experience and thank you for trusting us to help.

				 

				The headteachers who reviewed this book. 

				Nigel, Rebecca, Paul, Kim and Kevin, I can’t thank you enough for the time you invested to give me incredibly useful feedback – this book is better for your input.

				 

				Team Heads Up. 

				Whether we have been training in your school or organising future training days, I know Team Heads Up are passionate about supporting schools. 

				 

				My actors. 

				Our successful difficult conversations training wouldn’t be as powerful without you.

				Shiraz, you’ve been with me from the beginning, helping school leaders have better difficult conversations, providing valuable insight and you’ve made it fun along the way.

				Sophie, you’ve been so great at working with our school leaders, challenging and supporting them to do better, all within a safe learning space and your feedback has been invaluable.

				I’ve loved every minute working with you both. I don’t know how you do what you do, but it is magical!

				 

				The engine room of Heads Up. 

				A big thank you to the hidden members of my team who enable us to support schools every day: 

				Kay, who looks after our schools and somehow keeps us all organised! Nisha and Phil, who look after our schools, spread the word and let us meet new schools to support.

				 

				My trainers. 

				You work hard to give the very best to our schools every day:

				Steve, thank you for your feedback, improvements, commitment and your passion for education.

				Natasha, you always make schools sparkle with your delightful enthusiasm alongside your perceptive delivery!

				 

				The people who brought this book to life

				Diane, you wave your magic wand over my words every time. Thank you.

				Alex and the John Catt team, for their hard work and support in bringing this book to life.

				Paul Garvey for getting the ball rolling.

			

		

	
		
		  
		    Foreword

				Having difficult conversations with colleagues is an essential part of the job for many professionals working in schools. Yet when I think back to the early days of my own career as a relatively inexperienced middle leader, too often I would either delay having them or avoid them altogether. Why? The clue is in the name: they really are difficult!  I would much rather drop hints or make a jokey comment in the hope that this would do the trick. Sometimes of course this would work.  But often it wouldn’t. For whatever the reason, the person just wouldn’t pick up on the nudge I was trying to give them. Worrying about being overly direct and how colleagues might react was a bit scary; the temptation to just try another nudge was irresistible.

				Over time, however, I began to learn the power of the more direct conversation. The one where you give someone the benefit of some authentic feedback that is solely intended to help the individual be more effective at what they do. But it took me a long time to work out how best to manage these conversations. I learnt the hard way that there wasn’t much to be gained by hiding behind something or someone when delivering a difficult message; nor that there is little point in trying to help someone solve a problem until they have truly accepted that something needs to change.  But this learning took a lot of trial and error and it was a long time before I was anywhere near confident in what I was doing. Reading Susan Scott’s seminal work, Fierce Conversations, was a source of lots of ideas and practical suggestions, but it didn’t always resonate with my school context.

				Which is why this book is so helpful. It sees the difficult conversation not as something to be afraid of, but something to help bring about change for the better. Rooted in solid theory and evidence, it gives a school-specific context to exploring the why, the how and the what of having difficult conversations. 

				Fully acknowledging that these conversations are hard, Sonia Gill takes us through the three core components necessary for success, drawing on a wide range of fields, including transactional analysis, experience from the aviation industry and the power of positive psychology.

				The book includes some fascinating tools to help with analysing the degree of difficulty of certain conversations as well as calculating the actual financial cost of not having them! I also love the section that examines the ten things that can easily go wrong in a difficult conversation and what do about them if they happen.

				Do read the chapter on how to use the book. It acts as the perfect guide to what you may or may not want to read – just another example of how practical and accessible I think this great handbook is going to be for all of us that care about every pupil getting the very best education they deserve.

				 

			Andy Buck
Author, speaker, former headteacher,
MAT MD and director at National College, now MD of #honk and founder of the Leadership Matters website

			

		

	
		
		  
		    Using this book (read me first)

				You can read this book cover to cover or you can dip and skip your way through it. This short section is an overview to help you decide how you can get the most out of this book.

				 

				Who am I to tell you about difficult conversations?

				Here, I share my back-story around difficult conversations and how I came to support so many people. I share this so you can see how I built up my knowledge and expertise in this area. If you trust me, then skip ahead!

				 

				Section 1 looks at why these conversations are so important and provides some important groundwork to the subject:

				
				  	Why we need to have difficult conversations.

						How much conflict costs your school.

						How to decide if you should have a difficult conversation.

						Who should have the conversation.

						When you should have the conversation.

				

				Please note: I don’t look at skills to make your difficult conversations easier in this section. If that’s what you want to learn about straight away, then skip ahead to Section 2.

				 

				Section 2 gets into the nitty-gritty of how to improve your difficult conversations. We look at:

				
				  	Starting the conversation.

						Structuring it.

						Managing the emotions.

						Making sure positive action follows.

						Adapting your approach for greater success.

				

				These skills will help you deal with difficult conversations you can plan for and those that land on you without warning.

				 

			Section 3 looks at the role successful difficult conversations have in creating a culture of feedback for ongoing school improvement and higher performance.			

			Activities throughout the book aim to help you extract the most value from your reading and develop your skills.			

			Successful difficult conversations training – how we help you tells you how we support schools to become successful at mastering difficult conversations.

				Please be aware that nothing in this book constitutes legal advice and should not be treated as such. Employment law is a complex area and you should always seek expert advice on legal issues.

				I will show you lots of skills and techniques that will serve you well. You will have to exercise your own judgement as to when to use them and I will help you as much as I can with developing this sense. Sadly, I can’t give you a ‘successful difficult conversations by numbers’ book; nothing can fully instruct you in exactly what to do and say in any given situation. You have to make those decisions yourself. There is no such thing as a perfect successful difficult conversation, but there are better ones and my aim is to help you have more of these.

				 

				Appendices are included to help you dip back into the book at anytime.

				
				  	Appendix A: Chapter summaries – to help you refer back to key sections.

						Appendix B: All the activities – in one place for you.

						Appendix C: A table of figures.

						Appendix D: A checklist to help you prepare for your difficult conversations.

				

				 

				Who is this book for?

				The book is mostly for school leaders who need to have difficult conversations. My examples and case studies are centred around school scenarios. However, the skills are applicable to any difficult conversation. School leaders frequently tell me that they have applied these skills in their personal lives and I often use them myself on my husband! (And he knows it!)

				This book is a way for me to reach and support more school leaders. As such, there are activities throughout each chapter and online resources to support you.

				I hope that this book will help you have your difficult conversations with less stress and more success.

			

		

	
		
			
				Who am I to tell you about difficult conversations?

				I can’t pretend I’ve always handled conflict well. Even now, I can still get it wrong. I’ve ranged from totally avoiding conflict to having full-on arguments; neither approach is particularly effective. But then, no one had ever taught me how to have healthy conflict and there were no role models around me to learn from; there are very few skilled role models for most of us.

				I studied psychology at the University of Nottingham, a subject I relish because it allowed me to learn about human behaviour. From there I became a teacher in my own old junior school. As a newly qualified teacher (NQT), I had a challenging class; however, I adored them. They were my team and, together, we were going to become awesome! Our year together was a steep learning curve for me, but the joy of teaching is seeing how well your class progresses academically and personally. Colleagues say you never forget your first class and I remember mine with great fondness – we all learnt a lot! 

				I went into teaching to become an educational psychologist but, after a while, this no longer seemed the right path for me. I’d enjoyed being a teacher and could have stayed, but I didn’t know what I wanted to be ‘when I grew up’. So, while time was on my side, I decided to change tack and was lucky to be selected onto the John Lewis graduate leadership programme. At the time, I don’t think I fully appreciated just how lucky I was to join this wonderful business.

				The programme was great. You start as a sales assistant and then move on to your first management post (a section manager), where you earn your stripes so that you can eventually become a department manager. There are high expectations of graduate trainees from every angle. I was keen to learn as much as I could, as quickly as possible, so I seized every opportunity available to me. One opportunity I requested was to do a mid-year performance review for a member of our team, a light-touch review to give feedback and suggest areas for improvement.

				I was rubbish! While praising her work, I also tried to give some constructive feedback that she needed to hear and take on board. It wasn’t onerous feedback but I struggled to express myself clearly. She tried her best to understand what I was saying and although the meeting went well on the surface (there were no tears or tantrums), I knew I failed to communicate with clarity. I felt flat. I went home, sat at my kitchen table and realised I had let her down. She wanted to do her job well, to be a great member of the team and I hadn’t helped her. If anything, I had confused her and set her off on the wrong path. This was my moment of realisation: if I was going be any good as a leader, one of the skills I had to learn was how to competently deliver difficult messages and much-needed feedback. I had to master this skill so I could support the people in my team to be even better.

				Thankfully, John Lewis was an organisation that was (and still is) very much about developing people. I read books, took every training opportunity they offered on difficult conversations and volunteered for as many difficult conversations as I could. I must have seemed crazy, but I knew that I had to put what I was learning into practice. I developed in many ways (and I’m still doing that). My main focus was always my team, as it had been with my class. The question I constantly asked myself was ‘How could I help them do better in their role and how could I lead them better?’

				And my efforts seemed to work as I progressed quickly at John Lewis. Less than three years after joining the company, I was promoted to the steering group at one of the largest branches, reporting directly to the managing director. Later, I was promoted to another steering group position, opening a new shop, and then went on to lead a team in head office.

				I was far from perfect, and I’m still trying to get things right! I don’t know about you but I feel that leadership is a series of mistakes that help you improve further. However, no matter how much you get right, there are always more mistakes to be made! A famous saying, attributed to Churchill, motivates me through the bumpy process without losing heart.

			   

				‘Success consists of going from failure to failure without loss of enthusiasm.’

			   

				I simply keep trying, learning, improving, failing and learning. Repeatedly. As they say:

			   

				If we’re not making mistakes we’re not learning.

				 

				I wish it wasn’t that way, but it is.

				I am passionate about healthy conflict: the good, helpful conflict that improves our personal and professional relationships. This skill is critical in creating higher performance. This skill is critical in creating higher performance because it lets us discuss and improve, without blame or fault-finding. 

				For me, a difficult conversation is an act of kindness to one another. When I have a difficult conversation with someone, it’s because I want the best for them. My underlying message is: 

			   

				‘I care about you enough to tell you something I think you need to know, something that others might not tell you because conflict is uncomfortable. I respect you enough to tell you instead of talking to others about it. I’m willing to put myself in a difficult position to tell you this, to risk you not liking me. I’m willing to spend time thinking about how to tell you this with kindness. I care about you enough, as a person, to do this, because I want you to do as well as you can.’

				 

				When someone gives me a difficult message I try to keep this same frame of mind, despite my inevitable, immediate, emotional reaction. I remind myself that this person is giving me a gift of information that I might otherwise not have had. How kind is that?

				I founded Heads Up in 2011 to help schools create high-performing cultures by equipping leaders with the skills they need to achieve this. Successful difficult conversations, which are essentially feedback conversations, are vital to high performance. It is the skill schools most often ask us to train them in and it makes the biggest immediate impact on creating a high-performing culture. That is why I’ve written this book.

				I hope this book will help even more school leaders like you have those difficult conversations with greater success and less stress. I hope it will help your team become higher performing and help those who are struggling to improve become an inspiring success story!

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				Section 1

				Why you should have difficult conversations

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				Conflict is crucial for great schools

				In this chapter, we look at:

				
						The definition of a successful difficult conversation.

						Why difficult conversations are crucial for school improvement.

						The psychology behind team conflict.

				

				 

				You’re having difficult conversations anyway

				If you’re reading this book it’s because there are difficult conversations in your school. If you’re like the school leaders I’ve met, you’ll find difficult conversations tend to come at you, from all angles, many times a day. And let’s face it, dealing with conflict is something that just happens in life; it’s a leadership skill but it’s also a life skill, so let’s get you more skilled up in having healthy conflict.

				 

				What is the definition of a ‘difficult conversation’?

				A difficult conversation is a dialogue about a situation where something needs to improve (results, performance, working relationships etc.) and where voicing the issues is likely to upset someone to some degree. (If you’re sure someone won’t be upset then it’s unlikely to be a difficult conversation.)

				 

				What is the definition of a ‘successful difficult conversation’?

				Quite simply, it is a difficult conversation that creates positive change, quickly and kindly.

								 

Difficult conversation topics 

				The ones I’ve encountered the most are:

				
						Not marking books frequently or well enough.

						Poor teaching and/or poor planning.

						Not working as a team.

						Bullying behaviour.

						Teaching assistant (TA) not working with a child/class well enough.

						Year/subject leaders not driving performance across their year/subject.

						Missing deadlines/not carrying out agreed actions.

						Brusque receptionist.

						Lateness.

						Laziness.

				

				The list is not exhaustive, and there are many more difficult conversation topics that can arise. If any of these sound familiar to you then read on, because I can help you transform these and other tricky conversations into successful ones.

								 

Life would be easier without conflict

				Life sure would be easier without conflict! Think about how many times a day you need to have a difficult conversation with a member of staff or with a parent. And that’s just your professional life!

				However, without conflict we cannot be as good, or great, as our potential. And when it comes to our schools and the education of our children, we all aspire to be as great as possible.

				Whether you’re the master of conflict or not, you’re exposed to conflict every day in your role; some are big, some are small, some are petty, some are serious, but the issues can seem endless.
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Successful difficult conversations help make great schools

				I specialise in helping schools become great. Yes, I mean ‘outstanding’ but in the truest sense of educational excellence (which should get the Ofsted badge as a by-product). I’ve met a lot of ‘outstanding’ headteachers. I possibly know more than anyone else. And what I discover time and time again is that they are all concerned about getting their school culture right. How is this possible? Through three key strategies:
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				Figure 1: The three core leadership strategies for creating an outstanding culture

								 


						Create a compelling vision that inspires your team: where are we going and why should I come along?

						Have successful difficult conversations kindly and quickly to improve staff performance and conduct issues.

						Grow excellence in your team by developing everyone to be excellent in their role.

				

				You might be thinking:

				
						We have a vision.

						We have difficult conversations.

						We develop and grow people through training.

						So why aren’t we ‘outstanding’? 

				

				It is the quality of each of these that makes the difference and that’s something ‘outstanding’ heads do very well.

				The one strategy that has the biggest and quickest impact is ensuring staff behaviour and performance is consistently high through mastering successful difficult conversations. You’ll see the biggest return on your invested time and a big impact on making your culture higher performing because:

								 

Culture is your team’s behaviour over time.
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				Figure 2: The culture equation

								 

Difficult conversations are a barrier to school improvement

				Difficult situations, where things aren’t as they should be, are a hidden barrier to school improvement because they drain energy from the job of education in a variety of ways:

				
						It might be poor teaching that isn’t improving.

						It might be that mandatory paperwork has not been handed in, leaving your school leaders chasing people instead of thinking about school improvement, thus losing valuable leadership hours every week.

						It might be that someone is demonstrating bullying behaviours so that staff members are too afraid to challenge them or put forward ideas.

						It might be that a TA isn’t supporting learning well enough.

						It might be a parent who doesn’t want their child to be assessed in case they have a special need, which prevents you from implementing the best support for them.

						It might simply be the member of staff who wears their ‘special face’ (you know the one) in staff meetings and assemblies and makes others feel awkward.

				

				I’ve seen all of these, and more, and in these instances you lose on at least five fronts:

				Firstly, you lose because of the issue itself, such as poor quality teaching.

				Secondly, you lose because someone spends time trying to improve the situation. 

				Thirdly, time is often spent talking about the issue; maybe in senior leadership team (SLT) meetings, or maybe through gossip around the school. This takes up your school’s precious time.

				Fourthly, you can lose great staff members who may get frustrated at school leaders’ unwillingness to have the conversations that are needed, so you end up losing your best people and keeping the poorer performers.

				Ultimately, the real loss is for the children and the quality of their education. 

				Imagine I waved a wand and all the difficult issues had gone away. How much time would your school get back? And how could you use that time to improve the quality of education?

								 

Difficult conversations are feedback conversations

				Feedback sits at the core of all difficult conversations and feedback is a wonderful thing. It helps us see how we can improve. Feedback is the essence of high performance. I embrace the belief that:

								 

There’s no failure, only feedback.

								 

However, many people see feedback as criticism, as pointing out weaknesses and flaws, not as a gift to help them improve and that’s why difficult conversations are so challenging. Granted, not everyone gives feedback well and the person on the receiving end can feel attacked and become defensive. However, difficult conversations should be about giving useful feedback regarding problematic performance or behaviour to help someone else. They should never be an attack on someone’s character.

				Shazia Akram, Outstanding Headteacher at Edward Pauling Primary School in Feltham, has feedback built into their school’s improvement. Whenever they introduce a new idea or make an improvement they work hard the first time, then the team evaluate and see how they can do better and work smarter, then they evaluate again and see how they can work ‘savvy’. As Shazia says:

								 

‘First, we work hard, then we work smart, then we work savvy’

								 

This is a beautiful approach to feedback as it gives all the team permission to critique their work so they can constantly refine and improve.

				School improvement is about learning to do better. Sometimes this process of improvement can work easily and people are willing to listen, but in other instances these messages are hard to deliver and hard to hear.

								 

Elite performers understand the importance of feedback

				Truly high-performing teams and organisations place a premium on the value of feedback and deliberately foster cultures that allow feedback to take place constructively, honestly and openly. 

				A great example of this culture in action is the aviation industry. The safety achievements of the aviation industry are legendary. Flying is statistically safer than any other form of transport, by a number of measures. This has not happened by accident; the industry has worked tirelessly to achieve, maintain and improve its safety record. Many people believe this safety record is largely down to engineering developments such as autopilots, radar or better engines (which do play a large part). What is less widely known, outside of the industry, is that one of the biggest advances in aviation safety came about through changing the culture of the entire industry via the introduction of what is most widely known as ‘crew resource management’ (CRM) training.





OEBPS/images/p3_fmt.jpeg
.s IS
NG % @
I R
S 2 2.
& 3,
& . e
g Outstanding %
N culture

Successful difficult conversation:
Tackle performace and behaviour issues quickly and well





OEBPS/images/p1_fmt.jpeg
SUCCESSFUL DIFFICULT

CONVERSATIONS
IN SCHOOL

Improve your team’s performance, behaviour and
attitude with kindness and success

SONIA GILL
FOREWORD BY ANDY BUCK





OEBPS/images/p4_fmt.jpeg
Ox©






OEBPS/images/p2_fmt.jpeg
Activity 1: How many difficult conversations are you having?

Take a moment to think about how many difficult conversations
have come at you and how many you need to have (whether you or
not you had these conversations).

How many difficult conversations have come your way this week?

How many difficult conversations should you have initiated this
week (whether you did or not)? __






