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				Praise for The Art of Standing Out

				“The Art of Standing Out is a timely and powerful book of profound honesty, deep humanity and wisdom.”

				John West-Burnham, writer, teacher and consultant

				 

				“A book for school leaders to pioneer the right conditions for authenticity, which is something we should all aspire to be doing, with or without scrutiny.”

				Ross Morrison McGill, @TeacherToolkit – The Most Followed Teacher on Twitter in the UK

				 

				“Utterly, utterly gripping. Andrew Morrish’s imagination, inspiration and impact are evident in every one of his schools. Reading this book, I understand why. Like all top leaders, he knows the importance of following first, of trusting first, of doing the difficult stuff first. He is a true servant leader. Oh, and he’s hysterically funny.”

				Mary Myatt, author of ‘High Challenge, Low Threat’

				 

				“Authentic, moral and courageous, a real guide to being your best, this book will resonate with many on their own journey of leadership. It is about thinking without ‘shackles’, optimistic and heartfelt.”

				Ty Goddard, Co-founder of the Education Foundation

				 

				“Honest, entertaining and engaging, Morrish has written a book that will make you laugh, cry and think.” 

				Stephen Tierney, Chair Heads Roundtable and Chair SSAT Vision 2040

				 

				“If, like me, you never tire of hearing stories about leadership, you will find this a hugely entertaining read.” 

				Alison Peacock, Headteacher, The Wroxham School

				 

				“A book that challenges all school leaders to focus less on the pursuit of relentless goals and targets and to focus more on creating an authentic vision, culture and ethos –providing the base camp for authentic improvement.” 

				Douglas Melrose-Rae, Association of Independent Schools of New South Wales 

			

		

	
		
			
				

			

				More praise for The Art of Standing Out

				“A refreshingly honest and open account of breathing new life into schools and the communities they serve. A beautifully written, personal account of leadership and school transformation, it lives ups to its name in every way.” 

				Zoe Elder, Author and Executive Director of Clevedon Learning Trust

				 

				“It is hard to navigate the complex world of school leadership without a clear set of values. Without such a compass, you are constantly reacting, not leading. And you can’t be truly great while ticking off someone else’s checklist. You have to do what is right rather than just what is expected. Andrew’s book makes this clear in a way which is compelling, moving and practical.”

				Russell Hobby, NAHT General Secretary

				 

				“Andrew’s approach to leadership is values-led and he instinctively understands that culture is the key to transforming schools. The section on Ofsted is interesting too but I took one word from it – compassion. If you are in difficulties this is maybe what you need most, and at the heart of this book is both compassion as well as passion.”

				David Crossley, Author of ‘Sustainable School Transformation’ and Executive Director Whole Education

				 

				“When the pressures are on us to make our schools the same as all the others, Morrish challenges us to do things differently. The Art of Standing Out is a memorable, uplifting read. I loved it.”

				Geoff Barton, Head, King Edward VI School, Suffolk

				 

				“The Art of Standing Out is an unabashed celebration of the frustrations and joys of leadership in education; if I wasn’t already a headteacher this book would make me want to be one or I’d be working for Andrew.”

				Vic Goddard, Educating Essex, author of ‘The Best Job in the World

				 

				“An enjoyable read, peppered with accumulated wisdom and amusing anecdotes.”

				Rob Coe, Professor of Education, Durham University & Director of CEM

			

	
		
			
				

			

			
				 

				 

				 

				 

				 

				 

				 

				 

				For my mum, Daphne Ellen,
forever standing out amongst Angels.

			

		

	
		
			
				

			

			
				Foreword

				When I look back on my own career as a teacher and as a headteacher, I often reflect on the leaders and leadership that had an impact on me, good and bad. I often remind teachers today that they are first and foremost, leaders; leaders of people and of course learning. I also remind them that leadership is not about power, status or control – it’s about empowerment. I was fortunate in my first teaching job, to work for a wonderful headteacher; a role model and I remember him saying to me when I started applying for promotions, that leadership was about serving others; the people who work with you and for you. He meant that our job as leaders is to work hard in order to create the conditions and opportunities for others to flourish. I clearly recall him urging me to consider that whilst remembering that sanction was sadly sometimes necessary, it was as a last resort and often as a result of failed leadership. I often think that politicians and policy makers would do well to remember that.

				Recently, I had the privilege to listen to Sir Richard Branson reflect on his career. It turns out that he was originally offered the Lord Sugar role on the television programme, The Apprentice. He turned it down because he hated the premise of the show that ended in a firing. He asserted that if you have to fire people, it is because you failed, not them. Now whilst I know that that is a multilayered challenge which is worthy of its own book, I think that is a clear statement of the responsibilities of leadership on a very human level.

				After many years of reflection and learning, I now judge leadership and potential leaders on a number of qualities which include; authenticity, passion, courage, vision and honesty. To my mind Andrew Morrish displays all of these qualities and more in abundance. This beautiful, inspirational book made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up many times. This is a real reflection of a leader I admire greatly serving his communities in life changing ways. His book is an outstanding reflection of our times and one that I hope will act as a reassurance and catalyst for all of us, who are fortunate enough to work with kids and with colleagues, as we look to build a long lasting legacy, worthy of our children.

				Lead on Andrew and help us all, to help our schools stand out, so that our children can lead us in to better times.

				Richard Gerver, May 2016

			

		

	
		
			
				

			

			
				“Art is not a thing – it is a way.”

				Elbert Hubbard, Little Journeys to the Homes of Great Teachers, 1901

				 

				“All this happened, more or less.”

				Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five, or the Children’s Crusade, 1969

			

		

	
		
			
				

			

			
				A brief note on the main schools mentioned in this book

				Uphall Primary School is in the London Borough of Redbridge. It is a large four-form entry primary school, currently increasing to five. Including Nursery, the school currently has over one thousand pupils. Situated in Ilford in East London, Uphall serves a diverse multicultural community, with over 50 different languages spoken by the children.

				Victoria Park Academy is in Sandwell, a metropolitan borough council in the West Midlands bordering west Birmingham. Located in the town of Smethwick, the school serves a diverse multicultural community. Almost all of the pupils speak English as an additional language. The school converted to an Academy in April 2012, having previously been in special measures. It is now a National Support School. It is a two form-entry primary school, currently expanding to three, including Nursery.

				Rowley Park Academy was known as The Grove Primary and Nursery school prior to becoming an academy in August 2014 having previously been in special measures. The school is in Stafford, half an hour’s drive north from its sponsor school, Victoria Park Academy. It is a one-form entry school, complete with Nursery. Almost all pupils are white British with the majority eligible for free school meals.

				

				All quotes are courtesy of Morrissey and Marr, unless otherwise indicated. 

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Prologue

				21st May 1977

				 

				It was just like any other Saturday for The Six Million Dollar Man. 

				Resplendent in his all-in-one red tracksuit, the morning began with a hurried dash to the corner shop. His mission: to buy some sweets. Cycling at bionic speed on his Raleigh Tomahawk, he was soon back at home, spending the rest of the morning chomping his way through a Texan bar (which even for a half-man-half-cyborg can be tricky at times). 

				The telly was on, and for once it wasn’t Swap Shop. Instead, a shaky camera was making its way down the aisle of a coach that appeared to be full of nervous young men. Most of them were either smoking or playing cards. Several were staring vacantly out of the window. Slowly, the coach made its way through a crowd of jostling onlookers, all of whom were waving flags and cheering. 

				The Six Million Dollar Man didn’t know it, but he was watching the pre-match build-up to the 1977 FA Cup Final. 

				Back in the TV studio, host Brian Moore informed the young boy that Liverpool and Manchester United were playing each other, not that he was entirely aware of who they were. He’d heard of Spurs before, because that’s who his dad supported, and he remembered seeing them on the Big Match on a Sunday afternoon. The Six Million Dollar Man didn’t really like football; besides, he was only eight. 

				Keen to get into the spirit of things, the young boy raced upstairs to his bedroom to find his bobble hat because he’d noticed that a lot of the crowd were wearing them. He didn’t have a red and white one, so had to make do with a British Racing Green hat instead, the one his nan had knitted him. Rather pleased with himself, he took his place back on the settee just as the players were coming out of the tunnel. 

				As they emerged into the Wembley sun, he noticed something that immediately grabbed his attention. Despite his bionic eye, he was concerned that he might have been seeing things (his battered NHS specs were always rather grubby). He stood up, and moved nearer to the screen for a closer look. 

				He was right, they did all look like him! 

				Well not entirely – it was only the red tracksuit top that was the same – but that was good enough for him. He’d never seen anyone else in Folkestone wearing a red tracksuit before, so to see a bunch of grown men copying him – well, that was too much to cope with, even for a US Colonel like Steve Austin. He decided there and then that he wanted the team of Six Million Dollar Men to win. He was going to cheer for them. It was the least he could do, seeing as they’d gone to all that trouble to look like the Bionic Man. 

				Noticing that on the back of the red tracksuits were the words LIVERPOOL FC, he ran back up to his bedroom to get to work. Finding some scrap paper and a Pop-a-Point pencil, the boy excitedly made some labels with LIVERPOOL written all over them. He wasn’t entirely sure where Liverpool was, but that didn’t stop him from sellotaping their name to his bobble hat and tracksuit. Admiring himself in the reflection in the window, the young boy immediately felt like he belonged. 

				He ran back downstairs and sat cross-legged on the floor. It took him a few minutes to realise that the Six Million Dollar Men were no longer in red, and that now the other team were. How confusing. Why weren’t they wearing their tracksuits? And why were they now playing in white? Not to worry. At least the players on the bench were still wearing the red tracksuit. Deciding that he couldn’t be bothered going back upstairs to change his labels, he resolved to stick with Liverpool. 

				For the next hour or so, not a lot happened and he began to get bored, but then all of a sudden it went berserk as three goals were scored in just as many minutes. How exciting!

				The Six Million Dollar Men went on to lose the game. They obviously weren’t very good, and so the boy decided they needed all the help they could get. The players looked so upset at the end, especially as most of their so-called supporters had already gone home and left them to it. That’s not very nice, he thought. I would never do that. 

				He decided there and then that the next time they played he was going to cheer for them again. He was going to support Liverpool. 

				The young boy didn’t have to wait long. His adopted team were on the telly again only a few days later, this time playing in some exotic far-off place. He did a better job cheering them on because on this occasion they won the match and became Champions of Europe. The young boy decided he could get quite used to this, especially if this is what being a football fan was like. Two games, two finals and one massive trophy. 

				It occurred to the young boy that he still had no idea where Liverpool was. So he went up to his bedroom to get his school atlas. Eventually he found the city on the map. But there was one problem. It was miles away from home, and he had no idea how he would ever go and watch them play. Oh well, he thought, perhaps one day I’ll get to go there. 

				And so, his life was set.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				Introduction

				“With the drives and the dreams inside, this is my time.”

				 

				This isn’t a book about being different. It’s a book about being better. 

				Ultimately though, this is a book about leadership. If you have it in your hand and are deciding whether it’s worth buying or not, chances are you are a school leader. Should you choose to buy it – and I sincerely hope you do – please promise me that when you’ve finished with it, you’ll pass it on to someone else. If you are anything like me, you won’t though. It will just sit on a shelf and gather dust. Perhaps you will pass it on, and then in a few years’ time realise it is lost forever, never to be returned. To avoid this, may I politely suggest that you might want to consider availing yourself of several copies of this book, as I always find this to be the most desirable solution, should one go astray.

				It is also a book for anyone who has a mild interest in good old-fashioned school improvement, the sort that leads to deep-rooted change. It’s about wholesome leadership with a strong moral purpose based on my 18 years as a headteacher in challenging schools up and down the country. I’m 47 years of age as I write this, so assuming I work till I’m 65, I’m exactly halfway through my time as a head. Only another 18 to go. (As this thought sinks in, I pause to take a deep breath.) Now seems as good a time as any to tell my tale. 

				I fell in love with books as a young boy. One of the earliest authors that I remember devouring as an angst-ridden teenager was the horror writer, Stephen King. In later years, he went on to say this, on the process of writing: “If you can, you should, and if you’re brave enough to start, you will.” So I am. I’m being brave, and I’ve never felt more out of my comfort zone. I know I shouldn’t feel like this, but I do. 

				It is often said that writing is no different to talking on paper. As a teacher, I’ve made a career out of talking and enjoy nothing more than telling stories to people, be it in a classroom, school hall, staffroom or conference venue. To anyone who will listen, basically. I love writing as well, and can do so for almost any audience – children, parents, governors, ministers, teachers, inspectors. All of these require a different voice. But now I’m writing for you. And that scares me because I don’t know anything about you. 

				So although I’m sitting here hammering away at a keyboard all on my own, I want to imagine that I can see your face and how my words resonate with you as we go. Leadership without resonance is like an orchestra without a conductor. It’s all about personal connection and relationships. I hope this book manages to connect with you in some small way. 

				 

				***

				 

				I love what I do. I’ve had the privilege of working with so many talented people, whose dedication and zest for teaching always continue to amaze me. I feel incredibly proud to be a headteacher. Even now, when people ask me what I do, I love seeing their reaction when I tell them. It always strikes a chord with people. I sometimes half expect them to give me a hug, as if to thank me for singlehandedly trying to save the world. Do you ever feel like this, or is it just me? 

				When I was in sixth form, I remember going to a careers event and being told that the key to a successful life was to find something you enjoy doing and then get someone to pay you to do it. Even better, if it’s something you are good at and it’s something the world needs. This then becomes your purpose in life. I’ve since learnt that it’s what’s known as having a firm persuasion in your work, and is – according to the poet and author David Whyte – one of our greatest and missed opportunities: “To feel that what we do is right for ourselves and good for the world at the exact same time.” It is, he says, “one of the great triumphs of human existence.” It’s what allows us to move mountains. 

				I sometimes feel that I can move mountains. I’ve also had to climb my fair share as well, as I faced challenge after challenge after challenge. But overall, I have a very firm persuasion. We all know what’s great about being a teacher, and many other books have done a far better job at describing this than I ever could. I always remember asking an experienced teacher at interview, ‘What is the best thing about being a teacher?’ Her reply was immediate: ‘August’. She got the job. 

				Here’s what I like best about being a headteacher:

				
						Transforming the life chances of those pupils and their families who put their trust in you;

						Helping people to become the best they can be;

						Telling everyone and anyone how proud you are of your school, whether they want to listen to you or not;

						Quoting Walt Disney to your Year 6 leavers on the final day of term, telling them that “if you can dream it, you can do it. Now go out and change the world”;

						Sleeping soundly at night because you know that they will. The world is in safe hands and in some small way you played a part in it. 

				

				But as much as I love my job, there are bits I really don’t enjoy anymore. More than anything, I’ve had enough of being judged on how well I jump to other people’s tunes. The relentless pressure, for example, to become ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’, to come top of the league tables, to be in the top 10% of this or the top 1% of that. And all based on somebody else’s tune. It’s about time I started to jump to my own again. 

				I’ve now come to the point where I’ve realised I can’t see out the rest of my career continually trying to incrementally improve test scores; to eke out a percentage point here and a percentage there. Marginal gains are all well and good, but not in the context of test scores. I find the thought of this entirely unedifying and certainly not the reason why I became a headteacher. As goals go, it’s not exactly going to rip up trees. Besides, how could I possibly motivate my staff on the basis that this be the sole purpose of our being? Would you want to come and be a part of this magical journey? Of course not. 

				So there needs to be another way. If you read this book from cover to cover you will find out how I had the privilege of being a part of some great teams that transformed several schools to outstanding. The highs and the lows. The trials and tribulations. The sleepless nights and nagging self-doubts, especially when inspectors tell you that what you’re trying to do is not good enough. Even though deep-down I always knew my school was great, there was always that fear that others won’t. And unfortunately, it’s their view that counts. Not mine. So if I were to tweet what the #ArtofStandingOut is all about, this is what I’d write: “How to transform your school in a way that is meaningful, courteous and worthwhile, without giving two hoots about Ofsted.”

				Perhaps then, this is the ‘other way’. To no longer get hung up by others, Ofsted included. It goes much deeper than this though. What if we could still continue to improve our schools, with or without an inspectorate, but do so in a manner that focuses on a holistic education that is both wholesome and worthwhile? Let us not get hung up on the notion of ‘outstanding’, whatever that may be, but instead, look at it in a different way. We need to flip the term on its head and redefine outstanding to suit our own agenda. We need to be brave enough to drape banners across our gates on our say-so and not on that of others who only step foot in our schools once every leap year. 

				For too long we’ve been stymied by Ofsted rhetoric and their ever-changing proxies for what they believe the best schools must look like. The Art of Standing Out is about setting us free from the shackles of Ofsted so that we can examine our schools through a fresh new prism, one that allows us to filter out and see only the things that matter. 

				And besides, what will happen when all of our schools eventually become outstanding? The very fact that you are reading this book suggests that you are the type of leader who aspires to this. Let’s face it, we all want our schools to become great schools. Surely there isn’t a headteacher in the land who doesn’t want their school to be the best? Successive governments quite rightly want every school in the country to become outstanding. (I like to think that this is exactly the sort of thing that kept former Education Secretary Michael Gove awake at night, wondering why he couldn’t get 100% of schools to be well above average.) But if we do ever end up in a situation where all our schools are Ofsted-outstanding, how will we then decide which schools are the best? Who will stand out then? 

				If you are the best, then where next? I suspect it depends on what your definition of ‘the best’ is. The best in the street? The best in the country? Or the best in the world? The danger is that once you get to great, the temptation is to simply stay there: You’ve invested all your time and energies in creating an outstanding school. You have all the accolades and plaudits and you are in the top five percent or so of schools, so why risk compromising all of this for the sake of being different? Is it because you are frightened you might get bored? Just be grateful for your lot and stay put.

				This was exactly the conundrum I faced when leading my second school – Victoria Park – to outstanding, having previously been in special measures. Where next? Do we stick or twist? We’d gone from rubbish to okay, okay to good, good to outstanding. We could just pull up the drawbridge and bask in our own greatness, tempting as it sounds. But we didn’t, not because we wanted to be different, but because we wanted to become even better; to become the very best we could be. The fact that we had crossed some arbitrary line was irrelevant. 

				What does it mean to be ‘outstanding’ anyway? It was never anything that I’d created. Even when we were judged as such, we knew very well that there was still lots at the school that required improvement. Still is. It’s just that Ofsted never saw it (or did, but chose to ignore it). Besides, we are only as good as our previous six months and we should never forget that. Schools that chose to stand still are never going to stand out. 

				 

				***

				 

				This book will hopefully challenge your perceptions of what a great school looks like. When you’ve finished reading it I want you to go back to your school and look again at how good you really are. And when I say ‘you’, I really do mean ‘you’. As a person, with deep-rooted and honourable beliefs that have served you well. Not ‘you’ in comparison to me, or another colleague that you know. It’s you versus you. The only true and meaningful indicator of your success as a leader comes from within. It is your school, your tune. 

				No matter how ‘good’ you believe yourself to be, I can assure you that if you know where to look, you will be amazed at how much better you really are. The Art of Standing Out allows you to look at your school, not through the tunnelled vision of an inspection framework, but through a set of lenses that helps you make sense of how great your school really is. These lenses include things such as moral purpose, values and integrity, all crucial features of a stand out school. 

				Actually, it’s more like looking through a telescope. We’ve been looking at each other’s schools through telescopes for years. The trouble is, I think we’ve been looking through the wrong end. As a result, our judgements are narrow, constricted, as if we’ve been squinting through a straw. We don’t see the big picture. Our vision is tunnelled and condensed. What we need to do is be bold and brave and flip the system round. From Outstanding to Standing Out. We need to relearn how to use the telescope correctly. By and large we’ve been doing the wrong thing all these years and we’ve gotten ourselves into bad habits. 

				Looking through the telescope the right way round allows us to see the world stand out as it should be. Think of it as looking at an elephant. Only very close up. I can’t imagine you’ve done this too often, so you’ll just have to trust me. But when you look at an elephant that is literally right in front of you it looks like a slab of wiry grey wrinkles. Let’s imagine then that each school is an elephant. Because when close up, elephants largely look the same, the Ofsted inspection framework will help you make sense of the minute detail. It will compare your grey landscape with others that are similar in age, height and weight. But it will always look grey, even though you may have less wrinkles and more hairs per square inch. Does this make it a better elephant, you ask yourself? 

				But take a few steps back and a whole new picture emerges – ears, legs and a trunk begin to appear, crucial features that you might not have known exist. Better still, turn on your heels and stand even further back and a whole new landscape appears, one that allows you to make sense of the elephant’s context and the beauty that surrounds it. Even better, get yourself to higher ground, maybe atop a boulder, and a vast new vista opens up that you might never have before seen had you not thought to look at things differently. The key point here is that you’ve got to get up high and move and find a different perspective. 

				As leaders, we must always remember that beyond even the thickest walls lie endless horizons. We need to climb these walls so that we can see beyond the skyline. Unless we do so we may never know what lies beyond. Instead, we remain content at staring at the wall, especially if an inspector has popped in and told us that it is a very fine wall indeed. Leaders that appreciate The Art of Standing Out are those that forever climb high to see up and over the walls.

				 

				***

				 

				Many years ago, as a student teacher I happened across a set of four ‘Encyclopaedias of Education’, published in 1922. They are leather bound and sit proudly on my bookshelf. In them, they define the purpose of education, and do so in a way that I like very much: “The purpose of education is not to effect sudden transformations, but to foster gradual growth…” 

				I wish I had written that. To foster gradual growth. 

				To master The Art of Standing Out is to master the ability to transform your school in a wholesome manner that is as gradual as it is prompt. To achieve this, a stand out leader has but one aim in mind: to create a culture that provides these conditions for growth so that the organisation can thrive, gradually and continually. No force-feeding or chemicals. No polytunnels or hothouses. Just good, honest muck. 

				As concepts go, stand out leadership is pretty simple. It’s not rocket science. It’s rocket art. It’s really up to you how you go about it, so long as you stick to your guiding principles, as well as the one that underpins this book. And that one principle is this:

				That any school, teacher or child can stand out if the conditions are so. 

				That’s it. It really is that simple. Providing the conditions are right, any child, school or teacher has the potential to stand out in more ways than one, regardless of where they are at. 

				As with most art, the canvas is all of your own making as are the materials that you choose to paint with. As a stand out leader you must see yourself as a troubadour; a shining knight whose purpose in life is to make leadership a high art. You must dare to venture to places previously unchartered and tread a path, creating a trail that blazes as you go. You are a colonizer, a buccaneer. Above all, as a pioneering leader, you recognise the need to awaken in others the compelling urge “to explore and to discover the thrust of curiosity that leads men (and women) to go where no one has gone before.”1 Despite the scientific undertones underpinning this quote, don’t be fooled, there is an art to flying a spaceship. 

				And just like space travel, The Art of Standing Out will stand the test of time. It will always remain, in much the same way as those endless horizons. Unlike Ofsted, I guarantee that in twenty years’ time, no matter how we choose to define our best schools, the principles behind this book will remain true and continue to resonate. The really great schools will always continue to stand out with leaders prepared to fight tooth and nail to ensure that it continues to be so.

				Above all, what this book calls for is authenticity. Not just in how we lead, but in the type of school that we create. With authenticity comes trust – a shared trust – based on legitimacy and integrity, two crucial virtues of a stand out leader. Deep-down I know I am right in what I believe in, because what I believe in is right. So whilst we strive to plot a course through the ongoing maelstrom of turbulent times, the concepts outlined in this book will forever be my port in a heavy storm. Hopefully, some of them will be yours too. 

				 

				***

				 

				The remainder of this book is essentially in three sections, each one representing a stage in the creation of a stand out school. We will unpack what it means to tighten up, loosen up and power up and in so doing will explore the journey from special measures to outstanding and beyond. Along the way, we’ll examine the importance of organisational culture and how this impacts on the leadership of change, innovation and creativity. We’ll also come to appreciate how great teaching, great learning, and a great curriculum contribute to The Art of Standing Out. And I couldn’t possibly write this book without a chapter on Ofsted, without whom, none of this would be possible.

				But before we do all that, we need to go right back to the start, to where it all began, and try to unearth what lies beneath.

				

				References

				1. From ‘Introduction to Outer Space’, a 1958 US White House report that was the precursor to the Sputnik and Apollo space programs. And of course, Captain James T. Kirk. 

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				PART ONE 

				Chambers and the Valves

				 

				“But don’t forget the songs that made you cry and the songs that saved your life.”

				 

				“How do you start, where do you go, who do you need to know?”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				ONE

				Creating Base Camp

				Do you still believe in the tooth fairy? If you do, then you really shouldn’t be in charge of a school. Most of us would have believed in the tooth fairy at some point though, probably around the same time as you believed in Father Christmas or the Easter Bunny. I always used to believe that if I pulled a funny face and the wind changed direction, it would stay like that. As I grew older, I began to believe that most of the things that I believed in as a child were no longer so. And now, as an adult, I sometimes feel that I don’t believe in anything anymore. Love? Politics? Philosophy? Religion? We’ve all had to toil with our beliefs at some point, and more importantly, come to terms with those things that we thought we believed in and no longer do.

				 

				Ditch your beliefs

				The tooth fairy was most likely one of your earliest beliefs, based on no other rhyme or reason than the fact that your parents said it to be so. At the time, as a young child you thought it to be true, and so believed it. Nothing wrong with that. A belief is essentially an emotional feeling of certainty about something and we will do all within our power to behave in a way that is consistent with our beliefs. We have a lot to thank our parents for. Everything that we once believed in is largely down to them. As a parent of three children myself, two of whom are now teenagers, everything that they believe in is largely down to me (or their mum). This will be very different to what you and your children believe in. This is a good thing, which is why life is so diverse and rich. In our schools, up and down the country and throughout the world, every single teacher will have their own beliefs, most likely as a result of early childhood influences. 

				But you can change your beliefs. In fact, you must change your beliefs, otherwise you will be forever disappointed when putting that tooth under the pillow. More importantly, you need to ditch your limiting beliefs. These are the ones that hold you back and stop you being the best you can be. This is especially so in schools in special measures, where teachers have been told so many times by Ofsted, the local authority, senior staff, you name it, that they are no good. The teacher then takes the view that it is a certainty that they are no good, and in return it becomes a belief. I am not a good teacher. Therefore I am. And so chances are you behave like one.

				If you believe something to be true, then you will behave in a certain way, which in turn affects the result. If you want to change the result, then it’s simply a case of changing your belief. This in a nutshell, is the secret of success when transforming a school: Change people’s beliefs. Of course, it’s not as simple as that, as we shall find out.

				As a teenager, I had a number of limiting beliefs, too many to mention. For example, I used to believe that:

				
						I was not very clever. No matter how hard I tried, I would never get out of the bottom set at secondary school;

						I’d never make it to a decent university, because everyone else in my class was destined to go to Oxford or Cambridge;

						I’d never get married. I went to an all-boys school, was very shy and had not a clue how to speak to a female;

						I was rubbish at football. This made me very sad because I loved the game and really wanted to be able to play it well. I saw it as a solution to (3) above. 

				

				I’m still rubbish at football, but all of the other beliefs were wrong. It’s difficult to pinpoint exactly when and how they changed, but along the way I somehow managed to ditch them. Over the years, both as a rookie teacher, deputy head and headteacher, all of my beliefs have sub-consciously nudged me in the right direction. They’ve determined how I behave, day-in and day-out to the point that they’ve got me to where I am today. Each and every one of my successes (and failures) has largely been a result of my beliefs. 

				I still have a few limiting beliefs. For example, I firmly believe that if I were ever to go skiing I would end up on crutches, such is my propensity for falling over when required to balance. As a result, I’ve never been skiing. I also have a lively sub-conscience that doesn’t always serve me well. Deep down, I’m troubled by a number of things, almost all of them trivial and supercilious. For a grown man, I really should know better. Such as why is it that whenever I go to work, all of the traffic lights that I hit are generally red? I’m not perturbed by this in itself, but just the fact that out there somewhere is a person like me who will be hitting them on green all the time (so as to even up the 50/50 average). I’d like to be that person. 

				I’m also convinced that a conspiracy exists that involves every single tractor within a thirty mile radius of my house converging on the village common at 06.38 every morning to form a convoy that deliberately pulls out in front of me when there’s miles of open road behind me and really no need to do it besides they’ve got all day to do their work and dig their field and I haven’t and they don’t even need to use the road which is presumably why they own a tractor in the first place so that they can use the fields and stay off the roads especially when I’m going to work. But hey, it’s okay, I’m on top of it now. I’ve learnt to get it off my chest. I no longer believe this to be so. I’ve ditched it.

				I’ve always loved music, ever since putting together my first ever Festive Fifty C90 mix-tape. I suspect my sub-consciousness and beliefs are entirely bound together by songs that changed my life, particularly as a teenager and young man. I only have to hear a tune and it can transport me back to a specific time and place. I can tell you what I was doing, where I was, even the smells. 

				I always believed that one day I’d become a DJ or radio presenter. An old TDK C120 audio cassette exists of me interviewing both of my brothers in our bedroom, as part of a radio show I was ‘presenting’. I must have been about twelve at the time. We were pop stars discussing our latest hits before performing them live on the show (Dolly Parton and Sheena Easton bizarrely). Think Tiswas1 meets Top of the Pops. Part way in, the talented I cut to a commercial break before returning to commentate on an entire imaginary Liverpool versus West Brom match for the remaining 90 minutes or so. 

				Legendary Liverpudlian Disc Jockey John Peel though was my hero. If truth be told, he was the one to blame for really and truly leading me to Liverpool, for I was too young to know any better when pretending to be bionic. I really should’ve known better that to decide my fate on the back of music and football was folly. If it hadn’t been for Kopite Peel broadcasting from within my bedroom wardrobe (for that’s how he made me feel, such was the intimacy of his broadcasting panache), I would never had been introduced to a number of scouse bands most of whom you’d have never heard of.2 There was of course that other band you may have stumbled upon called The Beatles, but they had nothing on me at the time. (And yes, I did get to live in a squalid little flat ten minutes away from Penny Lane.) And if it didn’t all work out and I didn’t make it as a teacher, I’d write about football for the Liverpool Echo or get a job at the NME as a music journalist. I had it all planned out. 

				 

				A Kentish lad

				I have two younger brothers. The youngest still lives in Kent, with a lovely family. My other brother is disabled and continues to be a source of inspiration for us all. He’s two years younger than me, and lives on his own in sheltered accommodation in a basement flat near my dad in Folkestone, the town of my birth. As a young boy, he was labelled a spastic which was the medical term at the time used to describe cerebral palsy. As we grew up, most of the local youth charmingly shortened this to ‘spaz’. They were all heart in the 80s. 

				Being a spastic meant my brother wasn’t able to go to mainstream school. Instead he was sent to a boarding school, several hours away, and so we only got to see him every other weekend when my dad would go and collect him on a Friday evening after work. Then on a Sunday, we’d all go back with him to his school and leave him there. We’d say our goodbyes at tea time, invariably having to summon assistance from a member of staff, who’d have to gently remove my clinging brother, restrain him, and then deposit him unceremoniously, amidst screams and tears, to the dining hall. The journey home was always solemn.

				I will never forget the first time I ever went to his boarding school. I hadn’t quite graduated to becoming the Six Million Dollar Man. Even if I had – super hero status notwithstanding – that still wouldn’t have prepared me for the first time I found myself in a school full of severely disabled people. I was used to being around young disabled children and babies, as my parents helped set up and run the Shepway branch of the national Spastics Society,3 and I would often muck in at playgroup or help in the charity shop. 

				Based at the local Salvation Army hall in Folkestone, I remember setting up small games and activities for the toddlers so that the mums could have a cup of tea together (there were never any dads). Occasionally, I’d read to them or hold their hand and help them walk around the hall, often without the use of their walking frame. I probably shouldn’t have done this, as their calipered legs were too fragile. But I felt in some way as if I was doing good by liberating them. They certainly seemed to enjoy it as we ‘flew’ around the room. Perhaps this was the moment when the seeds were first sown for a career in teaching.

				For years, we did the journey to north Kent to drop my brother off. I can’t deny that deep-down I used to dread it, and was – ashamed as I am to say it – often nervous about going in. It didn’t help that the school from the outside resembled something out of a Hammer Horror film. To a small lad, it looked like a colossal haunted house, with an imposing wooden door complete with solid brass knocker and knob. To complete the effect, the door needed to be heaved, refusing to budge and when it did give, it would creak and wail as it reluctantly gave way. I half expected Vincent Price to be standing on the other side squinting at me in the gloom of his stately home. “Yeeeeeess?”

				On entry, a huge hall appeared, complete with open fireplace. Ghostly portraits and coats of arms adorned the walls. And then there were the children. Some of the disabilities that greeted me appeared nothing less than macabre to the uninitiated. All I could do was stare, and found myself doing exactly what all the locals used to do as I walked round town with my brother. I remember the first time I watched The Elephant Man several years later and thinking, John Merrick goes to my brother’s school, and then hating myself for thinking it. Even as I type I’m ashamed to have felt like this. 

				And yet, the passing of time has made me realise that it was one of the most serene and angelic places I’ve ever been. For many of those children that went there, it saved their lives, of that I have no doubt. It was a sanctuary. As I got older, I used to stand in awe watching how normal the teachers were when talking to the children, and with such compassion and love! My parents were the same, always finding the time to share a laugh and a joke with the children. It came so naturally to them, my dad especially, who until only a few years ago whilst still in his seventies, ran a weekend snooker club for young adults with learning disabilities. The council closed it down. 

				What particularly stands out for me is a group of young men – they must have been about 16 or 17 – who played the recorder. Calling themselves The Goliards, they’d often perform at shows for the parents, especially at Christmas time. My mum told me that we had to go and watch them one Sunday and I was dreading it. Having recently given up playing the flute at school on the grounds of being entirely useless at it, I had no desire to watch a bunch of disabled kids play the lowly recorder. 
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