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Dedication

			This book is dedicated to teachers, 
of whom we ask the impossible.
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Introduction

			Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.
The more things change, the more they stay the same.

			Jean-Baptiste Alphonse Karr1

			Colgate branded ready meals…Clairol’s Touch of Yoghurt Shampoo…Fortune Snookies (fortune cookies for dogs)…Gillette For Oily Hair Only Shampoo…Toaster Eggs…2

			Have you heard of any of these products? Probably not. You are even less likely to have bought them because they have long since been taken off the market. One might wonder how anyone ever thought they were a good idea.

			These products have something else in common: they are each archived in a museum located in Ann Arbor, Michigan, US.

			In the 1960s, marketing executive Robert McMath started collecting new products to create his own ‘reference library’ of successful corporate innovation. However, as products accumulated, the repository quickly became a vast collection of unsuccessful products. The fact is that most products fail, rather than succeed. It is naturally hard for humans to appreciate this since our instincts are always to turn away from our mistakes. Today, Robert McMath’s The Museum of Failed Products is visited by product designers from across America, thus forcing their profession to confront the mistakes of the past.3 How often are we in education able to do the same?

			As in the world of consumer goods, the history of modern schooling is marked by a succession of ‘Next Big Things’. While we cannot predict what they will be, or how long they will last, we all learn to expect the Next Big Thing to emerge and dominate for a spell, before eventually being replaced, just as each of its predecessors was. Your vintage as a teacher, and the specific schools you have worked in, will dictate which Next Big Things you have direct experience of, and that you may have embraced, ignored or subverted.

			Do you remember being told that the curriculum is the progression model? If you trained recently, this is likely your first experience of a Big Thing. If you have worked in our school system for a little longer, there will have been others. How about being told that all pupils must make progress within each lesson? Now, it would seem, they do not. Cast your mind back further. Do you remember the flight path pupils were (allegedly) on, being told that your lesson was ‘good with outstanding features’, being urged to make your marking dialogic (with triple impact!), to direct questions using lollipop sticks or to switch between thinking hats? Perhaps you were the one asking these things of teachers. Perhaps you still are.

			No warehouse exists for storing the succession of Big Things that punctuate the timeline of modern universal schooling. We could create one by curating the slogans, artefacts and policies associated with Big Things past. The perfect antidote to time spent dreaming about how well things might go, the museum would provide a story of extinction, dissipation and U-turn. We might playfully call it ‘The Last Failed Thing’ – a powerful reminder of the shelf-life of good ideas when they are exposed to the complex reality of the school system (of which more later).

			For those who find the thought of such ‘negative visualisation’ unpalatable, we would ask whether it is better to countenance a history of failure, or consign ourselves to a future full of it? For without this resource our memory is selective; we leap from one Big Thing to another, failing to learn the lessons that our imaginary museum would make it harder to ignore. The complexity of our system would be readily apparent in the disparity between the predicted, imagined and actual impact of successive ‘promising ideas’. 

			We might also include historical voices in our exhibits. The accounts of teachers’, students’, policymakers’ and school leaders’ experiences of dominant Big Things over time would reveal the diverse ways they make sense of the complex system they operate in. We would capture the voices of those enthusiastically embracing the latest Big Thing, of those paying lip-service to it and of others directly pushing back or even feigning ignorance that the Last Big Thing has been dethroned.

			Glimpsing forwards 10 years or so, we cannot confidently predict how individual schools will fare but can promise that there will be a new Big Thing and a similar distribution of responses to it. That Next Big Thing will have a limited shelf-life, too. Plus ça change...

			This reality of Next Big Thing after Next Big Thing is one that the three of us writing this book together have regularly encountered and learned, to a degree, to live with. We have watched with increasing scepticism as leaders, companies and consultants confidently assert that they have worked out how to improve schools. So far, none of them have found a reliable formula for how to make schools better. The methodology of whole-school improvement companies such as Achievement for All (AfA), Challenge the Gap (CtG) and the Teacher Effectiveness Enhancement Programme (TEEP) has failed to stand up to the close scrutiny of participation in randomised controlled trials.4 Analysis of the impact of dozens of turnaround policies in US schools is mixed.5 Multi-academy trusts with high average performance table position all have individual schools that they are struggling to turnaround.6 Schools that fail their Ofsted inspection are given support to improve, yet many do not manage to resolve the difficulties they are experiencing.7 We all know of schools that have struggled for long periods of time, seemingly impervious to concerted efforts to ‘improve’ them. Nobody has yet demonstrated they have the universal blueprint for school improvement. We suspect that this is because there isn’t one.

			We could feel jaded and try to ignore the optimism of those who feel their policy initiative will be the transformative one. But, instead, we have tried to carry out a systematic analysis of this dynamic of policy fads that has permeated our working lives as educators. It shaped the system before we entered it and will continue to do the same after we move on. We have not built a museum; instead, we have written this book. It does not document every Big Thing, but it does seek to understand why they come to be.

			
What is our story?

			This book tells a story about why school improvement is so difficult and why policies intended to realise it over-promise and under-deliver. The three of us writing this book together each have a different lens, a different starting point and different tools to bring to bear on the question of education. We are painfully aware of our fallibilities regarding viewing education from our own, narrow, perspective – Ben as teacher, Matthew as headteacher and Becky as policy analyst. And, of course, we all share the natural human desire to believe we have something worthwhile to offer. In coming together, we hope to mitigate our individual failings at least a little. As the late American sociologist Seymour B. Sarason observed, how we view a school is determined by our relation to it, and the complexity of schooling is more than one person alone can grasp. However, we like to think that there is strength in our difference of perspective and that in unifying these the school system might make a little more sense.8

			The story we tell in this book characterises the education system not as a machine amenable to being fixed, nor a problem that can be resolved, but as a beast that resists our attempts to tame it. Throughout the book, we draw on a variety of theoretical perspectives, particularly complexity theory and sense-making. Complexity theory affords us with some insight into behavioural shifts and structural changes as emergent properties of the education system. These emergent properties are shaped, in part, by sense-making of individual actors who are trying to come to terms with the work they do. Sense-making is the psychological process whereby individuals interpret experience in relation to their prior frames of reference.9 By analysing sense-making in relation to complexity, we seek to explain how the necessary simplification of complex phenomena can produce naïve and harmful actions, along with the beguiling allure of the Next Big Thing.

			The book begins by highlighting how relatively little we know about the diverse and complex task of schooling children.

			In chapter 1, we seek to persuade the reader that our ignorance and uncertainty about how schools work is substantial, often goes unacknowledged and is somewhat inevitable given the complexity of the education system. It is this complexity that means we rely on regularities, habits, narratives and stories to go about our daily lives in schools.

			Chapter 2 explores why we know so little about how the system works, despite more than a century of intensive activity by educational researchers. We discuss why the latest version of the ‘what works’ movement has so far fallen short of what it promised to deliver. We suggest a more limited and specific approach to educational research and greater caution in replicating supposedly good ideas in a new context.

			In chapter 3, we explore the diversity of the classroom and how this creates an impossible challenge for teachers. Pupils learn different and often unknown amounts, at different speeds, from varied and opaque starting points. In attempting to understand the classroom dynamic, educators draw on various disciplines, from neuroscience through to sociology, each of which leads to a different narrative with its own internally plausible solutions to ensure success in the classroom. However, none of these solutions will overcome the irresolvable dilemmas created by attempts to educate children at scale.

			Next, our book turns to some of the major policy reforms that the three of us have experienced in our careers and how these reveal some fundamental problems of schooling.

			In chapter 4, we recall the fate of Personalised Learning as a policy initiative and trace its origin to the foundation of mass education. This story reveals a fundamental problem in schooling, which we term the ‘lock-step’ problem. This problem re-emerges throughout the history of schooling and each time there is a new attempt to provide a solution. Each solution relies on a particular conception of the problem, and each bears the hallmarks of the previous (failed) attempt to overcome this fundamental problem.

			Chapter 5 highlights a second fundamental problem of schooling: the invisibility of learning. This limits our ability to decide what to teach, to check if children are progressing, to identify good and bad practice and to hold schools to account. In the early 2000s, a new solution emerged that promised to solve the invisibility problem: data. Data was a movement the school system would later come to regret, and many of those who made the biggest spreadsheets wondered, in retrospect, why they ever thought it was a good idea.

			The latest policy wave to sweep over the education system, The Curriculum, is described in chapter 6. The curriculum is the antidote to differentiated learning outcomes and progression models that promote variations in individual achievement. While there is considerable merit in carefully constructing curricula, we argue that once an idea is proposed as the solution to almost everything, it will inevitably fail. However, if we understand the formation, structure and inevitable fate of these policy waves, we can hope to become better at riding them.

			The next three chapters turn to considering the nature of the institutions that we ask leaders to ‘improve’ and the tools available to help them do their job.

			Chapter 7 paints a picture of the hidden lives of teachers and the diversity of their beliefs and practices. We describe how regularities emerge – habits, heuristics and routines – which enable teachers to function despite the complexity and ambiguity of their roles. The professional isolation of teachers allows diversity to persist despite attempts by school leaders and policymakers to achieve consistency and alignment. The tensions created by isolation, diversity and habitual practices can make the teacher’s role perplexing, as they are frequently asked to do things that do not make much sense to them, yet they can easily assume that they are alone in feeling this. We argue that by gaining insight into the hidden lives of teachers we might support them better in their challenging role.

			We begin to explore the perspective of school leaders in chapter 8 by asking what compels them to frequently and assertively instruct teachers as to how to teach. This ‘interventionist identity’, we argue, arises from the complexity of the school system but is often in denial of this complexity, leading to a creeping managerialism and a ‘fix it’ mentality.

			Attempts at improvement by school leaders is considered further in chapter 9. We explore how school leaders make sense of the complex reality of their school by forming an ‘imagined school’ that, if they are not careful, becomes the object of their improvement efforts rather than the school itself. This imagined school is necessarily simplistic and is not beset by the fundamental problems of schooling – it is fixable! Weak feedback loops mean the illusion can remain unchallenged. We argue that school leaders must learn to countenance the diversity, ambiguity and complexity of schools if they are to avoid naïve interventions and harmful effects.

			Finally, in chapter 10, we discuss the importance of stories and metaphors in our understanding of school improvement and complete our caricature of the education system as a living force that resists our attempts to change it. We draw together the themes and threads of the book to argue that school improvement is inherently complex and difficult, but not impossible if our eyes are open to this complexity. We argue for simplicity on the other side of complexity and express our hopes for a more informed approach to school improvement.
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Chapter 1 – Powerful unknowledge

			Professing themselves to be wise, they became fools.

			Romans 1:221

			For an institution whose reason-for-being arguably centres on the pursuit of knowledge, ignorance proliferates in schools. In many aspects of our educational endeavours, we do not know what we are doing. Rather than embrace and explore this ignorance that pervades every aspect of our daily lives in education, we tend to carry on as if it were not there.

			Within a classroom, much of what is happening is unknown or unknowable to the teacher. Individual pupils experience the same lesson in disparate ways, and there is no reliable proxy for working out precisely who is learning exactly what. Our ignorance scales up such that those in charge of our schools make decisions based on biased and partial versions of what is going on behind closed classroom doors. And the further we sit from the complex realities of the classroom, the more our attempts to influence schooling are mired by misunderstanding, presumption and over-simplification. Policymakers may well act in good faith, but they do so based on contrasting, oblique and shifting ideas about what schooling is for and how schools actually work.

			The economist Daniel Boorstin said that ‘the great menace to progress is not ignorance but the illusion of knowledge’.2 We concur and suggest that defining and embracing our ignorance is the essential first step in improving schools. Until we accept what we do not know, our progress will be impeded. We must accept that schools are not as homogenous and predictable as some would have us believe. Surface level simplicity and similarity hides a more complex and diverse reality.

			
Beyond that which we can know

			Modern social institutions tend to be complicated, and schools are no different. They host millions of children and thousands of adults for 39 weeks a year, each one of whom make countless tiny decisions each day that produce unique and unpredictable sets of behaviours. Few of these individuals would be able to articulate their personal mission, or how it contributes to the overall purpose of the system, which itself can never be well-articulated.

			But schools are not just complicated; they are also complex social spheres of interacting agents whose behaviours are both determined by, and determine, the nature of the social system in unpredictable ways.3 Complexity arises in educational institutions for several key reasons.4 First, education is an interconnected system where actions or performance in one institution or stage will affect actions or performance in another. The pupil admissions or teacher hiring policy of one school will affect others in the locality. Changes in what we choose to teach eight-year-olds will affect institutions who serve secondary-aged children. And when we reform an individual subject’s curriculum or pedagogical approach, we do not anticipate how it will spill across to daily teaching in other subjects. There may be repercussions for any single act across time and across various levels in the system, but it is not always clear exactly how events will play out or when and where consequences may emerge. It is this spontaneity and responsiveness that makes schools such a vibrant place to be.

			Second, the school system is made up of individuals whose behaviours adapt to the behaviour of others and the wider system. These so-called adaptive agents modify their strategies in diverse ways as experience accumulates, resulting in constant flux and divergent outcomes from similar starting points. While a teacher may, for a while, promptly respond to a request to meet a reporting deadline, experience may teach them that there are no apparent consequences for other teachers who do not do so, therefore the likelihood they will continue to comply falls. By contrast, another teacher, working among more conscientious colleagues, may never feel they can risk missing deadlines. Human agents are capable of learning, and this produces a system with evolutionary characteristics such that it cannot necessarily return to past states at will.5 What is done often cannot be undone, as what is learned is not easily unlearned. This momentum drives schools forward in a constant process of becoming.

			Third, schools are complex because education is surrounded by feedback loops, both positive and negative. Feedback is any process where information generated by an interaction is then used for decision making or regulation practices, thereby affecting subsequent interactions.6 Positive feedback amplifies the effect of an initial interaction, moving the system away from its current state, whereas negative feedback inhibits further effects, helping return the system to equilibrium. For example, a negative feedback loop means that a noisy class entering a classroom will prompt the teacher to exert a greater calming influence, settling the pupils down to a state in which they can be taught. Whereas a positive feedback loop results if pupils respond to low-level chatter of others by feeling it is acceptable to talk themselves, thus amplifying noise to levels where it disrupts learning. As we will see in chapter 3, positive feedback loops dominate learning processes, resulting in multiplier effects that encourage divergent outcomes.

			Fourth, schooling has layers of sub-systems nested within systems, from the child’s brain to the classroom to the school to the schooling system. Insights might be gained by examining interaction between sub-systems, as well as those within systems. For example, we may be interested to know more about the inner workings of the mind (through research in cognitive psychology), and we may also explore how these minds interact in the social environment of the classroom. Similarly, we may theorise about how schools improve individually, while also observing the mechanisms for how schools compete, collaborate and adapt to the marketplace. There are insights to be gained both by studying one component sub-system in isolation and the interplay between these component systems. And beyond schooling, the education system is nested within other social systems and is necessarily related to the health and social care sector, social and cultural dynamics in family life, economic performance, and politics. The boundary between education and other systems, for example where the education system ends and social services responsibilities begin, is blurry and constantly shifting over time. Schools are shaped by wider shifts in society; for example, schools have always been places where children go so that parents can get on with adult life, but especially so since social change has altered the working lives of mothers. The porous boundaries of the schooling system mean that there is a constant interplay between schools and the wider society. Schools are both changed by the world and are significant enough to exert an influence too over the wider society.

			Finally, complexity arises as educational change emerges over decades rather than hours. We will only observe the full impact of a primary teacher’s long-term sickness on their class (or indeed a pandemic on a generation) years later. The national curriculum is substantially reformed with each political cycle, yet we can only learn how reforms affected the children who experienced them long after those reforms were abandoned and replaced by something new. We respond to the immediate and visible signs of our success but are blind to the long-term implications of our actions.

			The inherent complexity of the schooling system means we know far less than we would like to about how schools function and about the impact of our attempts to change them. Establishing cause-and-effect relationships under complexity is necessarily difficult. We are forced to simplify, collectively ascribing attributes to the emergent behaviour of groups of individuals in the system – a department, the teaching staff, the year group – as though these groups act together with purpose.

			This description of our complex educational system may make us feel uncomfortable, for it cannot be controlled by a central planner. But complex social systems have many positive attributes, such as the capacity for self-organisation. Complex systems are constantly evolving, able to meet the changing needs of society without annual legislative change to determine how they should operate. Teachers within schools spontaneously come together to create valuable experiences for students, without the need for central direction or a plan from the Secretary of State. They respond to the ad hoc needs of individual students in ways that can never be codified. Teachers can adapt to the environment of a new school, without any need for formal re-training. The scientist Richard Cook says that complex systems are always flawed, always operating in a slightly degraded mode because they are too complex to ever optimise and run perfectly.7 However, their complexity also tends to make them quite resilient to catastrophe. Despite constant errors and failures (and barring a pandemic), school life goes on, day after day, in thousands of institutions.

			
Unquestioned regularities

			Our state of ignorance – as teachers, as leaders, as policymakers – is inevitable, given the complexity of the system we inhabit, the opaqueness of its output and intractability of the challenges it is set to solve. Working in education we are constantly called upon to face up to ignorance and uncertainty, navigating our daily lives in schools regardless. If you think hard about the complexity of the system, it is natural to wonder how it is possible that the gates to schools across the world open every morning at all. And why is the classroom teacher not paralysed by indecision as each class begins?

			The only reason we can work so effortlessly despite our ignorance is the presence of well-established procedural regularities that facilitate actions without the need to question or engage in nuance and ambiguity. Procedural and behavioural regularities constitute the fabric of daily life in our schools. They are ‘the way we do things around here’ and generally go without saying. The school bell marks out the transitions between place and activity. Pupils move in an orderly way towards their next destination, then sit in their designated or habitual place, to experience a lesson that likely looks and feels very much like the last. We teach the curriculum in roughly the same well-defined subjects that we always have, punctuated by end-of-year tests that persist in a similar form, even as their official purpose changes. Pupils behave, and misbehave, according to social norms encouraged by the school or dictated by the pupils. Terms start and end, pupils and staff come and go, and we rarely look down at the tracks that guide our thought and action.

			Regularities generally emerge over time and often there is no institutional memory of how or why they are the way they are (although there may be an acceptable narrative that it is convenient to believe). No scholar has ever written the history of morning registration or exercise book use. Regularities are rarely designed and built, even less frequently rebuilt, from first principles. Schools rely on teachers, students and parents sharing a broadly similar expectation and acceptance of the basic grammar of school life. Regularities are the habits and routines that give schools their internal momentum and we disrupt them at our peril.

			Of course, not all decisions in schools are habituated and sometimes we must make explicit decisions. For these we tend to ignore complexity and ignorance by utilising basic decision frames (or simple maps) with which we are comfortable, or that are considered the norm. We follow a flow chart to guide us as to whether we should report a safeguarding concern. We use an end-of-term test to decide which ability groups children belong in. We present options for change as either/or decisions, accompanied by stylised lists of pros and cons. We weigh up the differing views of stakeholders and decree which group’s preferences should guide our decisions. Together, simple decision frames and regularities spare us the need to countenance the intractable complexity at the heart of schooling. Much of the time we do not want to be troubled by the messiness of reality, and the system may not benefit from us being distracted by it either.

			The success of procedural regularities and rules of thumb (or heuristics) in helping us operate without being overcome by the complexity of decision making is such that we find it hard to question why things are the way they are. We often suffer from social amnesia, a collective forgetting about how (and even why) now ‘normal’ social practices once came to be. Forgetting leads to social constructions becoming accepted as concrete reality, a process called reification. Within schools both processes occur in relation to procedural regularities. If we once knew, or acted differently, we have forgotten. Ben vividly remembers his first parents’ evening, sat in the hall staring at three empty chairs nervously awaiting his first five-minute appointment. He took the opportunity to ask the teachers positioned around him: ‘What are we aiming to achieve here?’ Despite having decades of teaching experience between them, not one could provide a clear answer. We will undoubtedly all have such stories, when simply asking ‘why?’ is met with blank faces.

			Even those teachers who claim that schools are overly regulated institutions that stifle individual freedom of expression would accept that regularities are often necessary and beneficial. Indeed, the most harmful attempts to improve schools have often been guilty of ignoring or underestimating the benefits of the status quo. The existence of these procedural regularities in our collective consciousness affords schools the capacity to orchestrate the daily behaviours of hundreds of individual children and adults. Students and teachers expect timetables with a daily carousel of fixed-length lessons in discrete subjects, assemblies, lunch and break times and the occasional detention. Students and their parents expect about 13 academic years of this experience shared with a cohort born within 12 months of one another. These regularities have emerged for a reason and often enable the system to function in ways we do not fully understand. The system is wiser than we are, and we should attempt to understand its patterns and emergent behaviours before we disrupt them.

			
Messy reality

			This poorly understood complexity of the education system presents a dilemma for those charged with running and improving schools, for if they were to truly appreciate how complex the task ahead of them was, they would never dare change anything. And yet they do make changes, usually falling back on simple frames of reference that do not touch upon complexity. Humans have a natural tendency to believe that they can fix problems and make things better. The idea that some problems in education are fundamental and so intractable is inconceivable to most. They dare not countenance that all leadership actions are gambles – acts that necessarily take place in the face of uncertainty. People seek comfort in searching for patterns and coherence in what they see, feel, think and do. It is pragmatic to pretend to know what is unknowable, to assume commonality where there is diversity, to second-guess the motivations of others, to confidently predict the unpredictable, to claim causal relationships that are (in reality) far looser than we would like and to quantify and codify the unmeasurable. This tendency is revealed in the linear certainty of school development plans, the tick-box lesson observation records, post hoc rationalisation of events, ‘non-negotiables’ and data analysis. Out of simple narratives of how schools work and grand plans for what they can deliver come naïve expectations. The dissonance between these naïve expectations and the more complex reality inevitably produces tensions.

			Given this complexity, perhaps it is inevitable that our thinking about education is fuzzy, changeable and subject to fashions. No single expert or disciplinary perspective will ever manage to make sense of this education system we all care so deeply about. ‘Expertise’ takes on a different meaning in conditions of uncertainty: rather than knowing all there is to know, expertise becomes the ability to ‘describe a problematic situation in a way that supports wise action’.8 Perhaps the ability to hold one’s ideas lightly has value in such a system, and the ability to change one’s mind an essential quality. If an expert expresses certainty about the cause of problems or claims they can predict the future, then this is a good indicator that they are not to be trusted.

			Education is subject to so much reform by people who aspire for the system to be something that it is not, and yet so much remains the same regardless. Everything changes. Simultaneously, very little does. Our children are receiving an education that feels remarkably like the one that we had as children. Long-run studies of educational attainment by Professor Rob Coe and others suggest that the amount that is learned in childhood has not changed very much over the past few decades.9 The determinants of socioeconomic gaps in attainment remain as intransient as ever. Sometimes it feels like the education system is a creature with a life of its own that defies our attempts to manipulate it. Explaining this juxtaposition of change yet stability, of reform yet permanence, is central to this book.

			
Becoming unknowledgeable

			We contend that educators working with and within schools often do not appreciate how much they do not know. Rather than continue in denial of our ignorance, this book argues that we must first accept it, and then define it. Like the early cartographers seeking to chart unexplored territories, we invite readers to seek out the terra incognita in schooling. As we locate and acknowledge these unmapped regions in our understanding, we will transform our ignorance into ‘unknowledge’ – a well-defined, yet unexplored, part of our knowledge-map.10

			By setting out exactly what we do not know – our unknowledge of schooling – we are primed to explore it rather than to ignore it. While this exploration will make us individually more knowledgeable, even if we chose to spend a lifetime studying schooling, we would still not reach every corner of our own unknowledge. There are some regions of unknowledge that are completely out of reach to all, either now or forever. For example, we may never know how individual neurons create networks that produce the phenomenon of knowing about magnetic energy. Other regions are known by someone in the system, but we are not clear who holds which cards. The scattered intelligence of a schooling system designed around the personal, tacit knowledge of its members makes individuals all the more ignorant when confronted with a dilemma that requires this collective wisdom.

			Our unknowledge may be why, as individuals working within or upon the system, from time to time we feel lost. The individual frames of reference (or map) that we use to locate ourselves, to understand our role and to inform our actions fails to correspond to a rather messier reality. We diligently follow our maps, look up and realise we are not where they tell us we should be.

			Most teachers and leaders will have experienced moments where they are confronted with the paucity of a single working model for adequately explaining what transpires in a school. This may often be observed in new senior leaders who design sleek systems that they believe will be followed by all and deliver greater efficiency, only to discover that the old, imperfect system had the benefit that people understood it and used it consistently. We might ignore this dissonance and desperately double-down on the same actions. We might resign ourselves (literally or mentally) to the futility of our efforts. Or we might adopt a new map and try again. The fact that so few succumb to resignation about the transient effect of their actions is testament to our enduring belief that the desired destination is both a worthy, and an attainable one. If our past efforts failed, then we must simply try harder this time.

			Such epiphanies also periodically occur at scale, provoked by a growing, widespread and unavoidable realisation that what once seemed like an obvious solution or way of improving schools has failed to work as hoped. However, though smaller narratives can be discarded, the more enduring beliefs in the power of mass schooling to transform society live on, producing the ever-lasting search for a new policy tool, for the Next Big Thing to improve schools.

			Once in a generation a catastrophic event, such as a war or a pandemic, casts the regularities of the school in a new light as the natural rhythms of events, processes and systems that normally continue without scrutiny are suddenly disrupted. Pale imitations of these regularities can be quickly created, but the difficulties in doing so only add further to the dissonant effect of pausing everything we take for granted. It leads to unveiling of our own ideology, biases and assumptions as we struggle to give meaning to that previously hidden in plain sight. Perhaps it is only when schools close their doors that we can start to make sense of why they exist at all.

			We may not be able to handle too much reality. Day-to-day existence and even simple decision making may not be enhanced by continually contemplating the provisional nature of all that appears concrete, simple and necessary. However, in this book we argue for embracing the messiness of reality more, especially when making strategic decisions intended to shape what happens within our schools. We also argue that it is right that we question our mental maps and not allow them to become too rigid or egocentric. We are naturally drawn to narratives in which we are the hero – where the solution is by coincidence within our power, remit and skillset. By accepting that there are other, equally valid, versions of the story we may avoid the worst excesses of this tendency.

			The transformation of ignorance into unknowledge will make our efforts to understand schooling more productive and our decisions wiser. We may reduce the strain and dissonance experienced when naïve maps clash with the complex reality of the world we inhabit. As we inch forward a little more unknowledgeable than we were before, aware of the gaps in our understanding and cognisant of our uncertainties, so we can seek to avoid acting upon naïve ideas about what schools are and what they can achieve. We will dampen our temptation to misdiagnose the nature of the problems we face. Indeed, we might feel better equipped to tackle some problems.

			If you feel that our assessment of the schooling system is downbeat, we beg to differ. There is nothing to be gained by pretending that schools are simple, fully explainable and entirely within our control. On the contrary, an honest appraisal of our certainty and influence should enhance our appreciation of how precious our time and energy is; how it is not to be wasted on futile, ill-informed gestures at change. If the school system sometimes perplexes us that is because it is perplexing. We should not be cowed by this. Improving schools is hard; why pretend otherwise?

			So, with humility and gallantry, let us confront the intractable problems that are at the heart of education.

			
				
					
Complex advice

					By acknowledging our unknowledge and the complexity of the education system, there is a risk we feel powerless and confused. However, by embracing the messy and imperfect reality of schools, we may find new ways to make sense of some of the peculiar, frustrating and perplexing things we experience. 

					To navigate our way through uncertainty and ignorance, we suggest the following:

					
							Be clear about what you do not know and accept what you will never fully know.

							Accept that what is known is mostly in the minds of others, so work hard to harness their wisdom.

							See yourself as part of a complex, interconnected system. Accept that what happens is largely not within your control.

							Observe procedural regularities and consider what purpose they perform. Learn what you can about the history of regularities in your school and why they emerged in the first place. Think carefully before you dismantle them.

					

				

			

			
				
					

					
Reflective questions

					
							To what extent does Daniel Boorstin’s claim that ‘the great menace to progress is not ignorance but the illusion of knowledge’ apply to schools?

							What are the domains of unknowledge for you personally? Is it possible to define these?

							Do you recognise the depiction of schools as part of a complex social system? What are the implications for the work that you do in relation to schools?

							Can you think of a reified procedural regularity that exists for unknown reasons?

							Can you think of a procedural regularity that has been recently disrupted? Was this disruption intentional or accidental? What were the consequences of this?

							Do you recall reaching a realisation that what once seemed like an obvious solution or way of improving schools has failed to work as hoped?

					

				

			

			

			
				
					Note 1: King James Bible (2011). Holy Bible: King James Version (KJV). (Original work published 1611.)

				

				
					Note 2: The Washington Post (1984, 29 January). The 6 o’clock scholar: librarian of Congress Daniel Boorstin and his love affair with books by Carol Krucoff, start page K1, quote page K8, column 2, Washington, D.C.

				

				
					Note 3: There are many models of complex human systems that have relevance to the education system. See, for example: Gell-Mann, M. (1994). Complex adaptive systems. In Cowan, G. & Pines, D. (Eds.) Complexity: Metaphors, Models and Reality (pp. 17–45). New York, NY: Perseus Books. Mitleton-Kelly, E. & Davy, L.K. (2013). The concept of ‘co-evolution’ and its application in the social sciences: a review of the literature. In Mitleton-Kelly, E. (Ed.) Co-evolution of Intelligent Socio-technical Systems: Modelling and Applications in Large Scale Emergency and Transport Domains. Berlin, Germany: Springer; Weick, K.E. (1976). Educational organizations as loosely coupled systems. Administrative Science Quarterly, 21(1), 1–19.

				

				
					Note 4: We closely follow the description of complexity in educational institutions described by: Ghaffarzadegan, N., Larson, R. & Hawley, J. (2017). Education as a complex system. Systems Research and Behavioral Science, 34(3), 211–215. DOI: 10.1002/sres.2405

				

				
					Note 5: Holland, J.H. (2014). Complexity: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.

				

				
					Note 6: Stacey, R. (1996). Complexity and Creativity in Organisations. San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koeller.

				

				
					Note 7: Cook, R.I. (2000). How complex systems fail [Blog post]. https://how.complexsystems.fail/

				

				
					Note 8: Eoyand, G.H. & Holladay, R.J. (2013). Adaptive Action: Leveraging Uncertainty in Your Organization. Redwood City, CA: Stanford University Press (p. 18).
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