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‘You can please some of the people all of the time, you can please all of the people some of the time, but you can’t please all of the people all of the time.’


JOHN LYDGATE
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INTRODUCTION:


THINGS CHANGE





Over time, some things change and other things do not. Prior to the pandemic, some people said that school improvement could be done at a fast pace, almost like a race. Perhaps in some cases this was so, but this type of thinking came about in the early to mid-2000s. It was built on the premise of ‘Super Heads’ who could lead from the front and transform a school’s fortunes in 12 to 18 months. The idea was that this approach was based upon the personality, dynamism and charisma of one key person: namely the ‘Super Head’. In reality, this was a flawed model because the changes brought about were not deeply embedded; they were superficial and often fell apart once the Super Head moved on to pastures new. Whilst a school can perhaps be transformed in a relatively short period of time, it takes time to truly embed school improvement. Leadership, in my humble view, is anything but a race.


The Gabarro model of leadership (and therefore school change) is based around the following time frames:


Stage 1: This relates to the first six months in post and is the time a new leader sets out their stall. They lay out their vision, what they will bring to the table and what they expect from everyone.


Stage 2: This occurs in the second half of the first full year in post, where a leader immerses themselves in the school. They are known to all key stakeholders and people are clear who that leader is and what they are about.


Stage 3: This nine-month window is where a leader reshapes things. They may be addressing the model of behaviour or the curriculum, or indeed both. They may be redesigning and redrafting other core areas of the school.


Stage 4: This is a period of consolidation, where ideally school improvement and school change slow down and staff are given a chance to embed all of the key changes to date in their day-to-day practice.


Stage 5: This takes the new leader into the final phase of their first three years in post. During this phase the leader will reflect on the changes made to date, seeking feedback from key stakeholders and refining approaches accordingly.


Stage 6: Following the first three years in post, a leader may well seek to change or reset the pathway of improvement that is in place and recalibrate the culture. However, this can be quite a dangerous phase of school improvement and often stakeholders may be less receptive to new changes.


The overall model proposed by Gabarro looks as follows:
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The reality is that school improvement never really transitions smoothly and seamlessly from step A to step B to step C. It can often be messy, challenging and difficult. Invariably there are external factors that can get in the way of the best laid plans. Even the most carefully laid out strategy needs to be underpinned by pragmatism. With the onset of a pandemic, which very few could have foreseen, many school improvement journeys have been derailed and have needed recalibration.


Michael Keaton, playing the iconic superhero Batman, once famously said, ‘Things change.’ Over the course of the last few years, leadership and school improvement have changed massively. For those who have never sat in the chair, it is hard to comprehend what the role actually entails. Even as a vice principal, I would argue that my understanding of the role was modest at best. During the autumn of 2019 I felt I was in my groove, that I fully understood the role and that I was really hitting my stride. Then, come March 2020, well – things changed.


Those who have studied history and the works of Arthur Marwick will know that war, total war, brings about huge psychological, economic and social change. Simultaneously, institutions are tested. The pandemic essentially replicated the same feel and mindset as a total war. It has involved all, it has changed hearts and minds, it has altered how we view the world and it has brought about huge change. It has also tested many of us without mercy.


Leadership and headship are incredible jobs. I love education. I love teaching. I have the same fire in my belly now as I did when I first became a principal. However, for many leaders and heads, the pandemic caused burnout. Exhaustion, resentment and at worst anger were evident amongst some heads. School leaders were entrusted to serve as a focal point for their communities during the height of the pandemic, free from the pressures of the accountability framework of Ofsted and league tables. They were expected to change – with no notice and with no real training – not just how schools operated and functioned, but education as a whole. Then, with almost no notice again, school leaders have had to revert back to a ‘business as usual, accountability is back, nothing to see here’ approach. In reality, nothing is now ‘normal’ compared to how we knew it back in 2019. My observation, rather than opinion, is that the recent anti-Ofsted response is evidence of a profession oozing with a passion and desire for positive and healthy accountability.


However we seek to strip it, heads and leaders are more accountable than ever, yet face extenuating external factors that are actually beyond their control and sphere of influence.


First and foremost, recruitment has changed. One only has to look at the ITT entry figures to see that a huge recruitment issue is not just brewing – it’s already here. The reality is that people are seeking either better paid jobs, flexible working or the ability to work from home. Some will argue that it is for school leaders to sell the profession to the public, but there comes a tipping point where infectious enthusiasm becomes delusional and out of touch. Even an increased starting salary of £30,000 per year will not resolve the crisis we face. With league tables back in full flow, the scrutiny of exam results will increase once more. Yes, that is part of the job, but that pressure intensifies if you have a maths department of non-specialists, you haven’t got one qualified physics teacher and you have kept your head in the sand over the EBacc because you can’t find a linguist for all the tea in China. This becomes a leadership team’s problem, for which they are accountable. And whilst the new chain of supply into the profession is beginning to dry up, we see experienced and seasoned teachers and leaders leaving the profession too. Who will replace them? Who will fill the experience vacuum that they will leave behind? What impact will this have on school improvement trajectories?


The pandemic has fundamentally changed how people see work: how they view their work–life balance, their sense of what they are worth financially and how much work they are prepared to do. Historically, during times of economic crisis, teaching has seen an increase in the number of people joining the profession. But things have changed, and irrespective of the current economic uncertainty, people are not gravitating towards education. How I wish it would change, and change fast, for the better.


The pressures on school communities have also increased. Behavioural drift has become a significant issue in many schools, with pupils becoming more challenging, refusing to adhere to rules, sanctions or support. The profession has seen varying crazes inspired by social media. Most notably, we have seen students staging demonstrations, vaping in toilets and taking pictures/films of staff and posting them online. This is to name but a few of the issues that are now prevalent. The situation is compounded by local media outlets jumping to shame schools when a singular parent writes to them to complain about the ‘overly stringent’ rules school X promotes. School leaders have also seen groups of parents turn to protests, with some high-profile cases of such ‘pressure groups’ appearing in the national press. This adds yet another layer of pressure to leaders, who are forever anxious about where the boundary of the parent–school social contract lies, and there is a constant fear of ‘will this trigger an Ofsted inspection?’ The unintended consequence of parents barraging schools and challenging their rules and policies is twofold: one, behaviour will worsen as children will feel legitimised to behave badly as their parents do not like the rules; and two, recruitment will worsen as people will look at teaching as a job that carries little societal respect.


Attendance, safeguarding and mental health present a trio of challenges that I have never seen, to this magnitude, in my career. National attendance data is beyond alarming. Whilst attendance figures may mirror those of the early 2000s, I truly believe it will take even longer now than it did back then to remedy this situation. This presents a huge challenge for heads. How do you support children to catch up on their learning when they are not at school and refusing to engage?


I am yet to speak to a school leader who is not equally alarmed by the growing number of mental health issues that we now see in schools, which directly link to and/or stem from safeguarding issues. Regardless of how anyone wants to strip it, there simply isn’t sufficient funding in place for schools to address all the issues that they face, yet leaders continue to feel hugely accountable. The lack of external services, support and alternate provision compounds this further. So, what is the solution? Surely sufficient funding to remedy the crisis schools are facing or a full recalibration of what role schools and education actually play is needed. At present, schools are the focal point for the communities that they serve. There are also many factors outside of school that impact what happens within them, including the economic crisis, forcing parents to choose between heating and food. Families struggle to ensure children are adequately clothed and economically supported so that they can come to school worry free. Again, schools have assumed a role here too.


Then there is the small matter of catch-up. Sir Kevan Collins was clear that education needed billions of pounds invested into it if schools were going to adequately support children to catch up on lost learning. The amount invested thus far is a fraction of the amount that he specified was needed. Children have arguably fallen behind (granted, not all children) academically, socially and developmentally. But the notion of longer school days, external tutors, shortening holidays, etc., adds another layer of pressure on the laps of leaders. The one key element forgotten in the catch-up narrative is children and how they learn. They are not Johnny 5 from Short Circuit, a robot capable of inputting information at high speed. They are children who get tired, who can only absorb, learn and retain so much. I do think the pandemic presented us with a number of opportunities to creatively rethink elements of education, which are now lost.


Moving forwards, school leaders are faced with huge uncertainty. Leaders are almost in no man’s land at present and are basing decision making on best bets, speculation and doubt. The overall challenges facing schools could be represented as follows:
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The latest NEU findings highlight that supporting staff wellbeing and mental health, dealing with safeguarding and supporting pupil welfare are significant issues that face leaders. They also state that 80% of leaders think their workload is unacceptable and 83% of leaders cannot find the time to be strategic. NEU findings also state that leaders work long hours every week – longer than pre-pandemic levels. There is also a clear difference between primary leaders, who are having to focus on budget management more and more, and secondary leaders, who are saddled with recruitment and retention issues coupled with poor pupil behaviour and attendance. The overall picture could be deemed bleak.


However, there are three things that remain true. Firstly, since schools have fully returned following the pandemic, the goalpost has shifted. Secondly, we can derive huge satisfaction from working with children and our colleagues, and what we do really does make a difference. Finally, it remains that great schools improve the life chances of children. Equally, children do not have the agency to decide upon their education. So, how do we ensure that what we have to offer is the best it can possibly be? This book is going to outline a number of vital areas that underpin school improvement, and cover changes and approaches that can have a positive impact on the lives of children.


Before you immerse yourself in this book, and I really hope that you do, it is worth considering the following questions:




	What is it like to be educated and/or work in your school?



	What impact does your school have on your community?



	What role have you played to ensure that the quality of education in your school is better now than when you first joined?






I hope that this book supports you to engage in deeply rooted, positive and transformational change that is long lasting and sustained within your school community.
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