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PREFACE





I have been fortunate enough to have written many books on education over the past forty years. So why is there a need for one more? For most of that time I have self-consciously striven to locate my professional practice in the middle of that triangle bounded by the vertices of practice, research and policy. In recent years, as part of that commitment, I have written a range of practical manuals for middle tier professionals, school leaders, improvement teams and teachers. On reflection, I feel that these manuals have been too ‘free floating’ and that there is a need for a book that provides a rationale, conceptual framework and scaffolding for their use.


In choosing a title for the book, I owe a debt of gratitude to my friend and colleague Sir Michael Barber (2009), who once memorably pointed out that, ‘ … one can mandate the move from poor to adequate and fair to good, but that as one progresses, one needs to unleash greatness’. I can think of no more apposite title for this book.


The purpose of this book therefore is to outline a school improvement strategy that assists in Unleashing Greatness. As such it inevitably builds on our proven school improvement programmes and manuals: Improving the Quality of Education for All (IQEA) and Curiosity and Powerful Learning (C&PL).1 In particular, the practical manuals developed as part of the C&PL programme are referred to frequently in what follows as they provide strategies and tools for delivering and embedding improvement at the school level. They should be regarded as essential companions to this current volume.


The book also draws on the evidence base and reviews of practice described and analysed in my school improvement trilogy: School Improvement for Real (2001), Every School a Great School (2007), and Exploding the Myths of School Reform (2013).




	In School Improvement for Real (2001), I attempted to summarise the knowledge base on school improvement as it then existed some twenty-five years ago.



	In Every School a Great School (2007), I explored how previously, as a senior civil servant and chief adviser to the secretary of state on school standards in a reforming government and working with ministers such as Estelle Morris and David Miliband, we not only raised standards but also introduced personalised learning and its implications into the system.



	In Exploding the Myths of School Reform (2013), I used the artifice of the ‘myth’ to illustrate principles for school and system improvement using the evidence from the emerging knowledge base on global system change.






In writing this book I inevitably draw on much of that material, but in a way that is intended to reformulate and add value. This, I believe, is a justifiable and mature way of conducting action research and contributing to practical improvement. In the introduction to Exploding the Myths, I mentioned David Hockney’s Bigger Picture exhibition that we visited during the writing of that book and reflected on his technique of ‘layering’. Martin Gayford (2011), in his book A Bigger Message: Conversations with David Hockney, described the approach like this:


… I began to grasp the point of Hockney’s insistence on that word ‘layers’. A painter is not simply adding more and more paint to a canvas or piece of paper; fresh thoughts and observations are going on, each adjusting the one that came before. The process of writing – reflecting on the subject, editing and adding to what we have written before – is essentially similar. Much human experience, when one comes to think about it, is a matter of layering. We understand the present by comparing it with the past – layer on layer – then we think about it afterwards, adding more and more layers. As we do, our angle of vision changes.


As it so happens, in the preparation of this book we visited Hockney’s audacious and stupendous Bigger and Closer exhibition at the Lightroom, Kings Cross. In the exhibition guide (Lightroom 2023). Hockney says:


I like looking at things and there’s a lot of ways to look at things. … With photography, you’re not really looking. But when you are drawing one blade of grass, you’re looking and then you see the other blades of grass and you’re always seeing more. … I’ve painted for 60 years now. I’m still painting. And I’m still enjoying it enormously. Yes.


Without wishing to strain the analogy too much, one can equate photography with top-down instrumental change: in Michael Barber’s words mandating the move from poor to adequate and fair to good. Painting is more akin to the fine-grained contextual analysis and planning one engages in as part of authentic school improvement; it is about Unleashing Greatness.


Let me give an example of what I mean from a primary school who belongs to the University of Bolton Laboratory School network where I recently led an instructional round.


Early in the round I went into a Year 5 classroom – it was quiet, there was no sound, all the students were working individually completing some form of test. As I looked over one student’s shoulder, let us call him Louis, I saw that he was fully engaged in circling modal verbs, underlining relative clauses, identifying relative pronouns and so on. We smiled, I introduced myself and asked him how he was doing. ‘Fine’, he said and returned to his task.


Later in the round, I entered a different classroom, but surprisingly it contained the same group of students that I had observed earlier. Louis recognised me and called me over to join the group that he was working with. He explained to me the task that they were engaged in and demonstrated how everyone on the table was contributing to solving the problem. As I was about to move on and join another group Louis stopped me. I guess by then he knew that I was interested in how students learned and he said: ‘Do you know what is so good about being in Year 5?’


I intimated that I did not, so he told me: ‘Well in Year 4 when I had a problem and asked the teacher, she told me the answer. But in Year 5 when I have a problem and ask the teacher, she explains how I can solve the problem myself. That is great and I learn much more that way.’


Having explained the secrets of the universe to me, Louis smiled and happily returned to his group. For me in cameo that is the difference between mandating the move from adequate to good and Unleashing Greatness.


My intent is to use this preface to explain the genesis and rationale for the book, particularly the way in which it draws on previous work and the values underpinning the Unleashing Greatness framework. So, before I launch into the main narrative, I would like to share with the reader a couple of quotations from Jerome Bruner and Lawrence Stenhouse that I have found inspirational, sustaining and keep ringing in my ears as I write. They have also helped me define my approach to Unleashing Greatness, personalisation and the achievement of both equity and excellence.


First, Jerome Bruner (1966:21), the distinguished American psychologist. This is a quotation from Towards a Theory of Instruction, which I read early in my teaching career:


I suspect that much of growth starts out by our turning around on our own traces and recoding in new forms, with the aid of adult tutors, what we have been doing or seeing, then going on to new modes of organisation with the new products that have been formed by these recodings. We say, ‘I see what I’m doing now.’ ‘So that’s what the thing is.’ The new models are formed in increasingly powerful representational systems. It is this that leads me to think that the heart of the educational process consists of providing aids and dialogues for translating experience into more powerful systems of notation and ordering. And it is for this reason that I think a theory of development must be linked both to a theory of knowledge and to a theory of instruction, or be doomed to triviality.


Bruner would argue that we should introduce pupils to the process of knowledge. In his own words, ‘Knowledge is a process not a product’. He further argues that ‘any body of knowledge can be presented in a form simple enough so that any particular learner can understand it in a recognisable form’. The implication of this is that the skills of disciplinary enquiry can and should be introduced in the primary school. These ideas and processes are then refined and become more sophisticated as one goes through the school, hence his notion of the spiral curriculum.


I owe a great deal to Lawrence Stenhouse both his work and him personally. He led the teacher research movement and reconceptualisation of curriculum development in the UK in the 1970s and beyond. As a young teacher his seminal book An Introduction to Curriculum Research and Development (Stenhouse 1975) influenced me enormously and helped shape my thinking both at that time and in the long term. My doctoral students tell me that it is still as fresh and relevant today as it was almost fifty years ago. We became professional friends as I continued to learn from him. Following his premature death, Jean Rudduck, his personal and professional partner and I collected together and edited his papers to form a book length argument on the theme that he is best known for – Research as a Basis for Teaching (Rudduck and Hopkins 1985).


Stenhouse fervently believed that ‘only teachers can create good teaching’, and thus it is imperative that they occupy a central role in developing the instructional core and that they develop with it. In concluding the preface, consider this quotation from Research as a Basis for Teaching (Rudduck and Hopkins 1985:68–9):


No curriculum development without teacher development’, reads one of the poker-work mottoes we hung on our wall during the Humanities Project and haven’t taken down. But that does not mean, as it often seems to be interpreted to mean, that we must train teachers in order to produce a world fit for curricula to live in. It means that by virtue of their meaningfulness, curricula are not simply instructional means to improve teaching but are expressions of ideas to improve teachers. Of course, they have a day-to-day instructional utility: cathedrals must keep the rain out. But the students benefit from curricula not so much because they change day-to-day instruction as because they improve teachers.


We must be dedicated to the improvement of schooling. The improvement of schooling is bound to be experimental: it cannot be dogmatic. The experiment depends on the exercise of the art of teaching and improves that art. The substantive content of the arts of teaching and learning is curriculum.


So, it is with Unleashing Greatness. We turn to a fuller discussion of these themes in the chapters that follow.


David Hopkins


Hope Valley, Peak District and Argentière, Mont Blanc, October 2023


 


1    For further details see:
Hopkins, D. (2002) Improving the Quality of Education for All (Second Edition). London: Fulton.
Hopkins, D. and Craig, W. (2015/18a) The System and Powerful Learning. Melbourne: McREL International [Kindle Edition 2018 available from Amazon and www.profdavidhopkins.com].























INTRODUCTION





There is a paradox at the heart of contemporary system change in education. On the one hand, there is the unequivocal conclusion from the accumulation of PISA evidence that both excellence and equity are possible at the school and system level (Schleicher 2018). Yet on the other hand there are overwhelming examples from most educational jurisdictions expressing concern over poor standards. As a recent World Bank report (2018) succinctly put it, ‘While countries have significantly increased access to education, being in school isn’t the same thing as learning’. Why is it that, despite the phenomenal increase in our knowledge about what works in schooling in recent years, standards lag behind expectations and school level performance is far too unpredictable? As Ernest Becker (1985:xix) put it in a slightly different context: ‘… either we get some kind of grip on the accumulation of thought or we continue to wallow helplessly, to starve amidst plenty’.


Put another way, there is no doubt that the world’s education systems have made significant progress over recent decades. It is also indubitably true that we have generated substantial practical knowledge over the past twenty years or so about how to improve both schools and education systems. Yet debates still rage at the policy, practitioner and academic levels over which policy levers and strategies actually make the difference. Sadly, the most significant consequence of this ‘debate’ has been to slow the progress of student achievement at the system level.


This has been the case for some time and even three years ago it presented a daunting challenge for those committed to educational improvement, but the situation is considerably more serious now. The advent of the coronavirus pandemic has almost instantaneously changed life for just about everyone globally. In most countries of the world, economic discipline was abandoned, businesses closed, staff furloughed, or asked to work from home, and so on. So, for example, the government in England, through lockdown, imposed restrictions on how long citizens can leave their home, if at all. In terms of education, in March 2020, the secretary of state closed all schools and colleges until further notice. Similarly, universities made decisions that have led to the closure of their campuses. Although at the time of writing, this situation has thankfully resolved itself somewhat, the challenge remains dramatically the same.


The question for educational leaders is how to respond to such a cataclysmic event in a morally purposeful, authentic and principled way. Here, I stand full square with McKinsey (2020) when they argue that ‘issues regarding equity – that is, ensuring that the needs of the most vulnerable are met – should be front and centre, both during the closure and after students return to school’. Further, McKinsey set out five steps – resolve, resilience, return, re-imagine, and reform – to move through and beyond the coronavirus pandemic. The last two of these steps provide a focus for much that follows in this book:




	Re-imagine: leaders think about what the ‘next normal’ could be like, and how education systems could re-invent themselves.



	Reform: educators reconsider education priorities in light of lessons learned.






It is now crystal clear that conventional strategies are unable to meet the post-coronavirus challenge and that it is foolish in the extreme to even contemplate their use. Ironically, the coronavirus hiatus allows us to create an educational future that delivers on the moral purpose most teachers and leaders have for their students. Pasi Sahlberg (2022) graphically expressed the challenge in figure 1.
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Figure 1 The coronavirus disruption (from Pasi Sahlberg)





The disruption, of course, is the coronavirus pandemic. That is the given, but the question is how do we respond? Unfortunately, as I survey the world’s education systems they seem to be responding by either downsizing and reducing budgets (scenario 1), or by trying to maintain the status quo (scenario 3). I am with Pasi Sahlberg, we should be courageous by using this unprecedented event to make a paradigm change that embraces diversity and achieves equity through excellence (scenario 2).


Michael Fullan (2021) makes a similar argument in ‘The Right Drivers For Whole System Success’. To summarise, Fullan proposes:




	Above all, we recommend avoiding a ‘loss of learning’ mindset that would take us back to traditional learning – to a system that we know was not working for the vast majority of students.



	In short, this prolonged ambiguity [the coronavirus pandemic] creates a tangible opportunity to make positive change happen.



	One might conclude that, over the past 40 years, the problem is not an absence of change but rather the presence of too many ad hoc, uncoordinated, ephemeral, piecemeal policies, programmes, and leaders that come and go.



	There is little credibility in the stance that we need not change the system. We have such a chance now – a once-in-a-generation opportunity that we dare not miss or bungle.






Fullan (2021) goes on to argue for a ‘paradigm shift’ drawing on Thomas Kuhn’s (1962) seminal work, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. I too will use Kuhn’s insight in what follows but in a slightly different way. We know all too well from our daily work that the ubiquitous ‘top-down’ and ‘outside–in’ approaches to educational change produce structures, policy options, and ways of working that are instrumental and regress performance to the mean. They generate bureaucratic forms of organisation that although efficient and probably necessary, certainly in the early phases of the evolution of a system, also have a dark side. Max Weber (see Hopkins 2013, pg. 279), whose classic studies on bureaucracy are still insightful, warns that they pose a threat to individual freedoms and that ongoing bureaucratisation leads to a ‘polar night of icy darkness’ in which increasing rationalisation of human life traps individuals in the ‘iron cage’ of bureaucratic, rule-based, rational control. So dominant have been bureaucratic forms of administration in our public services – and notably in education – that they now appear to be the norm and consequently, they place a ceiling on the move of a system from good to great. As we move forward, we need to eschew these practices.


There are two insights in the polemic of the previous paragraph that are critical to the mission of this book. The first is the ubiquity of top-down change and consequently in many situations, the utilisation of the wrong policy levers for schooling; the second is that a school or educational system inevitably passes through a series of qualitatively different yet predictable phases on their journeys towards excellence. So important are these ideas to the development of the argument that follows that it is important initially to briefly define them particularly as they are interrelated and at times reinforcing. They are, however, described more fully in the chapter that follows.


The first theme is the ubiquity of top-down change. To change it, it is first necessary to understand why it is so prevalent. I draw on the seminal work of Jurgen Habermas (1972), particularly Knowledge and Human Interests to explain why we are where we currently are. For Habermas, knowledge is the outcome of human activity that is motivated by natural needs and interests. These interests guide and shape the way knowledge is constituted in different human activities. He describes the three ways or paradigms in which humans know and construe the world. These, he terms, ‘technical’, ‘practical’ and ‘critical’. The technical orientation relates to positivism; the practical orientation to the interpretative or subjective paradigm; and the critical to emancipation and transformation.


It is the technical or top-down paradigm that is dominant. The type of human interest that it represents is prediction and control; the kind of knowledge that it values is instrumental, i.e., causal explanation and empirical knowing. Inevitably then the school improvement focus is short term and utilises bureaucratic policy options and narrow outcome measures. It is because of the dominance or even hegemony of the technical paradigm that we are where we are. This book argues that if we are to fulfil the aspirations of school improvement then we need to embrace other paradigms and human interests. Inevitably this has social as well as political implications.


The second theme is that if a school or educational system is to improve, then, as it progresses, it will inevitably pass through a fairly predictable series of phases. As we will see in the following chapters, this observation is now well-established and evidenced. The key point, however, is that different strategies are required to move from one phase to another. It is now clear that in the initial phase of improvement moving, from say poor to fair performance, then top-down or prescriptive change is often the most effective strategy. Yet because it is appropriate at one phase of development, it does not necessarily mean that it is equally effective across all other phases. Indeed, as intimated, the opposite is almost always the case. This is the reason why in systems that continue to use top-down strategies, either because of ignorance or a predilection for control, performance inevitably stagnates. This is why we place so much emphasis in our work on differentiated strategies for school improvement.


Unleashing Greatness proposes a simple and practical approach to school improvement designed for schools that are currently overwhelmed by a myriad of often incompatible demands from governments, community, and professional associations. Many schools find themselves besieged and bogged down by competing policy initiatives and external accountabilities yet wish to chart their own distinctive way that serves to enhance the learning journeys of all their students.


The eight steps link together (as seen in figure 1.2) and the key evidence behind each of them is:




	Clarify moral purpose – Ensure that the achievement and learning of students expressed as moral purpose is at the centre of everything that the school and teachers do.



	Focus on classroom practice and the instructional core – The quality of a school or system cannot exceed the quality of its teachers: it is axiomatic, therefore, that the focus of school improvement is on the practice of teaching.



	Decide on the non-negotiables – These are the key improvement objectives that the school focuses on unrelentingly in the short/medium term that are underpinned by a ‘development’ (as compared with a ‘maintenance’) structure that ensures that adequate resources are made available for improvement work.



	Articulate the narrative – Moral purpose may be at the heart of successful school and system improvement, but we will not realise this purpose without powerful and increasingly specified strategies and protocols embraced in a narrative that both energises and provides direction for our colleagues, students and communities.



	Utilise instructional rounds & theories of action – These are the key strategies for diagnosing and articulating effective teaching practice through non-judgmental observation and the development of protocols to ensure consistency and precision.



	Embrace peer coaching and triads – Provide the infrastructure for professional development in the school and the means for putting the theories of action into practice.



	Practice instructional leadership – The leadership strategy most closely associated with increased levels of student achievement through the employment of four key behaviours: setting vision; managing teaching and learning; developing people and organisation re-design.



	Exploit networking – The most effective schools network with each other in order to learn from their best, collaborate purposefully, and share outstanding practices.
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Figure 2 The Unleashing Greatness Framework





Unleashing Greatness provides a guide to action for implementing the eight steps described. The book is divided into three sections:


Part one contains two chapters that first reviews the global evidence on school reform and then, secondly, outlines the eight steps for unleashing greatness.


Part two describes in four chapters the essential ingredients of a school-level infrastructure for delivering both excellence and equity in terms of student performance. Each chapter provides evidence-based strategies, examples of practice, frameworks for action and advice on future-proofing. The focus is initially on pedagogy, both teaching effects and models of teaching, followed by accessible guidance on personalised learning. These chapters contain the essence of professional practice and are subsequently supported by advice on the necessary infrastructure for implementation – staff development and peer coaching.


Part three broadens the landscape with two further chapters on leadership and systemic reform that contain the potential to lead to large-scale system reform impact. These chapters are similarly practical and action-oriented and are of relevance for school networks and multi-academy trusts.


Each chapter, apart from the first that sets the scene, reflects a particular step in the Unleashing Greatness process. In turn, each chapter, following an overview introduction, focuses on four specific aspects of that phase in the strategy. So, the book can be read cover to cover to get a sense of the overarching narrative, or more pragmatically to gain advice and direction on a specific aspect of the process. Each chapter concludes with a coda that posits diagnostic questions for that particular phase of the school improvement journey and provides a couple of case studies of the process in action.


In concluding the introduction to this book, let me be a little more personal and reflective in attempting to summarise the values and aspirations that inform the approach described on the following pages. In the late 1980s, when we were developing the Improving the Quality of Education for All (IQEA) school improvement programme (Hopkins 2002), we used the metaphor of the ‘journey’ to describe our overall approach. During an early workshop, the head of a large catholic school in the North of England commented that he liked the metaphor but counselled us ‘to journey as pilgrims rather than nomads’. By this, he meant that our school improvement journey should be driven by a moral purpose, rather than travelling around in circles following this or that latest educational fad.


Some of you will know that I have been most fortunate to have had a second career as an international mountain guide. Consequently, I value and see much virtue in mountaineering images and traditions. I have recently enjoyed reading Alex Buisse’s (2022) beautiful and profusely illustrated book, Mont Blanc Lines. In the introduction he states that the book ‘is at the crossroads between guidebook and landscape photography’. This is most certainly the case as the book is too large and precious to be put into a rucksack! He continues:


To a mountaineer or skier, drawing lines is a way of combining their personal vision with the natural form of the mountain, of forever leaving their mark on a summit without touching it other than with a crampon or ski edge, erased by the next storm. The most aesthetic of these lines follow a logical path and immediately become all too obvious. … Together, all these lines sketch the contours of each mountain, almost allowing them to be recomposed on a blank page.


Without wishing to strain the analogy, I see some connection between Buisse’s concept of a line on a mountain and this attempt to describe the journey of school improvement. This is not a dictum or advice to be followed slavishly, rather it provides tools and strategies that teachers and leaders can utilise and enhance their capacity and abilities as change agents in their own settings.


It is that thought that distinguishes the approach taken in this book from the more formulaic approaches to school improvement determined by instrumental ends and bureaucratic means. This is the argument that will be developed at length in the chapters that follow and that has already been presaged in this introduction. It is the ‘good society’ that critical theory, emancipation and the principles of authentic school improvement eventually and ineluctably lead us towards. It is this that informs Unleashing Greatness and the journey of school improvement.


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


I hope this book will distinctively present new ideas and ever-widening concepts on school reform, rooted in the current evidence base, and informed by the benefit of reflection and analysis of the lived experience of those actively involved in school improvement efforts. It is written for all those involved in school development and leadership roles and those in the wider community who are interested in finding ways to meet the current challenges of school and system reform. It has four principal audiences in mind:




	Education professionals such as teachers, principals, network leaders and regional directors who are looking for an action framework to guide their work. The book contains a strategic framework for in-school and system reform based on an interpretation of the best research and thinking, but framed in a way that leads directly to intelligent and informed action. This knowledge will be equally helpful for both school improvement teams working directly within schools and system leaders who work both within and between schools in order to build local capacity.



	Students and researchers, particularly masters and professional doctorate candidates, who require a comprehensive review of current research and thinking about school improvement and practical examples of educational reform within an action-oriented framework.



	Policy-makers who are seeking a sustained argument for an approach to policy-making based on improved attainment and learning for all students, irrespective of their socioeconomic backgrounds. This embraces values such as social equity and a commitment to creating the conditions whereby all students can reach their potential; strategies that enhance the quality of teaching and leadership; and an approach that integrates all levels within the system. My recent productive collaboration with FED [Foundation for Education Development] and the important work that they are doing in re-imagining the future education policy agenda suggests that these ideas can profitably contribute to their and others policy proposals.



	Parents and members of the wider community may also find the book useful. Particularly those who are interested in the key features of an effective school and who wish to understand it better, either to support their own children, or to support the education system more generally.






As seen in the introduction, the book is essentially structured around the eight key steps of the Unleashing Greatness framework with the first and last chapters taking a broader systemic focus. Each chapter contains summaries of the relevant knowledge base and outlines strategies for practical action related to each step in the framework. Every chapter concludes with a discussion of the key questions related to each phase in the framework together with brief case studies of how primary, secondary and special schools have responded to the challenge of moving through the process.




SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT MATERIALS AND TOOLS


This book is intended to be conceptual, strategic and practical – all at the same time! Besides giving an overview of the field of school improvement and educational reform, it also provides a strategy, as well as guidance as to what to do. Although the conceptual frameworks and strategies are described in the pages that follow, the bulk of the detail of the actual practical advice and tools are to be found in the three Curiosity and Powerful Learning manuals:




	The System and Powerful Learning



	Curiosity and Powerful Learning



	Leadership for Powerful Learning






These manuals are available from Amazon and my website – www.profdavidhopkins.com. In addition, the specific materials and tools referred to in each of the chapter can be downloaded gratis from my website.


Chapter two




	The three Curiosity and Powerful Learning Manuals



	Unleashing Greatness original article



	Unleashing Greatness questions






Chapter three




	School improvement pathway






Chapter four




	Fertile questions



	Being a learner framework






Chapters five and six




	Curiosity and Powerful Learning Manual – see the 10 protocols



	
Models of Practice Vol 1:


▫ 1. Cooperative Group Work Model – see the Peer Coaching Guides


▫ 2. Synectics Model – see the Peer Coaching Guides




	
Models of Practice Vol 2:


▫ 3. Whole Class Teaching Model – see the Peer Coaching Guides


▫ 4. Concept Attainment Model – see the Peer Coaching Guides




	
Models of Practice Vol 3:


▫ 5. Inductive Teaching Model – see the Peer Coaching Guides


▫ 6. Mnemonics Model – see the Peer Coaching Guides







Chapter seven




	Leadership for Powerful Learning Manual





























PART 1:


THE SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT IMPERATIVE

























CHAPTER 1:


WHY SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT?







A PERSONAL INTRODUCTION


In the summer of 1979, I read a book that changed my professional life. It seems inconceivable now that, until that point in time, the conventional wisdom was that schools per se had little effect on the progress of students. Rather the belief was that that academic achievement was related to race, class, gender or genetics. This fallacy was laid bare in Fifteen Thousand Hours by Michael Rutter and his colleagues (1979). Their book was one of the first major studies to demonstrate unequivocally that schools do make a difference; the school a child goes to and the classroom they join has a significant positive impact on their academic progress and subsequent life chances. Rutter and his colleagues compared the ‘effectiveness’ of ten secondary schools in south London on a range of student outcome measures and found that despite similarities in intake and socio-economic context, some schools performed better and were more effective than others. The identification of the factors associated with the effective school soon led to my involvement in the nascent school improvement movement where we used this research to begin to develop strategies and policies for making the school and later school systems more effective. The rest, as they say, is history.


School improvement as a field of action and research has now come of age. In their recent review of sixty years of research on educational administration, Hallinger and Kovačević (2019) identify school improvement as one of the key areas of research and development to have emerged during that period. They maintain that the field is not only well specified but also contributes to enhanced practice. This chapter traces my own over forty-year involvement in the evolution of school improvement and so provides a personal perspective on the development of the field. The narrative:




	begins with outlining a brief history of educational change, then the emerging focus on equity and excellence and a review of the evolution of school improvement as a series of phases.



	considers some of the most relevant critiques of policy and practice before summarising the current knowledge base as a series of ‘myths’ with associated theories of action for implementation.



	distinguishes between prescription and professionalism in school reform and introduces the concept of differential school (and system) improvement.



	Finally, in the coda, we return to a further consideration of Habermas’s tri-paradigmatic framework and argues for critical theory as being the most suitable paradigm for authentic school improvement.











A BRIEF HISTORY OF EDUCATIONAL CHANGE AND SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT


It is surprising to realise, as Fullan (2015) has pointed out, how short the history of serious investigation into the change process in schools actually is. It is also quite remarkable to appreciate that this recent history stems from a specific event on a particular day. This was the launch of Sputnik on the 4th October 1957. The launch of Sputnik created a crisis of confidence in the USA; the nation was chagrined to find that the Russians had beaten them in this first major round of the space race. As a response, the decision was taken to invest heavily in education to increase the knowledge, problem-solving ability, and productivity of the next generation of Americans, to ensure that this would never ever happen again.


This led to the first phase of educational change that dates from the early-1960s, which had an emphasis on the adoption of curriculum materials. During this phase, educational change strategies were conceived of within a top-down or ‘centre-periphery’ model. The curriculum reform movement was intended to have major impact on student achievement through the production and dissemination of exemplary curriculum materials. The belief being that if the materials were of sufficiently high quality, they would disseminate and be adopted almost automatically. This was a flawed assumption and although the materials were often excellent, in the main they failed to have an impact. Teachers proved resilient to the adoption of these materials and educational archaeologists are still finding the partly rifled packages of original materials where teachers had taken relevant worksheets and activities and incorporated them into their existing lesson plans! This meant that the metacognitive and epistemological content and quality of the curricula were completely squandered. Although this analysis applies more to North America than to the UK or Australia, the materials emanating from the Schools Council in England in the late 1960s (see Stenhouse 1980 for a comprehensive account of these projects) cannot escape censure. The failure of the curriculum reform movement to impact on student learning was predicated on the fact that curriculum do not disseminate just by themselves and that there needs to be a strong connection between teaching style and curriculum development.


As a consequence of this failure, there was a subsequent emphasis, covering most of the 1970s, on understanding the process of implementation. A more adaptive style of educational change strategies was assumed during this period, as it became increasingly apparent that top-down models of change do not work by themselves. It was now acknowledged that implementation does not occur spontaneously as a result of legislative fiat, and that teachers require in-service training to acquire new knowledge and skills. It became clear that implementation is an extremely complex and lengthy process that requires a sensitive combination of strategic planning, individual learning and commitment to succeed. The contribution of Michael Fullan during this phase, in particular his New Meaning of Educational Change (2015) was pivotal. The popularisation of concepts such as the ‘implementation dip’, the emphasis on teacher in-service development and the identification of change agent skills, all stem from this period (for more detail see Hopkins 2001).


The next significant event in the history of educational change came in the summer of 1979 with the publication of Fifteen Thousand Hours by Michael Rutter and his colleagues (1979). This research was referred to in the introduction and many regard it as laying the basis for the effective schools movement. The ‘effective schools’ described in Fifteen Thousand Hours, were characterised by factors ‘as varied as the degree of academic emphasis, teacher actions in lessons, the availability of incentives and rewards, good conditions for pupils, and the extent to which children are able to take responsibility’ (Rutter et al 1979:178). It was this constellation of factors that Rutter and his colleagues later referred to as the school’s ‘ethos’. They further claimed (Rutter et al 1979:179) that the:


… cumulative effect of these various social factors was considerably greater than the effect of any of the individual factors on their own. The implication is that the individual actions or measures may combine to create a particular ethos, or set of values, attitudes and behaviours which will become characteristic of the school as a whole.


The identification of the factors associated with the effective school soon led to a complementary emphasis on school improvement – strategies for making the school more effective.


The genesis of the school improvement movement was both accelerated and given definition by the OECD’s International School Improvement Project (ISIP) (Hopkins 1987). ISIP was a major project involving some 150 people in 14 countries. The project work was carried out by cross-national groups that focused on one of six aspects of school improvement: school-based review, leadership, external support, research and evaluation, the role of local authorities, and conceptual mapping of school improvement. In addition to Hopkins’ (1987) comprehensive overview, ISIP also produced a significant range of published outcomes that focused on both practical strategies and policy advice. With the benefit of hindsight, Hopkins and Reynolds (2001:12) later commented that this phase of school improvement tended to be ‘loosely conceptualised and under-theorised. It did not represent a systematic, programmatic and coherent approach to school change’.


Be that as it may, ISIP did put school improvement on the map and influenced a wide range of school improvement interventions that were based on tested practices. Programmes such as Improving Quality of Education for All (Hopkins 2002) and High Reliability Schools (HRS) (Stringfield, Reynolds and Schaffer 2008; 2010) in England, the Improving School Effectiveness Project in Scotland (MacBeath and Mortimore 2001), the Manitoba School Improvement Project in Canada (Earl et al 2003), and the Dutch National School Improvement Project (see van Velzen et al 1985) were all examples of well-researched school improvement programmes that were productive in terms of student achievement. All these interventions took advantage of a key finding from Nunnery (1998), that, in general, schools are more likely to achieve measurable improvements in student performance if they are connected to an external reform-assistance team than if they try to go it alone.


A second-related development was the growth, especially in the United States, of comprehensive models of school reform that could be adopted by individual schools. These include approaches such as the Comer School Development Model (1992), Glickman’s Renewing America’s Schools (1993), Levin’s Accelerated Schools (2005), Sizer’s Coalition of Essential Schools (1989), Bob and Nancy Slavin’s Success For All (Slavin 1996; Slavin et al 1996; Slavin and Madden 2010), and the New American Schools Designs (Stringfield, Ross and Smith 1996).


As this emphasis on school improvement deepened, so did the interest in large-scale system reform intensify. In his chapter in Change Wars, Sir Michael Barber (2009) explains the progression in this way by reminding us that it was the school effectiveness research in the 1980s that gave us increasingly well-defined portraits of the effective school that led in the 1990s to increasing knowledge of school improvement, i.e. how to achieve effectiveness. In the same way, we have in the last decade begun to learn far more about the features of an effective educational system but are now only beginning to understand the dynamics of improvement at system level.


It is PISA that has given us these ‘increasingly well-defined portraits’ of the effective school system. They are described as:


[Pisa is] the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment. Since 2000, PISA has involved more than 90 countries and economies and around 3,000,000 students worldwide. PISA 2021 is the eighth cycle of the programme. Every three years, PISA tests what 15-year-olds can do in reading, mathematics and science. The tests are designed to capture how students master certain skills such as reading strategies, problem solving in mathematics and critical reading in science, skills that are important beyond the classroom. PISA therefore focuses not on knowledge acquisition and retention, but rather on the application of knowledge in applied situations (Oxford University 2021).


Despite some recent critiques, it is important to emphasise the contribution made by PISA to our understanding of the dynamics of educational improvement at scale (Schleicher 2018). In assessing PISA’s contribution, we need to remind ourselves of key three issues.


The first is that as PISA has now been administered on eight occasions (the eighth PISA round was administered in 2021 and at time of writing is still to report) we have significant real-time information as to how national performance changes (or not) over time. As is intimated in figure 1.1, the performance of some countries has remained stable: Finland, for example, has consistently scored very well. The trajectories of others have moved both up and down as they have tried to secure their position on the ‘stairway to heaven’. What explains the dramatic movement of Poland say, from the bottom right-hand segment to the top-left in a little over six years, or the equally dramatic fall of my own country of Wales from the top-left segment to the ignominy of the bottom-right? There are good explanatory reasons for both movements related to the policy choices made by respective national governments. The details need not concern us here, the point is that we are getting to a stage where we can predict cause and effect in system change related to the policy levers that governments, for whatever reasons, choose to select.


The second issue is also illustrated in figure 1.1. Here the OECD compares national performance against two criteria (OECD 2018). The first is ‘excellence’ represented on the vertical axis by mean performance on PISA mathematics and science cores in 2015; the second is ‘equity’ represented by the strength of the relationship between achievement and family background. When the OECD average for both dimensions is inserted, it enables a two-by-two matrix to be constructed. So, in the high excellence/high equity segment is Finland and now Canada, with both Australia and England remaining in the high excellence/low equity segment. The advantage of this analysis is that it gives an indication not only of academic performance, but also of how far aims of social justice and moral purpose have been achieved.




[image: A diagram shows a thick, two-headed arrow arranged in the form of a graphical representation. ‘Quality of achievement’ is written on the vertical axis and ‘Equity of education system’ on the horizontal axis. Four terms—‘High quality, Low equity’, ‘Low quality, Low equity’, Low quality, High equity’, and High quality, High equity’—are written on four points of the diagram. The body of the diagram shows a zigzag line and some flags.]

Figure 1.1 Excellence and equity as defined by PISA (OECD 2018)





The third and crucial issue is that there is no doubt that the knowledge base on educational effectiveness at the school and system level has expanded exponentially over recent decades. However, it is still open to debate whether this research and policy evidence has resulted in consistent increases in student learning and performance. Too many political and policy debates focus on standardised testing as a measure of educational excellence. This is problematic for at least two reasons. First, there is convincing international evidence that too strong a focus on externally determined and narrow academic learning outcomes is associated with deteriorating student performance. Second, there can be no national educational excellence without stronger equity of outcomes – equity and excellence are inseparable. Indeed, equity is the surest path to excellence in education (Sahlberg 2020). This is a continuing theme of this chapter and the book itself.




THE FIVE PHASES OF SCHOOL REFORM


For the moment, let us summarise more formally how over the last five decades or so, the school effectiveness and school improvement research bases have gained prominence and recognition on the international stage. As has just been illustrated, in both a theoretical and empirical sense they have matured through a wide range of well-documented research projects, interventions and innovations across a range of countries. This work in general has described how efforts to help schools become increasingly effective learning environments for the full range of their students have been more or less successful. In our comprehensive review, ‘School and system improvement: A narrative state of the art review’, (Hopkins et al 2014) we presented and described evidence of the effects of reform efforts at the school and system levels, through articulating five phases of development, as seen in table 1.1.


These phases are not mutually exclusive; they overlap and flow into one another, but they do represent a natural progression. The more that we learn about them the quicker we can progress through them.




	Phase 1 provided a foundation with its emphasis on how organisations can improve through specific interventions and the highlighting of the importance of culture in any change process.



	Phase 2 focused on teacher action research, school self-review, and concern for meeting the needs of disadvantaged students. It began to lay out the distinctive educational values and strategies that define the school improvement field.



	Phase 3 built on the emerging school effectiveness knowledge base and brought to the surface the idea of the school as the unit of change. This phase included the greater attention to the importance of staff development integrated into replicable comprehensive school reform approaches that addressed both organisational and classroom improvement.



	Phase 4 emphasised the ability to scale up reforms to produce valued outcomes across a number of schools, and the recognition of the vital role that districts and local education authorities have to play in school improvement. Phase 4 also included an increasing focus on the importance of school leadership as a means of enhancing the learning and achievement of all students.



	Phase 5 continues evolving. We are seeing the spread of the knowledge base globally and at the same learning more about achieving school improvement at scale – systemic reform. There is also a frustration by many at the uneven pace of change, which is leading to a clamour for ‘transformation’ (Salzburg Global Seminar 2022). It will be suggested however that a more productive way forward lies in the application of critical theory to school improvement policy and practice.




















	Phase of school and system improvement


	Key features of each phase







	Phase 1: Understanding the organisational culture of the school


	



	The legacy of the organisational development research



	‘The cultures of the schools and the challenges inherent in change’











	Phase 2: Action research and research initiatives at the school level


	



	Teacher research and school review



	Research programmes such as the Rand Study, DESSI, Special Strategies and the OECD International School Improvement project











	Phase 3: Managing change and comprehensive approaches to school reform


	



	Managing centralised policy change



	‘Comprehensive’ approaches to school reform, such as: Success for All, New American Schools, High Reliability Schools and IQEA











	Phase 4: Building capacity for student learning at the local level and the continuing emphasis on leadership


	



	Professional learning communities and networks



	Recognising the continuing importance and impact of leadership











	Phase 5: Towards systemic improvement


	



	The influence of the knowledge base and the impact of national and international benchmarking studies



	Differentiated approaches to school and system reform, transformation and critical theory














Table 1.1 Five phases of research on school and system improvement (Hopkins et al 2014)


The narrative portrayed here is of journey and it is in the nature of the journey that it progresses. As the gains in knowledge and practice in each phase are consolidated, we understand more about the one we are currently inhabiting. This reflection also helps us think about the future and consider the challenges that will confront us as we continue to make progress. This is where the chronological nature of a review like this has its downside. Writing in this way gives the impression that school and system reform is an iterative and logical process – sadly, this is far from the truth. Before we segue too glibly into describing an overarching framework for school improvement, we need to consider more thoroughly the contemporary critiques of educational change and the fault lines that engender them.


So, in the following two sections of this chapter, we engage with this reality by first considering some of the most relevant critiques of policy and practice, and then portraying the current knowledge base as a series of ‘myths’ with associated theories of action.










YET DEBATES STILL RAGE


The accumulation of research evidence and practical wisdom outlined in the previous section has potentially a powerful impact on student performance. Despite this, debates still rage over which policy levers and strategies actually make the difference. This is the issue that I addressed directly in Exploding the Myths of School Reform (Hopkins 2013) by arguing that the failure of so many educational reform efforts to impact on the learning and performance of students is due to misguided action based on a few myths.


The discussion of the myths, which are outlined in the following section, stems from a deep frustration that despite what we collectively know about school and system reform, the potential contained in this knowledge is not systematically realised. This is because as Fullan (2011) says ‘the wrong drivers are chosen’ and often occurs because of ineptness, misunderstanding, or cultural and bureaucratic hegemony. This is a theme that has been taken up and pursued with much passion and intellectual vigour by several of the most influential opinion leaders in our field. Three are reviewed here.


Michael Fullan’s (2011; 2021) papers address this issue face on. In these papers, Fullan describes how certain popular policy options are implemented but without any serious consideration of context. The following quotes give a flavour of the argument (Fullan 2011):


A ‘wrong driver’ is a deliberate policy force that has little chance of achieving the desired result, while a ‘right driver’ is one that ends up achieving better measurable results for students. (p. 3)


The glue that binds the effective drivers together is the underlying attitude, philosophy, and theory of action. The mindset that works for whole system reform is the one that inevitably generates individual and collective motivation and corresponding skills to transform the system. (p. 5)


Fullan’s drivers, as he admits, may be wrong for one of two reasons, or both. They may be wrong because they are wrong, or wrong because they are inappropriate to the stage that the school or system is currently at. As Fullan (2011:5) comments:


In the rush to move forward, leaders, especially from countries that have not been progressing, tend to choose the wrong drivers. Such ineffective drivers fundamentally miss the target. There are four main ‘wrong driver’ culprits:




	Accountability: using test results and teacher appraisal to reward or punish teachers and schools vs capacity building;



	Individual teacher and leadership quality: promoting individual vs group solutions;



	Technology: investing in and assuming that the wonders of the digital world will carry the day vs instruction;



	Fragmented strategies vs integrated or systemic strategies.






In reflecting on this issue, it is worth quoting David Hargreaves (2012:25) and note his quite appropriate emphasis on the contextualisation of any change to context.


There may be real gains from looking around the world for some educational policies and practices that might benefit our schools. But a transformation of schooling that is self-generating and sustainable requires that attention be paid to the deep cultural capital that underpins the life of individual schools, of partnerships and alliances, and of the school system as a whole. This is the key lesson we learn from China and East Asia, one by which we can develop our version, based on our own well-established native roots of extended moral purpose and distributed system leadership.


So, the key point being advanced here by both Fullan and Hargreaves is the danger of promiscuous policy borrowing; a contention that one finds enthusiastically endorsed in the recent writings of Pasi Sahlberg.


Pasi Sahlberg (2021) in his bestselling book Finnish Lessons 3.0, explains the success of the Finnish educational system, not in terms of the adoption of a range of external strategies and policies, but more in terms of carefully reflective, customised and culturally relevant approaches. Listen to him speak and he talks about the Finnish paradox that ‘less is more’ with the following implications: teach less, learn more; test less, learn more; and ensure more equity through growing diversity. This is not a universal panacea, and it certainly does not apply to all systems, but it is an intelligent response to the cultural context of Finland. The Finns themselves sensibly prefer to combine knowledge of what works, together with a view as to how the Finnish system itself will continue to evolve.


In an earlier blog, Global Reform Movement is Here! Sahlberg (2012) argues that the main strategies for developing an equitable, high-performing education system are similar to those underlying the social and economic transformation of Finland into a welfare state and a competitive knowledge society. He continues to say that because of the professional strength and moral health of Finnish schools, their system has remained virtually free of the viruses associated with the Global Educational Reform Movement [GERM]. These are the collection of ubiquitous policy agendas critiqued by myself, Fullan and Hargreaves. The main components of GERM are:




	Standardisation



	Focus on core subjects



	Search for low risk ways to reach learning goals



	Use of corporate management models



	Test-based accountability policies






By contrast, he argues that the typical features of teaching and learning in Finland are:




	great confidence in teachers and principals as high-performing professionals;



	encouraging teachers and students to try new ideas and approaches, in other words, to put curiosity, imagination and creativity at the heart of learning; and,



	seeing the purpose of teaching and learning as pursuing the happiness of learning and cultivating the development of the whole child.






He concludes that:


The best way to avoid infections of GERM is to prepare teachers and leaders well.


And


Lessons from Finland will help you kill 99.9% of GERMs!


The conclusion to be drawn from the critiques of the current policy reform reviewed is that the potential impact of the knowledge bases on student achievement and the practical strategies derived from them noted earlier has not been realised. The ubiquity of the ‘wrong drivers’ and ‘GERM’ approaches to school reform have placed a ceiling on student performance in those jurisdictions that follow the paucity of that orthodoxy. Space precludes a detailed analysis of this proposition, but the contention is widely accepted by informed opinion; see for example, Harris and Jones 2017a, Hargreaves and Shirley 2009, as well as those quoted earlier. The question remains, how can the school improvement knowledge base be re-formulated so that it can have a consistent and positive impact on student performance? My attempt at doing this is summarised in the following section.







ON CONSIDERING MYTHS AND PROPOSING THEORIES OF ACTION


The failure of so many educational reform efforts to impact on the learning and performance of students is due to misguided action based on a number of myths associated with school reform that remain prevalent in education to the present day (Hopkins 2013). It is instructive here to be reminded of the danger of living by myths, as Jonathan Powell (2010:5) does in this quotation from Machiavelli’s The Prince that he cited in his book, The New Machiavelli: ‘But since it is my object to write what shall be useful to whosoever understands it, it seems to me better to follow the real truth of things than an imaginary view of them. For many republics and princedoms have been imagined that were never known to exist in reality.’


Powell’s point is that too often in politics a conventional wisdom emerges that satisfies a particular group’s version of the truth and quite rapidly enters the zeitgeist but, at best, it is a myth, a parody of the truth. If the myths are then acted on, the subsequent actions will fail. Sadly, myths abound in education. Think, for example, of contemporary debates around class size, teaching quality and the influence of external accountability.


In Exploding the Myths of School Reform, an alternative approach was taken to reviewing the evolution of the knowledge base on schools and system reform (Hopkins 2013). The use of the ‘myth’ as a narrative artifice provided a structure for the critique of contemporary school and system research, policy and practice. By identifying the ten myths and then ‘exploding’ them, this enabled a realistic and increasingly precise and aligned approach to school and system reform to be presented.


The overarching narrative went something like this:




	We know increasing amounts about school and system reform.



	Unfortunately, this knowledge is often misused and an illusion or myth is generated that leads in unproductive directions and consequently has little impact on the learning and achievement of students.



	In order to fulfil our moral purpose we must correct the myths and present ‘the real truth of things’.



	The knowledge then needs to be couched as theories of action that guide implementation within an overall strategy for school and system reform.






In this section, it may be helpful to signpost the future direction of the field in an action-oriented way, by both reflecting on the phases outlined and being mindful of the myths that are increasingly accreting our work. The following eight proposals for implementation are, as has just been suggested, couched as theories of action within an overall strategy for school and system reform. The overall strategy and the Unleashing Greatness framework are described in the following chapter.




	
All successful schools and systems have developed a robust narrative related to the achievement and learning of students expressed as moral purpose that is predicated on an unrelenting commitment to ensure that all learners will reach their potential wherever that may lead.


When schools and systems are driven by a narrative grounded in moral purpose related to student achievement and learning, then all students are more likely to fulfil their potential.


Key questions: What is the nature of successful narrative related to student achievement and learning in school and system reform? How and by whom are they constructed?




	
There is an obstinate myth that poverty is a determinant of student and school performance. This is an important myth to explode for both social justice and strategic reasons. Not only is it morally wrong that poverty is a determinant of educational achievement, but it is also important to remind ourselves that those ‘effective schools’ and systems that do break the association between poverty and achievement share similar characteristics.


When schools and teachers are of high quality, poverty is no longer a determinant of educational success.


Key questions: What are those transferable practices of schools and systems that comprise that ‘high quality’ and deny the association between poverty and performance? How is the necessary ‘will’ generated within schools, their communities and the system to ensure that these practices are adopted in a sustainable way?




	
It is the enhancement of the quality of teaching, rather than structural change that needs to be the central theme of any improvement strategy. The quality of teaching is necessarily related to system goals and targeted support that are likely to have a heavy emphasis in the first instance on the teaching of literacy and numeracy and the development of curiosity.


When the focus of policy is on the quality of teaching rather than structural change, then student achievement will increase.


Key questions: How can the research knowledge on effective teaching be best translated into specifications of practice for teachers and who is best suited to do it? What are the most effective recruitment strategies and forms of professional development opportunities that develop a common ‘practice’ of teaching and learning through blending theory, evidence and action through collaborative forms of enquiry?




	
The development of this professional practice occurs within a system context where there is increasing clarity on the standards implied by the goals set, and the generation of the most appropriate curriculum, teaching and above all learning strategies necessary to achieve those standards. These goals will necessarily relate to learning skills, dispositions and citizenship practices as well as the more usual narrow definitions of achievement.


When the focus is on ‘powerful learning’, then students will both attain more and develop their cognitive and social skills.


Key questions: What in operational and implementable terms are those learning skills and values needed to create the increasingly technological citizen of the future? How can such richer and more profound societal goals be developed and put into practice?




	
To enable this, procedures are needed to provide formative, ongoing and transparent data (both assessment data and inspection evidence) on the performance of the student, school and system that facilitate improvements in learning and teaching. There needs to be a shift from external to internal forms of accountability over time as the school and system makes progress.


When data is used to monitor, feedback and enhance student performance on a range learning goals, then students’ progress will more quickly accelerate.


Key questions: What are the most appropriate accountability and assessment structures for schools and systems at the various stages of their development? What are the most effective metrics for assessing students’ achievement learning and progress at the various stages of their development?




	
Student and school performance is enhanced by teachers and leaders ‘going deeper’ and intervening early. This follows diagnosis that reflects a range of differential strategies based on performance, with targets being set that are related to implementation. In most schools and systems, the focus has been on initiation rather than implementation, and yet without deep implementation, student achievement and learning can never be transformed.


When teachers and schools go deeper in their search for improvement (rather than adopting fads) then the student learning experience also deepens and outcomes improve.


Key questions: How can the educational culture be shifted more towards an implementation focus rather than an initiation focus that responds reactively to the latest trend? What are the most effective leadership and monitoring practices that lead to deep implementation?




	
The development of professional practice, utilisation of data and early intervention using differential strategies takes place in schools where the leadership has:




	very high levels of expectation for both teachers and students;



	an unrelenting focus on the quality of learning and teaching;



	created management structures that ensure an orderly learning environment;



	empowered and generated professional responsibility and accountability;



	developed a work culture that takes pride in sharing excellence;



	a high degree of trust and reciprocity; and,



	supported leadership development across a locality.





When leadership is instructionally focused, widely distributed, within a systems context, then both teachers and students can fully capitalise on their capacity to learn and achieve.


Key questions: What are the most effective leadership development programmes that can ensure the acquisition of such comprehensive leadership practices? How is leadership expertise best deployed within a school and system to ensure sustained success for all?




	
Finally, system level structures need to be established that reflect the processes just described, linking together the various levels of the system through to the school and classroom, developing capacity by balancing professional autonomy and accountability, and promoting disciplined innovation as a consequence of networking. These activities combine to produce a work culture that has at its core strong pressure to improve, takes seriously its responsibility to act on and change context, and that embodies a commitment to focus, flexibility and collaboration.


When the system as a whole takes student learning seriously then moral purpose is achieved.


Key questions: What are the most effective school and system strategies at each stage of development and how are they best sequenced over time? How is a ‘guiding coalition’ developed at all levels of the system to ensure the generation, implementation and sustainability of an educational narrative driven by moral purpose?







As will be seen in the following sections of the chapter, these propositions and theories of action underpin the Unleashing Greatness approach to school and system improvement and provide an antidote to the ‘wrong drivers’ and ‘GERM’ critiques.








BUILDING CAPACITY FOR THE NEXT STAGE OF REFORM


I have argued for some time that the key to managing system reform is by strategically re-balancing ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ change over time (Hopkins 2007). The argument goes something like this:




	Most agree that when standards are too low and too varied that some form of direct state/outside intervention is necessary. Typically, the resultant ‘national prescription’ proves very successful in raising standards in the short term.



	But progress soon tends to plateau and whilst a bit more improvement could be squeezed out especially in underperforming schools, one must question whether prescription still offers the recipe for sustained large scale reform into the medium/long term.



	There is a growing recognition that schools need to lead the next phase of reform. But, if the hypothesis is correct, it must categorically not be a naïve return to the not so halcyon days when a thousand flowers bloomed and the educational life chances of too many of our children wilted.



	The implication is that we need a transition from an era of prescription to an era of professionalism – in which the balance between national prescription and schools leading reform will change.






However, achieving this re-balancing is not straightforward. As Michael Fullan (2003) once commented, it takes capacity to build capacity, and if there is insufficient capacity to begin with, it is folly to announce that a move to ‘professionalism’ provides the basis of a new approach. The key question is ‘how do we get there?’ because we cannot simply move from one era to the other without self-consciously building professional capacity throughout the system. Building professional capacity implies the adoption of authentic school improvement principles and strategies that raise standards and emancipate at the same time.


It is this progression that is illustrated in figure 1.2 and discussed at length in Every School a Great School (Hopkins 2007). This insight seems by now to have achieved widespread support. Barber (2009) stressed the need for system leadership along with capacity building. Hargreaves and Shirley (2009) argued for a ‘Fourth Way of Change’ that consisted of combining top-down ‘national vision, government steering and support with “professional involvement” and “public engagement” all for the purpose of promoting “learning and results”.’ It is this general approach that seems to feed current debates of transformation change in education (e.g. Salzburg Global Seminar 2022).




[image: A diagram shows three rectangular boxes arranged in parallel positions with an arrow in a diagonal position, crossing the three boxes. National prescription top down, School leading reform bottom up, and Every school a great school are written in these boxes. Two long rectangular boxes and a thick arrow are placed above these three boxes. There is a long, thick arrow at the bottom of the boxes. These boxes and arrows have some terms in them.]

Figure 1.2 Towards system wide sustainable reform





It is worth taking a little time to unpack the thinking underlying the diagram – four points in particular need to be made:




	The first is to emphasise that neither top-down nor bottom-up change work when conducted in isolation; they must be in balance, in a creative tension. At any one time, the balance between the two will, of course, depend on context.



	Secondly, at the early stages of a reform programme when the system is in a relatively poor performing state then more central direction is needed. This reflects the initial emphasis on national prescription as seen in the left-hand segment of the diagram. Over time, as competence and confidence increases, the policy agenda and school practice moves towards the right-hand side of the diagram.



	Thirdly, it should be no surprise to realise that the right-hand segment is relatively unknown territory. It implies horizontal and lateral ways of working with assumptions and governance arrangements very different from what is conventionally known. The main difficulty in imagining this landscape is that the thinking of most people is constrained by their experiences within the power structure and norms of the left-hand segment of the diagram, and the binary distinction between top-down and bottom-up.



	Finally, it needs to be reiterated that the transition from prescription to professionalism implied by the diagram is not easy to achieve. To move from one to the other, strategies are required that not only continue to raise standards, but also build capacity within the system through an emancipatory process.






It needs to be emphasised that successful school improvement is neither singularly system-led nor led by individual schools – it is best achieved by one supporting the other in an actively interdependent, mutually beneficial relationship. This is why system leadership as the main driver of such an approach is so important. As will be seen in chapter 7, system leaders care about and work for the success of other schools as well as their own. They measure their success in terms of improving student learning and increasing achievement and strive to both raise the bar and narrow the gap(s). Crucially they are willing to shoulder system leadership roles in the belief that to change the larger system you must engage with it in a meaningful way’ (Hopkins 2009; Higham, Hopkins and Matthews 2009).


Returning to the strategic dimension of figure 1.2, as has already been intimated, the transition from ‘prescription’ to ‘professionalism’ requires strategies that not only continue to raise standards but also build capacity and realise emancipation within the system. This point is key, one cannot just drive to continue to raise standards in an instrumental way, and one also needs to develop social, intellectual and organisational capital. Building capacity demands, as is argued in chapter 8, that we replace numerous central initiatives with a national consensus on a limited number of educational trends. For the moment, it is vital to stress that each of the phases identified in figure 1.2, imply a different set of complementary strategies that propel the school progressively from one phase of development to the next.


There are two relatively new features to the analysis so far. The first is the emphasis on narrative and its impact on both on strategy and culture. As is seen in chapter 3, it is the nature of narrative that makes it integrative and cumulative, presenting a series of complex and interacting initiatives within a unifying story around the image of a journey. This is ‘strategic’ insofar as it integrates a wide variety of initiatives and projects with a forward-looking perspective and is ‘cultural’ insofar as it speaks both to the individual and collective contribution. The second feature is the emphasis on ‘systems, structures and scaffolding’ and the transferability and sustainability of best practice. School improvement and system reform depends, not just on correlating growth state and improvement strategy, but critically on excellent practice being developed, shared, demonstrated, and adopted across and between systems as well as schools. We will see a variety of examples of this in the following pages.







CODA: TRANSFORMATION AND PARADIGM SHIFTS


The argument made in the introduction about the inadequacy of ‘top-down’ or instrumental policies in dealing with the accumulation of challenges facing many educational systems is consistent with a range of other educational exhortations that are currently calling for transformation rather than reform. The Salzburg Statement for Education Transformation (2022) argues that reform which results in a better version of existing systems improvement can only be incremental. Whereas transformation begins with values and mindsets and through that changes the purpose of the system. Similarly, both WISE (2022) and Mckinsey (2020) as we have seen, call for ‘re-imagination’ in terms of educational leadership and teaching and learning.


Similarly, the Foundation for Education Development (2022:5):




	Flag that one of the biggest challenges to education in England is its historically short-termist approach to policymaking.



	Highlights the need for a new approach to empower politicians and education stakeholders to find solutions to long-term problems.






Many agree on the problem and share my unease, the question is what is the most productive way forward?


In the introduction, I connected the call for transformation with Jurgen Habermas’s articulation of three contrasting paradigms. Fullan (2021:36) in The Right Drivers for Whole System Success contends that if you want system change, you must change the system or at least the way in which you think about the system and the values that underpin it in radical ways. He reminds us of Thomas Kuhn’s (1962) The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. In that seminal work, Kuhn argued that ‘paradigm shifts’ (alterations in the principles that govern models of thinking and action) occur under two conditions. One requirement is that the current model is patently no longer working; the second is the presence of a viable alternative.


That the first condition is met is palpably true if the argument of this book is accepted. It is with the second condition that I deviate a little from Fullan; he argues that his ‘right drivers’ constitute the components of the new paradigm. There is no doubt that they are consistent with the analysis conducted here, but before adopting such a strategic solution, I would like us to consider in a little more depth the nature of paradigms. In a slightly different context, Paulo Freire once memorably remarked that, ‘[…] methodological confusion can always be related to ideological error’ (Hopkins 2001:19). This is also the case with school and system improvement!


We have already noted that the tension in contemporary school improvement and system reform efforts is commonly related to a tension between ‘top down’ and ‘bottom up’. One can characterise these two opposing forces like this:


Top down = Outside in = Positivism


Positivism in terms of school improvement, as with GERM, is related to top-down initiatives designed to result in short-term, measurable gains against largely politically defined criteria.


Bottom up = Inside out = Interpretive approach


The interpretive approach acknowledges that reality is constructed through the meanings and actions of individuals.


The tension felt by many of the educational leaders that I work with around the world is explained by the fact that they are on the one hand the victims of GERM and are subjected to top-down policy forces; and on the other, they wish to create a school culture that is driven by moral purpose and that serves the best purposes of their students (and teachers). They are caught between the proverbial rock and a hard place and there seems to be no escape.


Neither of these two broad approaches provides an entirely satisfactory basis for authentic school improvement as I define it in School Improvement for Real (Hopkins 2001) and again here. Yet advocates of both the positive and the interpretative perspective assume (Carr and Kemmis 1986:105): ‘… that the two positions they represent more or less exhaust the range of possible options available for educational research to adopt.’


Yet, as Carr and Kemmis (1986:129–130) continue, there are major objections to both approaches:


… the positivist idea that knowledge has a purely instrumental value in solving educational problems and the consequent tendency to see all educational issues as technical in character needs to be firmly resisted. … However, the recognition that educational theory must be grounded in the interpretations of teachers (or leaders), is not in itself sufficient.


Fortunately, there is a third approach or paradigm – ‘critical theory’ – that addresses both weaknesses. This approach originated with the ‘Frankfurt School’ of philosophy; a community of scholars based in Frankfurt. The overriding concern of the Frankfurt School was (Carr and Kemmis 1986:130):


… to articulate a view of theory that has the central task of emancipating people from the positivist ‘domination of thought’ through their own understandings and actions.


In Knowledge and Human Interests, Jurgen Habermas (1972), the favourite son of the Frankfurt School, describes the three ways in which humans know and construe the world. These, he terms, technical, practical and emancipatory. For Habermas, knowledge is the outcome of human activity that is motivated by natural needs and interests. These interests guide and shape the way knowledge is constituted in different human activities. The technical orientation relates to positivism, the practical orientation to the interpretative paradigm, and the critical to emancipation and transformation.


Table 1.2 summarises Habermas’s tri-paradigmatic framework by relating the three types of human interest to the kind of knowledge it generates and its school improvement focus. Ted Aoki (Pinar and Irwin 2004) in particular, has applied these orientations to education in terms of curriculum inquiry research with insight and wisdom.
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