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			Introduction: Why We Wrote This Book

			Schools can be extremely exasperating! Many do achieve wonderful things for and with their students. But it seems to us this often happens in spite of the way they are organised and in spite of the way the system holds them to account. 

			We think it is possible to do even better by thinking differently. Our belief, supported by a wide range of evidence, is that this involves flipping the mindset away from seeing the school as an organisation towards viewing it as a community. It involves turning school-centric thinking inside out to open up a community-centred and learner-focused mindset. That change and its rationale, implications and practicality is what this book is about.

			The origins of this book lie in a question. Well, two questions actually. Both were posed to us by Charles Fadel, a global education thought leader and founder of the Center for Curriculum Redesign in Boston, Massachusetts. He had just read our book Leadership for Tomorrow (Groves et al. 2017). In it we argued the need for fresh thinking about schooling, notably in regard to the way purpose and quality are understood. We suggested that, as a result, some current assumptions about school improvement need to be revisited. 

			In particular, we highlighted the accumulation of evidence that suggests between only 20% and 30% of the factors that influence educational outcomes are directly within the school’s control. We concluded that we therefore need to encourage schools to pay a little more attention to those social, economic and environmental factors beyond the school’s gates, and seek to exert some greater influence over them than is currently the case if we are to secure the best futures for all young people.

			If that is correct, Charles asked us, what is the right balance between focusing our attention on curriculum reform and trying to influence external factors? We responded that the curriculum, and indeed everything else about a school that is bound up within that 20–30%, is fundamentally important, and we absolutely must do the best possible job we can with this for the sake of all our young people. Our point was rather that, while curriculum reform is necessary to do the best possible job with everything within the school’s power, it is not sufficient to take us beyond the horizon to the next stage of school improvement.

			But Charles then had a second, more pointed, question. In that case, he asked, what is it that a school which is looking to work on the 70–80% area as well actually does differently? This book is our attempt to answer that question.

			Many of the factors at work beyond the school which influence educational outcomes are of course subject to wider political and social forces. A school is not able to engage in structural social or economic change, nor should it attempt to do so. But we also believe that those who argue that schools should only concentrate on what happens within their walls, and over which they have direct control, are misguided. We believe there is, between these two extremes, a legitimate community dimension in which all schools have a part to play.

			Over the last decade, since 2010 in England at least, this is a view that has been pretty unfashionable, to put it mildly. Previous decades, stretching back to the 1920s, had seen the development of both strong theoretical arguments and practical initiatives which explored the community involvement of schools from a range of perspectives. Often these initiatives, spearheaded in pioneering local authorities such as Cambridgeshire or Leicestershire, took the form of programmes that established new ‘community schools’, which then usually required some capital investment to create additional facilities for community use. 

			One early such visionary, Henry Morris, described the aspiration in these terms:

			As the community centre of the neighbourhood the village college would provide for the whole man, and abolish the duality of education and ordinary life. It would not only be the training ground for the art of living, but the place in which life is lived, the environment of a genuine corporate life. The dismal dispute of vocational and non-vocational education would not arise in it. It would be a visible demonstration in stone of the continuity and never-ceasingness of education. There would be no ‘leaving school’ – the child would enter at three and leave the college only in extreme old age! (Morris 1924, section XIV)

			Morris continued:

			[The village college] would have the virtue of being local so that it would enhance the quality of actual life as it is lived from day to day – the supreme object of education ... It would not be divorced from the normal environment of those who would frequent it from day to day, or from that great educational institution, the family ... The village college could lie athwart the daily lives of the community it served; and, in it, the conditions would be realised under which education would not be an escape from reality, but an enrichment and transformation of it.

			The New Labour government of 1997 took some of this thinking to heart as it introduced a community dimension to its specialist school programme, intended to make specialist educational facilities and resources more widely available between and beyond schools. It also developed a programme of ‘extended schools’ to ‘provide a range of services and activities, often beyond the school day, to help meet the needs of its pupils, their families and the wider community’ (DfES 2005, p.7).  

			By 2008, Cabinet Office minister Liam Byrne was even saying in an interview with The Guardian:

			In the medieval days we built communities around the manor house, then in the 19th century we built communities about the factory, and in the 21st century we need to build communities around schools … we have not just an education service for the kids, but on that same site we need family learning services because a lot of parents may not be in work and may need re-equipping with new skills to get back into work. There may be a need for a different kind of health service that is co-located in schools with a bigger emphasis on children and adult mental health services. (Byrne 2008)  

			The support provided in England by both local and central government for such development, whether in terms of policy or funding, simply withered away in the subsequent ten years. Where the work continued, usually at a reduced level, it was often through the hard work of dedicated enthusiasts, frequently drawing on local strengths inherited from the achievement of previous generations. Vital as that has been, it is time to make afresh the argument for the community engagement of all schools against the backdrop of a hugely different and now highly fragmented system of school provision.

			Our argument will be that education in England in particular, but maybe not just in this country alone, has in recent years arrived at the end of a cul-de-sac from which we now need to escape. In this case, though, getting out of the cul-de-sac does not mean going back to the point from which we turned off into it. It means finding a way to pick up the main highway again at a different point, one where it is possible to learn both from all that went before and from all that has happened since.

			The crucial difference we are suggesting is that new thinking about community engagement and schools is no longer focused primarily on providing additional facilities for wider community use. Instead it begins from a premise of securing better learning outcomes for children and young people as its core purpose. Its key drivers are building social capital and securing social equity. It is about social justice, not simply social mobility.

			This does not necessarily require capital investment, welcome as that may undoubtedly be in many situations. Nor does it require some type of formal designation for a school. Rather it is about the nature of the school as a community, and the quality of relationships a school builds, fosters and reflects outwards at every level. It therefore holds the opportunity for every school, not just some.

			In examining this possibility further, we will argue in Part One that our present thinking about school improvement is no longer having a significant effect in terms of addressing the performance gaps that exist and may even now be taking us backwards because of some inherent design weaknesses. In Part Two, we will look at the evidence for the impact of poverty, social class and genetic inheritance on educational achievement. We will consider the changes that have taken place in the nature of families and of childhood, as well as in our understanding of community. 

			Taken together, all of these factors will help to explain why change is now necessary, as well as offering some clues to the nature of that change. They will lead us to what we believe is the key to the next stage of improvement, the building of social capital. We will explore its implications for schools, and in doing so we will identify four building blocks of change, derived from the nature of social capital, that we think now need real focus in order to shape a different future for schools in very constrained times (see Figure 1). 
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			Figure 1: The Four Building Blocks of Change

			In Part Three, we will look at each of these building blocks in turn, seeking to explore the educational principles underpinning them. Firstly, we will talk about a person-centred school, based on trust and mutual respect. Such a school begins by modelling community in its own organisation and daily living through a clear focus on the quality of relationships at every level. Secondly, we will consider the implications of those values for the curriculum. Thirdly, we will seek to develop a greater understanding of the nature and importance of stakeholder engagement in schools and how to remove barriers to it being effective. Finally in Part Three, we will explore the connected and collaborative leadership that is needed to bring about such change and to escape the present school improvement cul-de-sac. 

			We will look at how the four building blocks are emerging in practice in four schools today. We will tease out eight wider lessons from the experience of those schools that may help others to move forward, and we will offer a few possible tools and strategies that may help schools wanting to think about applying those lessons to their own practice and development.

			Taken together, the four building blocks can help you to flip your school over and turn it inside out. At the end of Part Three we encourage you to take stock of where your school is at currently by using a practical online tool, and to keep this under review moving forward.

			To conclude, in Part Four we will look at the wider practical implications of this thinking and this direction of travel for school leaders, as well as for system leadership and education policy.
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			PART ONE

			Why Change Is Needed

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			1. A Germ of An Idea

			Change is always inevitable, but positive change requires both intention and purpose. In this book we aim to set out a basis for positive change in the school system, both in England, which has chosen its own idiosyncratic path at this time, but also perhaps more widely. We will argue that now is the time to re-think and re-interpret some of the underlying premises of what our schools currently do. We are not thinking here so much about how schools are structured and organised. (Schools in England may feel they have had more than enough of that in recent years with limited benefit.) Rather we are talking about the real purpose of schools and how well they achieve that.

			Although our starting point is the English school system, we believe our ideas may be of much wider relevance to schools globally. This is because the root of the problem lies in what Pasi Sahlberg has called GERM – the Global Education Reform Movement – which in many countries has led to increased competition, greater choice, stronger accountability, and a heavy reliance on standardised testing.

			We suggest change is necessary because what we are currently doing in England as a result of GERM is no longer achieving all that the movement set out to accomplish in terms of equity and opportunity for all. A focus on school improvement through GERM over something like a quarter of a century has achieved some worthwhile progress, but we believe the inevitable first signs of stalling and eventual decline have been evident for a while (see chapter 2 for more on this). We have reached that stage in the life cycle of school improvement where more of the same will become increasingly unproductive.

			This relates to the phenomenon of the sigmoid curve, developed by Charles Handy to represent a new life cycle emerging from an existing one. Handy’s insight is that individuals, organisations and systems must understand where they are in terms of their present life cycle and then, at the right moment, plan and implement transformational change. Act too soon and you lose the benefits of the present cycle. However, act too late and you are heading downhill, and it becomes too late to turn things round.
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			Figure 2: The Change Life Cycle – Charles Handy’s Sigmoid Curve

			Our contention is that now is the time for the English education system in particular to start to focus its attention on carving out a new life cycle. Furthermore, we suggest it is necessary to think and act differently in this new life cycle. This means moving away from purely school-centric thinking to more effectively influencing the environment and community in which a school exists. That is the essence of what we mean when we speak of flipping the school and its communities inside out.

			Of course, the problem with the image of the sigmoid curve is that it suggests change happens in a linear fashion (even if the lines are curved!). This may be a necessary visual simplification for explanatory purposes, but it is deeply misleading to think that there is one clear, straightforward route forward.  

			We know that those of you who are persuaded by what we have to say would probably much prefer it if we could offer you some magic formula; a handbook with, say, ten simple steps to achieving our vision. So, let us be straight at the outset. We do not think life is like that. Change is in fact unclear, uneven, messy, and always subject to experimentation and failure. We have, however, reflected on the experience of four actual schools and their leaders, and in Part Three we draw out some broad lessons from their practice which may serve as a starting point to help inform the journeys of others, while in Part 4 we consider some of the implications for school and system leaders.

			With that really important proviso, we aim to present a range of evidence – combining research, theory and professional reflection, but also rooted in clear values and grounded in practice – to suggest a basis on which schools individually as well as collectively could start to initiate and explore positive change. 

			We hope all this in turn can help in understanding more clearly the shape of the next phase of improvement and perhaps lead to fresh systemic development. But before that, it is necessary first to look at where we are now and understand a little more about how exactly we came to be here.

		

	
		
			2. The End of the Road for School Improvement

			The evidence that school improvement in England is stalling has been accumulating for some time. The average science, mathematics and reading scores of pupils in England have not changed between 2006 and 2016 (Jerrim and Shure 2016, p.4). Moreover, the attainment gap between secondary students who receive free school meals and those who do not (28 percentage points) has hardly budged in that decade. Thousands of poor children who are in the top 10% nationally at age 11 do not make it into the top 25% five years later (Wilshaw 2016). Yet at the same time, and despite this overall static picture, the number of schools rated ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ increased to 89% of all schools in 2017 (Ofsted 2018). 

			The need for an alternative perspective on school improvement is further reinforced by the implications of these recent findings from the Education Policy Institute: 

			Over the same period (2007–2016), the [disadvantage] gap by the end of primary school narrowed by 2.8 months, and the gap by age 5 narrowed by 1.2 months. At current trends, we estimate that it would take around 50 years for the disadvantage gap to close completely by the time pupils take their GCSEs. (Andrews et al. 2017, p.6)

			So unless something changes, progress in securing better education outcomes for all appears to be pretty much stuck. Indeed, in summer 2019, the Education Policy Institute amended their estimate of the time needed to close the gap in England at current rates of progress to 500 years (Hutchinson et al. 2019, p.11). 

			Schools did not arrive in this present cul-de-sac by accident. Equally they did not set off down this road with malign intent, even though we all perhaps chose to ignore some important warning signs along the way. At its root, this journey began with a legitimate desire for schools to be accountable. The problem lies in misunderstanding to whom and for what should schools be accountable, as well as the way that accountability should be achieved. Because accountability drives behaviour, we must begin by understanding how it has become a problem in order to begin to see how we can change what we do.

			What do we mean by accountability?

			For our purposes here, we are more than content to adopt the view taken by the National Foundation for Educational Research in their 2018 literature review of the topic. Accountability is at root ‘the practice of holding educational systems responsible for the quality of their products – students’ knowledge, skills and behaviours’ (NFER 2018, p.1). Other forms of accountability (such as financial integrity), though important, are secondary to this overarching purpose. 

			However, we would perhaps make a couple of clarifications to this definition. The first is to make clear that quality includes quality improvement as a process as well as an outcome. The two are interlinked. The second would be to make clear that the drive for accountability is about the responsibility of schools individually as well as the school system collectively. Both need to be able to demonstrate the quality of their outcomes while also demonstrating improvement in those outcomes over time.

			For some years, the legitimate aspiration of UK governments for school improvement, and to hold schools to account for this, has been enshrined in the phrase ‘the self-improving system’. Sometimes this has been extended into ‘the self-improving school-led system’. In 2010, the Department for Education white paper The Importance of Teaching put it thus:

			The primary responsibility for improvement rests with schools ... the attempt to secure automatic compliance with [government] priorities reduces the capacity of the system to improve itself. Instead our aim should be to create a school system which is more effectively self-improving. (DfE 2010, p.13)

			Greany and Higham (2018) trace the start of such thinking, as far as the UK government is concerned, to a 2006 Cabinet Office paper on public service reform (although this encapsulated ideas developed globally over a period of time). The paper describes a self-improving system as one in which ‘incentives for continuous improvement and innovation are embedded within it’ (Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit 2006, p.4). 

			The idea of a ‘self-improving system’ was a response to the perceived failure of previous reform initiatives in the public sector, and crucially rested on the interaction of four key drivers to make it work (see Figure 3):

			
					Pressure from the government – with top-down performance management through stretching targets, regulation, inspection and direct intervention.

					Competitive provision – with market incentives to create competition between ‘providers’ and contestability over who provides public services. 

					Pressure from citizens – with ‘users’ shaping services though voice and choice (and funding following user choices). 

					Measures to build the capability and capacity of civil and public servants – through leadership and workforce reform, and the promotion of ‘best practice’ through funding dissemination and incentivising collaboration. 
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			Figure 3: The UK Government’s Approach to Public Service Reform (Prime Minister’s Strategy Unit 2006, p.6)

			The balance of these drivers shifted notably with a change of UK government in 2010. In the school system, much greater emphasis was given to top-down performance management. This led to a sharper range of narrower outcome measures, a tighter inspection regime, and the encouragement of a range of new school providers. 

			At the same time, comparatively little weight has been given to users shaping the service from below, except through one-off consumer purchasing decisions, while increased competition between schools has arguably created unresolved tensions in developing collective capacity across schools.

			However, even if the model was operating optimally, the notion of a self-improving school system still poses a number of difficulties and misunderstandings, each of which has helped to lead to where we are now. (Of course, many of these difficulties also exist in other school improvement models, as well as applying to other areas of public service, such as healthcare.) We will look at these difficulties in a bit more detail below. 

			Difficulty 1: Who are the users?

			If I buy a consumer item – let’s say a car – it is fairly clear who the user will be. It might be me; it might be my friends or family. I might conceivably be buying on behalf of someone else, such as a company or a friend. But in any of these cases it is fairly straightforward for both the producer and the seller to know who to approach to get feedback on the product and to find out how well the product is meeting its users’ needs.

			Sometimes people do buy the wrong car for their purposes. For example, they buy a diesel car when a petrol one may be more appropriate for their journeys, or they buy one which does not have enough space for their needs. When that happens, it is a relatively straightforward matter to change it for a different car, even though there may be significant financial costs for doing so.

			In England, our present school system too easily assumes this is an analogy which can be transferred across to choosing a school, and in this analogy the primary purchaser is seen as the parent or carer. National accountability measures, taking the form of data reflecting measurable test outcomes for pupils (as well as external inspection reports), are converted into league tables without much in the way of contextualisation. These are predicated on promoting and supporting the right of parents and carers to select the school they want for their child. 

			The assumption is that a consumer who is unhappy with their choice will either complain or choose to ‘purchase’ elsewhere. That assumes of course it is not too late to do so. But even if time permits, in many situations choosing a different school is far from a viable option, for reasons as varied as distance, travel, school capacity and friendships.

			Yet the parent or carer is not the only ‘user’ of a school. It is a much more complicated picture, where in reality there are many different individuals and groups with an interest in schools and what they produce. 

			What about the child or young person who is benefiting from an education? What of the employer who seeks to draw on the ‘outputs’ of the school? Or whoever is paying the bill? And does the latter refer to the government alone or the wider taxpayer? In addition, the role of parent or carer is itself much more than that of simple consumer. They are in fact co-producers or co-educators who contribute directly to the final outcomes.

			The essential point here is that the notion of accountability involves a much more complicated relationship than a simple market-based purchaser/consumer choice model would allow. Mechanisms of accountability need to reflect this complexity of relationships, as well as understand the nature of those relationships. We shall explore the nature of school community relationships further in Part Three.

			Difficulty 2: What outcomes do different users want?

			This multiplicity of users would perhaps matter less if it was clear they all had the same expectations. But is that in fact the case? Do they even know what each other wants? And if there are differences, can they be reconciled?

			Everything we know tells us there is no natural consensus around desired outcomes. Not even educators agree. Education remains, to quote Gallie’s phrase, an ‘essentially contested concept’ (Gallie 1955), for cutting across the legitimate and varied interests of all those different stakeholder groups lie deep philosophical divides. Guy Claxton and Bill Lucas (2015) characterise this split as being between three broad tribes, which they term ‘roms’, ‘trads’ and ‘mods’.

			The romantics (roms) are so-called because of their belief in the innate goodness of children who, by virtue of this innate quality, have no need for didactic teaching or adult authority. The traditionalists (trads), on the other hand, are so-called due to their view that teachers are respected sources of culturally important, tried-and-tested factual knowledge, which they pass on to children and then test through formal examination. Across both of these groups lies a spectrum of different emphases and views about the content and process of education. A third group, the moderates (mods), rejects this simplistic duality, understands complexity and knows there are no quick fixes, and so explores and tinkers in order to gain better understanding. 

			The point is that the individual school, as well as the system as a whole, has to navigate a path between these competing views. It does not follow that every stakeholder claim is of equal value, and the balance between them may well shift for different ages and stages of learning. Choices will have to be made, but both the school and the system needs to do this on the basis of clear values and a strong ethical compass. These values also need to be explicit so they are widely understood and, as far as possible, widely shared, even if the resulting decisions which flow from them remain contentious to some.

			Schools are not necessarily unique in this regard. Thomas Maak, for example, argues that business leaders have to deal with moral complexity resulting from a multitude of stakeholder claims, and must endeavour to build enduring and mutually beneficial relationships with all relevant stakeholders. This he terms ‘responsible leadership’ (Maak 2007, p.331).1 He goes on to describe the responsible business leader as ‘a weaver of stakeholder relationships and as broker of social capital in pursuit of responsible change’ (Maak 2007, p.340). But he could equally be describing a school leader, and we shall return to this in chapter 14.

			In education, where different stakeholder claims potentially lead to different outcomes, any uniform pattern of accountability between schools that does not recognise the interaction of countervailing forces and local contexts will have real problems. We will explore the outcome-related elements of this dilemma further in chapter 12 and the stakeholder-related elements in chapter 13.

			Difficulty 3: How does anyone know which schools are successful?

			We have just noted that definitions of school success are not universally agreed by all those who have a legitimate interest in securing it. This will clearly impact on anyone’s ability to come to a view as to whether success is in fact being achieved. But if we assume for a moment that there is a widely shared and agreed understanding of what success for any school looks like, another range of issues immediately open up before us. 

			In particular, while judging success clearly has to rest on more than just gut instinct (even though there may be a place for a ‘sound nose’, such as an experienced school inspector can possess), it is all too easy to be seduced into the trap of measurement. In this trap, what is important and of value, and what can be readily measured, become intertwined and end up in a tangle.

			Stephen Gorard made this point (which has only grown in significance in the intervening years) when he wrote in 2009 that:

			School effectiveness is associated with a narrow understanding of what education is for. It encourages, unwittingly, an emphasis on assessment and test scores – and teaching to the test – because over time we tend to get the system we measure for and so privilege. (Gorard 2009, p.759)

			The problem here does not lie with the notion of tests themselves. Their diagnostic value is clear for the learner, the school and the system. Nor, though we are easily seduced by it, does the problem lie with the notion of measurement per se. Measurement can be incredibly valuable and an important tool in asking powerful questions about performance. The problem lies with the way tests are used in terms of high-stakes accountability for schools, and the fact that in many respects the tests used as the basis for such accountability are really not fit for that purpose. The resulting measurements easily become skewed and error-strewn, and so can be confusing or misleading for users. This especially seems to be the case when measurements are used by politicians, as evidenced in the all too frequent (albeit logically impossible) demand that all schools should be above average.

			We shall explore the practical and policy implications of this further in Part Four.

			Difficulty 4: How do we recognise influences beyond the control of the school?

			The fourth and final difficulty in current understandings of school accountability lies in the established knowledge that, while of course schools make a difference to educational outcomes, and ‘good’ schools make a still greater difference, there are factors which are not in the control of any school that make an even greater difference. Wilkinson and Pickett convincingly summarise the evidence that: 

			Although good schools make a difference, the biggest influence on educational attainment, how well a child performs in school and later in higher education, is family background. (Wilkinson and Pickett 2010, p.103)

			Stephen Gorard agrees with this, concluding that ‘pupil prior attainment and background explain the vast majority of variation in school outcomes’, while noting at the same time that this knowledge is ‘now largely unremarked by academics and unused by policy-makers’ (Gorard 2009, p.761).

			It is perhaps ironic that most policies and strategies for improving educational outcomes have concentrated almost exclusively on improving the school, when we have known for some time that only at most 30% of the explanation for variations in school achievement appears to be attributable to factors within the school (see Moreno 2007, p.8). We will undertake a more in-depth analysis of this crucial issue in Part Two.

			So, the system is set up to fail. The astonishing thing really is that so many schools do so well at overcoming this. But it would seem logical that the elements beyond the school, disproportionately significant in quantitative terms, should be accorded greater weight than currently recognised in practice. In essence, rather than focusing solely on school improvement for the last decade, perhaps we should have focused more attention on family and community improvement in order to achieve the educational outcomes we have been seeking.

			In order to redress this imbalance, we urgently need to understand a little more about the contribution and interaction of the factors beyond the school that shape educational success. And this will be the theme of the next part of this book.

			But before turning to that, let’s take a moment to remind ourselves that if you believe, as we do, that accountability is important, it does not have to be done in anything like the way in which schools are currently being driven. There are other, very different ways of managing accountability, notably in the business world, which education and public services have often been enjoined to emulate and on which much of the current high-stakes accountability climate falsely claims to be based. This will be the subject of our next chapter.

			

            Notes:

			
				
					1. ‘Key to responsible leadership is the ability to enable and broker sustainable, mutual, beneficial relationships with stakeholders, to create stakeholder goodwill and trust, and ultimately a trusted business in society.’

				

			

		

	
		
			3. A Glimpse of A Difference: Re-Imagining Accountability

			It does not have to be this way. Consider an organisation which has no organisational chart, no staff meetings, no development plan, no key performance indicators, no formal budget, no staff manual, and where the biggest leadership focus is to support staff wellbeing. When judged against what is considered to be effective practice in most schools in the UK today, how could it possibly do well in (let alone survive) an Ofsted inspection?  

			The company we have described here is Timpson, based in Manchester. They claim to be the UK’s fastest growing specialist locksmith service and describe themselves as ‘the UK and Ireland’s leading retail service provider of shoe repairs, key cutting, watch repairs, engraved personalised gifts, dry cleaning and assisted photo ID’. Timpson is characterised above all by a distinctive management ethos which it describes as follows:

			The Timpson ethos is to provide great customer service and to do this we operate an ‘Upside Down’ management style. We believe the best way to give great customer service is to give freedom to the colleagues that serve customers. (Timpson website)

			Timpson, a family-owned business, has operated in this way for over 20 years, and its philosophy has evolved and developed in that time. At the same time the business has prospered, growing from 200 stores to over 2000, while profits have risen from £500,000 to £12 million.

			The change began when the current chairman, Sir John Timpson, secured control of the business through a management buy-out and recognised that the only way the business would survive and succeed against much bigger and better-resourced competitors was to focus completely on offering outstanding customer service.

			John’s insight was that he could not achieve this by telling people what to do. It could only be achieved by fully empowering the staff who were providing that service to do so in the way they thought best for their customers. This meant turning the whole management structure of the company upside down. The role of management at every level had to become about supporting their team to do what they believed was right for customer-facing staff and their customers.

			For several years, the new approach struggled. The problem, John said when interviewed by us for this book, was his area managers: ‘They interfered! They could not see how they could be responsible for store performance if they were not telling people what to do.’2 He continued: 

			I had to persuade them to move from telling people to supporting people. Their job is about helping people develop. Leadership for me is all about looking after the people who look after the customers.

			Staff are known as ‘colleagues’ and John explained that there are just two rules they must follow: 

			They have to look the part and they have to put money in the till. We don’t have any other rule book or set of procedures, we don’t have any KPIs, we don’t do any budgets, although we do look at income against last year.

			Colleagues can set their own prices because no two jobs are the same. They are able to spend up to £500 on their own initiative to settle any complaint. Tills are not connected electronically to Timpson House at the centre, which is pointedly not known as the head office.

			In general, John thinks that maybe 3% of colleagues at some time abuse this system and take money from the till, but believes he gets far more from the other 97% than if he tried to set up systems to prevent that relatively low level of fraud. The figures are all the more surprising given that, as a company policy now, about 10% of the workforce are ex-offenders, recruited directly from prisons.

			The situation may also be helped by the strong focus the company places on promoting colleague wellbeing. For example, Timpson offers support (including financial help) at times of personal difficulty such as bereavement or debt, and it maintains holiday homes which are available to colleagues, all of whom get their birthday off each year.

			There are a number of benefits to this upside-down approach to management. John says it makes the company very easy to run, and cites in particular:

			
					High levels of customer satisfaction.

					High levels of job satisfaction – with low levels of turnover or absenteeism – due to the increased wellbeing of staff.

					Lower management costs due to the inherent efficiencies in the approach. For example, the company has no marketing department (‘everyone does marketing’), no departmental budgets, no compliance department, only two health and safety officers and, compared with most organisations of that size, very few meetings.

			

			However, there are certain key ingredients that are necessary for the approach to succeed, as John explained: 

			You absolutely have to have the right people and you have to be very good at saying goodbye to people for whom it turns out not to be the right thing.

			Colleagues are recruited for their personality rather than their qualifications. The interview assessment is about them as a person and the way they present themselves, followed by working in a shop for half a day. All colleagues begin in this way and all promotions are internal.

			The company invests heavily in colleague development. This begins with a ‘new starter’ course for all, but the company is also planning to open its own university to offer staff degree-level courses in upside-down management. A lot of training also happens through informal networking and sharing of ideas, help through WhatsApp groups, and the first-hand contact and encouragement of area managers and their small teams. 

			The most essential ingredient for John is commitment from the top: 

			The CEO must be absolutely dedicated to this and set the example. It’s all about getting the culture right.

			Could upside-down management work in schools? It is certainly true that schools are in many respects more complex entities than privately owned companies. A school’s customers are, as we have noted, more diverse, not so clearly defined, and come with competing expectations. Schools are not solely able to determine their outcomes and they face an inescapable level of external accountability. So, are there any lessons that can be learnt to help inform our thinking? 

			If you look back to our description of a company which has no organisational chart, no staff meetings, no development plan, no key performance indicators, no formal budget, no staff manual, and where the biggest leadership focus is to support wellbeing, it feels like a pretty radical step.

			We shall return to this question later, but we need to state at the outset that we believe the answer is yes, we can do things differently, and such change must begin with school leaders. That is because in a school culture, relationships and wellbeing are key (as they are for Timpson), and these are directly within the control of every school leader.  

			As we shall see later from examples of English schools making these changes today, it does not require anyone’s permission for school leaders, governors or trust boards to get started, though it does require courage and vision. But the more leaders who feel encouraged to take some first steps, recognising that (as Sir John Timpson stressed) it is the commitment of the leader that is vital, the less lonely it will be and the easier it will be to start to put high-stakes accountability back into its proper place and perspective.
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