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Reflections on
Leadership: Being, Knowing, Doing






Leadership: Being, Knowing, Doing is both a position statement and an invaluable manual on the purpose of education. The three Ways of Being, Knowing and Doing with their constituent Basics are a fabulous new lens through which to explore leadership. Each Way (and their Basics), provides depth, definition and direction. Essentially I see this as know yourself, know your stuff and know how to act with an ethical, moral perspective that is so classically Stephen Tierney. Stephen’s writing embodies a rich wisdom, deep knowledge and breadth of experience that is compelling. This is a book I know I will be reaching for on many occasions, both for inspiration, for challenge and for direction.


Caroline Barlow, Headteacher, Heathfield Community College
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Stephen’s third book continues to explore his deep reservoir of knowledge and understanding as to how we, in schools and trusts, lead and how we should strive to improve this area of our work, collectively. The tensions between collaboration and competition are highlighted throughout and the three sections (Being, Knowing, Doing) remind us of what truly matters in the privileged position of leadership, at whatever level.


Stephen’s style easily brings together the contrasting roles of the middle leader and the senior leader and draws out the differences between them, and he shows us how they are interdependent. Towards the end of the book, Stephen appraises some of the cornerstones of education policy and makes suggestions for improvement. This is a book you will be pleased to have read.


Jon Chaloner, CEO, GLF Schools
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This is a book that very few people apart from Stephen could have written. His honesty about early headship feeling manic through to the intelligent application of research allow the reader to be comforted that they are not alone whilst also knowing that things will improve.


There is no doubt that this book is relevant to all leaders regardless of the ‘type’ of school, the explanation of how the ‘basic’ elements all come together when a leader is at their most effective is priceless. Whether an experienced leader or one looking to take their first steps this book will help. I would say the earlier you can get your hands on a copy the better. Whilst you can teach an old dog new tricks it is a lot less painful to start with a clean slate!


Vic Goddard, Co-Principal, Passmores Academy, CEO of Passmores Cooperative Learning Community
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This is a leadership book for our times. Written with great depths of compassion and wisdom. Drawing on his many years’ experience of school leadership, Stephen details exactly what it means to lead holistically, with integrity, commitment, passion and purpose. Highly recommended for all school leaders, no matter what stage they are at in their careers.


Viv Grant, Executive Coach and Director of Integrity Coaching
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Stephen generously uses his experience and reflections to provide great advice to school and system leaders working through the myriad complexities they face. His division of this book into BEING (who I am and why I am doing this), KNOWING (developing the expertise necessary), and DOING (adopting the most effective behaviours for the context) will prove enormously useful to this generation of school leaders. It is rare to see such a synthesis of reflection and moral purpose with practical tips and advice which is what leaders need now more than ever.


Ros McMullen, founder member of @HeadsRoundtable and co-founder of HeadrestUK, retired Executive Principal, now coaching leaders
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This book is ‘phronesis’ personified. Stephen provides school leaders with a route map of calm amidst ever increasing policy defragmentation.


If I was starting out in school leadership, what I would really need is the personal anecdotes and decision-making process explained, alongside the wisdom accumulated over years from someone who could articulate the complex nature of English education in a pragmatic way; something no online course or education qualification can provide you with. This book provides the cognitive apprenticeship school leaders need, to help move from novice to expert. Understanding why and how is just as important as knowing what. You can know more than anyone, but if you lack the phronesis to implement any of your ideas, you will be lacking as a leader.


Ross Morrison McGill, Founder of @TeacherToolkit, EdD student
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A highly topical and relevant guide for education leaders at all levels, informed by professional experience on the front-line. This candid exploration of the frustrations, complexities and triumphs of school leadership – managing competing pressures, juggling multiple priorities and sticking steadfastly to one’s moral compass – will resonate with all twenty-first century educators. Stephen Tierney’s passion to improve the lives of disadvantaged children is palpable, relayed with humour and humility in a text that will undoubtedly stand the test of time.


Sir Hamid Patel CBE, Chief Executive, Star Academies
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Stephen Tierney reflects deeply on leadership through the lens of three core approaches and through eight fundamental ‘basics’. He shows great insight about individual, school and system leadership, always illustrating his points with great wisdom and humility. Possibly the greatest insight he offers is ‘leave perfection to God’. At a time when school leaders are facing monumental pressure this book provides calm, practical advice and will provide an excellent resource for both new and experienced colleagues looking for inspiration and reassurance.


Dame Alison Peacock, Chief Executive Officer of the Chartered College of Teaching
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I loved Leadership: Being, Knowing, Doing. The simple expression of these concepts is profound in Stephen’s hands. What stands out for me is a reminder of the key assets on which a leader draws. It was music to my ears to read a brilliant discussion about strategy and the central importance of ethical and moral leadership. This enables us all to aim for equity in education and to succeed collectively. Brilliant!


Vivienne Porritt, Leadership Consultant, Vice President of the Chartered College of Teaching, Co-Founder and Global Strategic Leader of WomenEd (@ViviennePorritt)
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When Stephen Tierney was on the frontline of school leadership he was always one of the most authentic voices of reason in the field; always wise, measured and insightful; always honest, principled and pragmatic; always someone who stood up for his beliefs and walked the talk. His new book captures all of that and more. Being. Knowing. Doing. What a brilliant way to capture the essence of leadership. Although rooted in school issues, there’s no doubt that this will resonate more widely to other professional domains. The eight Basics are superbly chosen; a truly fresh take on some common challenges. The chapter on Guardianship, for example, provides an excellent insight into what accountability cultures might be. I think serving and aspiring leaders will find this book a compelling read. I see us talking of the Tierney Model in many years to come.


Tom Sherrington. Author of Teaching Walkthrus and The Learning Rainforest
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With the pragmatism, clarity and analytical precision we’re used to from Stephen Tierney, this latest work gets to the heart of the joys and challenges of leadership. Drawing on examples from many disciplines and perspectives, Stephen tells honest and relatable stories of leading with knowledge, integrity, curiosity and care.


Dr John Wm Stephens, CEO, Bright Futures Educational Trust
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Great things come in threes and Stephen Tierney’s third book is, I think, his best. One of our country’s most principled school leaders outlines the three strands of his philosophical wisdom in Leadership: Being, Knowing, Doing. This book provides leaders new and old with a template for thinking through the challenging situations that face school leaders on a daily basis, peppered with examples of expert decision-making from someone who has been there, seen it, and done it in the toughest of circumstances. This is a must read for school leaders at all levels, at a time when everyone needs as much good judgement and character as we can find.


John Tomsett, experienced school leader, writer and consultant
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As always Stephen manages to capture so many important elements of leadership that are both successful and ethical in an accessible yet deeply insightful way. His articulation (and exemplification throughout the book) of ‘phronesis’ illustrates beautifully what makes his book so useful and practical at the same time as being so much more than ‘tips for leaders’. A must read for all in school leadership and those who are contemplating stepping into it.


Professor Samantha Twiselton, OBE – Director of Sheffield Institute of Education, Sheffield Hallam University. Government advisor on all things teacher recruitment, retention and development
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This book is for those contemplating leadership as well as those already on this journey. Stephen shares lessons learned throughout his career with humility and wisdom. His focus on listening to and working with the whole school community, especially governors/trustees is a sign of an effective leader. ‘Culture matters, because people matter’ is so true.


Stephen also shares his thoughts on the issues of 2021 – social justice, ethics, the Nolan Principles of Public Life and the thorny subject of Ofsted. It is an easy and well-structured read with the added benefit of some great illustrations by @StanDupp.


Raj Unsworth, Chair, Member (Greenwood Academies Trust), HR professional, advisor to @HeadsRoundtable
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We all know how important good school leadership is, and we all recognise a good school leader when we work with one. What makes them effective isn’t just what they know or how they behave, it is their ability to make good decisions reliably. This book is the best I have read in helping leaders make better decisions. In building around ways of knowing, being and doing, Stephen provides a framework that any leader or group of leaders can use to develop and improve.


Jonny Uttley, CEO, The Education Alliance Multi-Academy Trust, Co-author of Putting Staff First: A Blueprint for Revitalising Our Schools
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Leadership: Being, Knowing, Doing is a book I suspect I will keep on my desk at school so it’s within easy reach at all times. It’s structured in such a way that I can dip into it for insight, examples, frameworks and links to further reading. By dividing the book into ‘being’, ‘knowing’ and ‘doing’ and then by eight ‘basics’, each with its own very real example, it has the capacity to support leaders with any of the knotty, persistent challenges they face as well as motivate them to be the best version of themself. In this book, Stephen Tierney effortlessly writes with distinct and deliberate thoughtfulness. Never veering from the goal of a ‘life well lived’ this feels to me like one of the most ‘complete’ leadership books I’ve read because it has both practical, expert examples and resonant, illuminating insights that buzz around in your head a while and then settle in your soul.


Carly Waterman, Headteacher, Lodge Park Academy, Corby
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Leadership: Being, Knowing, Doing is an authentic book that brings together research and experience to provide a toolkit for leadership. Stephen’s experience of leadership and strong moral compass enable him to critique policy developments and to provide tools for doing the job. He is brutally honest about his own leadership journey and the lessons learnt. Stephen is clear that leadership can be learnt and explores leadership through the basics. Leaders are not perfect – as he writes: ‘Leave perfection to God.’ This is a must read for all potential leaders.


Sue Williamson, Chief Executive, SSAT
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For those who lead.


Become the best version of yourself you can be.


Enable the same in others.

























Foreword






‘My hope and intention, in writing Leadership: Being, Knowing, Doing, was to help leaders. Leadership can be learnt. The three Ways with their constituent Basics are a means of exploring leadership. They represent a window or a mirror to help leaders improve their practice. In turn, as leaders, we must support the leaders who follow, who we have a responsibility to intentionally and collectively form.’


The closing paragraph of this book sets out my reason for writing Leadership: Being, Knowing, Doing. I started writing it during the first national lockdown in March 2020. Whilst writing, I realised that what I wanted to say about the purpose of education needed a book of its own; hence, publishing Educating with Purpose: The Heart of What Matters last year.


This book is structured into three main sections: the Way of Being, the Way of Knowing and the Way of Doing. Each of the Ways has a number of associated Basics, eight in total, which constitute the essence of effective leadership. The eight Basics of effective leadership are: Purpose and Introspection (the Way of Being); Specialism and Strategy (the Way of Knowing); and Implementation, Networking, Guardianship and Expertise (the Way of Doing). Each of the Basics has an initial chapter exploring key leadership themes and an accompanying chapter which provides an example of its application in education. With respect to the Basics of Purpose and Specialism, Educating with Purpose may be viewed as a companion book to Leadership: Being, Knowing, Doing particularly.


I am indebted to John Tomsett whose invaluable advice and persistence kept my writing true to the structure and ultimately the leadership framework proposed herein. As ever, Malcolm Laverty (@SDupp) has enriched the book with a series of insightful illustrations and provided numerous prompts for me to consider during the writing process. Thank you to the team at John Catt who have edited, typeset and published this book.


Thanks also to my wife, Cath, who has patiently allowed me to write another book. I hope that my grandchildren, who will soon be entering the education system, will learn, grow and flourish under the leadership of the wonderful people who work across the education system. It is to this group of leaders we owe a massive debt and thanks for supporting our children, schools and communities through the COVID-19 pandemic.






















Introduction






I arrived to headship with a keen eye for a new idea, a fistful of ready-made solutions and the capacity to work long hours. These allied to Ofsted and Diocesan Section 48 inspections, in my first half year, helped create a one hundred-and-five-page development plan. It led to a manic style of leadership. What the school required was a less frenetic leader and a more phronetic one.


Phronesis is an ancient Greek word for a type of wisdom associated with practical action. It is about good judgement and good character. At its core, it is about the ability to discern how best to act. Practical wisdom involves acting thoughtfully and virtuously and encouraging others to do the same. Virtue, thought and action, which coalesce in effective leadership, I have termed the Way of Being, Way of Knowing and Way of Doing.


Our beliefs, knowledge and experiences form our professional hinterland. These mental schemata operate behind, around and beyond our immediate or everyday thoughts. They profoundly affect our behaviours: the ways we relate to others and how we approach each situation or task. During our careers these schemata grow, often exponentially in the early years of being in a new post.


Here is probably one of the worst marketing slogans ever; this book is limited. It is limited because of and by my finite knowledge and experiences.


Leading a school and then a small trust, in one of the most deprived and disadvantaged areas in England, for two decades, gives a depth to my experience. Too many leaders working in the most disadvantaged areas are long gone before reaching anywhere near twenty years. Prior to this, my teaching experiences were also in deprived areas in the North West of England. Other people may have taught or led in a number and variety of schools in different geographical areas with very different socio-economic intakes. Their experience has greater breadth but more limited depth.


We bring who we are to leadership.


In part, my knowledge of leadership was formed when studying for a Bachelor of Philosophy degree. My research focused on effective science departments. I was interested in why some departments were more successful than others. What aspects of leadership might be most influential and how might I develop them? The research was inspired by a book written by Tom Peters and Robert Waterman (1982) entitled In Search of Excellence. The authors had distilled a series of similarities in the ways the most successful companies worked. It fascinated me.


The writers’ premise was that the difference between the most successful companies and others was the intensity with which those companies executed the basics. In other words, their success was intentional rather than accidental. Over the decades, I have reflected on the extent to which the preparation and development of school leaders is too often haphazard or at best partial in nature. Far better preparation, induction and on-going training are required. Allied with this is the acceptance that becoming a better leader takes time. It requires the ability and willingness to learn. This includes learning from others and through experience, assisted by the support of an able mentor or coach.


This book is written in the hope that you will find it of value in your development as an increasingly effective leader. That is, it will help you establish and evolve schemata about effective leadership and what the most successful leaders do. It is written from the perspective of experience and guided by the knowledge of others that I have benefitted from along the way. Thinking deeply about the Ways of Being, Knowing and Doing will enable you to become the leader you aspire to be and that your community so desperately needs.





















Ways of Being, Ways of Knowing and Ways of Doing





The three ways – Being, Knowing and Doing – form a leadership trivium. Trivium literally means the place where three roads meet; tri (three) and via (road). The Ways of Being, Knowing and Doing are three parts of a whole. The triquetra, which I have used as the symbol to represent Leadership: Being, Knowing, Doing, has three interlocking shapes that cannot be separated or exist in isolation. Like the triquetra, the ways of leadership must be viewed holistically.


Each of the three ways of leadership has a number of constituent elements. I have referred to these as the Basics, of which there are eight in total. For each of the Basics I will share some of the lessons learnt over the last twenty-five years spent in senior leadership positions in and across schools.
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Ways of Being


Purpose and introspection are the Basics at the heart of the Way of Being. Pursuing something we believe to be important is intrinsically motivating; it is what gets us out of bed each morning to engage with the world in a meaningful way. Ideally, the purpose of the organisation in which we work and our personal passions should match. When this happens the success of the organisation creates a positive feedback loop which further enhances our motivation. I have always believed in the importance of education as a means to help people have a life well lived. A life in which they enable others to do the same. This is my telos or end point of a good education.


Leaders’ beliefs about why we educate profoundly affect the organisation’s mission, ethos and vision. Purpose may be viewed through the relative importance placed on four educational philosophies: personal empowerment, cultural transmission, preparation for work and preparation for citizenship (Wiliam, 2013). In Educating with Purpose, I wrote about these extensively and how they influenced leaders’ decision making.


An organisation’s history, traditions and values bring it to a certain place in time. It is the responsibility of leaders, working from the root of this place, to chart the forward journey for the organisation. This requires clarity of organisational purpose and a clear understanding of the signs of the time. Each journey sits within a context and community that is, in turn, influenced at a local and national level.


Alongside organisational purpose there is a need for moral purpose. Leaders require a moral compass which directs them towards ethical behaviours. Personal virtues sit alongside the values that deeply influence what a leader believes to be good and right, as they interact with the world.


Introspection is the willingness to look honestly and deeply within. It can be a bruising encounter with the self, and it needs to be done out of love and with love. The aim is to help a leader become the best version of themself they can be, rather than dwelling on incompleteness and faults.


The Basics of purpose and introspection come from the core of our being, bringing together influences, thoughts and experiences from throughout our lives. They are most exposed at times of greatest stress and are the hardest to change. As matters of character, they are not open to short-term simple manipulation. The Way of Being is fundamentally about purpose – organisational (mission) and moral – and the development of the person and the professional.


As ever, we bring who we are to leadership. Where this authentic self and our actions are misaligned the lack of integrity is easily seen by others. Trust is broken, relationships suffer, and leadership is undermined. Changes in the Way of Being may be evolutionary or may occur in response to seismic events in our lives, when we are changed by the experience. The ‘Great Pause’ produced by the worldwide pandemic is one such event, and has deeply impacted on and influenced many people’s thinking.







Ways of Knowing


The Way of Knowing constitutes what we have learnt at both an intellectual and experiential level. Specialist and strategic knowledge are the Basics required to lead effectively. Specialism and strategy combine to allow consideration of five aspects associated with organisational improvement and development: content, sequencing, timescales, tactics and responsiveness.


Specialist knowledge enables a leader to engage in the key discourse at the heart of the organisation’s mission. This powerful specialist domain-specific knowledge is systemic and context-independent. It includes an expert knowledge of: curriculum design; the organisation of curriculum content; the teaching and learning processes and conditions under which they may be optimised; and assessment.


Strategy is best thought of as a decision making framework (Bungay, 2019). It involves knowledge of how best to act, in order to focus, align and execute work on the organisation’s key priorities. These strategic decisions are the linchpin ensuring an alignment and coherence between an organisation’s purpose and its enactment. Knowledge of strategy includes an enhanced knowledge of a range of key domains which impact on the organisation’s ability to operate as a coherent whole as well as a set of mental models underpinning important leadership behaviours. This knowledge supports the continuation of an organisation’s mission within a changing environment. Increasing our knowledge and experience takes time, and specialist and strategic knowledge both develop over the years. They cannot be obtained overnight but may be accelerated by learning with and from others.


In writing Liminal Leadership, one of the three bridges I referred to was moving beyond informed to wise. Wisdom – good judgement – is at the root of leadership, and key to wisdom is a way of knowing that is holistic in nature. Western civilisation has evolved with a particular emphasis on the intellect. Cynthia Bourgeault describes knowledge and the intellect as ‘A profoundly useful tool for exploring and navigating the world … But the program it runs is perception through separation. It’s a grand separating, evaluating, and measuring tool. But it can’t “do” because of the limitations built into its operating system.’ (Rohr, 2020a)


I sense that some of the difficulties we are currently experiencing in the English education system – and in others around the world – result from too great a bias towards theoretical knowledge of how the system, schools or classrooms should work. This knowledge needs to sit alongside the equally powerful but often more underrated knowledge of experience. Eacott (2008) identified the ‘intellectual turmoil’ created when models and theories interacted with people. Ideas need to be shaped or moulded by practice, ‘the know-how of leadership shaped by practical situations’.


In many ways, thinking is an extremely powerful low risk activity. It is akin to drawing or doodling on a house plan in order to change the internal spaces. For the cost of a bit of pencil lead and a few sheets of tracing paper you can look at multiple different layouts; removing walls with a few strokes of an eraser. It is only when you decide to act that you make a more indelible mark. The cost of knocking down, building, or rebuilding walls – particularly if you have failed to identify which are load-bearing – is much more expensive in reality than in theory. The greater your underpinning knowledge the more profound and beneficial your thinking about what to do will be.
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Intellect and experience – thought, application and reflection – operate in an iterative process. The synthesis of theory and action produces a powerful praxis; an iterative forward moving dynamic. In a Franciscan way of thinking Rohr (2020b) stresses the importance of orthopraxy (getting it right in practice; in the doing) rather than orthodoxy (getting it right in theory). However, they are not mutually exclusive. They work best in unison.


The Ways of Being and Knowing form the critical foundations for effective leadership; they are the wisdom that precedes the practice. Experience – at times quite painful – taught me that moving from the privacy of my own good intentions and secure knowledge into the public arena of leadership practice can be challenging, and at times frightening. Ultimately, leadership involves doing and influencing others to act with you. As such, what people experience rather than what leaders intended is key. Getting it right in practice, not just in theory, is the true measure of leadership. Fully crossing the leadership threshold requires a leader to act, as well as be and know.







Ways of Doing


The Way of Doing incorporates four Basics: Implementation, Networking, Guardianship and Expertise. These four Basics interact when leaders start to act, and are the easiest to actually observe in terms of a leader’s behaviour. When aligned and operating smoothly they enable the organisation to get better. The greater the alignment and efficiency the quicker this getting better happens. The Basics forming the Ways of Doing are centred on working with and through people. It is leadership focused on: people operating in structures, systems and processes (implementation); people in relationships (networking); people taking responsibility (guardianship) and people empowered (expertise). All improvement work is basically a human endeavour.


Implementation and networking seek to address and remedy challenges faced by the organisation. The former creates the improvement nodes associated with structures, systems and processes which seek to enhance practice. These are the more tangible elements of an organisation. The tacit, almost invisible, network of human connections and relationships ensure these elements work in harmony. Networking (relationship management) requires significant and substantial emotional intelligence from the leader.


The Basics of guardianship and expertise form two sides of the same coin. They are about maximising the potential that exists within the systems, processes and people working in the organisation. Guardianship is focused on setting and improving the standards reached. In the English education system this has unfortunately become part of a low trust, high stakes, cliff-edged, unreliable, high surveillance, inspection style approach. It is too focused on consequences and should be an approach of last resort. Rather, guardianship should primarily focus on assuring quality outcomes through real time low stakes intervention to improve people’s practice, as well as the associated systems and processes. Key to this type of work is the creation of feedback loops.


Expertise involves the explicit and coherent development of talent. It requires gains in knowledge and experience – intellectual development and the opportunity to put lessons learnt into practice – in a supportive and reflective environment. These need to be planned for and delivered. Developing expertise requires hard work.


The four Basics making up the Way of Doing are arguably the most amenable to change at a personal and organisational level. It is possible, over time, to act our way towards a new way of thinking and being. Viewing leadership from an action-orientation perspective, what leaders actually do and their impact, Hill and colleagues (2016) identified five different types of leader: accountants, architects, philosophers, soldiers and surgeons. Their research was focused on ‘failing schools’; arguably, more correctly referred to as schools that have been let down or left behind (failed) by the system. These schools are often found in the most socio-economically disadvantaged areas.


Over twenty years as a school leader, I have at various times behaved as each of the five different type of leader. I have addressed poor performance, sought to improve pupil behaviour and worked hard to reduce costs. As a new headteacher, walking into a £130,000 budget deficit, I quickly realised that maintaining a balanced budget and focusing spending on staffing and the learning environment was a priority. This went alongside increasing the funding coming into the school, both capital and recurrent. I was fascinated by teaching, assessment and learning, so I led a lot of in-house and external professional development for people, happily chatting about education until the cows came home. Over the years I have led the redesign of structures, systems, processes, buildings and governance. My actions have essentially encompassed all five leadership types. The types are not different people, rather different ways a leader may need to act or react. The same is true of the eight Basics. They are not leadership options, rather the ways of being, knowing and doing which will be called on by all leaders at some point.


Every leader will have certain of the Basics which may be considered strengths; a number may potentially be super strengths. Other Basics may not be as strong. Critically, there needs to be a level of competence within each, a floor standard, if the leader is not to be undermined or struggle for adequacy. The different Basics need to connect coherently to bring a holistic Way of Being, Knowing and Doing. With practice and experience comes an automaticity of leadership which enables increasingly better practice, which impacts positively on the organisation. The different Ways are focused on building and establishing a culture.


Culture matters because people matter; it impacts upon people’s daily lived experiences. At its best, culture consists of an organic network of positive, enriching and long-established norms and relationships that govern the way people work, within and beyond the organisation. Culture is not created accidentally. It may be built through deliberate intent – strategy – or relative neglect. An organisation’s culture must be contextualised within its domain and aligned with its mission and values (purpose).


Creating the right culture releases the discretionary effort that is required to make a truly great organisation. It aligns and galvanises people; getting them all in the right boat rowing it the same direction. With the right leadership, people get the important jobs done well and in the right way. This is the impact Leadership: Being, Knowing, Doing seeks to ensure.


Throughout the book I have, on occasion, used the generic term ‘organisation’ to include schools, academies, multi-academy trusts and other collaborative structures which bring schools together.
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Basic 1: Purpose


The importance of mission, a moral compass and ethical behaviour





An effective leader is rooted in the history, traditions and values of their organisation. Alive to the signs of the time, they are the custodian of the organisation’s narrative – articulating the current mission and ethos – in all they say and do. Working with a wider societal perspective, leaders commit to the moral imperative of enhancing all children’s life chances.





Summary





	A leader must possess a clear purpose and moral compass by which to guide the organisation. These must be rooted in the organisation’s history and traditions while also being alive to the signs of the time.



	Purpose may be viewed through the relative importance placed on four educational philosophies: personal empowerment, cultural transmission, preparation for work and preparation for citizenship (Wiliam, 2013).



	Purpose matters as it becomes enacted, for example within an organisation’s vision, curriculum, pastoral care and support, behaviour system and the professional development offered to staff.



	Signs of the time or mega-trends need to be understood by a leader. Both societal changes and political decisions impact on an organisation’s journey. They may be supportive of the direction of travel or not.



	Maintaining a moral compass and ethical behaviour requires constant vigilance and self-awareness. Leaders must seek to act always with integrity, humanity and justice.



	Education must seek to entwine greater social mobility (ladders and sieves) and greater social justice (staircases) as mutually reinforcing outcomes.



	Both social mobility (individualistic, aspiration-focused) and social justice (community, compassion-focused) will be needed to address the increasing issue of poverty in our society.



	The most disadvantaged children, young people and communities need a greater focus on social justice if we are to become a fairer society. One that is more as ease with itself.



	Invariably, when a leader’s moral compass strays it is the most disadvantaged and vulnerable in society who pay the greatest price.



	Over time, what appear as small insignificant variations in ethical behaviour add up to have a significant impact. Within education issues of off-rolling and on-rolling signal a loss of moral purpose in some organisations.



	While leaders need to accept personal and professional responsibility for their decisions and behaviours, it is critical to align systems and processes with the moral imperatives and ethical behaviours we wish to see.



	Governance is a means to both promote and protect the mission and values of an organisation; ‘People and communities are what matter; not bricks nor buildings’.



	For governance to be successful, a governing body requires a structure and skillset which reflect and embody the organisation’s mission and enable it to be carried forwards with integrity.













[image: Purpose]




Purpose


Over a seventy-two-hour period, it was announced, denounced and abandoned, by the six English Premier League clubs. The European Football Super League was intended to be a midweek money maker. Twelve clubs from England, Spain and Italy made up the permanent founding members. It was anticipated that further teams from France and Germany would be encouraged to join with the promise of substantial and stable revenue from the sale of television rights worldwide. After the impact on football finances of the COVID-19 pandemic this additional long-term income made business sense. There would be no more financial vagaries created by the current European football competitions which required a team to earn the right to be included via a successful domestic season the previous year. Promotion and relegation were not factored into the newly proposed super league.


Some of the clubs had American owners who were familiar with – and central to – the proposed franchise style arrangement. Other club owners, concerned about being left behind, signed up with varying degrees of enthusiasm. They knew it would not be an easy or smooth launch, but they were not prepared for what followed. Their new European Super League was met with universal opposition.


The apologies from the football club owners came thick and fast. Central to many of them was the owners’ acknowledgement that they had failed to take into account the deep-rooted traditions of the game, the rich heritage of the club and the values at the heart of the organisation. There was a schism between how the owners had behaved and what the fans considered their clubs stood for. The creeping monetisation of football led it to an uncomfortable place; detached from its fan base and history. This episode exemplifies and reinforces the need for a leader to understand the Basic of Purpose. Without a clear organisational and moral purpose, rooted in the organisation’s history and traditions, it is too easy for a leader’s decision making to become wrong-headed and self-serving.


While history and tradition provide the essential starting point for an organisation, it is the current leader’s purpose and sense of mission which creates the potential future trajectory. From an educational perspective, purpose is underpinned by the dynamic tension created between four philosophies: personal empowerment, cultural transmission, preparation for work and preparation for citizenship (Wiliam, 2013). In Educating with Purpose, which contains a fuller discussion and the implications of each philosophy, I summarised the aim of each as:




	To develop the potential of the child (personal empowerment). A balance is needed between the acquisition of skills and knowledge, both of which need to be applied. In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Paulo Freire reminds us that ‘a person learns to swim in the water, not in a library’, hence his focus on praxis (thought and action). Underpinning this is the desire to ‘allow young people to take greater control of their own lives’ (Wiliam, 2013).



	To pass on ‘the best which has been thought and said’ (cultural transmission). The focus is almost exclusively on knowledge acquisition and the development of the intellect. E.D. Hirsch Jr (1988) develops a key element with his work on cultural literacy – an anthropological view of education involving ‘the transmission to children of the specific information shared by the adults of the group’. This is developed using Michael Young’s idea of ‘powerful knowledge’ (2014), which is more appropriate when considering specialised knowledge.



	To prepare young people for life and work (preparation for work). The focus is on problem solving and real-world experiences. As more educated workers are more productive, there is a correlation between educational achievement and economic prosperity.



	To build communities and overcome social disadvantage (preparation for citizenship). This focuses on the school’s context and seeks to support the development of social capital within families and the local community. Key to its success is ensuring young people are sufficiently well informed about substantive and current issues to make decisions and take action in support of the democratic process.






(Educating with Purpose, 2020)


Purpose matters as it is enacted within an organisation’s vision, curriculum, pastoral care and support, behaviour system and the professional development offered to staff. Purpose directs and feeds an organisation’s on-going growth and development. As well as purpose, all organisations are significantly influenced by the prevailing conditions in which they exist. These signs of the time or mega-trends need to be understood by a leader. It is for leaders to determine to what extent the current trends help define the organisation’s journey or restrict it; operating as either a fair wind and following sea, or a storm to be negotiated. The forces operating on an organisation may be societal or political.


Societal and educational wheels have slowly moved towards greater equality. However, it might take many more generations before we see the fruits of this in greater equity for women, people from BAME backgrounds, people with disabilities and the LGBTQ+ community. There is also a lack of equity for those who are socioeconomically disadvantaged, a characteristic for which there is no protection in law. The long-term disadvantaged continue to have depressed educational and life outcomes.




A moral imperative


Education is a means to produce a more equal and just society. From its inception, mass education has involved a level of wealth redistribution, yet poverty is still a blight on our society. If asked to think about the opposite of poverty, what would you say?


People often suggest words associated with wealth, good jobs and homes. Alternatively, words associated with justice and fairness are proposed. These lead to two different beliefs about what the main outcome of education should be: social mobility or social justice. The former captures the individual aspiration associated with economic independence. The latter incorporates a level of collective compassion related to justice for all in our communities. Laura McInerney (2011) expresses these different views using three metaphors of education: ladders, stairways and sieves. She describes it as ‘the basis for almost all educational debate’.


Ladder thinkers see education as the route for climbing to the top of society via a university education. That there is one way up through succeeding in an academic education and the associated examinations. The primary purpose of schools is giving pupils the means to climb the ladder. The route is narrow and individualistic, rooted in the history and cultural norms associated with a ruling elite. Education is a means by which others may enter; mobility through mimicry.


Built on the seven liberal arts of the trivium and quadrivium, and later a traditional curriculum of the classics, university education was a preparation for professions and entry to an upper class. By the 1960s onwards the number of young people attending university had increased, and in the early years of the 21st Century nearly a third of young people attended university, where ‘millions imbibed a whole set of values unlike those of their parents or schoolmates’ (Hawes, 2020).


Sieve thinkers see education as a way to sift children and young people. The sieve point of view is about ‘the right amount and type of education … to efficiently allocate each person to a job or further study’. For some, the sieve leads to the ladder, for others it leads to a more practical orientated education; mobility through making. There is a long history of vocational education in England through the apprenticeships and the guilds of the Middle Ages and later the growth of vocational academies in the 18th Century. However, vocational education has unfortunately always been seen as a lesser option by many aspiring parents and young people.


For ladder and sieve thinkers the testing and examination system is critical to their beliefs about education. It is the means by which decisions regarding access to grammar schools, top sets or streams and higher education are to be determined. Examination outcomes provide the crucial passports and means for social mobility. With GCSEs and A-levels being cancelled over recent years, there have been various statements about examinations being the fairest means of assessment. What is meant by examinations being fair, is there is comparability in standards between the grades awarded to pupils in different centres. All pupils sit the same examination papers, containing the same questions for the same length of time.


However, an alternative view is that young people will have sixteen years of vastly different life experiences before they walk into the GCSE examination hall. Examinations essentially ignore the different challenges, opportunities and support young people have been afforded. While there is no perfect system, limiting progression post-16 for disproportionately greater numbers of disadvantaged pupils is something many find unacceptable. Education inputs and outcomes may be viewed from a wider perspective.


Stairway thinkers value diversity in the pathways through education, enabling ‘all people to find their strengths and use them to be successful and happy in the future’. Hence, policies favoured by stairway thinkers tend to give a supportive hand to help pupils move from one tread to the next. The desired outcome is based on a quality of life perspective rather than the top goal of a university education. The pupil premium policy is one such enabling policy, in that it aims to help compensate for and equalise the differences in life experiences.


While it would be easy to see these three metaphors as exclusive, competing aims it is preferential to view them as a set of aims which need to be held in tension. Instead of ladder, sieve and stairways thinkers, we need to consider the different contributions and downsides of ladder, sieve and stairway thinking. Both social mobility (ladders and sieves) and social justice (staircases) will be needed to address the increasing issue of poverty in our society. How we navigate these tensions, through the decisions we make, is a critical leadership challenge. It will impact upon the relative priority our actions give to social mobility (individualistic, aspiration-focused) and social justice (community, compassion-focused).






[image: In the image, on one side, is a man in sportswear who seems to have kicked a bag of stuff towards a young kid. On the other side of the image, this kid is trying to catch this bag while a lady, with a baby in a pram, looks over this kid.]




‘Political affiliations aside, can we not all agree that no child should be going to bed hungry?’


Marcus Rashford (15 June 2020), in an Open Letter to MPs


Social mobility tends to benefit the middle swathe of the socio-economic spectrum. The long-term poor are often unable to break the shackles of acute, chronic poverty, and for some families poverty has a depth that can be debilitating; economic poverty alongside energy, digital, housing and food poverty. To address this a holistic social justice approach is required if these children and young people are to compete on the ladder or gain greater choice in the sieving process.


Social justice is conspicuous by its absence in much of our history and too many recent policies. The removal of the twenty-pound uplift to Universal Credit, at a time of increasing food and energy costs, will be detrimental to the education of children from our poorest families. There appear to be too few policies that support people out of poverty. A triple lock on the national minimum wage or living wage and Universal Credit would arguably have a significant impact on educational outcomes for many children.




Our data shows it doesn’t matter if you go to a school in Britain, Finland or Japan, students from a privileged background tend to do well everywhere. What really distinguishes education systems is their capacity to deploy resources where they can make the most difference. Your effect as a teacher anywhere in the world is a lot bigger for a student who doesn’t have a privileged background than for a student who has lots of educational resources.


Andreas Schleicher, OECD





Disappointingly, the Secretary of State for Education in England and the Schools Minister have implemented proposals that will see a significant weakening of the pupil premium policy. Work by Andy Jolley (Twitter: @ajjolley) has exposed the extent of the impact of bringing forward the census collection – from the usual January count to an earlier October count – on the number of pupils entitled to free school meals. The earlier October count will essentially miss all the pupils who became entitled to free school meals between October 2020 and January 2021. Jolley’s Freedom of Information request showed that in Greater Manchester 7,231 pupils became entitled to free school meals between October 2020 and January 2021. If the census count had been maintained at its usual time of January it would have realised an additional £8.874 million of pupil premium funding to support children and young people in schools across Greater Manchester. The corresponding figures for London are 18,661 pupils and the loss of £22.769 million of funding. The total loss of funding is calculated by the Department for Education to be £90 million across the country, while the Fischer Family Trust calculates the figure to be £133 million (Thomson, 2021). When the moral compass goes wrong it is invariably the most disadvantaged and vulnerable who lose out. They are least able to compensate for the loss of funding and the opportunities it would have afforded their children.







A moral compass


Returning to the abandoned European Super League, the greater difficulty the whole footballing fraternity faces is that the super league was part of a process, not simply an event. Many of the organisations and clubs complaining – fearing a loss of income, influence and power – had been central to the decision making processes which over decades created some elite national leagues and clubs across Europe. Football fans had previously welcomed the increased financial clout that had enabled their club to buy top players from around the world, on higher salaries than the overwhelming majority of other clubs could afford to pay.


Many small decisions, taken over time, in the absence of a coherent guiding mission and set of values led to the proposed formation of the European Super League. Schools are not immune from similar issues. Maintaining a moral compass and ethical behaviour can be a considerable challenge. It involves integrating various ethical approaches: living as the kind of person we want to be, congruent with the virtues we espouse (integrity); a values-based perspective that supports the common good, the greatest good for the greatest number with a preferential option for the poor or oppressed (humane); and doing what is right (justice).


In terms of values in public life, the Seven Nolan Principles are often referred to: selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty and leadership. The Association of School and College Leaders (ASCL), one of the professional bodies for school leaders in the United Kingdom, established an Ethical Leadership Commission ‘because of concerns expressed by ASCL members and others about the lack of guiding principles for ethical leadership in education’. It adopted the Nolan Principles, a set of should and should not statements, adding a series of defined behaviours – personal characteristics or virtues – namely trust, wisdom, kindness, justice, service, courage and optimism (ASCL, 2019).


No matter how comprehensive or worthy, the difficulty with a list approach is that it does not always help you grapple with the inherent complexity associated with the moral dilemmas you face. Words and statements which are ‘powerful in the abstract … can be flat and generic on the page. The challenge is always to bring them to life, and into the lives of those who lead’ (Kerr, 2013).


To support leaders, I believe the four basic principles of medical ethics are a useful and potentially powerful ally. Sufficiently broad yet focused to hold in tension the complex challenges faced when seeking to determine what is good, they have stood the test of time and found meaning in decisions which are literally life and death. The four principles are:




	Non-maleficence – the call to do no harm or inflict the least harm possible to reach a beneficial outcome.



	Beneficence – the call to do good or promote a course of action that is in the best interests of the person.



	Autonomy – assuming people have the right to make decisions about things that directly affect them; being informed is key.



	Justice – consideration of the impact of individual decisions or decisions about individuals on the wider community or society as a whole.






The final ethical aspect moves the leader to decision making; doing what is right. Difficult decisions must be made even where ethical principles are in conflict, and it is challenging when leaders need to rationalise a given approach, to themselves and others. This is true at a macro level when considering the greater purpose and outcomes of education as well as when making determinations that are more operational in manner.







A moral failure


In England’s high stakes education system there are two related ethical issues which are increasingly coming to the fore. One is that some schools attempt to on-roll certain groups of pupils and not others (an admissions issue). The other is the off-rolling of pupils who are in danger of underperforming in public examinations, which is particularly prevalent in secondary schools leading up to GCSE (an exclusion issue).


The underlying ethical issue schools are being challenged with is: who will care for the most vulnerable children and young people in society? This group of pupils is diverse, and includes children who are looked after, those with special educational needs including children with Education and Health Care Plans (EHCPs), those who are long-term economically disadvantaged (of which White British are the largest ethnic group), travellers, and Black/Afro-Caribbean pupils. You would hope that all schools would wish to share in the joys and challenges of educating the most vulnerable pupils. Within reason there would be an equitable share across schools, but this is not always possible. For example, schools are located in geographical areas with very different levels of economic disadvantage and parental choice has to be factored in. However, it is also not always the case even where it is possible.




[image: A father and daughter are standing across a school’s poster that reads “Yes, we’re that school that offroll academy recommended to you!”]




Stories of some schools suggesting to parents that their child with various additional needs would be better catered for at another school cannot be ignored. While we cannot be certain of the reasons, some odd admission patterns do occur. In a town of seven secondary schools, the 2019 performance tables show one secondary school with the number of pupils on roll as 1168 having 56 pupils with EHCPs. The other six secondary schools with a combined number on roll of 4913 had 79 pupils – in total – with EHCPs. The first school will be required to find £336,000 from its budget, every year, to fund the first £6,000 of the EHCPs. There is no doubt of this school’s beneficence.


This is not a moral dilemma, as the ethical way to behave is obvious. Rather there is simply a disconnect between appropriate ethical behaviour and the actions of the few. Sadly, some schools seek to restrict which pupils come on their roll, which is the reverse of how the system should work.


Leaders need to accept personal and professional responsibility for their decisions and behaviours. However, it is also critical to align systems and processes with the moral imperatives and ethical behaviours we wish to see.




The endgame is to eliminate the need for courage, to render it unnecessary … Success comes when the right things happen by default – not because of individual passion or heroism. Success comes when the odds have shifted.


(Heath, 2020)





While all leaders should behave ethically, some do not. This is the point at which governance must be at its strongest. Governance can be a means to both promote and protect the mission and values of an organisation. It must never be complicit in undermining the common good, or ignoring or covering up unacceptable or questionable practices.
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