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		    What readers say about Success is a Journey

				“I always enjoy Roy Blatchford’s common sense approach to leading schools. This collection of essays provides an invaluable insight into the most important things leaders should be doing.

				So much in this book resonated with me as a leader of several schools, in particular that an education system is only as good as the teachers in it. As Roy suggests, let’s never forget the importance of the training and support we provide to those who have chosen this wonderful profession.”

				Helena Mills CBE
Chief Executive, Burnt Mill Academy Trust, Harlow

				 

				“Roy Blatchford is writing at the top of his game: a voice of reason and influence in English education. Whilst we go through some very challenging times, his thoughts and words in ‘Success Is A Journey’ remind us why we have all committed ourselves to supporting young people so that their life chances improve.”

				Nick Caulfield
Principal, Ditton Park Academy, Slough

				 

				“Roy Blatchford’s latest collection of essays, standards and tools is a welcome addition to the literature on educational excellence. The writing is an effervescent fizz of fresh ideas, creative thoughts and provocative proposals. Every school leader and anyone interested in how we create a climate for excellence should read this.”

				Rachel Macfarlane
Director of Education Services, Herts for Learning

				 

				“This is a book of exceptional depth, breadth and clarity. Rooted in an authentic knowledge of leadership and pedagogy in the UK and overseas, it contains insights that sometimes provoke and sometimes reassure us.

				Roy Blatchford’s observations, nudges and challenges are always rooted in an optimistic faith in teachers and leaders to enrich the lives of children and young people. In ‘Success is a Journey’ – packed with inspiring examples – he explains how. This is a book to read and re-read.”

				Geoff Barton
General Secretary, Association of School and College Leaders

			

		

	
		
			
				Think Different

				‘Here’s to the crazy ones.

				The misfits.

				The rebels. The troublemakers.

				The round pegs in the square holes.

				The ones who see things differently.

				They’re not fond of rules.

				And they have no respect for the status quo.

				You can quote them, disagree with them,

				glorify or vilify them.

				About the only thing you can’t do is ignore them.

				Because they change things.

				They push the human race forward.

				While some may see them as the crazy ones,

				we see genius.

				Because the people who are crazy enough to think

				they can change the world, are the ones who do.’

				 

				Steve Jobs, Apple 1997

			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				Part One is a collection of essays about the UK and international education landscape which were first published in a range of media outlets. 

				They are reprinted here more or less in their original texts, and sharp-eyed readers will detect an occasional repetition of my favourite phrasing. Some essays date back a few years, covering themes close to my heart. Many were written over the past 24 months while I have been working overseas on education system reform. 

				Does distance lend enchantment, as the old saying goes? 

				Certainly being away from the UK scene has given an alternative and cherished perspective, and driven an underlying imperative that it is important to value what we have. Sadly, we live in an age when the default position of pundits, journalists and social media commentators seems to be one of destructive criticism.

				What I see around the world in many places is political leaders’ very high regard for education in the UK – and their desire to emulate its great strengths in their own countries. This applies equally to early years, primary, secondary and higher education.

				There are 35 essays in Success Is A Journey. An essay, deriving from its French origin, is an essai, an ‘attempt’ to rehearse an idea. It weighs up perspectives and often comes down on one side of a debate. The words are orchestrated to test the quality of an argument. The best essays do so in ways which do not waste words. Master storyteller Roald Dahl says about the great short story: ‘there’s no time for the sun filtering through the pine trees.’ 

				We all have stories to tell, and in the words of Irish author John Banville, ‘the past beats inside us like a second heart.’ In essence, writing is editing and in that spirit this collection adopts a less-is-more approach. What is gained in brevity may be lost in depth. I leave that to the reader to judge.

				One further reflection: I observe in one of the essays that it is a feature of the modern era that ‘the extraordinary becomes the commonplace at a faster and faster rate’. As a contemporary essayist, one runs the risk of making statements which later appear either foolish or prescient, particularly when commenting on fluid political landscapes. Either way, I trust the reader can share with me a wry smile.

				 

				****

				 

				Part Two contains the DfE Teachers’ Standards, Master Teacher Standard and National Standards of Excellence for Headteachers. Why?

				The distinguished HMI Ronald Arnold taught me the phrase ‘the power of the first draft’. Working in the early 1970s as Secretary to Lord Bullock’s committee on ‘A language for life’ (Department of Education and Science, 1975), Ronald almost single-handedly drafted vast chunks of the 600-page document. He maintained that his drafting was so good that committee members feared to amend the text. The late Michael Marland, a headteacher member of the committee, told me affectionately that it wasn’t quite like that, but that the first draft of the Bullock Report was indeed beautifully crafted.

				My own chance to produce powerful first drafts came when serving as Deputy Chair to the Department for Education’s Teachers’ Standards Review in 2011, and the Headteachers’ Standards Review in 2014. I am confident in saying that my fellow committee members and DfE civil servants would acknowledge my lead drafting role. While my first drafts were perhaps not in Ronald Arnold’s league, they did give us much shape, style and phrasing which survive to this day in the respective Standards.

				I am proud of my writing for those Reviews, the more so now because I have had the opportunity to harness their content in drafting similar Standards for teachers and principals in other countries.

				It is also worth noting that an increasing number of schools and academy groups across England are using the Master Teacher descriptors as part of appraisal for their best teachers, even though they were not formally adopted by Ministers and the DfE.

				For the reasons outlined above, and to offer context to essays 6 and 10, the Crown Copyright material is included here.

				 

				****

				 

				Part Three explains and exemplifies the practice of Blinks.

				Blinks are a distinctive approach to reviewing and reporting on education settings which I have, with colleagues, established over the past 15 years in the UK and internationally. 

				I have written widely on the subject of school and college inspection, home and abroad, holding to the view that, in the end, restless and robust self-evaluation should make most external inspection redundant.

				My conversations with students, teachers and leaders while conducting hundreds of Blinks have informed the content of many of the essays in this collection.

				Roy Blatchford
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				‘You’ve got a lot more bull**** than me’

				Sir Ken Morrison, founder of the supermarket chain, called a spade a spade. Following his death, stories of his bluff Yorkshire nature have been legion. At one of the retailer’s annual meetings in his native Bradford he launched a verbal assault on Dalton Philips from which the then chief executive would not recover.

				‘When I left work and started working as a hobby, I chose to raise cattle’, the veteran grocer boomed. ‘I have something like 1,000 bullocks and, having listened to your presentation, Dalton, you’ve got a lot more bull**** than me.’

				Sir Ken eschewed the world of the City and corporate governance edicts. Memorably, he once asked why have non-executive directors when he could have checkout assistants instead. And he was never happier than when pacing stores, weaving through the aisles talking to staff and shoppers, and working out what was selling well, what was not, and why. 

				Reading of Morrison’s style and relationship with his chief executives set me thinking how I have interacted over the years with chairs of governors. 

				School leaders know, in sickness and in health, that the critical factor in running a successful school is a flourishing professional relationship with the chair of governors or trustees. A head who does not view the chair as his or her boss usually comes unstuck. The chair may well have been the person who had the final say in your appointment, so they are rooting for you to succeed.

				As a young teacher in large London comprehensives during the 1970s, I was aware of two distinguished chairs of governors: Lord Mischon at Stockwell Manor and Sir Ashley Bramall at Pimlico School. To me they were distant figures with splendid white hair, glimpsed going into the head’s office for important meetings or listened to keenly on annual speech days. To everyone on the staffs they were outstanding ambassadors for comprehensive education in the Inner London Education Authority, much needed in those heady political times.

				Only later in my career, interviewing the heads they worked with, did I discover just how much time and personal support Lord Mischcon and Sir Ashley gave regularly, despite their own demanding professional duties in the law and local government. These were the days of disruptive teacher union action, community tensions in the estates, stop-and-search on Brixton’s streets, and IRA bomb threats to schools.

				Moving in 1982 as deputy to a north London grammar-school-going-comprehensive, I encountered a set of Camden and Highgate governors not to be messed with. Their combined legal, academic and financial acumen was formidable, nay, intimidating. And then Sir Peter Newsam (retiring ILEA Chief) joined the board. 

				For my term as Acting Head their patience with the rookie head was invaluable. When the really sticky moment came of having to deal with the suspension of a member of staff, the chair was unfailing in helping me follow due procedures, affording timely counsel when I doubted my own abilities. Above all, I learned that the very best of governors are ‘privately critical and publicly loyal’ – probably the most important lesson for headteachers in their dealings with boards. 

				There were two other outstanding chairs of governors during my headship days: Robert Palmer and Chris Pym. I think it no coincidence that their peers nominated them, for both were likeable, intelligent, compassionate men. The former appointed me in Oxfordshire, the latter in Milton Keynes – both invested in me from the days we first met.

				Robert Palmer was a senior officer in Thames Valley Police. Working with him for a decade was the most pleasurable professional relationship I ever enjoyed in a school. His ability to judge people whom he’d only just met and to assess the merits of any situation were remarkable. On interviews panels his dry humour used to keep everyone gently in order and constantly amused. 

				He taught me the Jesuit principle of leadership: it’s easier to beg forgiveness than seek permission. It suited us both that he was adept at keeping his distance from the school to let me get on with things. Equally, he was always there at end of the phone: to offer advice the day a sixth former committed suicide, and on the occasion when the British National Party came leafleting students at the school gate. Of course Robert had his foibles: he was always the Chairman; chairs, he asserted, were for sitting on. And lighting up a favourite cigar while standing by the finishing tape on sports days used to wind up the Head of PE wonderfully!

				Chris Pym appointed me to open a brand new school and learning centre – in state-of-the-art premises – which he wished to be both traditional and radical in practice and outlook. That suited 1999, on the cusp of a new century, and both our temperaments and educational intuitions. His political nous, deep knowledge of community, adroit handling of founding governors with different agendas, passion for deep learning and out-of-the-box thinking were everything the founding staff team and student body required to shape a sustainable vision. 

				For a few short years we chose to meet every Monday afternoon for a couple of hours in the school’s café. This was a statement to staff about our partnership and provided me with a regular opportunity to sound out my latest brilliant ruse. ‘Don’t scare the horses’, he would say, knowing how experimental we could and couldn’t be with parents who wanted the best of a Buckinghamshire grammar school blended with a pioneering comprehensive.

				Chris’s sudden death through cancer hit me hard. At his memorial service I realised his family had lost a venerated father figure of many parts. I had lost a founding partner. The words he expressed at one of our weekly discussions stay with me. I can hear him still: ‘Never name a building after anyone living or dead. With the living, you never know what they will get up to. With the dead, imagine what skeletons might be uncovered’. It is his imprint much more than mine that lives on in that school community today.

				So I thank these chairs of governors for their distinguished voluntary service and their vital role in my own education as a head. I commend their wise words and thoughts to the current generation of school leaders. May good governance go among us.

			

		

	
		
			
				In search of a leader

				The Americans and the French have recently elected leaders, and the UK and Germany are soon to elect their own.

				Elected leaders are products of their particular times and cultures, not leaders for all times. Elected leaders sense the mood of their people and put themselves forward with visions of better times. They tell compelling stories, paint vivid pictures of the horizon and submit to the electorates. Political leaders thrive and suffer through social media. Success or failure at the ballot box is sudden and brutal. Democracy is bloody and messy.

				Principals and headteachers perform similar high-wire acts in their own rural, urban and semi-urban settings across the country. In many ways, they have manifestos with which to lead and are subject to the same pressures of success and failure. Headteachers may not face the ballot box, but the daily courts of students, parents and governors can be just as exhilarating and unforgiving.

				We know so much today about the cocktail of highly effective schools: the virtuous combination of well qualified, skilled teachers motivated by clear, fair-minded and knowledgeable leadership – and everyone focused on students’ well-being and all-round achievements.

				That same fair-minded leadership is not afraid to challenge orthodoxies. It thrives confidently on accountability. Inspired and inspiring school leaders embrace entrepreneurial and innovative opportunities where there are evident gains for staff development and enhancing students’ experiences.

				Let me take four leading headteachers I have worked with and describe briefly how I see them. They share the leadership characteristics described above, yet each makes a virtue of his or her particular setting. Their names have been changed.

				Julie combines a smile and inner steel that few can match. Her personal appearance is a clear message to others, and the staff’s smart dress-code is evident to any visitor. Her leadership style is rooted in valuing and working through others, championing excellence where she sees it, rooting out mediocrity with equal vigour.

				Experienced in rapid primary school improvement, she is a great believer in enabling teachers to observe each other, to co-teach, to come together in short, focused workshops to tweak classroom practice. Staff meetings explore best next-step marking or smart presentations on effective techniques in phonics or applied mathematics. 

				Julie ‘catches staff at their best’, with postcards in pigeon holes that note a teacher’s action which has made a difference to a child. She takes photos of pupils at work, supported by a teaching assistant who is accelerating learning, and posts the photos on the school website. When she is working beyond the school she takes her teachers with her so they can share their best practice with a wider audience. She invites other heads to visit and see the school’s achievements.

				Andrew is executive head of two large primary schools. He is a maverick intellectual with a passion for primary education. He relishes taking children into ways of thinking and doing which surprise them. He challenges orthodoxies. 

				His schools achieve outstanding academic results alongside memorable engagement for pupils with visiting musicians, scientists, artists, playwrights and mathematicians. He makes rules to break them, creating enquiring, confident and independent learners, ready to take on the world at 11+. The inclusion work of the school is notable.

				This ethos of colourful intellectual enquiry has not come about by chance. Andrew gathers around him colleagues who push boundaries with children’s learning, rooted in their own fields of expertise. He visits any teachers he appoints in their current workplace; he is looking for ‘can-do’ people who will bring an energy, spark and perhaps a non-teaching background to the school. He spends a lot of time creating the team spirit, formally and informally.

				Nicola is an ardent advocate of single-sex education. She has a singular vision about the potency of comprehensive education in inner cities. She is a sterling critic of what she sees as an inspection regime which lets data get in the way of overall judgements about young people whose achievements against all odds are outstanding, but are not judged as such. She is as committed to the high-flyer from a favoured background as she is to searching out the potential of a looked-after child.

				Her annual review cycle, accompanying documentation and associated meetings with staff and governors follow a well trodden path. Each September, with a candid external eye in tow, she personally meets each head of faculty to review examination results. Each head of faculty produces an analytical report to a given format. The dialogue is warm and sharp, the head commending successes and peeling back disappointments with equal energy. 

				Nicola is a wise listener, takes advice from external consultants and senior colleagues, then backs her convictions. Governors trust and engage well with her strategic lead. To watch her at work balancing the headteacher’s proverbial spinning plates is to appreciate the relentlessness of the role, its potential loneliness, and the resilience required for contemporary headship.

				Luke enjoyed a successful career in the aviation industry prior to becoming a Future Leader and, within a short period, head of what he affectionately calls a ‘bump to 16’ academy: on site there is a Children’s Centre, primary and secondary school, and a resource base for pupils with severe learning difficulties. He brings fresh, divergent thinking to a campus that has been steeped in educational failure, neglect and low self-esteem. Staff warm to his softly spoken manner and off-beat style of asking questions.

				Rooted in his background outside the teaching profession, he has established with all staff that they need to be outward-facing, following years of inward-facing, cosy and complacent practice. His starting point has been to enable colleagues who have never visited outstanding practice to do just that, establishing a budget with governors to fund a ‘visits entitlement’ for staff.

				Luke knows that transforming chronic under-achievement amongst pupils and challenging tired attitudes amongst staff is not a quick-fix. He has introduced day reviews of practice, led by heads of department paired up with counterparts in the same subject from a nearby secondary school. Heads of maths, science, the arts and English have reviewed each other’s practices, identifying what works well and what needs to change. 

				Mutual challenge in a climate of mutual respect is the underpinning theme of this head’s school improvement journey. He’s not there yet, but he’s getting there.

				I wonder, of course, what these four good colleagues might be able to teach current and future political leaders.

			

		

	
		
			
				Eight Leadership Maxims

				1. Leave them with a smile on their face

				Leading schools requires taking tough decisions at regular intervals. Getting the right tone with colleagues matters, especially when leaders have to convey difficult messages. There is a real knack to ‘telling it like it is’, and still leaving the member of staff in good spirits. Accomplished heads manage to get this right most of the time. And learn quickly when they make a mistake. ‘It’s not what I’m saying that matters. It’s what you’re hearing’.

				 

				2. Less is More 

				In the face of sometimes overwhelming bureaucracy, wise heads know how to cut to the chase. Emails, reports, letters of complaint, advisory notes, safeguarding updates, financial spreadsheets – the sheer volume of material can threaten to swamp. A hallmark of thoughtful leadership is the ability to sift at pace, with an eye for the important detail. Crafting one side of A4, with the right words in the right order, can be eminently more practical and accessible for any audience, whether governor, inspector or parent.

				 

				3. It’s not what’s in the diary that kills you, it’s what is not in the diary

				Headteachers’ diaries can be proverbial bomb-sites. Everyone wants to see the head, right now. If you’re not very careful, the urgent consumes the important. But with a full list of scheduled diary commitments, along comes something really urgent. The best heads have developed creative solutions to potential diary crashes, usually involving a skilled secretary, willing deputies and the occasional ‘white lies’. Time juggling is part of the job: live to fight another day.

				 

				4. Leaders enable … managers control

				It is a natural inclination early in a manager’s career to want to control. You’ve been promoted so show what you can do. Observing skilled middle managers is to see them starting ‘tight’ then being willing to ‘loosen’. And it’s certainly what great heads do: appoint the right people in the right places, and let them flourish in a climate of measured risk. All my professional life I have watched the average manager seek to control colleagues, while the confident leader is quite content for others to shine and take the plaudits. 

				 

				5. Easier to beg forgiveness than seek permission 

				Not every leader subscribes to this so-called Jesuit principle of management. But show me a great school leader who seeks permission rather than following deep professional instinct, and I’ll show you a school which risks faltering. Children get one chance, so no head compromises that basic tenet. But principled and values-led decision-making, inclusive of staff and students, creates vibrant teaching and learning communities. People don’t look over their shoulders and seek permission. They occasionally have to say sorry.

				 

				6. A quick ‘no’ or a slow ‘yes’

				The old headteacher adage of ‘never say yes in a corridor’ probably rings true for many school leaders. Staff often want instant decisions from headteachers – and there’s a place for those, for example in certain health and safety contexts. But wisdom suggests that a little time pondering with colleagues will lead to a better course of actions. Judicious timing in headship is crucial, so better a quick ‘no’ and slow ‘yes’. The alternative can be ‘command and reverse’, a recipe for confusion.

				 

				7. An email is a postcard to The Sun

				In politics, so in headship: timing and communication are everything. Contemporary headship is played out against a back-cloth of 24-hour media, Twitter and Facebook. Pupils and parents can turn a petty drama into a crisis at the flick of a thumb. Heads today spend a disproportionate amount of time picking up the pieces of poorly worded emails. Good schools and wise leaders have established clear protocols for all staff when responding to social media. Caveat emptor has become sender beware.

				 

				8. Graveyards are full of indispensable people 

				Spending time alongside heads in schools, helping them see afresh their daily routines, is endlessly fascinating. The best amongst them stay resolutely focused on the children they serve. Equally, they are highly skilled in identifying the next generation of leaders. Succession planning informs heads’ everyday working, nudging potential future leaders to follow their instincts, to believe in their potential, to carve out ways of doing which challenge prevailing orthodoxies, to ask for forgiveness not permission. 

				Blink! Life goes faster than you think. Today’s school leader remembers Prime Minister David Cameron’s parting parliamentary words: ‘I was the future once’.
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‘We know so much today about the cocktail of highly effective schools:
the virtuous combination of well qualified, skilled teachers motivated
by clear, fair-minded and knowledgeable leadership — and everyone
focused on students’ well-being and all-round achievements.’

‘Achieving excellence in any sphere of public life is rooted in leaders
caring more than others think is wise and risking more than others
think is safe. Further, excellence is rooted in leaders dreaming more
than others think is practical and expecting more than others think
is possible.

A celebrated French general was once tactlessly asked, after a famous
victory, if it hadn’t really been won by the second-in-command. The
general thought for some time before answering: “Maybe so. But one
thing is certain. If the battle had been lost, I would have lost it”’

‘Never name a building after anyone living or dead. With the living,
you never know what they will get up to. With the dead, imagine what
skeletons might be uncovered.





