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			Introduction

			By way of a fun bit of light action research, a group of primary and secondary headteacher colleagues set about the following task.

			In their very busy, on average, 12 hour days, how many different professional interactions did they have? Conversations – long and short – with children, students, staff, parents, governors, teachers, visitors; emails, messaging, drafting papers, reading reports, phone-calls. 

			I asked them to take a typical hour and count them all.

			The result: 20 an hour – sometimes more, sometimes fewer. That is roughly three minutes per interaction, carried on through breaktime, lunch and snatched cups of tea and coffee during the long working day. An impressive, and sobering, 240 per day!

			So the title of this book took shape: The Three Minute Leader. 

			‘Less is more’ is its guiding principle. The book set outs 101 snippets of advice, provocation and reflection to encourage school leaders as they go about their daily routines. Enjoying and having fun with the role is the key ingredient. 

			And successful school leaders I know around the globe possess the three essentials of leadership in any context: humanity, clarity, courage.

			I worked as a young deputy – in a London grammar school going comprehensive – to an experienced headteacher. In my enthusiasm I often challenged him. One day he took me aside and offered this kind observation: ‘Roy, you will watch me make mistakes. You will not repeat them. But you will certainly make your own.’

			He was right. We are humans, hard-wired to get things right and wrong. Like Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into our past.

			We are also in the people business – and this short compendium is for the good people who are school leaders, wherever on the globe they find themselves.

			Roy Blatchford
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			‘To be nobody but yourself in a world which is doing its best night and day to make you like everybody else means to fight the hardest battle which any human being can fight and never stop fighting.’

			e.e. cummings
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			1. 80% of success is turning up

			I once listened to an infamous actor talking about fellow actors arriving late on a movie set. He quipped that 80% of success is turning up. Not a bad adage in some walks of life, but probably not good enough for a leading professional in the public services.

			Education leaders must look after their own physical and mental well-being so that they are healthy throughout the year, including during holiday periods. They need to pace themselves and switch off the email sometimes – seriously. Graveyards are full of indispensable people.

			Leaders need to be present in their schools most of the time, even when those who deputise are excellent. Visibility counts.

			Equally, they make wise judgements as to when they can afford and need to be out of school: presenting, networking, representing, promoting, learning, recruiting. These things matter in the contemporary education landscape.

			2. Compliment someone at least once a day

			Leaders are paid to smile or, as some would describe it, not have a bad hair day. Leaders’ enthusiasms, wit, good humour and physical demeanour set the tone. 

			That means actively communicating with all colleagues in classrooms and laboratories, on corridors, in offices, kitchens and playgrounds. 

			Compliment those around you when they deserve it. You may find it hard to include all your staff here, but try! Practise on someone who might least expect a smile from you. Offer to take a lesson for them.

			In your bleakest moments in a staff meeting, remember: cynics don’t only grow old, they die. And that humour is a powerful force.

			3. Talk with and listen to children and students

			Children help you keep your finger on the school’s pulse, its corridor rumours and playground gossip. Walk around classrooms every day you can, even if it’s just to say hello and rehearse your vital knowledge of pupils’ names. And practise ‘hello’ in the languages spoken by students.

			Students will tell you what’s trending on social media, what music to listen to, what films to watch, which teams they and their families support.

			You’ll also learn what students are enjoying about school, which staff are really exciting them in their learning. If there are occasional undercurrents of disquiet in the community you’ll pick these up too.

			Hearing can be a passive activity. Listening, with ears and eyes, is active. Practise it.

			4. Talk with and listen to colleagues

			This may be obvious, but where it is more honoured in the breach than the observance you have an unhappy school community.

			Leaders listen intently and purposefully to their colleagues. They test the temperature of the organisation through conversations and model a ‘without fear or favour’ response to simple and difficult questions alike.

			Go out of your way to hear from the front-of-house staff; they really know what’s occurring.

			A number of leaders I know deliberately spend Friday afternoons walking around the school, talking with and listening to colleagues – an optimistic reminder to everyone that all is well in the world and a suitable preparation for the weekend.

			And generally work with your office door open. When it’s closed colleagues will respect that message and not disturb you.

			5. Grasp nettles tightly

			A boy brushed a nettle and was stung by it. His mother told him: ‘It stung you because you brushed it. Next time grasp it boldly and it will be soft as silk and not hurt you.’ Remember Aesop? 

			Of course, you can be tempted to grasp boldly, overreact and get something wrong. But faced with both tractable and intractable problems, wise leaders recognise the need to resolve matters as speedily and as transparently as possible. 

			What the leader does, and how they do it, offers a model to others.

			Courageous decision making is infectious. And it may, sadly, sometimes cause hurt.

			Spot the member of staff who has retired, but hasn’t told you. What are you doing to re-energise the person or, frankly, grasp the nettle and say teaching everyday is no longer for him or her?

			6. Remember Bertrand Russell

			‘The trouble with the world is that the stupid are cocksure and the intelligent are full of doubt.’ Thus spake the celebrated philosopher.

			Leading a small or large team of professionals, each with their own viewpoints and backgrounds, requires highly tuned antennae. Whose opinions do others on your staff value? Whose do they have less respect for?

			In staff meetings, who speaks and who listens? How do you elicit the views of those who are full of doubt? And how do you harness the cocksure in a way that values and moderates their contributions?

			Animated debate about education issues is a hallmark of successful schools. White noise and negative gossip should be lanced, promptly.

			7. Know your community 

			A hallmark of good leaders – and their senior teams – is that they know in depth their school and local community. They have invested time and research into the people, places and politics which make the school tick. 

			Astute leaders are smart readers of the rhythms of a school year.

			They sense when things are right or wrong, peaceful or disturbed; and, over time, have the uncanny knack of anticipating when trouble is brewing.

			If the local community is changing socially and demographically, thoughtful response is required. Nurture community groups.

			Don’t wait to be told that the number of bilingual learners has doubled since you last looked at the data in September. Or that certain year groups have developed a pattern of students leaving for other schools.

			Know the predispositions, prejudices and preferences of those you lead and serve.

			8. Invest in high quality refreshments, toilets and parking

			The Chief Executive of one of the UK’s great tourist attractions says that on feedback surveys, visitors rarely comment on what they have come to see. What they do hold forth on are refreshments, toilets and parking. And, invariably, associated queueing.

			Talk to staff, students, parents and governors – and the tale is not dissimilar. In boarding schools, it’s food, food and food the students comment on. 

			In recent years, most schools have transformed refreshments and toilets for staff and students alike. Parking is another matter – you manage the spaces and the access points as best you can. Bikes not cars are the increasing trend, led by climate savvy students.

			Remember too the Disney law of queueing: the queue must always be moving; those in line must always be able to see the head of the queue; the queue must be entertained.

			9. Invest in classrooms

			Teachers and students spend 1,500 hours a year in them. Their well-being and thus their full attendance depend on classrooms being well-lit, airy and of pleasant temperature – wherever in the world. 

			The air-conditioners in some classrooms drown out voices; think about the importance of acoustics for all students. The heating in some stifles students’ thinking – turn it down.

			Buy for every classroom a Nespresso machine, a water cooler, a chaise longue: coffee for the teacher, water for the children, and a chaise longue as a reminder that the teacher does not have to stand at the front of a class all the time. S/he can sometimes sit in comfort, listen, and let the students lead learning.

		  10. Abolish bells

			They belong in another era, an industrial age of clocking on and clocking off. You are not running an assembly line.

			Bells at the end of lessons mean lessons ‘end’ when the bell goes – or rather the flow of important learning is interrupted for students and teachers alike. Homework is set in a rush.

			Think differently and give everyone the dignity of managing their time effectively. Everyone has a watch, a phone or a clock they can see.

			For emergencies and evacuation – by all means, yes to bells and whistles.

			While you’re at it, put plants and carpets across the curriculum. In the entrance foyer install: a luxury fish tank to calm irate parents and governors; eye-catching clocks set to different time-zones; and, if space allows, a grand piano as a symbol of musical excellence.
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			Take a break

			Perspective

			An 18 year-old girl away at boarding school writes to her parents.

			Dear Mummy and Daddy

			I have to tell you that I have ended up – unexpectedly – in hospital, with both legs broken. I have also fallen in love with an Australian nurse – in fact we are going to get married, emigrate and I am about to have his baby.

			None of the above is true, but I have just failed my final exams, and I thought you ought to put things in perspective.

			Yours,

			Trudy
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			11. Your best friends are the dustbin and the delete button

			Some headteachers enjoy opening the school’s daily postbag so they can delight in binning much of it – a useful therapy. Others ensure a skilled secretary screens out unwanted emails.

			Leaders need a device to ensure sanity in a world which threatens to overwhelm with information. And a system which ensures that the important and the urgent are equally weighed.

			So much ‘stuff’ comes your way, so protect others from it. Cut bureaucracy for your colleagues, and they will thank you warmly.

			While you’re at it: declutter classrooms, offices and staffrooms – secure a deal with a skip company for a weekly recycling collection.

			12. Be concise

			In the face of daunting bureaucracy, wise leaders know how to cut to the chase. 

			Emails, reports, letters of complaint, advisory notes, safeguarding updates, board minutes, financial spreadsheets – the sheer volume of material can threaten to swamp. 

			One hallmark of thoughtful leadership is the ability to sift at pace, with an eye for the important detail. 

			When writing: craft one side of A4 with the right words in the right order. A single sheet is practical and accessible for any audience whether governor, inspector or parent. Clarity is the watchword. 

			Less is usually more. On occasion, more is more.

			13. Bottle the staff who are young at heart

			The young at heart come in all ages and the perceptive leader recognises so. 

			How many teachers have taught for ten years and made sure that each one of those years has given them something different professionally which has kept them fresh?

			Good leaders seek to give all staff the opportunity to stay fresh in the job – and ensure they appoint colleagues with a variety of skills and intelligences. They ‘grow’ their own great people. They ‘coach’ at every opportunity.

			Infect everyone with the dispositions of the young at heart. 

			Great teachers remain children at heart, however long they have been in the classroom. Great teachers don’t lose their class with age.

			14. Stick close to your values

			‘Most of the change we think we see in life is due to truths being in and out of favour.’ Poet Robert Frost’s words are a reminder that strong school leaders stick to their professional and personal values particularly in times of change. 

			Your values embody your humanity. Your personal integrity is rooted here.

			Thriving on change is what effective leadership is about in the 21st century. Leaders pursuing what they know to be right for their students, staff and school communities is equally vital.

			And, occasionally, be sceptical of your values. Talk them through and test them out with trusted colleagues – and maybe with some rogue voices too. Be explicit about the ethical principles upon which you lead.

			15. Be confident in your instincts and intuitions

			People enter teaching and move into leadership positions because they are inspired by a moral commitment to make a difference to young people’s lives – and frequently by a real passion for a subject such as geography or mathematics, the joys of which they wish to share with a wider audience.

			In any walk of professional life, instinct and intuitions play a key part in how people behave towards others, react to situations, manage challenging moments, and champion achievements.

			Having confidence in those instincts and intuitions distinguishes the trusted and creative leader.

			‘Maverick’ can be a maligning word. The dictionary speaks of   ‘independent minded’. Embrace the mavericks, don’t reject them unthinkingly. There is a maverick instinct lurking inside most leaders.

			16. Ask someone to restrain you

			We all need strong supporters in our workplace. Yet someone to restrain you is equally important.

			You have been on an exciting overseas visit, listened to an inspiring speaker, watched amazing learning in another school. You return to your setting bursting with ideas and wanting to effect rapid change.
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