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			Reviews

			This is an extremely important and timely read for anyone in education wishing to better understand the characteristics and consequences of toxic school cultures. By shining a light on poor practice through the use of fictionalised narratives, this book also raises questions about how school leaders can look after their teachers and hopefully prevent so many from leaving the profession.

			Daryn Egan-Simon
Teacher trainer, PhD researcher and co-founder of BrewEd

			A welcome and timely addition to the burgeoning literature of school staff wellbeing. At its heart is a collection of authentic teacher stories, viewed through the lens of Dr Woodley’s analysis of toxic schools. The marriage of academic rigour with practical advice, built upon research, makes this book an important contribution to the wider wellbeing debate.

			Sam Collins
Teacher and founder of Schoolwell

			Toxic Schools takes what others might wish to hide away and brings it centre stage. It shines a bright light on how some schools create and sustain cultures that damage individual teachers and the profession as a whole. It is a call-out which we all need to hear. And it is also a call to arms. Reading this book, reflecting on its content and discussing the insights it helps us to generate offers us a language and a conceptual framework for change. Schools can change for the better from the inside out, and this book might be a major contribution to creating that change.

			Professor Rachel Lofthouse
Professor of Teacher Education, founder of CollectivED

			In the current educational climate – in which the teacher crisis, far from alleviating, is getting even worse – this book is not just important but essential reading for policy-makers and school leaders. Many of the stories are truly horrific. However, it’s important to note that the book is written from a place of love, loyalty and the fierce, righteous and justified rage at those who make ‘what can already feel like a challenging job into one which can feel like a Herculean task’. Helen’s background as an academic researcher gives the book real clout and credibility.  

			Dr Emma Kell
Teacher, Doctor of Education, author

			This book provides a unique insight into teachers’ personal experiences in toxic schools, and offers some solutions to the issues. 

			Toxic cultures in schools are born of putting performance before teachers. As a result, this leads to teachers being stressed out and talented teachers leaving to pursue greener pastures. 

			Helen’s and Ross’s observations highlight the future of schools: success will not be in league tables but in how well a school values health and wellbeing.

			Mark Martin
Teacher and founder of Urban Teacher

			Toxic Schools reminds us of the importance and value of listening to each individual teacher’s voice. It’s a thought-provoking body of work and a must-read for all us senior leaders who should constantly be striving to explore meaningful school self-evaluation. Are we really who we think we are? Toxic Schools reminds us all of the importance of how Senior Leadership Teams communicate, our influence on other individuals and the powerful effect that our words may have. 

			Andria Zafirakou
Global Teacher Prize Winner 2018

			Toxic Schools shines a powerful light on an issue that should concern everyone in education. Through a series of startlingly vivid portraits of life working in toxic schools, this book brings into sharp focus the critical importance of valuing and celebrating the right leadership behaviours. This is a thought-provoking read about the importance of people and relationships.

			We cannot truly consider ourselves a high-functioning profession if we treat staff working in schools as renewable resources to be used and replaced. Toxic Schools will be a mirror in which teachers and leaders alike can reflect on their own experiences, whilst it provides useful and pragmatic suggestions to help take control in toxic environments.

			Nick Brook
Deputy General Secretary, NAHT

		

	
		
		

		
			Introduction – Voices from inside toxic schools

			This book does not aim to be a textbook for how to prevent a school becoming toxic, nor is it a step-by-step self-help guide for coping in one. Instead, it is about hearing the authentic voices of teachers who have worked in toxic settings, understanding the common threads of their experiences, seeing how these may overlap with your own experiences, and trying to forge a way forward. It is written both from my experience of being a classroom teacher who has had her own experiences of working in toxic settings and from the point of view of an academic researcher with an interest in some of the key themes that will be discussed. 

			Toxic work environments are challenging places to be in. They are negative places for all the staff who work there, even if they only cause obvious effects to a few staff. Toxic schools can turn confident and able teachers into ones who doubt their ability and may only seek to leave the profession. Equally, they can impact upon leaders, both established and aspiring, in the same way. The longer you work within a toxic school, the more likely it is for you to begin to accept it and to find your own values and philosophy slowly diminish and change into something else; you become the teacher you never wanted to be and cannot pinpoint where it all unravelled. This doesn’t have to be the case. By recognising what toxic schools are, understanding how they affect teachers, and striving to create environments which are not toxic, we can gradually reduce the impact they have on the education system. 

			In this book several key concepts are discussed, including teacher voice, fictionalised narratives and ethnography. These underpin the majority of the content; and although they are discussed at length in key areas, they are frequent themes which pop up throughout the chapters. Reference is made to significant research in these areas and lists of suggested further reading is included at the end of each chapter. 

			Agreeing upon what we mean by ‘teacher voice’ is tricky as there are multiple definitions. Some may understand it in terms of having a voice at a national level within policies or politics; some may perceive it as their right to criticise those in governance and leadership of them; yet others may see it as having a voice within their specific area of expertise. Rather than trying to simplify teacher voice and risk losing some of the richness it contains, we should instead accept its complexity. Over the last 20 years, the importance of student voice in education has grown but the relevance of teacher voice has been gradually undermined. The role of the teacher is often less about a professional dialogue with school leaders on the ethos and culture of a school and more about staff performing their allotted duties within the classroom; teachers are often kept within a well defined box. Chapter 11 of this book aims to show how teacher voice can be used as an important tool for combating toxic school environments.

			This book will also show how fictionalised narratives can be used as a tool for teachers to share their authentic voices whilst remaining within the bounds of their professional duties. Fictionalised narratives, also known as ethnographic fiction, can be understood by comparing them to historical novels. While these are works of fiction with the author responsible for imagining the dialogue and emotions of the characters, they also share knowledge and information about a specific period of history; they are about events that did happen, yet they are presented in a way imagined by the author. In a similar way, fictionalised narratives aim to show the truth of what people say or do yet are also untrue at the same time. We will discuss their use in education further in chapter 3. Fictionalised research can seek to overcome some of the professional boundaries teachers face and further engage them in having a voice in education and educational research. 

			Ethnography is an important theme for this book because it is based upon the premise that teachers are talking, blogging or writing about their lived experiences of a specific social community: schools. The importance of hearing voices from within the classroom is crucial for many reasons. Teachers are best placed to be writing and sharing details about their professional lives. Whilst there is a definite place for research in schools by ‘outsiders’, it is those within the classroom who have the real window to the world of education. Their voices are the ones we need to hear. Chapter 11 looks at how teachers can use the principles of ethnography to change some of the accepted narratives about working in challenging school environments.

			Helen Woodley

			Most teachers and school leaders will be able to describe to you ‘when’ and ‘why’ they have worked in a challenging school, but not many people will be able to explain how they survived (assuming they did). Taking the context of ‘challenging schools’ a little further, do you know of any teachers who could share examples of working and surviving in a toxic school? A school which has a poisonous working culture where numbers – grades, cash or both – are the main drivers to its (apparent) success.

			Not everyone has worked in a toxic school, but we may be familiar with situations at work when relationships with our peers have become poisoned and incurable. 

			Despite people working in our schools to educate the next generation of pupils to grow up with strong morals and collective values and to make positive contributions to society, why do some people inside our education system believe that poisonous behaviour is the way forward? And despite having a recruitment and retention crisis on our hands, we have people inside the system driving good teachers away from our schools!

			In Helen’s book, she shares her doctoral research and case studies from teachers who have been on the receiving end of toxic behaviours. There’s a good chance you may recognise the findings of this research from your own experience or from observations of colleagues who have shown toxic behaviours. You may have worked in a toxic culture or simply want to understand what toxic schools are, why they develop and how we can alleviate toxicity from our schools. 

			You may even be a person who has displayed toxic behaviours or knows someone who does. Whatever it is, this book is an important step forward in educational research and Helen’s contribution in this field is significant. 

			Ross Morrison McGill

		

	
		
			Reflections

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 – Identifying a toxic school

			Why the interest in toxic schools?

			My interest in toxic schools grew out of my doctoral thesis, which had a focus on teacher voice. I had not intended to focus on this, but over the course of my research, my interest in teacher voice grew with my own awareness that my own voice was often unheard outside of the team I worked with. I was fortunate that I ended up working in a setting that encouraged teacher voice, that allowed staff professional autonomy, and that supported us with our aspirations. I was able to reflect back upon other experiences in my career and see how potentially damaging they had been due to a lack of these features. I began to record my thoughts and feelings in a journal and found that this self-writing was beneficial. As Tim O’Brien suggests in his book Inner Story, understanding the private stories which we tell ourselves can give us a greater understanding of how we exist in the world around us (O’Brien, 2015). From these separate stories in my journal, I began to write a more detailed account of my own experiences using a form of writing called autoethnography, which will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 3. However, for a definition, it is a form of writing where the author uses self-reflection to write themselves into the social world (Denshire, 2014). Throughout this book, autoethnographical writing is used because the story told has some relevance to the issue being discussed. This is largely due to the fact that, for my own autoethnographical writing, the social world I inhabit is one of schools and education. 

			One personal autoethnographic narrative stands out. It occurred at a time in my life that I was suffering from an immense personal crisis: 

			I was a relatively young teacher working in an all-age special school. I was young, enthusiastic, and troubled by my life outside of school. It was the build up to Christmas and, in school, a time of immense joy, continuous fun, and the inevitable school production. My class were involved in the performance and the frequency of rehearsals had grown as the end of term drew near. With the performance a matter of days away, the school was gathered in the hall to have a final run through. My hard work was over: I had taught the class the songs with the accompanying Makaton signs and we had hastily painted the large pieces of cardboard which were due to become the stable scene. Yet, in my private life, I was coping with the after effects of my partner having an affair. I had told key staff at school (including my line manager) about my situation and was very much in the mindset that I just needed to get through until the end of term, which was only a matter of weeks away. I had managed to cope with the performance of teaching in the classroom but the endless rehearsals for the play were taking their toll. On this particular afternoon, I was stood in the dark at the back of the hall as a mere spectator whilst the staff in charge of the production directed the pupils around the stage. Having been so intensely involved before, I was glad of the chance to take a step back and revel in the enchantment of my class performing on stage. Initially the thrill of seeing them sing and sign was wonderful. The smiles on their faces were genuine and all of the stresses of the past weeks of practising had gone. However, in those few private moments alone at the back of the hall, my guard slipped: the smile dropped and a few tears escaped down my face. The joy of watching my class had been like an inverted reflection of my own life and had highlighted how sad and grey it felt. 

			Unbeknown to me, my line manager – let’s call her Evie – had moved close to me in the hall. We had not got on for several years, largely because I had not joined the group of teachers who swarmed around her as so any others had before. It hadn’t been that I disliked her – in fact, I had initially thought her to be welcoming and vivacious – but I quickly realised that she was quite insecure and used the attention of other teachers to boost her confidence. I had decided that I would rather not fall into that role so I had been polite but kept my own counsel. This had only served to frustrate her, and over the months we had grown further and further apart. As the lights were turned on in the hall, she saw my tear-stained face. Rather than offering a word of consolation or a hug, she said with menace, ‘Get a smile on your face; it’s nearly bloody Christmas. Look happy.’

			That single comment almost ended my teaching career as I suddenly realised how undervalued and unsupported I was. I looked at my school with fresh eyes and saw the exhaustion, stress, and sadness in many of the faces around me. Over the next few months I began to hear the stories of other staff around me who had fallen victim to the caustic wit and criticisms which dripped from Evie’s mouth. Those who had either not been selected to join Evie’s group – or had actively decided to avoid it – had made their classrooms their places of sanctuary. As I began to spend more and more time with them, I realised that I could not remain in the school for much longer. I knew that whilst Evie remained in a position of leadership and influence, things were not going to change. Plus the divisions between the staff were too entrenched and I could not see how they would ever be bridged. It was my first permanent contract and the prospect of walking away was awful as much as it felt necessary. Thankfully, I decided to give education another chance and moved to a school which I loved, but I could have so easily have left the professional altogether. 

			This self-reflection through autoethnography gave me an interest in the hidden lives of other teachers I met. It was only during my final year of writing my thesis that I rediscovered Twitter and was astounded at the snippets of lives I read there, often from teachers who were struggling in their professional worlds. They were honest and open and had found some release in having their voices heard on social media, even if they were not heard in their schools. Many of them were trying hard to keep their professional pain away from tainting their families or home lives. I realised that there were many teachers who spent their days feeling isolated and unheard. Often they were working within schools where the school culture and leadership were preventing teachers from having a voice. I realised how fortunate I was to be able to work with a team with whom I could share the whole of myself and find support, encouragement, and a cup of coffee, even if I felt silenced in other areas of my professional life. 

			It struck me that some of the teachers on Twitter had never been in a position to have their voices heard at all – not within their teams or departments, and sometimes not within their own classrooms. I began to chat with them, trying to link them with people that I knew could help or simply providing a space for them to offload. Some of these relationships developed to such a degree that they wanted to have the opportunity to tell their full stories. The more time I spent talking with them, the more I was able to see common threads which reappeared time and time again across a variety of settings, age ranges, and career stages. These threads became the basis for the concept of this book.

			I am indebted to these professionals for their honesty, their openness and their desire to help others either in the same situation or those leading a school which has a toxic culture.

			In this opening chapter from Helen, you will read how using an autoethnographic process evolved into this book, stemming from a moment in school which became ‘an inverted reflection’ of her own life. This private moment almost ended her teaching career. 

			Caustic wit, sarcasm and critique became the norm at work until social media – how we live and work online – started to offer opportunities for Helen to observe, to connect and discover common threads with other teachers all around the world. 

			In my 25 years teaching in schools, I’ve never worked in a toxic school; but I have found myself in toxic situations several times – key moments that make an impression on your long-term memory throughout your career. Whether this makes for a toxic school will be defined throughout this book; but in my case, these circumstances led to me leaving a job I loved – twice.

			Characteristics of a toxic school

			Many teachers, myself included, have come home from work and ranted and moaned about where we work and who we work with. This letting-off of steam is normal behaviour and a way of coping with the low-level stress and frustrations that we all feel; it is not necessarily an indication that we work within a toxic school. So, what is? How do we know that we have tipped over the edge and we are experiencing something that can affect our mental and physical health? When should we start to be concerned?

			There is no blueprint for what a toxic school is; they can be high-achieving, low-achieving, in challenging socio-economic areas, in affluent areas, in cities, or in the countryside. Many teachers will work in such a school during their careers or hear anecdotes about experiences colleagues have had. Largely they are not discussed or talked about by staff working within them due to the effect they have on teacher self-esteem or due to staff fear of being seen as a whistleblower on practice. As a profession, we are not encouraged to share our voice on our workplaces. After all, Part Two of the Teachers’ Standards requires:

			‘Teachers must have proper and professional regard for the ethos, policies and practices of the school in which they teach, and maintain high standards in their own attendance and punctuality.’ (Department for Education, 2011)

			Whilst there are teachers who are fully aware that their workplace is toxic, many teachers may not even realise they are working in such an environment, instead internalising any difficulties they face and presuming that they are weak, are missing something obvious to everyone else, or are simply not a very good teacher. It is only when they move on, either to a new school or a new profession, that they are able to reflect on their experiences and realise that it was their school that was to blame, not themselves. Five such teachers (some now former teachers) will share their experiences of working in toxic schools in part 2 of this book. 

			If it is so hard to define what a toxic school is, how can we seek to identify one? Imagine your ideal school setting. A positive school culture is one that staff and learners enjoy being in and actively want to work in because they value the school and feel valued in return. Positive schools promote and support pupils to pursue high academic standards. Leadership is inclusive and supportive, and cooperation between staff and other stakeholders helps to create a setting where pupils and staff can succeed. In a positive school culture, a caring atmosphere exists, and teachers have a sense of responsibility for their pupils as leaders do for their staff. A positive school is simply where, the majority of the time, staff are motivated, pupils encouraged and leaders approach their role with a high level of emotional intelligence.

			Toxic schools are the direct opposite. Toxic schools are filled with teachers who are unhappy with their jobs. Both teachers and pupils are not academically motivated; where pupils do academically succeed it is largely due to external factors and not due to the provision the school offers. Schools with a toxic culture don’t have a clear sense of purpose and their ethos is not clearly defined. A toxic school often discourages collaboration and frequently experiences hostility between staff, pupils and leaders. The key factor of a toxic school is this: leadership is, at some level, aware and yet does not actively seek to develop the school culture to become more positive, either because they are unwilling or unable. 

			Every teacher’s experience within a toxic school is unique due to the individuals involved and their particular experiences. However, from the narratives shared in part 2, we can identify eight common features which may be experienced in a toxic school setting:

			1. High staff turnover 

			Within the UK education system in 2015, 10% of teachers left the profession (Worth et al., 2015), which equates to around 40,000 people. Yet these figures do not take into account the number of teachers who change schools within an academic year and this information is not available, as records have not been kept. I believe that statistics about the movement of staff from school to school would be crucial in being able to identify possible toxic workplaces. 

			There may be several reasons why schools experience a high turnover of staff but we shall focus on two which anecdotally appear to be dominant: ethos and socio-economic factors. Firstly, research by Smithers and Robinson (2005) highlighted the fact that teachers were more likely to stay in schools where there was a clearly defined aim and ethos. If you find yourself in a school where you disagree with its aims, you are more likely to leave than if the values mirror your own. We can label such teachers ‘idealists’ due to their passion to work in an education setting which fits with an education philosophy that is unmet in their current setting (Haberman, 2005). Secondly, there is higher turnover in schools in areas of socio-economic disadvantage (Muijs et al., 2004), something which organisations such as Teach First have tried to address by equipping teachers to work in more challenging settings (Teach First, 2018). Research into why teachers leave these schools indicated that a lack of support is a primary factor (Simon and Johnson, 2015). However, it must be noted that there are schools which are not in areas of socio-economic need that also have a high turnover of staff.

			In summary, a school with high turnover is either:

			
					a situation where teachers leave within their first year of employment, either for career sidesteps or promotion. They are staff that arrive, realise they have ended up in the wrong place, and flee before they become too embedded.

					a school which has a rapid turnover of staff with many changes to the setting every year, often due to staff being poorly supported to fulfil their role.

			

			2. A ‘sinking’ school 

			We can call a school ‘sinking’ when staff are demotivated and unable to change the pattern of behaviour they are in (Stoll and Fink, 1996).  Staff have effectively become stuck in a rut and spend each day turning up, going through the motions, and going home. There is also low staff turnover and low morale due to the teachers’ lack of value in their own ‘professional selves’ (Kelchtermans, 1999): if you have come to think of yourself as incapable and not very good at teaching, you are unlikely to apply for a job in a new school where these perceived failings will be easily identified; safer to stay where you are and survive. They may also be staff who feel that they have missed their opportunity to leave (possibly regretting not trying earlier) and now believe that they are institutionalised in their current school. 

			In summary, a sinking school is one where staff have become emotionally detached, arriving every day because they are contractually obliged to and not because they want to; they have a low commitment to their role, and therefore do the bare minimum expected to be kept employed (Haberman, 2005).

			3. A ‘hothouse’ school 

			This is a school highly controlled by leaders that can be claustrophobic and pressurised (Hargreaves, 1995). This is the sort of school where teachers have to hand in a planning file every Friday, where there is an expectation that displays are triple mounted, and where staff are required to join in with every element of school life. It is a school with a firmly embedded ethos which all new staff subscribe to because everyone else does and you do not want be the person standing out. This pressure can lead to anxiety that you are not doing enough or meeting your full potential (Hargreaves, 2003). 

			In summary, a hothouse school is one where pressure is applied over a sustained period of time so that it becomes part of the school’s culture. Staff are expected to embrace the ethos fully and pressure may come:

			
					externally from others pointing out your lack of commitment.

					internally from your own anxiety.

			

			4. Repeated restructuring 

			This term describes a school policy of full or partial restructuring on an annual or bi-annual basis. The initial restructuring may come from an amalgamation, academisation, or a change in leadership. Research informs us that successful restructuring is that which staff are fully involved in through a democratic process (Leech and Fulton, 2008). A school with a successful structure has developed ‘relational trust’ between leaders, staff, pupils and parents (Bryk and Schneider, 2003); there is collaboration and understanding of the roles and needs of each group. 

			Repeated restructuring can be an indication that the initial plan has not been achieved and, like a house made of wooden blocks, is redesigned and rebuilt. However, people, unlike wooden blocks, have emotional responses and respond positively or negatively to changes in role, status, and income. If this is then repeated several times, staff can be left unsure about the school culture they are in and feel insecure, assuming that further change may happen. Whilst the need for change might have been initially welcomed or understood, the mismanagement of change can lead to disengagement (Gill, 2002). When each restructuring is further accompanied by other ‘reforms’ that are never fully embedded into practice, the disengagement can grow.

			In summary, a school that repeatedly restructures itself is one where staff experience constant cultural change, often with a lack of engagement in the process.

			5. Bureaucratic 

			This describes a school which is led from the top in a traditional and hierarchical manner; it is the most common organisational structure for both primary and secondary schools (James et al., 2014). The structure is triangular with the head or executive head firmly at the top; they are often viewed as the figurehead. A bureaucratic school has clear rules, clear systems and procedures, and explicit job roles. Teachers are distant from decision-making, with the authority to do this resting in the higher levels; and it can be difficult to break out of the position you are employed in unless you are moving to another set role. Staff can feel happy in such an environment when the school ethos matches their own principles (DiPaola and Tschannen-Moran, 2014) or when they feel that it provides stability (Kean and Piaw, 2017). 

			Problems arise when the hierarchical and fixed structure doesn’t represent the knowledge and needs of those within it. Schools are intricate structures and the simplicity of the hierarchical system often misses nuances and individual needs of those working within it. Some hierarchical systems can also become overly complicated, making them hard to manage. This is especially true in some secondary schools (James et al., 2014).

			In summary, bureaucratic schools can have a tendency to be rigid in structure, systems and culture. They can be compared to a large ship at sea: everyone has a set job to do to keep the ship running and it is not easy to slow down or change direction.

			6. A teaching culture of ‘balkanisation’ 

			This is a school where groups have established within different departments or type of staff; for example, Learning Support Assistants (LSAs) in a distinct group from teachers (Hargreaves, 1994). Originally coined to describe the repeated fragmentation of the Balkan Peninsula, ’balkanisation’ has come to be used to describe the breaking-up of a larger entity into smaller units, such as regions of the internet splitting into insular subgroups divided by political interest. This fragmentation leads to each group looking out for their specific needs as a priority, often disregarding the needs or wishes of others. This type of school is often found in secondary schools where there is internal competition for funds or attention from leadership (Rice, 2014). However, I believe that it can be a culture within any school large enough to sustain at least two distinct factions. For example, a large two-form-entry primary school with nursery provision may have an Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) group, a KS1 group, KS2 group and possibly a split between teachers and support staff. Balkanisation often leads to conflicts between groups. 

			In summary, a school experiencing balkanisation is one where many staff end up in distinct groups. There is a lack of movement between the groups as each member of staff generally only has the required attributes for one specific group; movement between groups tends to be informal and dependent on the specifics of individual schools. Leaving the group can lead to social isolation. 

			7. A teaching culture of ‘individualism’ 

			This can be found in a school where each teacher works alone in isolation from everyone else for any of a variety of reasons, including a personal desire to work alone or a culture which has developed individualism as a key principle (Hargreaves, 1994). For some staff, the desire to work alone comes from a fear that collaboration is giving away their knowledge without any reward or payback (Trauth, 1999); there is no motivation to collaborate if you believe that you are the one working whilst your colleague is just coasting thanks to your efforts. Research indicates that this is the default way that teachers work in school unless they are supported to be collaborative (Leonard and Leonard, 2003). Working in an individualist school can be isolating but can also make it hard to progress as a teacher at all due to the lack of support from more experienced colleagues (Williams et al., 2001). 

			In summary, a culture of individualism is common in many schools, often for large parts of the day. However, this can become problematic when there is no collaboration, either formal or informal, between staff.

			8. A ‘groupthink’ mentality 

			A school affected by groupthink ignores possible alternatives to its choices and tends to take irrational actions which often dehumanise others (Janis, 1972). The group, whilst working together, is highly dysfunctional (Leithwood et al., 1997). A groupthink school can have good teamwork; however, the lack of criticism within the group serves to reinforce negative actions, meaning the teamwork has negative outcomes (Duke, 2006).

			In groupthink schools, an individual’s personal beliefs are put to one side – out of anxiety to conform or a desire to be accepted – in order to become part of the group. The group then continues to collectively control the behaviour of every member of the group. Existing outside of a groupthink is isolating; trying to leave the groupthink is challenging.

			In summary, a school with a groupthink mentality is one where negative behaviours are reinforced by the collective. Being on the outside of the group is challenging and many change their behaviour in order to fit in.

			Making a toxic school

			One of these factors alone does not make a toxic school; it is the combination of factors, and the length of time for which they exist, that makes a school toxic. Two or more of these factors lasting for a sustained period of time can lead a school being labelled ‘toxic’; and the larger the number of features, the greater the toxicity levels experienced by staff. 

			Many schools will go through several of these features during their existence and that is perfectly normal as leadership roles change or the social demographic of the local area shifts. The difference with a toxic school is that these factors are persistent and longstanding, often over a significant number of years. They have simply become part of the school culture (an area that will be discussed in greater depth in chapter 2) and are therefore accepted as being normal for working there. This normalisation of toxic factors means that many staff will not be able to recognise their school for what it is – a potential risk to the wellbeing and mental health of those who teach there.
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			Examples of toxic schools 

			Iain works in a primary school with a well-known headteacher. The staff turnover is high and the jobs which are advertised are for Main Pay Scale (MPS) teachers only. There is a high number of Newly Qualified Teachers (NQTs) or teachers within the first few years of their career. Although there is a deputy head and key stage assistant heads, the decisions are made by the headteacher, with the SLT responsible for ensuring that staff are informed. Teachers are expected to ‘get on with it’ and there is little or no collaboration.

			
					High staff turnover

					Bureaucratic

					Individualist

			

			Sarah works in a large special needs school. The teaching assistants eat in the staffroom and reserve chairs for each other so that there is nowhere for teachers to sit. This means that they eat alone in their classrooms. Sarah is an NQT and is the first new member of staff to join the school in over 7 years. The school has been through several periods of restructuring with many changes to the size of the Senior Leadership Team (SLT).

			
					Sinking

					Restructuring

					Balkanisation
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			We must remember…

			We must remember what a toxic school is not. A school is not toxic simply because one member of staff in unhappy working there. Many teachers experience schools which they dislike and actively try to leave; and the simple fact is that there are schools in which individual staff don’t feel happy or professionally challenged. This does not mean that the school itself is toxic. The unique position of a toxic school, as mentioned earlier, is that at some level, leadership know that it is one but are unwilling or unable to change it. Toxic schools are those that work against staff as they can target staff working within them (as we shall see in Martyn’s story in chapter 8), or allow others within the environment to do so (as Brendan and Jessica experience in chapters 5 and 7 respectively). 

			Why doesn’t every teacher in a toxic school suffer?

			The likelihood is that we will all encounter a toxic school at some point in our career either through working in one or hearing about colleagues who do. So, why don’t all staff working in one become affected to the same degree? There are several factors which make staff more vulnerable to struggling in a toxic school:

			1. External issues

			If you are already coping with stressful or challenging situations in your personal life such as a divorce, a new baby, caring for elderly relatives or suffering from a medical issue, your resilience to coping in a toxic school will be lowered. You may also find it harder to seek support due to lack of time or energy to do so. Brendan’s story in chapter 5 highlights how this can happen.

			2. Personality type 

			Firstly, some people have a better ability to cope with challenging circumstances. We all know people who seem to deal with everything that gets thrown at them. Secondly, it is also true that some people are naturally more reflective and therefore able to share their concerns at an early stage. Finally, some people are just harder to get along with than others. Who we are impacts upon how we cope. Gwen’s and Jessica’s stories in chapters 6 and 7 highlight how who we are affects the choices we make when working in a toxic school.

			3. Career stage 

			A third of newly qualified teachers leave within the first five years of teaching (Weale, 2016) and it is therefore reasonable to conclude that a lack of experience of working in a range of settings may leave them more vulnerable to cope within a toxic school if they face one early in their career. Early-career-stage teachers are often focused on getting their teaching ‘right’ and may not have developed a wider skill set which can support the social and relational nature of schools. The stories of Richard and Jessica in chapters 4 and 7 highlight how more experienced teachers cope compared to those at the start of their career.

			4. Toxic schools can change

			Just because we find a specific school to be toxic does not mean that it always will be. If a school does not have many toxic features to start with, or goes through a period of immense cultural change, then it can become a different type of environment to work in. This was highlighted to me as, several years after I left a toxic school, I met up with an old colleague who enthusiastically informed me how wonderful my old workplace had become and how much she was enjoying working there. 

			In the next chapter we will look at how toxic schools are created through school culture and the impact of working in one, both for teachers and learners.
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