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FOREWORD





Leaders in education never cease to amaze me.


The best leaders are incorrigibly optimistic, sharing compelling stories with staff. Just as great teachers give that well-rehearsed September speech to students about their potential, leaders are restless for excellence and realistic about delivery.


How are they defining excellence?


They are clear that their organisation should be an employer of first choice, with working conditions and professional development opportunities the best they can be within financial and operational limits. Headteachers are ambitious that their school should be a first choice for families, that no parents push a buggy, cycle or drive past their school gates to travel to another setting.


Leaders are united in their ambition to create environments for learning that are attractive, light, clean, safe – and that those environments exude a sense of calm and purpose rooted in staff’s clear expectations about pupils’ wellbeing and attitudes to learning.


They are passionate about time being very well used every day, rooted in a curriculum that motivates children and young people to ask deep questions of themselves, take risks in their learning and develop collaborative skills.


Leaders never underestimate that their own unique behaviours set a tone and style for those who follow. In the best schools, those who lead at all levels are intelligent, optimistic, approachable and in clear, quiet command. Their craft is, if you will, of great simplicity and strength. Their instinct and intuitions are always asking what they can do to make the organisation better.


Above all, leaders are determined that their thoughtfully created whole-school systems are applied consistently by all staff; consistency is their holy grail. Or, in the words of one headteacher to her first staff meeting, ‘Let’s all have a good year at the same time’.


Restless excellence is about an embedded culture of thinking and doing in which leaders: care more than others think is wise; risk more than others think is safe; dream more than others think is practical; and expect more than others think is possible.


The novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald created the memorable Jay Gatsby:


Gatsby believed in the green light, the orgiastic future that year by year recedes before us. It eluded us then, but that’s no matter — tomorrow we will run faster, stretch out our arms farther.… And one fine morning ――


We need the equivalent of the constant green light in schools.


****


In common with all books in this series, Section One is ordered under the A-Z alphabetical headings. Section Two presents further material for professional development.


Andy Hunter’s wide experience as a senior leader in schools shines through on every page. So, too, do his humour, resilience, optimism and clear values – the essential personal and professional cocktail for school leadership.


Not quite a roller-coaster of reflections and advice…but enjoy the ride from Being and Doing to Mistakes and Non-negotiables, rounding off with Vulnerability and Zebras.


This is a powerful read and a superb addition to our A-Z series.


Roy Blatchford, series editor
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ONE


























ARRIVING





You’ve got a job on a senior leadership team, either recently or a while ago. Either way, congratulations – it isn’t easy. There’s a bottleneck immediately above secondary school middle leadership because there are so many middle leaders in our schools. All those middle leaders are potentially credible candidates for a place on an SLT, whereas only assistant heads are really credible candidates for deputy headship, and only deputies for headship, so you won’t go through such a congested process again. You’re lucky – school leadership is a fantastic place to be. Well done.


Aside from being the best job in the world, teaching is a unique profession in which we’re called on to perform every day. At its most simple, our job is to transfer our knowledge to our pupils and students so they know an appropriate portion of what we know. However, the old idea that our students are little jugs to be filled up with learning supposes them to be eager and passive in equal measures, sitting there just waiting for today’s portion of learning to be poured in. It also supposes, rather optimistically, that once poured in, the learning stays there.


A more appropriate image would be that we’re trying to fill up little colanders with learning. Little colanders who have come to life as if conjured up by the sorcerer’s apprentice, each of them moving about and jolting and spilling and asking awkward questions and having bad days and falling out with each other and sulking, and so on.


So, let’s be really clear. Anyone who thinks teachers are just jugs pouring out learning is very, very wrong. Teachers are a complex mixture of pedagogue, therapist, children’s entertainer, ringmaster, referee and parent. Each of those roles requires skills and knowledge. We absorb all that as we learn our trade and, as time goes by, we learn how to maintain appropriate professional boundaries while building the bond of trust with our students that allows us to be successful in our roles. If we can’t be ourselves in the classroom – or, more accurately, an authentic yet appropriate version of ourselves – we will fail. Children can smell artifice a mile away and, quite rightly, they won’t trust someone who’s trying to be something they are not.


We all know that. We all know that the “teacher” version of us is really just a stricter, smarter, more organised version of our holiday and weekend selves. We know to greet the children with smiles whether we’re cheerful or not. We know to be patient and show our emotions in the most controlled, disciplined manner. And we know that the students need to feel they know us if they are to buy in to the work we need to do together. We know that relationships are the glue that holds schools together.


And yet, how often we see otherwise sensible adults – when they’re promoted to positions of responsibility, particularly senior positions of responsibility – adopt a new persona overnight in the mistaken belief that the role requires it, like putting on a stiff new suit of clothes for a formal occasion.


If you have a role on the SLT of a secondary school, it’s because you’ve earned it, through your work to date, your efforts to gain experience, your study and reading of research, your application and your performance at the interview stage. It wasn’t the suit or the polished shoes or the poised interview manner that got you the job – it was you. So be you. That’s who the school employed.


Being a senior leader, and especially a headteacher, puts you in a position of almost constant scrutiny. Your colleagues will watch you, to see how you do things and to get the measure of you. If you have a job in a school you haven’t worked in before, that is doubly the case. People are sizing you up and talking about you over cups of tea at breaktime, whether you know it or not.


If you try to fill your new role with a new character, you’ll make a mess of it sooner or later. Even the most committed actors come out of character, and even the most hard-working are not on stage in front of a live audience for six or more hours a day. You won’t even make a good impression to start with because, like the students, your colleagues will sense your inauthenticity. At best, they’ll think you need to put on a front to do the role, which isn’t a great comment on your ability. At worst, they’ll conflate inauthenticity with insincerity. If your colleagues think you’re insincere, you’re sunk before you’re out of the port.


Of course, the range of professional behaviours expected of us as senior leaders, and even more so as headteachers, changes as we gain seniority in the organisation. But if we can’t perform our duties with authenticity, we’ll struggle to form relationships and to win advocates among the community.


You know, Sir, some of the other boys say you’re a wanker but I tell them you’re all right, ‘cos you are. You’re all right. So that’s all right, isn’t it?


I was escorting a boy from a lesson he had been sent out of. His relationship with his teacher had completely broken down and it was hard to say whose behaviour was worse – his or the teacher’s. This might appear an unlikely moment to remember as a breakthrough but, coming four weeks into my first headship in a rapidly deteriorating school, it was the moment I knew things were going to be all right. Among a group of utterly disaffected, educationally failed, socially disadvantaged boys in Year 10 who demonstrated their distaste for school through loud, loutish, contagiously anti-social behaviour, I had an advocate.


The school was reeling from a series of setbacks, most recently the massive instability caused by more than 50% of the teaching force leaving at the end of the previous year. Their roles had been filled with temporary teachers new to the school, recruited in a flurry of desperation. The school desperately needed leadership, but as I was the fifth head in fewer than five years, commitment to me personally was slow in coming. People were looking at me not to see what kind of leader I was, but to see how long I lasted.


Trust between leaders and the rest of the staff had been substantially eroded. Trust between the community and the school had all but evaporated. That trust needed to be restored. The operational systems in place were hopeless, with complexity being misunderstood as a proxy for innovation. Things looked bad in almost every direction.


I needed to gain people’s trust sufficiently to bring the school community with me through the rocky decisions we needed to take: curriculum reform, behaviour reform, a simplified school day, higher expectations. In a packed parents’ forum, I promised that things were going to be different, that I was in it for the long haul, that I was invested in the future of the school. Without looking up from her phone, one parent said, “The last one said all that.” Her friend, also looking at her phone, added, “And the one before.” Simply imploring people to trust me wasn’t going to be enough. I needed a way to fast-forward that trust. I needed advocates.


I was lucky that I had worked with the very capable deputy previously, and we got on. He would reassure people that I was a decent person who would take care of the school. But I needed more. That meant inviting parents to come and meet me; inviting complaints so I could get a more profound understanding of the problems; answering email after email asking what I was going to do about the shocking state of the school. It meant endless patience and endless optimism. It meant every spare moment being spent out and about – on the gate, in the canteen, in offices and classrooms, demonstrating my values.


Values are much discussed in school literature. Rather than trying to work out what the school needed, I went with what I believed in, because integrity was going to be essential in maintaining my leadership. So, I was open, honest and fair. I showed confidence and humility. I listened with curiosity. I shared details about myself with people. It wasn’t a charm offensive, it was a “this is me” offensive. And gradually, week by week, I won people over.


Some people were, justifiably, suspicious. They had been let down again and again. But I kept at it. No matter how tired I was, how shell-shocked by what I was seeing, I kept at it – cheerful, upbeat, optimistic. I tackled every breach of the rules I saw. I took on every child who stepped out of line. I challenged every instance of low standards that other adults were overlooking. I worked my socks off.


And by the end of that first half-term, I had secured advocates among the staff, the students and the parents. I had the support I needed to get on and do my job, because there were enough people who agreed with that boy in Year 10 that, on first impressions, I was “all right”.


Don’t underestimate how much work it takes to establish yourself in a new school. Being the best version of you is tiring and there’s no advantage to doing it behind closed doors. Your own “this is me” offensive will take a lot of effort, a lot of walking, a lot of listening. And don’t underestimate how easily all that work can be undone by one stupid, thoughtless, knee-jerk reaction born of asking “What would a senior leader do now?” rather than “What should I do now?”


Have the confidence to be yourself. It’s the one job nobody but you
can do.




ASIDE


Reading this book


I need to add a disclaimer at the beginning of this book: I do not pretend to know everything there is to know about school leadership and I’m not a perfect leader. In this book, I’m sharing what I’ve learned over many years in school leadership. It’s what works for me. I do all the things in this book some of the time, and some of the things all the time. I hope you find it interesting, thought-provoking and useful.


The order of the chapters in this book is driven by the alphabet. For that reason, there isn’t necessarily a right or wrong order in which to read them. By all means, start at the beginning and work through to the end. Or dip in wherever something interests you. You choose.

























BEING





You can’t fake a culture. You can say that the culture is this or that, and that might be a sensible step in developing a culture, but ultimately culture is just how an organisation is, and that is very deep-rooted. It’s the fundamental and distinctive way of being that each school has. If that makes it sound like changing a school culture might be difficult, well, it is.


Culture in a school is everything. It’s all-important and all-pervading. Like a garden, it will grow of its own accord, but, also like a garden, with a lot of work you can make it grow the way you want it to. When schools have had weak leadership or frequent changes in leadership, the culture becomes overgrown and tangled. People follow their habits and tread the paths they know best. They treat change with a scepticism born of seeing changes come and go without actually changing anything.


The old hands will tell you how the place really works, and they will have a point. In survival mode, a school will fall back on the things it knows can be relied on to work. Not the things that work the best, or even the things that work well, but on the things that unfailingly get the job done, however unsatisfactorily or inefficiently. They might be rubbish, but at least they’re reliable.


Even in effectively led and managed schools, those paths become so well trodden that “the way we do things here” is defined by the limits of the pathways we can see. Suggesting new paths is difficult and likely to be met with some resistance, so it’s worth approaching any change with deliberation and strategy. The management guru Peter Drucker once said that culture eats strategy for breakfast. That is probably true, but if culture is superior to strategy, it surely follows that the development of culture should be a strategic aim.


If you want to develop a particular culture (and believe me, you do) then you need to do that strategically. Have a strategy for developing the culture you want and, once you’ve developed it, have another strategy for maintaining it.


There’s a lovely story about Sir Alf Ramsey, England football manager from 1963-74. The team were going on a tour and Sir Alf had chosen them all very smart, heavy wool suits and ties. The squad asked to meet with him and explained that the suits were too thick for the climate they were going to; the players would be uncomfortable and sweaty in photographs and a lighter material would be much more suitable.


Sir Alf listened attentively and politely. “Thanks, lads,” he said. “I appreciate your time and I’m grateful for your thoughts. We’ll wear the suits I chose.”1


Sir Alf had selected the image he wanted the team to portray and he was determined his plan would be followed. His response to the squad feels a bit abrupt to our ears, but we have to see it in context. Whereas a manager today would likely enter into a much fuller dialogue with the players, explaining the reason for their choices and preferring persuasion to authority, things were different in the 60s. People didn’t challenge authority in the way we feel much more comfortable doing now; I was surprised recently when, after I had offered a young teacher some feedback on her performance, she offered me some on mine. Ho-hum.


The point is, Sir Alf had thought about what he wanted and how he wanted to achieve it. He knew that the way his players dressed made an important statement about their professionalism, their character and their identity as a team. His style might be more autocratic than we’re used to today, but his dedication to culture is as relevant now as it
was then.


How students and staff look is a crucial part of a school culture. Leaders need to decide whether they value a smart uniform and, if they do, they need to stick with it. Consistency is key, and from time to time you’ll need to reset when that consistency starts to slips, but that’s just how it is with culture; it needs regular maintenance.


Frequent, small reminders are much more effective and easier to deliver than the large resets necessitated by waiting until the dip in standards is obvious. That’s why we trim our lawns regularly rather than bringing in a tractor once a year: if we avoid little jobs we end up with big jobs. High standards are excellent and to be recommended at all times, but be sure to assess your capacity to deal with the fallout if you suddenly tighten or make sweeping changes to existing rules.


If we agree that we need to look smart, why stop there? Isn’t it just as important that we help students to understand why we must communicate smartly, too? What about general behaviour? Is it an assumption too far if we expect students to know what we mean when we say “listen” or “behave”? Let’s not underestimate the impact of the pandemic: the whole country had two years off developing the kind of habits that schools rely on for smooth running.


If you want to change a particular part of the culture of the school you’re in, you need to codify it. There’s no point in telling our students that they should “talk properly”. We don’t know who they might have as a reference for that “proper”-ness, but their conception is almost certainly different to ours. Talking properly isn’t about changing your accent or adopting an alien lexicon; it’s about displaying appropriate manners and respect, and about expressing yourself with detail and accuracy.


When I first arrived in my current school, I spent most mornings on the gate, making sure all the students knew who I was. I was taken aback by the number of students who responded to my cheery “Good morning!” with “All right, mate?” It took me a few days to realise they weren’t being rude – on the contrary, they were being friendly. They just didn’t know that there are different ways of talking to different people in different situations.


That represented a massive failing of their education up to that point because, if not addressed, this informality would impose limits
on their futures, not least by undermining their employment
prospects. It was necessary to teach the students a more formal greeting. “Model and nudge” (see Doing on page 29) made some inroads, but it needed to be written into the curriculum if it were to have any substantial impact.


It isn’t an especially new idea to have a document that describes the way we do things here. If you want students to display better manners, have a page in their planner or handbook that describes the way you expect them to greet adults. Be clear about your expectations for how we address teachers; how we say please and thank you; how we greet each other. Saying “we treat people with respect” is largely meaningless unless you are absolutely explicit about what that looks like in practice. Consider whether a fist-bump is an appropriate mode of greeting between adults and children. If it isn’t, say so. Do students treat the canteen staff with respect? Codify it: “We thank the canteen staff who serve us.”


This might sound a little over-prescriptive and robotic. It needn’t be. Children who attend the most expensive schools in the world leave them knowing how to walk, talk and behave as if they are of consequence. That is in no way accidental – rather, it’s a significant part of what parents are paying for when they send their children to those schools. The same holds true in the best state schools. We need to teach children not only how to pass exams but also how to be successful. How to be the kind
of person other people want to trust, to marry, to employ, to take a chance on.


Exam results are keys. The more you have, the more doors you can open. But open doors are only of use if you know how to walk through them. If we can get the culture in our schools right, we can teach our students more efficiently and effectively, so they end up with bigger bunches of better keys when they leave us. But we can also teach them how to walk through those doors with their heads held high, facing the world with aspiration, bravery and compassion.




ASIDE


Your professional persona


Lots of articles are available on the internet about the importance of developing a strong professional persona. This being the internet, the articles are of varied quality. Some of the advice is sensible: look smart, protect your dignity, cultivate in yourself the habits that you want to see in leaders. Some is less good: don’t fraternise with the people you manage, choose the fictional person you want
to be, strive to be that person. Ultimately, if your professional persona is as different to your core self as Superman is to Clark Kent, you’re going to struggle to keep it up.


The best approach is to be yourself, but with the good bits magnified and the bad bits minimised. What counts as “good” and “bad” is dependent on context: a boisterous sense of humour might be a benefit in the pub, but less so at a family dinner. A zealous sense of competition is good for sport, less so for the stalls at the primary school summer fair.


We don’t need a persona, we just need to present ourselves consciously and carefully in the most appropriate way possible for any context. Like using a graphic equaliser, we can turn some frequencies up a bit and others down a bit. The music is still the music.








1 McKinstry, L. (2010) Sir Alf, HarperCollins UK























COMMUNICATING





I have come to a frightening conclusion. I am the decisive element in the classroom. It is my personal approach that creates the climate. It is my daily mood that makes the weather. As a teacher I possess tremendous power to make a child’s life miserable or joyous. I can be a tool of torture or an instrument of inspiration. I can humiliate or humor, hurt or heal. In all situations it is my response that decides whether a crisis will be escalated or de-escalated, and a child humanized or de-humanized.


Dr Haim Ginott, Teacher and Child (1972)


Every time I reach for this quotation in a piece of staff training, part of me expects to be greeted with a slight rolling of the eyes, a slightly pained expression that says, “Oh, that again.” But I never am.


Maybe that’s because I don’t use Ginott’s quotation anywhere near as often as I think about it, which is at some point in most weeks. Maybe it’s because it is such a powerful, insightful idea that it’s difficult to tire of. Maybe it’s because it contains such an immutable truth that we find it compelling, fascinating and unsettling to contemplate. Whatever the reason, this is a quotation that never gets old.


And it’s always relevant. Teachers do make the weather, in ways that we sometimes don’t even consider. When we speak to children – which is very, very often – how often do we consider what exactly we are communicating?


Children are very well attuned to the content of our communication, including the content we might not even be aware of ourselves – only a relatively small part of our communication is verbal. Whenever we communicate with a child, we reinforce the subtle, subliminal messages that we convey and in doing so build up a clear picture in the child’s mind of how we regard them. We do that through our expression, our tone, our interest and our priority.




EXPRESSION


The first thing the child will see is the expression on our face. Are we scowling? Distracted? Dismissive? Disapproving? The message we communicate needs to come from a position of trust and mutual respect, whatever the detail of our communication might be. We need to remember that not all children live lives where they can take it for read that the adults they interact with like them, and we need to make it clear that we do. So, we smile.


It doesn’t matter whether we’re saying hello, asking someone to stop talking, congratulating them on winning an award or welcoming them to a readmission meeting after a suspension – we smile. Smiling does not undermine the seriousness of a serious message. If anything, it supports it, because by smiling we make clear that whatever the message we’re delivering, it doesn’t affect our opinion of the child. In all but the most dreadful cases, we can separate the behaviour from the child, and we absolutely should.


Having opened with a smile, we can move to a look of concern or commiseration, or whatever is appropriate. The smile is an important springboard into the conversation. It tells the child that they are safe.







TONE


Closely related to our expression is our tone. Here we have a chance to model appropriate communication with the child and, because we work in secondary education, we can almost always use a version of an adult-to-adult tone. If we talk down to children, we should expect them to confirm their immaturity. If we patronise children, we should expect them to be resentful. If we disapprove of children, we shouldn’t be surprised when they stop listening to us.


Even when we tell young people that we don’t dislike them, we just dislike their behaviour, they won’t believe our message if our tone doesn’t support it. Sarcasm and satire have no place here; dryly sophisticated wit makes substantial demands on the listener and children often don’t understand it. Be open and honest, friendly and patient. That doesn’t preclude being stern – we can be loving and persistent at the same time.







INTEREST


Communication is transactional, but it isn’t unusual in schools to witness one-way transactions. If we communicate only the key element of a message or instruction to the children we work with, we risk coming across like speed cameras, with about as much interest in our students as speed cameras have in the motorists they capture.


We may have a message to deliver, but it’s a good idea to preface it with a question to show our interest. How are you? Did you have a good weekend? What lesson have you just had? How did it go? New shoes? How’s your dad? You don’t have to know a student to be interested in them. You just have to be interested.







PRIORITY


My PGCE year was the most difficult thing I had ever done up to that point in my life. My mentor gave every impression of hating children, schools and teaching; ours was not an easy relationship. I had never found learning anything especially difficult until I tried to learn to teach, and that I found very difficult. Although I was having a crisis of self-doubt, I probably came across as a bit over-confident. My mentor certainly came across as a bit over-critical.


I recall once showing her a lesson plan that I had spent hours on, fine-tuning every aspect of it. She took it from me without a smile and scanned it with a raised eyebrow. She read it wordlessly, making the odd grunting noise as she acknowledged a particular aspect or other, then handed it back.


“How long did that take you?”


“Ages.”


“You’ve spelled ‘practise’ wrong. You need to pay attention to the detail.”


What was her priority? Who knows. Not to encourage or to motivate me, unless by some weird, perversely opaque reverse psychology. Rather, it seemed to me that it must be her priority to let me know how much she hated me. I came away from that conversation completely demotivated and almost packed in the whole thing that afternoon. What we say and the order in which we say it are important. A sense of where the priority lies can completely change the message.


We should all make a point of talking to our teams about Ginott’s realisation annually. Making the weather should be part of our school lexicon, because teachers who realise that they make the weather tend to have more welcoming, more productive classrooms with fewer behavioural issues and better progress.


The reason I include Ginott’s quotation here, though, is that taking a deliberate approach to making the weather is exactly as powerful outside the classroom as it is inside. As senior leaders, it’s our job to be on duty, all the time. If we don’t maintain standards, we don’t just fail to add to the cumulative effort, we undermine it, because if we don’t care, why should anyone else? We promote what we permit.
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