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The Power of Teams is an exceptional read. This is clearly the product of Sam reading and absorbing everything he could on teams and, crucially, actually doing the work on the ground in school. All that has led to what will be a game-changing book for so many teachers and leaders. The Power of Teams is the edubook of the year for me, and I can’t wait to see what Sam does next.


Shannen Doherty, MAT teacher development lead


Someone once said, ‘when teams come together, organisations fly’. Never in the education sector has this been better researched and brought to life than in Sam Crome’s inspiring and uplifting new book. A must-read for anyone leading in our schools.


Andy Buck, founder of Leadership Matters and creator of the BASIC coaching method


Supporting our staff to work together effectively not only plays a vital role in school and student success, but is also a pivotal part of staff wellbeing. Sam has drawn together a rich body of reading and made it not only digestible but eminently useful. The Power of Teams lays out a model, backed by research, and explored through case studies and practical strategies, that will support leaders in cultivating successful teams in their schools.


Nikki Sullivan, deputy headteacher, Beckfoot School


When I think about the time I spend working, the realisation hits me. I am with my work colleagues more than I am with my family. I genuinely leap out of bed and hurtle down the road to work wearing a beaming smile every day. I love my job and want those around me to love their jobs too. Developing thriving teams, where all feel valued, respected and are comfortable with their vulnerabilities is key to my success. For me, the best lessons come from the people around us and the ones who have come before us. That’s what this book is all about – sharing, learning, being vulnerable and inspiring each other by reading the research behind a variety of scenarios, across numerous sectors and seeing how they pan out in the case studies, in our world of education. Now sit back, grab a cuppa and a notebook, and enjoy. Sam has done all the hard lifting for us!


Christalla Jamil, CEO, LDBS Academies Trust


This is a brilliant book that distils huge amounts of complex and abstract research into a clear, concise and practical framework for developing high performing, thriving teams. There are so many concrete takeaways for school leaders wanting to improve the teams they are a part of. Absolutely essential reading for anyone leading a team in a school.


Jade Pearce, Professional Development Lead and author of What Every Teacher Needs to Know
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Foreword by Mary Myatt





This book has the potential to be a game-changer. This is a bold claim and includes a qualifier. The Power of Teams is a masterly synthesis of research, personal insights, case studies and summaries. It’s odd that this has not been the subject of a sustained piece of work in the education sector, until now. The role of teams in other sectors has been the subject of close study for decades; from McKinsey reports and Lencioni’s Five Dysfunctions of Teams, to Google’s Project Aristotle. This means that there is a wealth of interesting findings on which to draw and Sam has extracted the key insights from these which have the most potential to address the challenges and opportunities for education.


The fact that the importance of teams has been studied extensively in other sectors means that there’s plenty of data to encourage us to get this right. For example, a study by Paul Zak in 2017 found that people at high-trust companies report 74% less stress, 106% more energy at work, 50% higher productivity, 13% fewer sick days, 76% more engagement, 29% more satisfaction with their lives, and 40% less burnout, when compared with people at low-trust companies.


Or take the example from KPMG who investigated the power of purpose in a company-wide study. They found that when leaders talked about purposeful work, it had a significant impact on employees’ sense of company pride and work satisfaction. For the employees who worked under these leaders, 94% said KPMG is a great place to work. They also said they were proud to work for KPMG. By comparison, among those whose leaders didn’t discuss purpose, only 66% agreed KPMG is a great place to work and just 68% were proud to work there. Those whose leaders did not talk about purpose were also three times more likely to report they were thinking about looking for another job. Not surprisingly, turnover in these two groups was dramatically different; there was a 5.6% attrition rate for those individuals whose leaders talked about purpose, versus 9.1% among those whose leaders did not.


This is important work, and it makes a difference when done right. When we are part of teams that function well, it’s more professionally satisfying, more work gets done, there’s less faffing around and there’s the deep satisfaction of a job well done.


But this doesn’t happen by accident. It requires humility, intention, and the capacity to make tough choices given that we can’t do everything we’d like to. The Power of Teams gives us the narrative, the examples and the tools to make headway in this important aspect of professional practice. The narrative comes from Sam’s experiences, observations and insights. These are offered with remarkable vulnerability and are indicators of a truly thoughtful, engaged and empathetic leader. There is a real sense of this material having been through the fire of personal experience.


The examples and case studies make the abstract concrete. They show how leaders in different educational settings have wrestled with the themes and ambitions of proper teamwork and they help us to see how we might adapt these in our own contexts. The logical, easy to follow structures give us the power to use these insights in our work. It is a remarkable feat to have distilled the wide-ranging research into stuff we can crack on with tomorrow.


The Power of Teams has deep humanity at its heart. It shows us that we are human beings first and we are professionals second. When we get the personal elements right, a great deal falls into place. It has the potential to be a game-changer. It’s a book that not only needs to be read. It needs to be acted on.


Mary Myatt


11 June 2023
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Introduction





In my NQT year, I was walking down the corridor when my head of department pointed at me from afar and recommended to our headteacher that I take over the English department while the school found her replacement. She had to relocate suddenly and we didn’t have many options. A few days later, I had agreed to be the acting head of English from September onwards. NQT +1. Out of my depth, but keen.


I spent the next few months avidly researching the English curriculum, exam specifications, and topping up my subject knowledge. One set of GCSE results was under my belt that summer, so I wasn’t a total fraud, but it felt like a risky move all the same.


Mercifully, with a team of experts around me, my brain seemed to absorb an understanding of how to carry out coursework and controlled assessments, how to prepare for exams, and the knowledge I’d need to teach our English literature texts. I even felt as though I had some ability to lead; sure, I needed experience and to learn a huge amount, but it felt right.


Somehow I scrambled through a bumpy couple of years and loved being head of English; it was a wonderful role. My leadership became (just about) competent, and the department improved in all sorts of ways.


Looking back on that time, I wish I knew more about teamwork. Not exam results. Or specifications. Not even ‘leadership’. But teaming. How do teams work well together? How do they become effective and seemingly effortless through their unity and work patterns? How do a group of people, from different backgrounds, experiences, and levels of motivation, become united behind a common purpose and move beyond being merely a sum of their parts?


Years later, I am a deputy headteacher and have completed many leadership and coaching courses. And yet, teamwork has barely been covered. I have been to countless sessions on ‘managing difficult conversations’ or ‘creating a vision’, but these tend to focus on an individual concept, carried out by an individual. The leader, doing leadership things. I want to take a step beyond, and ask: how are the team doing? Team dynamics, effectiveness and wellbeing are areas that I care about, and I want to know how a group is likely to form, develop, and succeed.


I have spent two years researching high-performing teams. Some of these operated in elite sports, the military, health care, and other global organisations. The approach I have taken is fourfold:




	Read as many books and articles as I can about high-performing teams and workplace cultures.



	Explore hundreds of academic papers about evidence-based teamwork, from a range of industries and decades.



	Visit thriving teams, from the UEFA Pro Licence, to LinkedIn, to amazing schools and other businesses.



	Apply some of the most transferable concepts and actions to teams I work with at school to see how evidence-informed approaches work in practice.






What I present to you is The Power of Teams. This book aims to take the best lessons that I learned from a range of sources and then apply that knowledge and experience to school settings. I believe we have much to learn from research papers, books, media, and people – both leaders and the led – in many sectors, and to reflect this, every chapter explores teaming beyond education.


However, I appreciate that domain-specific knowledge and processes are also important, which is why the second half of every chapter is about how we can apply some of the ‘best bets’ from research on teams to school settings.


The goal of the book is to explore the principles of evidence-informed teaming, and then provide tangible, actionable ideas to school teams.


Some people have asked me recently why I care so much about teams; so, I’d like to finish by outlining why this matters so much to me.


Firstly, I went through my twenties and early teaching career as a lone wolf. I liked to work and succeed alone, which was probably a symptom of vanity or wanting to shine. Collaborative working felt like a waste of time, perhaps because its potential was never explored. In recent years I’ve learned the joy of real teamwork, and that you reap what you sow.


Second, schools are expected to do more and more, with less and less. The demands on school staff are exceptionally high, and everything has a cost. Every new initiative must pass the ‘is the juice worth the squeeze’ test, or it will add to staff workload with little yield. As Patrick Lencioni (2012) writes, ‘teamwork remains the ultimate competitive advantage, both because it is so powerful and so rare.’ We already have teams, and improving their effectiveness doesn’t need to add to workload. Teams already meet regularly, they email each other, and they share projects. Enhancing and improving teamwork should not cost time or resources, rather it should provide gains that improve team effectiveness, wellbeing, motivation, and outcomes, without creating new demands on us.


Studying teams has made me reflect upon part of my identity: being adopted. As you’ll see in the book, there is a body of research regarding how psychological safety and belonging are huge contributors to team happiness and performance. What I’ve learned through my research is that by ensuring people belong we will always get the best out of them. We should offer unconditional belonging in our teams, so that teams can become just that: a group of people united. As someone who struggled (perhaps struggles) with belonging, I want to help leaders and teams understand how to improve that area of school life – everyone should feel as though they truly belong, that’s when the best work happens. Indeed, once you’ve had a glimpse of what joyful, effective teamwork can be like, you shouldn’t have to settle for anything less.


Whatever your motivation for improving and enhancing teamwork, I’m confident that The Power of Teams will deliver for you. Each chapter explores an area of effective teamwork – supported by research and examples – and should give you a steer for how to improve that aspect of team life. You will also hear from a range of other educators about how they utilise teamwork to create fantastic gains for the staff and students in their care. I’m grateful for their time, expertise, and support, which have contributed to the writing of this book, which we think will help you make great improvements to your ability to lead and be part of thriving teams.


Part one explores a variety of evidence-informed team principles, which you can either read chronologically or find chapters that are particularly pertinent to you and your teams. Part two takes these principles and looks at how teams can implement them in schools.


My hope is that when you close this book, you will feel empowered with both enthusiasm, knowledge, and applicable strategies to lead teams with purpose and success.


Sam
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What is a (school) team?





None of us, including me, ever do great things. But we can all do small things, with great love, and together we can do something wonderful.


Mother Teresa




In this section:




	Definitions of what teams are and can look like.



	A model for thriving teams.



	An introduction to the unique challenges and opportunities for school teams.






Our ancestors learned that groups were important to human survival. Hunting, gathering, procreating, and advancing civilisations required groups of people sharing their efforts, expertise, successes and failures. In modern times, it’s arguable that a capitalist culture removes many incentives to work together; the notion of performance-related pay, bonuses, and most forms of appraisal, mean that we are assessed on our own, unwittingly in competition with our colleagues. However, as organisations become more complex, remote, and multi-faceted, improved teamwork is coming back to the fore. It is acknowledged that collaboration is a fundamental force for good in education and beyond; one international study found that collaborative activities in workplaces are growing by 50% (Cross et al., 2016), while another saw two thirds of its respondents citing that collaborative exercises were growing (CEB, 2012). Of course, an interest and increase in collaboration doesn’t necessarily mean that things are going well, and working as a team isn’t an automatic marker of success. Many teams are dysfunctional, unproductive, and unsatisfying. In fact, 90% employees believe teamwork is critical to their organisation’s success, but only 25% consider their teams to be effective (Davey, 2013).


Beyond collaboration, I am interested in how teams can improve their work together. But what is a team? There is plenty of literature that aims to define teams and groups. Katzenbach and Smith (1993) discuss a distinction between a working group and a team: ‘A working group’s performance is a function of what its members do as individuals. A team’s performance includes both individual’s results and what we call “collective work products”. A collective work product is what two or more members must work on together.’ In schools, many teams are by this definition working groups, but a shift in mindset and processes can change this to boost the power of teams. A head of year team could exist as a working group, each working in their own year group silos and meeting up once a month to be instructed about what to do in their silos. Or, they could become a team with shared goals and work products, transforming their sense of collegiality and collaboration, and enhancing their mutual support and accountability.


Following this definition of teamwork, a team should have mutual accountability and team goals, whereas a working group may involve less joint working and cohesion. There are countless definitions of teams, but the more frequent terms you’ll find involve mutual work, a common approach, and team goals – in other words, working together to maximise the potential of all in the group for a shared purpose. Salas and Tannenbaum (2021) discuss how ‘simply sharing a workspace or performing similar tasks doesn’t constitute being a team’ but also recognise that modern day teams are ‘messier’. On the one hand, it may not be useful to have a fixed or rigid view on what a team is; on the other, every team can do more to increase its teamwork, unity, and shared work.


In 2021, John Amaechi, former NBA player and now a business consultant, said on a podcast that teaming is ‘a perpetual state of calculated selflessness’ (Hawk and Amaechi, 2021), which I found to be a wonderful statement that resonated with why I think teams can be so powerful. Sometimes we need to be incentivised to buy into teamwork, perhaps because we had poor or inefficient experiences of it in the past, but when a team invests in this collective sense of selflessness, it is a joyful and productive way to work.


This book will explore evidence-informed approaches to improving both technical and affective aspects of teaming. J. Richard Hackman (2002), an expert in organisational behaviour, affectionately known as the godfather of teaming by this author, is therefore a good place to start. He conducted studies which found that certain enabling conditions exist to help a team thrive: compelling direction; strong structure; supportive context; shared mindset; the right mix of individuals, and a consideration of knowledge, experience, abilities and other characteristics. There have been countless team models launched before and after Hackman’s work, including the model I have created and used in this book, but those pillars stand the test of time.


My vision for a team is that it is high-performing, in that it excels at what it sets out to do, keeps improving what it does, and ensures that its members are happy and thriving along the way. And it should be capable of doing this over a lengthy period of time; even dysfunctional teams can perform in the short term. In my experience, there are tangible components that lead to effective teamwork. Purpose, vision, goals, role clarity, and the team having a degree of autonomy. The list could go on, and I will discuss all of these aspects in this book. However, it is my argument that team belonging is the foundation of the whole team’s performance. When team members feel that they belong, that they are psychologically safe, and can trust those around them, they and their teammates can flourish. But if you are reading this, you probably work in, or with, schools. And schools have a particular challenge with their teams.


There are many teams within the school team. As a member of staff I could be in several teams, and I may naturally identify more with one or two of these than with others. Similarly, a school’s overall culture, or the team’s culture, isn’t something that other teams can emulate precisely, nor take for granted. Each team will need to create its own culture and purpose so its members are sure of what to expect and can perform their best for that team’s success.


This is the model I have created, and upon which I have based The Power of Teams:
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Team Belonging: everyone should belong, feel safe, and be invested in the team’s values and desired behaviours. Once a team’s belonging, identity and safety has been established, the team can immerse itself in its core work. But without this sense of belonging, staff hold back their commitment and trust. Investment in this area of team life will pay great dividends.


Team Alignment: with the team’s roots established, it can immerse itself in its core purpose and remit. Together, the team will agree upon why it is here and what it aims to do, with team goals to work on together. With alignment, the team can see a way forward and start to plan how to get there.


Team Operations: a high-performing team is well-organised, shares information and knowledge, and has excellent role clarity and mental models. Operational areas of team life may provide fewer inspirational soundbites, but their impact is high leverage; this is the engine room of team process and performance.


Team Dynamics: team dynamics are just that: dynamic, shifting, live. It’s important that the team and its leader are aware of motivation theory and have an understanding of needs models such as self-determination theory. This helps the team work through conflict, become more engaged and cohesive, and actively develop dynamics across the group.


Team Development: a learning team is a happy team. There must be opportunities for the group to learn and to regularly review their work. Constructive team debriefs add a huge amount to a team’s development, because a high-performing team considers one of its core remits to be the capacity to learn and improve. Teams which are committed to their own growth could start to adopt coaching habits to help unlock each member’s potential.


Each part of the model is vital to a team’s continued success, yet none of those parts work without team belonging. You could argue that a team can succeed with a firm purpose and set of goals, and work hard to achieve those goals. But it’s unlikely that the team will either enjoy this work, flourish under these conditions, or even succeed for very long.







So, what is a school team?


School teams are complex. Firstly, there are many types of teams in a school, with far more variety than the traditional subject or pastoral routes that we may have had in the past. Schools are doing more fluid work beyond traditional team structures, for example, learning groups, research groups, and coaching groups. This means you might be in teams that don’t sit neatly in the organisational structure or hierarchy, or which aren’t led by middle or senior leaders. Regardless of the team’s position in the school, we must strive to apply evidence-informed methods to create a thriving team that succeeds consistently and helps its members to flourish and develop. Every team should be given time and resources to develop; every team leader should be trained in how to improve teamwork.


In a secondary school, there will be a senior leadership team, a team of heads of department, a team of heads of year, tutor teams, ECT teams, learning and teaching, safeguarding teams, pastoral teams, learning support/SEND teams, administration teams, and teams for things like the Duke of Edinburgh programme. In primary, there might be a senior leadership team, key stage teams, year teams, subject teams, and so on. The point is that schools have a range of teams, and one person will often be a member of several. It’s impossible for me to discuss the challenges and opportunities for every conceivable school team, or to fill the book with the required domain knowledge for each type of team; but let’s begin by reflecting on 12 questions about your team:




	Who is in your team, and did they choose to be?



	How often is your team scheduled to meet? Do you have choice over meeting times?



	What is the norm for team communication, and is the team happy with this?



	Does the team currently have team goals, individual member goals, or a combination of the two?



	What domain-specific knowledge does the team require to function effectively? Is that knowledge codified and acknowledged?



	What opportunities are there for the team to develop and grow?



	Can members articulate the team’s vision, aims and values, if asked? Why/why not?



	How does the team review its performance and progress? Is this a satisfactory form of review?



	What are team meetings like? Quiet? Compliant? Defensive? What kind of atmosphere is generated during discussions?



	Does the team have crystal-clear systems and mental models with which to do their work?



	Does the team’s culture align with the whole school’s?



	Are the conditions within the school enabling for the team’s progress?






These questions are an initial assessment of what your team is currently like. It provides an immediate set of reflections about the current circumstances. This book will attempt to help you understand the common pitfalls and opportunities for any team, based on research and anecdotes from high-performing teams. Armed with this knowledge, we will then explore how to enhance your school team based on those principles.


So, what is a thriving school team, and how do you lead one? Read on to find out.
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PART ONE


A model for thriving school teams






























Team Belonging
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People perform best when they feel included, safe, and have a sense of belonging. This is the most important foundation of the team model I have created. Teams can be well organised and possess elite expertise, but if they lack trust or belonging, the negative impact on morale, motivation, communication, and team effectiveness can be huge.


Once regarded as intangible or ‘nice to have’ but unessential, there is now a growing body of evidence showing why belonging matters. These chapters focus on how we can engender and sustain belonging to help build teams which thrive together.
























CHAPTER 1


Psychological safety





Whether you’re teaming with new colleagues or working in a stable team, effective teamwork happens best in a psychologically safe workplace.


Dr Amy Edmondson




In this chapter:




	An introduction to, and the research behind, psychological safety.



	Evidence-informed approaches to building psychological safety in a team.



	A case study for putting this into action with your school team.






Imagine sitting in a team meeting, listening to suggestions or ideas that you know either to be factually incorrect, or that don’t align with the team’s best practice or values. You’ve been looking into these areas recently, and you have something to offer. But it’s Daniel talking, and he has a lot of clout with the group. His classes’ exam results are excellent, he’s been here longer than you, and the whole team seems to love him. So, you sit and listen, nod occasionally, sometimes scribbling notes in your teacher planner for the following days. And you let it all go. There wasn’t an outward threat from Daniel. Nor does your team have a particular culture of blame or autocracy. You just didn’t feel like raising your head. It would have caused hassle. Daniel doesn’t like feedback that much. And you raised a point of contention last time; twice in a row would be too much.


This common scenario is an example of a team which – while its members are not outwardly at odds – is quietly dysfunctional. Our teams must be safe havens where we can be ourselves, share the good and the bad, and feel we have a voice. If you are sitting through a meeting where you don’t feel able to speak up, and nor does anyone else, there is an issue. Beware of the quiet ‘monologue meetings’.


In schools, we might interact with team members in ad hoc corridor encounters, or in scheduled meetings (before or after school). We may arrive at a meeting with varying emotions or with experiences from our day on our minds: emotional fatigue, satisfaction, a difficult incident, or a large volume of work to complete. Not only do we need to feel a tangible sense of acceptance and support when we come together, but also that we are entering an environment where the team gets things done, and has a profound interest in getting things done as a group. A team built on trust and support, with open dialogue and healthy conflict. However, the team’s members also have to hold each other to account, and together have a sense of compelling direction to drive improvement. Many of these principles could be described as forms of psychological safety, so let’s explore the research and thinking behind a concept that could transform your team’s work.







Research digest


The earlier example I gave of us sitting in a meeting was an example of what Amy Edmondson calls interpersonal fear. Humans are unlikely to take interpersonal risks within a group because we need to belong to survive, and we want to feel part of the group and to know we can be successful within a group. In her renowned work on how teams can thrive, Edmondson describes psychological safety as ‘a shared belief held by members of a team that the team is safe for interpersonal risk taking’ (Edmondson, 1999). In other words, the team members have a collective understanding that they are safe to express themselves, to try things out, and to fail. These psychologically safe teams are ambitious, effective, and have high morale.


Edmondson discovered the notion of psychological safety by accident, when analysing data about mistakes made in medical teams. When crunching the numbers on the data she found – perhaps surprisingly – that the most effective hospital teams reported the most mistakes, while the least effective teams reported the fewest. That couldn’t be right. It was supposed to be the opposite. And then came the realisation: the most effective teams were ones which shared mistakes openly, talked about how to learn from them, and recorded them; the less effective teams reported far fewer mistakes, due to a culture of fear and blame. And there we have it: psychologically safe teams have humility, learn from mistakes, and feel free to challenge each other. This, and many other ground-breaking studies and ideas are explored in Edmondson’s The Fearless Organisation (2019), which I advise all leaders to read.


A 2012 study by Julia Rozovsky, called Project Aristotle, explored which teams at Google performed best, and analysed the teams’ hobbies, backgrounds, norms, traits and more. Initially, no trends emerged as to why some teams performed better than others, until they looked at teams’ feedback regarding their sense of belonging and psychological safety, and everything fell into place. Even Google’s brightest, sharpest performers needed to be within a psychologically safe team in order to thrive, confounding the original expectation that an element of a team’s demographic makeup would be a bigger contributor to its success (Edmondson, 2019).


Psychological safety is not just a ‘nice to have’ or a box of biscuits, or even a reassuring smile. It raises standards in teams, with Edmondson’s studies finding that it increases candour, mutual respect, and trust. A psychologically safe team is a conducive environment in which to set ambitious goals and work towards them together. Put simply, having high standards and high psychological safety is a winning ticket. Edmondson finds that the best teams create cultures of openness and curiosity, where staff are encouraged to question, report errors, and discuss the risks of failure, and where failure is considered an inevitable step in the journey. People know their interpersonal risks are low when they belong to this team, so their inhibitions lessen and they can perform to their potential. This is the platform for challenging conversations and a dogged pursuit of goals. According to Salas, Reyes and McDaniel in their wide-ranging 2018 paper ‘The Science of Teamwork’, these principles are based on a sound evidence base, and they conclude: ‘it is critical that organizations, team leaders, and teammates create environments where psychological safety can flourish and be a mechanism to resolve conflicts, ensure safety, mitigate errors, learn, and improve performance.’


Here are three prominent features of psychologically safe teams and their leaders:


Candour – while psychological safety is an essential factor in team members exchanging constructive feedback, it should be remembered that, equally, psychological safety cannot exist without honest constructive feedback. In The Fearless Organisation, Edmondson cites Pixar and their ‘Brain Trust’ process, in which groups evaluate projects at early stages and give constructive, impersonal feedback. The expectation is that all projects will need a lot of work and feedback to begin with and that this is natural, anticipated, and to be celebrated. It’s important to ensure that leaders and team members are not only comfortable to ask for feedback, but also understand that it is vital to team growth and productivity. Teams should feel comfortable with being candid; when candour is framed as being part of a collaborative, constructive, mutual process, people can speak more freely.


Freedom to fail – building on candour, it’s important to create an environment in which failure and fear are uncoupled. Where the emphasis is on failure not being something to avoid, but a natural part of learning and exploration. The team’s mindset needs to be solution-focused, with no blame culture. If the team has clear, purposeful goals, then any failures along the way are just inevitable steps to navigate.


Be a don’t knower – if a team is striving to increase its humility, then asking for help and sharing task vulnerability will be important components of that. A team leader can have a powerful role here, by asking their team for help and admitting their knowledge gaps. Once the team sees that its leader is humble and vulnerable enough to throw off the shackles of know-it-all-ism, they will begin to ask more questions of each other, and benefit from their shared expertise and experience.







Psychological safety in school teams


School staff face many challenges in their day, which may mean they arrive in a team situation feeling vulnerable. Perhaps they had a hard lesson or student interaction. Perhaps they missed a marking deadline for a different team. The variables mean that someone’s psychological safety can be hard to maintain, which is why you need to have a deliberate set of strategies for it in your team. Let’s explore some, using Edmondson’s guidance:




	Set the scene: it’s important to be open with your team about the nature of the work you will create together, and immediately acknowledge that there will be failures along the way that will be learning experiences. This shouldn’t be an initial, one off ‘vision’ meeting – belonging and safety are ever changing in our minds, so we must reaffirm to our team members how the team creates collective psychological safety, and how every success or mistake leads to a learning experience. Ultimately, the message comes back to why we are here: to enrich the lives of the children and their education. This is good fuel for the fire when it comes to discussing why it’s vital to speak openly and acknowledge that small failures along the way are steps toward the greater good.



	Invite participation: leaders should admit that they don’t have all the answers, and should encourage the team to engage with the project as a joint learning opportunity. We should acknowledge that we are not, in fact, omniscient, and encourage open communication and feedback across the team, while also asking the team open questions. A team cannot be expected to be open and share if the leader hasn’t created a culture where it is normal to ask questions, share vulnerability, and ask others for advice. So, in meetings and beyond, ask your team to get involved and share their thoughts, and ask for feedback through surveys or candid conversations. Team members who regularly feed back tend to bring ideas, creativity, and anticipation to meetings, and become more invested in the team’s direction.



	Respond productively: in schools, there are more variables than you can shake a stick at. If your team is working on something, let’s say improving consistency in how a policy is delivered, there will be challenges to that fulfilment along the way. It is your response as the team’s leader that will set the tone for how the group responds to this challenge, and future issues. It can be easier to blame, create a false narrative about what went wrong, or simply not to share what happened. But that won’t help the team. What will help, is a leader who shares their mistakes, is honest about circumstances, and orchestrates healthy conversations that are solution focused. The team will be watching closely when you are challenged or given feedback, and will notice how you deal with setbacks, so respond productively!



	Check the temperature: people are good at hiding how they feel, especially in person. Do not assume that your staff are giving you the whole picture when you ask for their feedback or when you’ve just posed the question ‘is that okay?’. Consider using surveys, such as those found at psychsafety.co.uk, which ask probing questions about how psychologically safe team members feel. The results can be surprising, or upsetting, but always illuminating. Use this to propel a team discussion about why some questions scored better than others, and then, most importantly, what can be done to address any potential issues. For example, when scored on a Likert scale, the statement ‘When something goes wrong, we work together to find the systemic causes’ gets right to the heart of how the team deals with setbacks; does it cover them up, ignore them, attribute blame, or have a healthy attitude to improvement?



	Are our behaviours demonstrating psychological safety? Words are brilliant, but they aren’t actions or behaviours. No matter how effectively you’ve outlined your vision for psychological safety, or how good your survey was, the team should verbally reflect on whether they are actually living their psychological safety journey. Address this one-to-one before and after meetings, and bring it up with the group. Keep modelling your own reactions to feedback to demonstrate how psychologically safe processes create better discussions and ultimately, improved outcomes.














Case study: How I’ve incorporated principles of psychological safety into a team I lead


A team that I am very proud to work with is the group of heads of year and assistant heads of year across our school and sixth form. I’m by no means a perfect leader, and I certainly don’t hold all the answers. My main priority for our team’s work is that people have a clear understanding of what we are working towards – both overall vision and day-to-day, operational targets – and that they feel completely safe within the team, knowing that feedback, thoughts and reflections will be welcomed. There are a few methods I’ve used to develop this culture, although I must admit that the personalities across the team are particularly conducive to working together and pulling in the same direction.


Firstly, I like to ask the team for their views and input on just about everything. Yes, I will outline my particular vision for a project and present the standards I think we should work towards, but those goals are contributed to by the team. Asking the team questions and genuinely listening to, and acting upon, their suggestions is a key tenet of our team culture – they know that they have a voice and are valued. Adam Grant (2021) advocates the use of ‘how do you know?’ or asking how people came to their conclusion as a tool for asking a non-judgmental question that mixes curiosity with a desire to know more, and I try to model that sort of tool for others to use. In a psychologically safe team, you have to verbalise the power of ‘how do you know?’ and then normalise its use. Teams that haven’t invested in this sort of question will find it standoffish and blunt; as a team, we have worked together to ensure that challenge and questioning isn’t linked to relationships or personality.


I also believe that the team will achieve greater psychological safety through learning and growing together. I make sure that meeting time always includes time to reflect, read, and learn as a group. Starting off with a sense of collegiality and shared learning provides a collaborative ethos that lends itself to honest discussions as we move from theoretical learning into reviewing our actual work. The team can move on to more functional, task-related activities having enjoyed some learning together.


In the last 12 months, we have launched a new pastoral curriculum; this has been exciting and purposeful, and we are beginning to reap the rewards. It also felt like stepping into the unknown. In the early planning sessions, we talked a lot about the potential of this curriculum, what we wanted from it, and some of the issues we might face. Key to these reflections was that each of these challenges would be both inevitable and would always have a solution. We stepped into the hard work of the pastoral curriculum not expecting ‘results’, but a process. This means that when we review our provision, which we do and will need to do regularly, we aren’t peeking between the gaps in our fingers as we cover our faces in nervous anticipation, but rather we embrace and celebrate the direction, opportunities and challenges. Out of all the things we have achieved, I look back most fondly at the way we anticipated that there would be bumps in the road; then, when they occurred, we set to work to iron them out, rather than feeling deflated or attributing any blame.


Finally, I like to ask the team what the school, and me as a leader, are getting wrong and how we could improve. It’s important that I don’t assume their voice, or disregard what they feel. We spend time talking through things that could be improved, always framing it as being the best thing for the team, for us as team members, and for the students and staff, if we make gains in those areas. It’s not personal – it’s part of our mission.





This chapter could have been a lot shorter by merely quoting Mary Myatt from 2016: ‘Top leaders create a safety net, where it is OK to make mistakes. There are no recriminations, only discussions about what might be better. A psychological safe space is the crucial element of creating trust. And a sense of humour, which means that nothing needs to be taken seriously. Because, after all, (mostly) this isn’t brain surgery, and no one is going to die.’


Finally, Julia Rozovsky, of the Google teams study, called psychological safety the ‘underpinning’ in the teams’ successes (Edmondson, 2019). She found that other team behaviours were important, such as clear goals, but that being psychologically safe underpinned all of these. It was the foundation. And that’s why it underpins our whole model of The Power of Teams. Start with this, and everything else will flourish.








Chapter takeaways




	Psychological safety is the foundation for teamwork; it allows teams to speak openly, challenge each other, set ambitious goals, and not worry about mistakes or failure.



	Leading a psychologically safe team takes a lot of deliberate effort and exercises. There are tangible methods that a leader can adopt to build psychological safety, such as inviting participation, modelling how to deal with feedback, and having the humility to ask for help.



	We all want teams which deliver results. But psychological safety will provide not just results, but so much more; it allows the team to flourish, build great relationships, and unlock its potential as a group of people who work together without interpersonal fear or recrimination.











Reflective questions




	Considering the principles of psychological safety, how do your teams align with these? What are the gaps?



	What would you learn by surveying your team about their psychological safety? See https://psychsafety.co.uk/measure-psychological-safety/ for a ready-to-go survey.



	As a leader, do you model humility, curiosity, and a constructive mindset towards feedback and failure? How could your actions impact the group?
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CHAPTER 2


Belonging





We never want anybody to leave their culture at the door. To belong is to be seen, and to be accepted and respected for who you are.


Owen Eastwood




In this chapter:




	Team belonging and its impact on members.



	The research behind the benefits of belonging.



	How to increase team belonging.






Underpinning my team model with belonging is no gimmick or attempt to hitch on to an in-vogue topic. Belonging matters. As a baby I was adopted, taken away from a very difficult circumstance and placed with adoptive parents. I was lucky. And so, in the end I had a childhood free of turmoil and distress – I was comfortable, taken care of, and had lots of opportunities. But a couple of things never quite shake off.


Firstly, my own sense of belonging wasn’t secure, which often left me feeling anxious and dreaming of some grand acceptance into the world. I got over the latter, but continued to assess my belonging at all times. Secondly, I felt a keen, almost overwhelming sense of what I perceived other people’s belonging to be. It mattered to me that people fitted in. I wanted them to be free of some of what I was feeling, and to never know the life that I had avoided. A complex set of emotions. But, in the end, if you ask me what matters now about working with children and colleagues, it comes back to this: that everyone feels as though they belong.


This chapter will explore how we can increase belonging in our staff teams, although the lessons learned are of course transferable to your students. My view on this is simple. Like psychological safety, if you want your team to become cohesive, perform well, and thrive in their work, they need an unconditional sense of belonging. You as the team’s leader have an integral role to play in developing that sense of belonging across the team.







Research digest


Baumeister and Leary (1995) proposed that to ‘belong’, individuals need (and they state it as a need, not a desire) frequent positive interactions with at least a few other people, and that these interactions must have a sense of long-term care for each other’s welfare. Failure to satisfy both factors could lead to distress and far-reaching consequences. So, our first prompt of this chapter: do the people in our teams interact positively and care for each other’s welfare?


I imagine that most of us desire a strong sense of belonging in our work environment; we want our colleagues to feel safe and included, just as we do ourselves. But there are tangible benefits for the organisation, too. The Harvard Business Review revealed in a 2019 article written with behavioural insight experts Better Up, that a high sense of belonging, or in their words, those who feel ‘included’, can lead to a 56% increase in job performance, 75% reduction in absence, and lead to more promotions for those staff. Better Up’s experts decided to experiment with how ‘included’ or ‘excluded’ employees performed, and set up a virtual game. Some players were deliberately excluded from a game of virtual catch. When they next tried a task which could involve splitting prize money between teammates or taking it for themselves, those who were excluded in the previous game tended to keep the money. Being left out, working in groups with cliques, or feeling that you don’t unconditionally belong, will have consequences for the way you share and interact.


In Daniel Coyle’s The Culture Code (2018), a section of the book is dedicated to how different organisations nurture belonging. Greg Popovich, an NBA coach with a reputation for having sky-high expectations of his players, while building excellent relationships with them, is a curious figure. He uses deliberately close physical proximity when giving players feedback, takes an interest in their lives, and fascinatingly, uses team meetings (usually for basketball strategy and tactics) to teach and discuss other topical issues, in order to educate his players and promote wider interests. Coyle then cites three powerful ideas used by Popovich to include when developing people: ‘you belong to this group’, ‘this group is special’, and ‘I have high standards that I believe you can reach’. This is an interesting example of developing belonging in tandem with high expectations.


One of the most uplifting books I’ve come across is Belonging by Owen Eastwood (2021). He uses his Māori heritage and identity to deeply consider how we can improve a sense of belonging in our teams and organisations. Here are some of his top ideas:




	Us story: teams can enhance their belonging by creating an ‘us story’. In other words, exploring who the group is, why it exists, and what its history is. Eastwood helps organisations and teams look at their past (ancestors, origins, legacies), then the future (where are we going, what do we need to do?) and finally the present (do we have a sense of identity that flows into everything we do?). Beyond epic stories of inspiration, we actually tend to resonate more with everyday traits, actions, and moments of synergy – ordinary people working hard to achieve excellence – rather than ‘superhero’ stories of individual brilliance.



	Belonging is not a fixed state: we constantly evaluate whether or not we belong. Environment and the behaviour of those around us are key factors, and we require consistency in these in order to feel safe. Therefore, we must establish behavioural norms and values that are lived; gestures, speeches, or meetings alone won’t cut it in terms of building belonging. If our people are constantly evaluating their belonging, we must be consistent. As school team leaders, it’s time to move away from a ‘culture injection’ in the September Inset, and to understand that our team’s sense of belonging shifts every day. Therefore, the team’s lived experience must be that of one where they belong.



	Belonging before performance: in our high accountability working culture, sometimes workplaces don’t accept people until they have proved themselves. But this is a false economy, as people will only thrive when they feel accepted and safe; we must offer true belonging before we have ‘proof’ of someone’s work or output.



	Share the pain: we often share success with our teams. We nailed this. We progressed in that. So and so is doing great work in this. But do we discuss the bad? Do we share pain and learn from it? Social anthropologist Harvey Whitehouse says that sharing difficulties or pain can create ‘identity fusion’ and have two tangible benefits for the group. Firstly, the group creates more intense togetherness through sharing a mistake or a difficult moment; secondly, reflecting on the painful moments often creates practical lessons for the future. A Māori spiritual adviser adds that a healthy culture would take a moment of pain, and then ‘carve the story into our walls’, so the current group, and future descendants, can learn from those experiences. When you are meeting with your team, be open about how things are going. They already know what the team is working on, so this is a chance to review what’s happened, be honest about what hasn’t worked, and ask for their help to improve. Thriving teams share the pain. Together.











Belonging in school teams


Like psychological safety, belonging is tricky to create in a school, where a team member might be in several teams. Mary Myatt writes that leaders don’t have to be everyone’s best friend, but that they should ‘see the human being beyond the function’ (Myatt, 2016); we are more than our work. Her mantra of ‘humans first, professionals second’ is important for us to remember in the fast-paced, demanding workplace that is education. By using this ethos, and fostering belonging, we show that we appreciate people and feed into the ‘bank balance of goodwill’ which may need to be drawn from at other times, such as during a difficult conversation. If we place belonging and empathy first, people thrive. Doing this practically takes deliberate and proactive thought, so here are a few key things to try with your team to enhance belonging.


Acknowledge exclusion: studies show that when others speak about their own initial struggle to belong, and share coping strategies, this improves the recipients’ sense of belonging and self-efficacy. Rather than hoping for the best, perhaps we should communicate how natural it is to feel excluded, and to take the lead with helping our students and staff acknowledge this feeling and convert it into something positive.


It only takes one person to increase a sense of belonging: the Better Up research mentioned earlier found that one person is enough to help you feel included: one person to be invested in you and your development is all it might take. We know that coaching has a huge impact on wellbeing, belonging, self-efficacy and productivity, and with a wave of schools and workplaces now using one-to-one coaching as a form of long-term, personalised CPD, it’s no surprise that this links with people’s sense of belonging and relatedness. Consider a coaching system where everyone in the team has a coach, or alternatively train people up to do reciprocal coaching.


Belonging cues: your team should be united behind a certain vision or purpose, and this engagement can be strengthened and become part of the day-to-day narrative with belonging cues. This could be a set of graphics or text that the team is exposed to or discusses. It could be photos that encapsulate the team’s ethos or successes, displayed on the walls, or it could even be a physical object or installation that reminds the team of what they are part of and how they belong. Which cues will regularly remind and reinforce your team’s sense of belonging?


Create your ‘us story’: this could feel contrived in a school team, but done well, it will be a powerful talisman. One way to utilise this could be: the past – who have we helped before and how? The present – who do we currently help and how? The future – how will our work benefit these people in the future?


Celebrate together: less nuanced than some of the above ideas, but teams should foster belonging by celebrating each other. Hold sessions where members share their strengths and weaknesses, or write gratitude cards for other team members. Celebrate successes that team members achieve, such as a successful school event, assembly, or set of outcomes. The team will feel a sense of belonging, knowing that it is normal to celebrate and thank each other, especially towards the end of a difficult term.


Nick Hart writes about climate in his 2022 book Impact, suggesting that there are six components required to create the optimal climate for staff to work in: trust, autonomy, mastery and flow, belonging and psychological safety, clarity of purpose, and confidence in the team. Four of the six components link to how the staff feel about their school and their place within it and ultimately link to belonging. Why does this matter? As Nick writes, ‘how the team feels may seem disconnected to achieving the desired outcomes for children, but an appropriate climate is a prerequisite for those outcomes and it is something that leaders can influence.’
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