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PREFACE


I have been fortunate enough to have written many books on education over the past forty years. So why is there a need for one more? For most of that time I have self-consciously striven to locate my professional practice in the middle of that triangle bounded by the vertices of practice, research and policy. In recent years, as part of that commitment, I have written a range of practical manuals for middle tier professionals, school leaders, improvement teams and teachers. On reflection, I feel that these manuals have been too ‘free floating’ and that there is a need for a book that provides a rationale, conceptual framework and scaffolding for their use.

In choosing a title for the book, I owe a debt of gratitude to my friend and colleague Sir Michael Barber (2009), who once memorably pointed out that, ‘ … one can mandate the move from poor to adequate and fair to good, but that as one progresses, one needs to unleash greatness’. I can think of no more apposite title for this book.

The purpose of this book therefore is to outline a school improvement strategy that assists in Unleashing Greatness. As such it inevitably builds on our proven school improvement programmes and manuals: Improving the Quality of Education for All (IQEA) and Curiosity and Powerful Learning (C&PL).1 In particular, the practical manuals developed as part of the C&PL programme are referred to frequently in what follows as they provide strategies and tools for delivering and embedding improvement at the school level. They should be regarded as essential companions to this current volume.

The book also draws on the evidence base and reviews of practice described and analysed in my school improvement trilogy: School Improvement for Real (2001), Every School a Great School (2007), and Exploding the Myths of School Reform (2013).


	In School Improvement for Real (2001), I attempted to summarise the knowledge base on school improvement as it then existed some twenty-five years ago.


	In Every School a Great School (2007), I explored how previously, as a senior civil servant and chief adviser to the secretary of state on school standards in a reforming government and working with ministers such as Estelle Morris and David Miliband, we not only raised standards but also introduced personalised learning and its implications into the system.


	In Exploding the Myths of School Reform (2013), I used the artifice of the ‘myth’ to illustrate principles for school and system improvement using the evidence from the emerging knowledge base on global system change.




In writing this book I inevitably draw on much of that material, but in a way that is intended to reformulate and add value. This, I believe, is a justifiable and mature way of conducting action research and contributing to practical improvement. In the introduction to Exploding the Myths, I mentioned David Hockney’s Bigger Picture exhibition that we visited during the writing of that book and reflected on his technique of ‘layering’. Martin Gayford (2011), in his book A Bigger Message: Conversations with David Hockney, described the approach like this:

… I began to grasp the point of Hockney’s insistence on that word ‘layers’. A painter is not simply adding more and more paint to a canvas or piece of paper; fresh thoughts and observations are going on, each adjusting the one that came before. The process of writing – reflecting on the subject, editing and adding to what we have written before – is essentially similar. Much human experience, when one comes to think about it, is a matter of layering. We understand the present by comparing it with the past – layer on layer – then we think about it afterwards, adding more and more layers. As we do, our angle of vision changes.

As it so happens, in the preparation of this book we visited Hockney’s audacious and stupendous Bigger and Closer exhibition at the Lightroom, Kings Cross. In the exhibition guide (Lightroom 2023). Hockney says:

I like looking at things and there’s a lot of ways to look at things. … With photography, you’re not really looking. But when you are drawing one blade of grass, you’re looking and then you see the other blades of grass and you’re always seeing more. … I’ve painted for 60 years now. I’m still painting. And I’m still enjoying it enormously. Yes.

Without wishing to strain the analogy too much, one can equate photography with top-down instrumental change: in Michael Barber’s words mandating the move from poor to adequate and fair to good. Painting is more akin to the fine-grained contextual analysis and planning one engages in as part of authentic school improvement; it is about Unleashing Greatness.

Let me give an example of what I mean from a primary school who belongs to the University of Bolton Laboratory School network where I recently led an instructional round.

Early in the round I went into a Year 5 classroom – it was quiet, there was no sound, all the students were working individually completing some form of test. As I looked over one student’s shoulder, let us call him Louis, I saw that he was fully engaged in circling modal verbs, underlining relative clauses, identifying relative pronouns and so on. We smiled, I introduced myself and asked him how he was doing. ‘Fine’, he said and returned to his task.

Later in the round, I entered a different classroom, but surprisingly it contained the same group of students that I had observed earlier. Louis recognised me and called me over to join the group that he was working with. He explained to me the task that they were engaged in and demonstrated how everyone on the table was contributing to solving the problem. As I was about to move on and join another group Louis stopped me. I guess by then he knew that I was interested in how students learned and he said: ‘Do you know what is so good about being in Year 5?’

I intimated that I did not, so he told me: ‘Well in Year 4 when I had a problem and asked the teacher, she told me the answer. But in Year 5 when I have a problem and ask the teacher, she explains how I can solve the problem myself. That is great and I learn much more that way.’

Having explained the secrets of the universe to me, Louis smiled and happily returned to his group. For me in cameo that is the difference between mandating the move from adequate to good and Unleashing Greatness.

My intent is to use this preface to explain the genesis and rationale for the book, particularly the way in which it draws on previous work and the values underpinning the Unleashing Greatness framework. So, before I launch into the main narrative, I would like to share with the reader a couple of quotations from Jerome Bruner and Lawrence Stenhouse that I have found inspirational, sustaining and keep ringing in my ears as I write. They have also helped me define my approach to Unleashing Greatness, personalisation and the achievement of both equity and excellence.

First, Jerome Bruner (1966:21), the distinguished American psychologist. This is a quotation from Towards a Theory of Instruction, which I read early in my teaching career:

I suspect that much of growth starts out by our turning around on our own traces and recoding in new forms, with the aid of adult tutors, what we have been doing or seeing, then going on to new modes of organisation with the new products that have been formed by these recodings. We say, ‘I see what I’m doing now.’ ‘So that’s what the thing is.’ The new models are formed in increasingly powerful representational systems. It is this that leads me to think that the heart of the educational process consists of providing aids and dialogues for translating experience into more powerful systems of notation and ordering. And it is for this reason that I think a theory of development must be linked both to a theory of knowledge and to a theory of instruction, or be doomed to triviality.

Bruner would argue that we should introduce pupils to the process of knowledge. In his own words, ‘Knowledge is a process not a product’. He further argues that ‘any body of knowledge can be presented in a form simple enough so that any particular learner can understand it in a recognisable form’. The implication of this is that the skills of disciplinary enquiry can and should be introduced in the primary school. These ideas and processes are then refined and become more sophisticated as one goes through the school, hence his notion of the spiral curriculum.

I owe a great deal to Lawrence Stenhouse both his work and him personally. He led the teacher research movement and reconceptualisation of curriculum development in the UK in the 1970s and beyond. As a young teacher his seminal book An Introduction to Curriculum Research and Development (Stenhouse 1975) influenced me enormously and helped shape my thinking both at that time and in the long term. My doctoral students tell me that it is still as fresh and relevant today as it was almost fifty years ago. We became professional friends as I continued to learn from him. Following his premature death, Jean Rudduck, his personal and professional partner and I collected together and edited his papers to form a book length argument on the theme that he is best known for – Research as a Basis for Teaching (Rudduck and Hopkins 1985).

Stenhouse fervently believed that ‘only teachers can create good teaching’, and thus it is imperative that they occupy a central role in developing the instructional core and that they develop with it. In concluding the preface, consider this quotation from Research as a Basis for Teaching (Rudduck and Hopkins 1985:68–9):

No curriculum development without teacher development’, reads one of the poker-work mottoes we hung on our wall during the Humanities Project and haven’t taken down. But that does not mean, as it often seems to be interpreted to mean, that we must train teachers in order to produce a world fit for curricula to live in. It means that by virtue of their meaningfulness, curricula are not simply instructional means to improve teaching but are expressions of ideas to improve teachers. Of course, they have a day-to-day instructional utility: cathedrals must keep the rain out. But the students benefit from curricula not so much because they change day-to-day instruction as because they improve teachers.

We must be dedicated to the improvement of schooling. The improvement of schooling is bound to be experimental: it cannot be dogmatic. The experiment depends on the exercise of the art of teaching and improves that art. The substantive content of the arts of teaching and learning is curriculum.

So, it is with Unleashing Greatness. We turn to a fuller discussion of these themes in the chapters that follow.

David Hopkins

Hope Valley, Peak District and Argentière, Mont Blanc, October 2023

 

1    For further details see:
Hopkins, D. (2002) Improving the Quality of Education for All (Second Edition). London: Fulton.
Hopkins, D. and Craig, W. (2015/18a) The System and Powerful Learning. Melbourne: McREL International [Kindle Edition 2018 available from Amazon and www.profdavidhopkins.com].










INTRODUCTION


There is a paradox at the heart of contemporary system change in education. On the one hand, there is the unequivocal conclusion from the accumulation of PISA evidence that both excellence and equity are possible at the school and system level (Schleicher 2018). Yet on the other hand there are overwhelming examples from most educational jurisdictions expressing concern over poor standards. As a recent World Bank report (2018) succinctly put it, ‘While countries have significantly increased access to education, being in school isn’t the same thing as learning’. Why is it that, despite the phenomenal increase in our knowledge about what works in schooling in recent years, standards lag behind expectations and school level performance is far too unpredictable? As Ernest Becker (1985:xix) put it in a slightly different context: ‘… either we get some kind of grip on the accumulation of thought or we continue to wallow helplessly, to starve amidst plenty’.

Put another way, there is no doubt that the world’s education systems have made significant progress over recent decades. It is also indubitably true that we have generated substantial practical knowledge over the past twenty years or so about how to improve both schools and education systems. Yet debates still rage at the policy, practitioner and academic levels over which policy levers and strategies actually make the difference. Sadly, the most significant consequence of this ‘debate’ has been to slow the progress of student achievement at the system level.

This has been the case for some time and even three years ago it presented a daunting challenge for those committed to educational improvement, but the situation is considerably more serious now. The advent of the coronavirus pandemic has almost instantaneously changed life for just about everyone globally. In most countries of the world, economic discipline was abandoned, businesses closed, staff furloughed, or asked to work from home, and so on. So, for example, the government in England, through lockdown, imposed restrictions on how long citizens can leave their home, if at all. In terms of education, in March 2020, the secretary of state closed all schools and colleges until further notice. Similarly, universities made decisions that have led to the closure of their campuses. Although at the time of writing, this situation has thankfully resolved itself somewhat, the challenge remains dramatically the same.

The question for educational leaders is how to respond to such a cataclysmic event in a morally purposeful, authentic and principled way. Here, I stand full square with McKinsey (2020) when they argue that ‘issues regarding equity – that is, ensuring that the needs of the most vulnerable are met – should be front and centre, both during the closure and after students return to school’. Further, McKinsey set out five steps – resolve, resilience, return, re-imagine, and reform – to move through and beyond the coronavirus pandemic. The last two of these steps provide a focus for much that follows in this book:


	Re-imagine: leaders think about what the ‘next normal’ could be like, and how education systems could re-invent themselves.


	Reform: educators reconsider education priorities in light of lessons learned.




It is now crystal clear that conventional strategies are unable to meet the post-coronavirus challenge and that it is foolish in the extreme to even contemplate their use. Ironically, the coronavirus hiatus allows us to create an educational future that delivers on the moral purpose most teachers and leaders have for their students. Pasi Sahlberg (2022) graphically expressed the challenge in figure 1.
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Figure 1 The coronavirus disruption (from Pasi Sahlberg)


The disruption, of course, is the coronavirus pandemic. That is the given, but the question is how do we respond? Unfortunately, as I survey the world’s education systems they seem to be responding by either downsizing and reducing budgets (scenario 1), or by trying to maintain the status quo (scenario 3). I am with Pasi Sahlberg, we should be courageous by using this unprecedented event to make a paradigm change that embraces diversity and achieves equity through excellence (scenario 2).

Michael Fullan (2021) makes a similar argument in ‘The Right Drivers For Whole System Success’. To summarise, Fullan proposes:


	Above all, we recommend avoiding a ‘loss of learning’ mindset that would take us back to traditional learning – to a system that we know was not working for the vast majority of students.


	In short, this prolonged ambiguity [the coronavirus pandemic] creates a tangible opportunity to make positive change happen.


	One might conclude that, over the past 40 years, the problem is not an absence of change but rather the presence of too many ad hoc, uncoordinated, ephemeral, piecemeal policies, programmes, and leaders that come and go.


	There is little credibility in the stance that we need not change the system. We have such a chance now – a once-in-a-generation opportunity that we dare not miss or bungle.




Fullan (2021) goes on to argue for a ‘paradigm shift’ drawing on Thomas Kuhn’s (1962) seminal work, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. I too will use Kuhn’s insight in what follows but in a slightly different way. We know all too well from our daily work that the ubiquitous ‘top-down’ and ‘outside–in’ approaches to educational change produce structures, policy options, and ways of working that are instrumental and regress performance to the mean. They generate bureaucratic forms of organisation that although efficient and probably necessary, certainly in the early phases of the evolution of a system, also have a dark side. Max Weber (see Hopkins 2013, pg. 279), whose classic studies on bureaucracy are still insightful, warns that they pose a threat to individual freedoms and that ongoing bureaucratisation leads to a ‘polar night of icy darkness’ in which increasing rationalisation of human life traps individuals in the ‘iron cage’ of bureaucratic, rule-based, rational control. So dominant have been bureaucratic forms of administration in our public services – and notably in education – that they now appear to be the norm and consequently, they place a ceiling on the move of a system from good to great. As we move forward, we need to eschew these practices.

There are two insights in the polemic of the previous paragraph that are critical to the mission of this book. The first is the ubiquity of top-down change and consequently in many situations, the utilisation of the wrong policy levers for schooling; the second is that a school or educational system inevitably passes through a series of qualitatively different yet predictable phases on their journeys towards excellence. So important are these ideas to the development of the argument that follows that it is important initially to briefly define them particularly as they are interrelated and at times reinforcing. They are, however, described more fully in the chapter that follows.

The first theme is the ubiquity of top-down change. To change it, it is first necessary to understand why it is so prevalent. I draw on the seminal work of Jurgen Habermas (1972), particularly Knowledge and Human Interests to explain why we are where we currently are. For Habermas, knowledge is the outcome of human activity that is motivated by natural needs and interests. These interests guide and shape the way knowledge is constituted in different human activities. He describes the three ways or paradigms in which humans know and construe the world. These, he terms, ‘technical’, ‘practical’ and ‘critical’. The technical orientation relates to positivism; the practical orientation to the interpretative or subjective paradigm; and the critical to emancipation and transformation.

It is the technical or top-down paradigm that is dominant. The type of human interest that it represents is prediction and control; the kind of knowledge that it values is instrumental, i.e., causal explanation and empirical knowing. Inevitably then the school improvement focus is short term and utilises bureaucratic policy options and narrow outcome measures. It is because of the dominance or even hegemony of the technical paradigm that we are where we are. This book argues that if we are to fulfil the aspirations of school improvement then we need to embrace other paradigms and human interests. Inevitably this has social as well as political implications.

The second theme is that if a school or educational system is to improve, then, as it progresses, it will inevitably pass through a fairly predictable series of phases. As we will see in the following chapters, this observation is now well-established and evidenced. The key point, however, is that different strategies are required to move from one phase to another. It is now clear that in the initial phase of improvement moving, from say poor to fair performance, then top-down or prescriptive change is often the most effective strategy. Yet because it is appropriate at one phase of development, it does not necessarily mean that it is equally effective across all other phases. Indeed, as intimated, the opposite is almost always the case. This is the reason why in systems that continue to use top-down strategies, either because of ignorance or a predilection for control, performance inevitably stagnates. This is why we place so much emphasis in our work on differentiated strategies for school improvement.

Unleashing Greatness proposes a simple and practical approach to school improvement designed for schools that are currently overwhelmed by a myriad of often incompatible demands from governments, community, and professional associations. Many schools find themselves besieged and bogged down by competing policy initiatives and external accountabilities yet wish to chart their own distinctive way that serves to enhance the learning journeys of all their students.

The eight steps link together (as seen in figure 1.2) and the key evidence behind each of them is:


	Clarify moral purpose – Ensure that the achievement and learning of students expressed as moral purpose is at the centre of everything that the school and teachers do.


	Focus on classroom practice and the instructional core – The quality of a school or system cannot exceed the quality of its teachers: it is axiomatic, therefore, that the focus of school improvement is on the practice of teaching.


	Decide on the non-negotiables – These are the key improvement objectives that the school focuses on unrelentingly in the short/medium term that are underpinned by a ‘development’ (as compared with a ‘maintenance’) structure that ensures that adequate resources are made available for improvement work.


	Articulate the narrative – Moral purpose may be at the heart of successful school and system improvement, but we will not realise this purpose without powerful and increasingly specified strategies and protocols embraced in a narrative that both energises and provides direction for our colleagues, students and communities.


	Utilise instructional rounds & theories of action – These are the key strategies for diagnosing and articulating effective teaching practice through non-judgmental observation and the development of protocols to ensure consistency and precision.


	Embrace peer coaching and triads – Provide the infrastructure for professional development in the school and the means for putting the theories of action into practice.


	Practice instructional leadership – The leadership strategy most closely associated with increased levels of student achievement through the employment of four key behaviours: setting vision; managing teaching and learning; developing people and organisation re-design.


	Exploit networking – The most effective schools network with each other in order to learn from their best, collaborate purposefully, and share outstanding practices.
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Figure 2 The Unleashing Greatness Framework


Unleashing Greatness provides a guide to action for implementing the eight steps described. The book is divided into three sections:

Part one contains two chapters that first reviews the global evidence on school reform and then, secondly, outlines the eight steps for unleashing greatness.

Part two describes in four chapters the essential ingredients of a school-level infrastructure for delivering both excellence and equity in terms of student performance. Each chapter provides evidence-based strategies, examples of practice, frameworks for action and advice on future-proofing. The focus is initially on pedagogy, both teaching effects and models of teaching, followed by accessible guidance on personalised learning. These chapters contain the essence of professional practice and are subsequently supported by advice on the necessary infrastructure for implementation – staff development and peer coaching.

Part three broadens the landscape with two further chapters on leadership and systemic reform that contain the potential to lead to large-scale system reform impact. These chapters are similarly practical and action-oriented and are of relevance for school networks and multi-academy trusts.

Each chapter, apart from the first that sets the scene, reflects a particular step in the Unleashing Greatness process. In turn, each chapter, following an overview introduction, focuses on four specific aspects of that phase in the strategy. So, the book can be read cover to cover to get a sense of the overarching narrative, or more pragmatically to gain advice and direction on a specific aspect of the process. Each chapter concludes with a coda that posits diagnostic questions for that particular phase of the school improvement journey and provides a couple of case studies of the process in action.

In concluding the introduction to this book, let me be a little more personal and reflective in attempting to summarise the values and aspirations that inform the approach described on the following pages. In the late 1980s, when we were developing the Improving the Quality of Education for All (IQEA) school improvement programme (Hopkins 2002), we used the metaphor of the ‘journey’ to describe our overall approach. During an early workshop, the head of a large catholic school in the North of England commented that he liked the metaphor but counselled us ‘to journey as pilgrims rather than nomads’. By this, he meant that our school improvement journey should be driven by a moral purpose, rather than travelling around in circles following this or that latest educational fad.

Some of you will know that I have been most fortunate to have had a second career as an international mountain guide. Consequently, I value and see much virtue in mountaineering images and traditions. I have recently enjoyed reading Alex Buisse’s (2022) beautiful and profusely illustrated book, Mont Blanc Lines. In the introduction he states that the book ‘is at the crossroads between guidebook and landscape photography’. This is most certainly the case as the book is too large and precious to be put into a rucksack! He continues:

To a mountaineer or skier, drawing lines is a way of combining their personal vision with the natural form of the mountain, of forever leaving their mark on a summit without touching it other than with a crampon or ski edge, erased by the next storm. The most aesthetic of these lines follow a logical path and immediately become all too obvious. … Together, all these lines sketch the contours of each mountain, almost allowing them to be recomposed on a blank page.

Without wishing to strain the analogy, I see some connection between Buisse’s concept of a line on a mountain and this attempt to describe the journey of school improvement. This is not a dictum or advice to be followed slavishly, rather it provides tools and strategies that teachers and leaders can utilise and enhance their capacity and abilities as change agents in their own settings.

It is that thought that distinguishes the approach taken in this book from the more formulaic approaches to school improvement determined by instrumental ends and bureaucratic means. This is the argument that will be developed at length in the chapters that follow and that has already been presaged in this introduction. It is the ‘good society’ that critical theory, emancipation and the principles of authentic school improvement eventually and ineluctably lead us towards. It is this that informs Unleashing Greatness and the journey of school improvement.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

I hope this book will distinctively present new ideas and ever-widening concepts on school reform, rooted in the current evidence base, and informed by the benefit of reflection and analysis of the lived experience of those actively involved in school improvement efforts. It is written for all those involved in school development and leadership roles and those in the wider community who are interested in finding ways to meet the current challenges of school and system reform. It has four principal audiences in mind:


	Education professionals such as teachers, principals, network leaders and regional directors who are looking for an action framework to guide their work. The book contains a strategic framework for in-school and system reform based on an interpretation of the best research and thinking, but framed in a way that leads directly to intelligent and informed action. This knowledge will be equally helpful for both school improvement teams working directly within schools and system leaders who work both within and between schools in order to build local capacity.


	Students and researchers, particularly masters and professional doctorate candidates, who require a comprehensive review of current research and thinking about school improvement and practical examples of educational reform within an action-oriented framework.


	Policy-makers who are seeking a sustained argument for an approach to policy-making based on improved attainment and learning for all students, irrespective of their socioeconomic backgrounds. This embraces values such as social equity and a commitment to creating the conditions whereby all students can reach their potential; strategies that enhance the quality of teaching and leadership; and an approach that integrates all levels within the system. My recent productive collaboration with FED [Foundation for Education Development] and the important work that they are doing in re-imagining the future education policy agenda suggests that these ideas can profitably contribute to their and others policy proposals.


	Parents and members of the wider community may also find the book useful. Particularly those who are interested in the key features of an effective school and who wish to understand it better, either to support their own children, or to support the education system more generally.




As seen in the introduction, the book is essentially structured around the eight key steps of the Unleashing Greatness framework with the first and last chapters taking a broader systemic focus. Each chapter contains summaries of the relevant knowledge base and outlines strategies for practical action related to each step in the framework. Every chapter concludes with a discussion of the key questions related to each phase in the framework together with brief case studies of how primary, secondary and special schools have responded to the challenge of moving through the process.


SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT MATERIALS AND TOOLS

This book is intended to be conceptual, strategic and practical – all at the same time! Besides giving an overview of the field of school improvement and educational reform, it also provides a strategy, as well as guidance as to what to do. Although the conceptual frameworks and strategies are described in the pages that follow, the bulk of the detail of the actual practical advice and tools are to be found in the three Curiosity and Powerful Learning manuals:


	The System and Powerful Learning


	Curiosity and Powerful Learning


	Leadership for Powerful Learning




These manuals are available from Amazon and my website – www.profdavidhopkins.com. In addition, the specific materials and tools referred to in each of the chapter can be downloaded gratis from my website.

Chapter two


	The three Curiosity and Powerful Learning Manuals


	Unleashing Greatness original article


	Unleashing Greatness questions




Chapter three


	School improvement pathway




Chapter four


	Fertile questions


	Being a learner framework




Chapters five and six


	Curiosity and Powerful Learning Manual – see the 10 protocols


	Models of Practice Vol 1:

▫ 1. Cooperative Group Work Model – see the Peer Coaching Guides

▫ 2. Synectics Model – see the Peer Coaching Guides


	Models of Practice Vol 2:

▫ 3. Whole Class Teaching Model – see the Peer Coaching Guides

▫ 4. Concept Attainment Model – see the Peer Coaching Guides


	Models of Practice Vol 3:

▫ 5. Inductive Teaching Model – see the Peer Coaching Guides

▫ 6. Mnemonics Model – see the Peer Coaching Guides




Chapter seven


	Leadership for Powerful Learning Manual
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