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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










SECTION
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.
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