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Introduction: Why We Wrote This Book


Schools can be extremely exasperating! Many do achieve wonderful things for and with their students. But it seems to us this often happens in spite of the way they are organised and in spite of the way the system holds them to account.

We think it is possible to do even better by thinking differently. Our belief, supported by a wide range of evidence, is that this involves flipping the mindset away from seeing the school as an organisation towards viewing it as a community. It involves turning school-centric thinking inside out to open up a community-centred and learner-focused mindset. That change and its rationale, implications and practicality is what this book is about.

The origins of this book lie in a question. Well, two questions actually. Both were posed to us by Charles Fadel, a global education thought leader and founder of the Center for Curriculum Redesign in Boston, Massachusetts. He had just read our book Leadership for Tomorrow (Groves et al. 2017). In it we argued the need for fresh thinking about schooling, notably in regard to the way purpose and quality are understood. We suggested that, as a result, some current assumptions about school improvement need to be revisited.

In particular, we highlighted the accumulation of evidence that suggests between only 20% and 30% of the factors that influence educational outcomes are directly within the school’s control. We concluded that we therefore need to encourage schools to pay a little more attention to those social, economic and environmental factors beyond the school’s gates, and seek to exert some greater influence over them than is currently the case if we are to secure the best futures for all young people.

If that is correct, Charles asked us, what is the right balance between focusing our attention on curriculum reform and trying to influence external factors? We responded that the curriculum, and indeed everything else about a school that is bound up within that 20–30%, is fundamentally important, and we absolutely must do the best possible job we can with this for the sake of all our young people. Our point was rather that, while curriculum reform is necessary to do the best possible job with everything within the school’s power, it is not sufficient to take us beyond the horizon to the next stage of school improvement.

But Charles then had a second, more pointed, question. In that case, he asked, what is it that a school which is looking to work on the 70–80% area as well actually does differently? This book is our attempt to answer that question.

Many of the factors at work beyond the school which influence educational outcomes are of course subject to wider political and social forces. A school is not able to engage in structural social or economic change, nor should it attempt to do so. But we also believe that those who argue that schools should only concentrate on what happens within their walls, and over which they have direct control, are misguided. We believe there is, between these two extremes, a legitimate community dimension in which all schools have a part to play.

Over the last decade, since 2010 in England at least, this is a view that has been pretty unfashionable, to put it mildly. Previous decades, stretching back to the 1920s, had seen the development of both strong theoretical arguments and practical initiatives which explored the community involvement of schools from a range of perspectives. Often these initiatives, spearheaded in pioneering local authorities such as Cambridgeshire or Leicestershire, took the form of programmes that established new ‘community schools’, which then usually required some capital investment to create additional facilities for community use.

One early such visionary, Henry Morris, described the aspiration in these terms:


As the community centre of the neighbourhood the village college would provide for the whole man, and abolish the duality of education and ordinary life. It would not only be the training ground for the art of living, but the place in which life is lived, the environment of a genuine corporate life. The dismal dispute of vocational and non-vocational education would not arise in it. It would be a visible demonstration in stone of the continuity and never-ceasingness of education. There would be no ‘leaving school’ – the child would enter at three and leave the college only in extreme old age! (Morris 1924, section XIV)



Morris continued:


[The village college] would have the virtue of being local so that it would enhance the quality of actual life as it is lived from day to day – the supreme object of education ... It would not be divorced from the normal environment of those who would frequent it from day to day, or from that great educational institution, the family ... The village college could lie athwart the daily lives of the community it served; and, in it, the conditions would be realised under which education would not be an escape from reality, but an enrichment and transformation of it.



The New Labour government of 1997 took some of this thinking to heart as it introduced a community dimension to its specialist school programme, intended to make specialist educational facilities and resources more widely available between and beyond schools. It also developed a programme of ‘extended schools’ to ‘provide a range of services and activities, often beyond the school day, to help meet the needs of its pupils, their families and the wider community’ (DfES 2005, p.7).

By 2008, Cabinet Office minister Liam Byrne was even saying in an interview with The Guardian:


In the medieval days we built communities around the manor house, then in the 19th century we built communities about the factory, and in the 21st century we need to build communities around schools … we have not just an education service for the kids, but on that same site we need family learning services because a lot of parents may not be in work and may need re-equipping with new skills to get back into work. There may be a need for a different kind of health service that is co-located in schools with a bigger emphasis on children and adult mental health services. (Byrne 2008)



The support provided in England by both local and central government for such development, whether in terms of policy or funding, simply withered away in the subsequent ten years. Where the work continued, usually at a reduced level, it was often through the hard work of dedicated enthusiasts, frequently drawing on local strengths inherited from the achievement of previous generations. Vital as that has been, it is time to make afresh the argument for the community engagement of all schools against the backdrop of a hugely different and now highly fragmented system of school provision.

Our argument will be that education in England in particular, but maybe not just in this country alone, has in recent years arrived at the end of a cul-de-sac from which we now need to escape. In this case, though, getting out of the cul-de-sac does not mean going back to the point from which we turned off into it. It means finding a way to pick up the main highway again at a different point, one where it is possible to learn both from all that went before and from all that has happened since.

The crucial difference we are suggesting is that new thinking about community engagement and schools is no longer focused primarily on providing additional facilities for wider community use. Instead it begins from a premise of securing better learning outcomes for children and young people as its core purpose. Its key drivers are building social capital and securing social equity. It is about social justice, not simply social mobility.

This does not necessarily require capital investment, welcome as that may undoubtedly be in many situations. Nor does it require some type of formal designation for a school. Rather it is about the nature of the school as a community, and the quality of relationships a school builds, fosters and reflects outwards at every level. It therefore holds the opportunity for every school, not just some.

In examining this possibility further, we will argue in Part One that our present thinking about school improvement is no longer having a significant effect in terms of addressing the performance gaps that exist and may even now be taking us backwards because of some inherent design weaknesses. In Part Two, we will look at the evidence for the impact of poverty, social class and genetic inheritance on educational achievement. We will consider the changes that have taken place in the nature of families and of childhood, as well as in our understanding of community.

Taken together, all of these factors will help to explain why change is now necessary, as well as offering some clues to the nature of that change. They will lead us to what we believe is the key to the next stage of improvement, the building of social capital. We will explore its implications for schools, and in doing so we will identify four building blocks of change, derived from the nature of social capital, that we think now need real focus in order to shape a different future for schools in very constrained times (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: The Four Building Blocks of Change

In Part Three, we will look at each of these building blocks in turn, seeking to explore the educational principles underpinning them. Firstly, we will talk about a person-centred school, based on trust and mutual respect. Such a school begins by modelling community in its own organisation and daily living through a clear focus on the quality of relationships at every level. Secondly, we will consider the implications of those values for the curriculum. Thirdly, we will seek to develop a greater understanding of the nature and importance of stakeholder engagement in schools and how to remove barriers to it being effective. Finally in Part Three, we will explore the connected and collaborative leadership that is needed to bring about such change and to escape the present school improvement cul-de-sac.

We will look at how the four building blocks are emerging in practice in four schools today. We will tease out eight wider lessons from the experience of those schools that may help others to move forward, and we will offer a few possible tools and strategies that may help schools wanting to think about applying those lessons to their own practice and development.

Taken together, the four building blocks can help you to flip your school over and turn it inside out. At the end of Part Three we encourage you to take stock of where your school is at currently by using a practical online tool, and to keep this under review moving forward.

To conclude, in Part Four we will look at the wider practical implications of this thinking and this direction of travel for school leaders, as well as for system leadership and education policy.










PART ONE

Why Change Is Needed











1. A Germ of An Idea


Change is always inevitable, but positive change requires both intention and purpose. In this book we aim to set out a basis for positive change in the school system, both in England, which has chosen its own idiosyncratic path at this time, but also perhaps more widely. We will argue that now is the time to re-think and re-interpret some of the underlying premises of what our schools currently do. We are not thinking here so much about how schools are structured and organised. (Schools in England may feel they have had more than enough of that in recent years with limited benefit.) Rather we are talking about the real purpose of schools and how well they achieve that.

Although our starting point is the English school system, we believe our ideas may be of much wider relevance to schools globally. This is because the root of the problem lies in what Pasi Sahlberg has called GERM – the Global Education Reform Movement – which in many countries has led to increased competition, greater choice, stronger accountability, and a heavy reliance on standardised testing.

We suggest change is necessary because what we are currently doing in England as a result of GERM is no longer achieving all that the movement set out to accomplish in terms of equity and opportunity for all. A focus on school improvement through GERM over something like a quarter of a century has achieved some worthwhile progress, but we believe the inevitable first signs of stalling and eventual decline have been evident for a while (see chapter 2 for more on this). We have reached that stage in the life cycle of school improvement where more of the same will become increasingly unproductive.

This relates to the phenomenon of the sigmoid curve, developed by Charles Handy to represent a new life cycle emerging from an existing one. Handy’s insight is that individuals, organisations and systems must understand where they are in terms of their present life cycle and then, at the right moment, plan and implement transformational change. Act too soon and you lose the benefits of the present cycle. However, act too late and you are heading downhill, and it becomes too late to turn things round.
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Figure 2: The Change Life Cycle – Charles Handy’s Sigmoid Curve

Our contention is that now is the time for the English education system in particular to start to focus its attention on carving out a new life cycle. Furthermore, we suggest it is necessary to think and act differently in this new life cycle. This means moving away from purely school-centric thinking to more effectively influencing the environment and community in which a school exists. That is the essence of what we mean when we speak of flipping the school and its communities inside out.

Of course, the problem with the image of the sigmoid curve is that it suggests change happens in a linear fashion (even if the lines are curved!). This may be a necessary visual simplification for explanatory purposes, but it is deeply misleading to think that there is one clear, straightforward route forward.

We know that those of you who are persuaded by what we have to say would probably much prefer it if we could offer you some magic formula; a handbook with, say, ten simple steps to achieving our vision. So, let us be straight at the outset. We do not think life is like that. Change is in fact unclear, uneven, messy, and always subject to experimentation and failure. We have, however, reflected on the experience of four actual schools and their leaders, and in Part Three we draw out some broad lessons from their practice which may serve as a starting point to help inform the journeys of others, while in Part 4 we consider some of the implications for school and system leaders.

With that really important proviso, we aim to present a range of evidence – combining research, theory and professional reflection, but also rooted in clear values and grounded in practice – to suggest a basis on which schools individually as well as collectively could start to initiate and explore positive change.

We hope all this in turn can help in understanding more clearly the shape of the next phase of improvement and perhaps lead to fresh systemic development. But before that, it is necessary first to look at where we are now and understand a little more about how exactly we came to be here.
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