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				Having successfully led schools in urban areas for 21 years Sir Iain formed his own leadership development company. He worked with the National College in organising leadership conferences and with the Specialist Schools Trust in advising on the delivery of its leadership programmes. In 2006 he co-founded Future Leaders as part of a National College/ARK jointly funded initiative. Through this work he has developed close relationships with principals of charter schools across the US and has developed a greater understanding of how these schools have been closing the achievement gap between student potential and actual achievement. 

				He has led several study tours to visit these schools in order that school leaders in England can observe this  good practice. He has delivered many keynote presentations to conferences in England on narrowing the achievement gap in urban schools.

				In 2012 he relinquished his work with Future Leaders to found the Great Schools Trust with the intention of setting up a small chain of innovative free schools in the North West of England. His first free school, King’s Leadership Academy, Warrington, opened in September 2012. The academy won the DfE’s National Character Award in 2015. Each of the schools in the trust draw upon the best practice that was observed in the charter cchools and are strongly focussed on enhancing the social mobility of their students.

			

		

	
		
		  
		    

		    

		    

			

		    


            This book is dedicated to those school leaders and teachers who work tirelessly in helping the young people in their schools break through the glass ceilings that restrict their social mobility

				I would like to thank Peter Gaul for his patience and helpful suggestions in checking the early drafts, Katie Sharp for help before going to print and Shane Ierston, Andrew Reay, Mark O’Hagan and Peter Gaul for successfully leading their schools in delivering the vision outlined in this book.

		  

		

	
		
		  
		    

		    

		    

            

		    


		    “If you want to see the poor remain poor, generation after generation, just keep the standards low in their schools and make excuses for their academic shortcomings and personal misbehaviour. But please don’t congratulate yourself on your compassion.”

				Thomas Sowell

				American economist and philosopher

				Creators Syndicate 2000.01.15

		  

		

	
		
		  
		    Prologue: Doubts and Reflections

			

		

	
		
			
				October 2010: O’Hare Airport, Chicago

				There must be a time in each of our lives when we suddenly think ‘I might have just got things a little wrong’. This happened to me on a cold Sunday night in October 2010, while waiting for a ‘red-eye’ flight from Chicago to Manchester, having just led my fourth Future Leader’s study tour of a party of North West aspirant school leaders on a trip to see some of the best charter schools in the city. The group had dispersed among the many shops in O’Hare Airport, looking for last minute souvenirs, while I nursed a coffee in a deserted Starbucks. I had been a headteacher for some 23 years and thought that I’d had a successful career but what I had seen on my latest trip confirmed my growing doubts that we might have the wrong approach to urban education back in the UK.  

				Many questions were swirling in my head. Why were the urban schools I had visited in the US so successful at getting their students into the country’s leading colleges and universities? Why were we seeing so few students from challenging urban areas in England accessing our leading universities? Why were so many of the places that these universities had to offer taken up by students from the independent sector? Why do these students gain almost 50% of the ‘A’ grades awarded each year when they only account for 15% of the entries? Why are so many state schools not able to replicate such levels of success? Gaining straight ‘A’s might be a mountain to climb for a student living in a challenging urban area but such a result could open many doors to a prosperous future. Almost 80% of our leading judges and barristers and 50% of our leading medics, scientists and journalists have all followed the Oxbridge route to a successful career. What was stopping our urban youngsters accessing these glittering prizes? What were the fees being charged in the independent sector buying that could not be freely available in the state sector? Most of the people I have met who have been educated in the independent sector often seemed to be more rounded, confident individuals, always ready to grasp the opportunities and challenges that are presented to them. How did they gain such confidence? Was it a class difference? Was it the social circles they mixed in? Was it the curriculum they were following in school? Was it the level of challenge they faced in their school? Whatever it was, it enabled them to gain a disproportionate number of places that were on offer in our leading universities and this imbalance was limiting the access chances of young people who were growing up in challenging urban areas. This lack of access was forming an almost impenetrable glass ceiling to their social mobility. 

				I accept that there is much at fault with the selection processes used by many universities and that they could be admitting more students from state schools, especially those serving challenging urban areas, but this still does not explain why 50% of the top grades are achieved by students from the independent sector. If this glass ceiling is to be permanently broken, then we, as educators in the state system, need to discover the DNA of the best schools, state and independent, and emulate them. Failure to do so would mean allowing this social injustice to continue. High-quality education and equality of opportunity has to be a civil right for all, and not be limited to the more financially advantaged in our society. 

				2010 had been a year of turmoil in the educational world. In May, the Conservative Party, led by David Cameron, defeated Gordon Brown’s Labour Party in the general election but did not have a substantial majority and could not form a government. After prolonged discussions, the Conservatives agreed to form a coalition government with the Liberal Democrats. The original Conservative manifesto had promised to import school reforms that ‘have worked so well in countries like the USA, Canada and Sweden’. Once the ink was dry on the coalition agreement, Michael Gove was appointed Education Secretary at the renamed Department for Education. An Academies Act was rushed through parliament, allowing existing schools to convert to academy status and permitting new providers to open American-style charter schools, which were to be known as ‘free schools’. Why the sudden charge? Michael Gove and his researchers had obviously observed exactly the same evidence that I had spent four years observing on Future Leaders’ study tours. Some charter schools, released from central control, were producing incredible results in challenging and highly deprived urban areas, where previously there had only been educational failure, resulting in high levels of student dropout rates and disillusionment with education as a whole. Not every charter school was highly successful but, if we were to improve urban education, then the challenge would be to understand what the successful schools were doing that made them so special? To unlock the answer, you have to understand the history as to why they were created.

				The concept of the charter school was not new. The idea was first muted by Ray Budde, a professor at the University of Massachusetts, in 1974. Unfortunately, it never really gathered support until the early 1990s when a small group of educators and policymakers came together to develop a charter school model. The core of the model was the belief that public schools, and not the state or district, would be held accountable for student learning. In exchange for this autonomy, school leaders would be given freedom to do whatever it takes to help students achieve, and would share the successful outcomes with the broader public school system so that all students benefit. They would still be publicly funded, but would be governed by their own unique ‘charter’, approved by the state and not subject to regular public school regulations. This ‘charter’ would have to explicitly define the proposed schools’ goals and provide a framework for measuring success. An important feature of each charter was an agreement that each school would be personally accountable for student progress and achievement rather than the district or state. Failure to demonstrate success would result in the removal of the charter and the closure of the school. While the state or district retained these powers, the school would assume responsibility for everything else, therefore producing autonomous, self-accountable schools within a wider state system. 

				Minnesota’s legislature passed the first charter law in 1991, and the first charter school opened in 1992. It was unique in that it only offered places to students from low-income families and was initially designed to accommodate students who had dropped out of mainstream education. Most of these young people came from homes that were wrecked through poverty or drug abuse. School records from 1992 show that some 25% of its intake in the first year were homeless and all of the 35 students who attended had a history of truancy or other disciplinary problems. In the spring of 1993, 17 of those students graduated to high school. The secret of the school’s success was the deep belief of its founders that, irrespective of educational starting points or previous track record, these youngsters had potential and you just had to get them believing in themselves.

				For me, this was the first piece in the jigsaw. I had spent years working with dedicated teachers in preparing young people for external examinations and, although we continually encouraged them to believe they could be successful, we never deliberately honed those character traits in them that would make this happen. We never deliberately exposed them, from an early age, to character-building experiences that would give them the aspiration, determination, tenacity and resilience to break through the glass ceiling. Perhaps we had been using the wrong approaches.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part 1: The Early Years of Headship

			

		

	
		
			
				1980–89: The Start of my Leadership Journey

				My leadership journey to O’Hare Airport began in 1980 when, at the far too young age of 37, I gained my first headship and was charged with bringing two struggling schools in inner-city Liverpool together onto one site. The schools, John Hamilton High School and Lambeth Secondary Modern, had been fairly popular and successful in their day, but had gone into decline and were struggling to attract pupil numbers. One of the two had to close if a non-faith school was to be maintained in the area. 

				It was the first headship that I had applied for and I had no idea of the form that the interview would take. In retrospect, it was a process that would never happen today. I arrived at the grounds of John Hamilton School some 30 minutes early and sat in my car watching the pupils straggle in. Uniform was poor, there were many harmless scuffles at the gate and smoking was prevalent among the older pupils who stubbed their cigarettes out at the school gates. I began doubting the wisdom of applying but decided to persevere and gain ‘interview experience’.

				The shortlisted applicants were gathered together at 9am in the school dining room. There were eight of us and I was by far the youngest candidate. After a few words from the school’s adviser we were given a whistle-stop tour of the school that, we were told, was to become the permanent site. We never met any of the current staff and were kept well away from the students. Most of our questions were met by a stock response of ‘Well that will be up to you – if you are appointed’. The school had yet to be given a name; the new head would be expected to draw up a staffing structure within 48 hours of being appointed, without knowing the names or talents of the teachers at either school. Job descriptions would need to be produced to support the staffing structure and existing staff would be expected to apply for posts on the new structure before the end of the month. My previous posts had not given me the experience that was obviously required to successfully achieve these goals and, as there were three current headteachers in the group of applicants, it was highly unlikely that I would be appointed, so I decided to relax and treat the day as a learning experience.

				After the whistle-stop tour, we were then whisked to the city’s education offices to be interviewed by a panel of 12 politicians and the chief education officer. The interview was bizarre and I am glad that we are now much more refined in appointing school leaders. It was held in a large room and the 13-person panel sat around a beautiful circular table. The process commenced with the chief education officer taking me through my CV and that was probably the nearest we came to discussing my ability to merge two schools. Each member of the panel had an obligatory question to ask me, with the opening question being to describe my leadership style. I know that I waffled my way through the answer nervously, throwing in as many buzzwords as I could remember. Each member of the panel then asked a question and we slowly worked our way around the table. The questions reflected the interests of each individual member of the panel and had little to do with the challenges that would face the successful candidate or the new school. I was asked my opinion on the use of prefects to do duties while the staff sat in their rooms drinking tea; what was my opinion of the quality of school meals; did I believe in corporal punishment; did I support Liverpool or Everton, what newspaper did I read and if it was the salary that encouraged me to apply. I began to realise, in answering these questions, that diplomacy was a well-desired trait for successful headship. Throughout the interview one of the politicians never stopped reading the Daily Mirror and, when it was his turn to ask a question, he asked the same one as a previous member of the panel! I was not impressed by the process and was relieved when it was over. Afterwards, I was allowed to rejoin the other applicants, who were sat in silence in a neighbouring anteroom. 

				My second learning experience that day was that the ability to withstand tedium was another preferred trait for successful headship. The actual interviews took almost six hours and we were not offered lunch, but could leave the building to visit a nearby sandwich shop. After we had been interviewed, we all started to relax and laughed at some of the questions we had been asked. The existing heads seemed very confident and it was with jaw-dropping surprise that, shortly after 5pm, I was asked to rejoin the panel, where I was offered the headship, ‘despite my age’ as the chair commented. With a heavy mixture of excitement, fear and trepidation, I nodded my head and accepted the post. Having shaken a few hands, I stumbled out of the education offices and found a bench to sit on as I wondered, ‘why me?’ and ‘how on earth am I going to face up to the challenge’? 

				Reflecting back, more than 30 years later, I still wonder how the panel came to its decision. Today’s panel would not simply be asking each candidate about their leadership style, but would delve much deeper through a series of well-planned exercises designed to explore each candidate’s vision for the school, as well as their courage and determination to achieve their vision. It would be looking for a candidate who had a genuine passion for teaching and learning. Emotional intelligence would figure highly on their list of requirements, as they sought someone with the ability to foster good relationships throughout the school as well as the ability to build and empower successful teams. It would need to see which candidate had a good sense of judgement in order to make crucial decisions, as well as the determination and resilience to carry those decisions out. Above all, the panel would be seeking a good and warm communicator who had the ability to persuade staff to go the extra mile in seeking success for the students. Leadership development has come a long way since 1980 and our schools are better for it.

				Over the next few months my amazement at being appointed gave way to a growing sense of excitement at the challenges that lay ahead. The ‘new’ school was to be housed on the campus of John Hamilton High School and would be called Breckfield Community School. The school was situated in one of the most deprived and toughest areas of the city. There were several local gangs that regularly challenged each other in turf wars. It was an all-white area, with the school building being adjacent to the headquarters of the Liverpool branch of the Orange Lodge. The Orange Order is a long-standing Protestant organisation, primarily based in Northern Ireland, that was named after the Dutch-born king, William of Orange. There was a fierce historical community loyalty to the lodge, which was further fuelled by the ongoing Troubles in Northern Ireland. Each year, on the 12th of July, I discovered that the school would empty as families joined the annual march to Southport. There were some things far more important to the community than education!

				Prior to the amalgamation, John Hamilton High had a reputation of being a ‘tough’ school. Discipline was kept by a frequent and rigorous adherence to the use of the cane. The ‘punishment book’ I inherited showed little mercy, with daily beatings to both boys and girls. Lambeth  Secondary Modern School was the complete opposite with little use of the cane and a strong supportive pastoral system.

				The staff of both schools were against the amalgamation. They were angry that their efforts in bringing stability to the lives of some of the most troubled youngsters in the city had not been recognised. They felt that they were being treated as ‘failures’ because local birth rates had declined. Morale was low and, in our first staff meeting, they sat in two distinct camps at either side of the school hall. Each group thought that they had established the ‘right’ school ethos in their own school – prior to the amalgamation – and that the new school should simply adopt this ethos. After addressing the meeting and delivering what I thought was a pretty decent ‘Agincourt’ speech, I asked if there were any questions. There was only one question – when would the new staffing structure be published? People were quite rightly worried about their futures. Having had to draw up the new structure, I was not the most popular of people, as rivals were pitched against each other in trying to hang on to their original status. This was not the positive start that I was naturally seeking. I had discovered a new stage to Tuckman’s team building model, in that understandable emotional turmoil preceded forming, norming, storming and performing. 

				The future prospects of the new school, which was to be called Breckfield Community School, did not look promising. The projected intake of new students was, according to the local authority, to be 180. Most year groups above Year 7 just about met that target as we brought the two school populations together but, unfortunately, when we opened the doors in September only 58 prospective Year 7 pupils walked through them. Being 122 students short of the target, I began to understand that making the amalgamation successful was going to be a tough struggle for a young, inexperienced headteacher.

				Somehow, I had managed to convince the staff that our biggest enemies were closure and redundancy and that we were all in the same boat. Using these joint threats as our ‘burning platform’, we were soon united in our purpose to prove to the whole of the city that we were going to become a school to be reckoned with. Once the difficulties of the restructure had been overcome and the new school year was underway, the staff started to come together and worked tirelessly in bringing about root-and-branch change. Corporal punishment was replaced by a rewards-based culture. Classrooms became focused more on academic success than containment and a strong pastoral system, consisting of extremely dedicated teachers who fully recognised the problems of growing up in challenging urban areas, drove up attendance, improved behaviour and allowed teachers to teach, with little interruption.  

				We soon made contact with local primary school headteachers and began to develop many inter-primary competitions that were based, for obvious reasons, on the Breckfield site. We needed to get these young pupils and their parents used to coming in to the local secondary school. Within three years we were recognised by the Department for Education (DfE) as having a highly successful primary liaison programme and, by 1985, the school was oversubscribed, with steadily, but slowly, increasing academic outcomes. We had developed a thriving community outreach programme and over 800 people attended our adult education classes each week. Despite still struggling with academic outcomes, we were recognised as being a beacon of good urban practice and were invited by the Northern Ireland Office to partner with a group of Belfast headteachers as they started to refocus their schools and work in partnership, despite the ongoing Troubles. 

				Sadly, it was not success and happiness every day. Like all schools, there were highs and lows on the road to recovery. One of the lowest moments was being greeted, on arrival one Monday morning, with the news that one of our senior students had died over the weekend after attending a party. The whole school was in shock. I contacted the family to offer our condolences and support after such a tragic event. When the date of the funeral was announced, a group of parents asked me if I would close the school as a mark of respect. Patiently and carefully, but much to their disappointment, I explained that I couldn’t. They were not impressed. However, I had arranged with Godfrey Butland, the local vicar, for some pupils, myself and a few staff members who had known the young girl well to attend the funeral. By 9am on the day it was to take place, we realised that we were going to have mass absenteeism. I rang Godfrey immediately and told him to expect a large congregation. He said he would keep two rows of seats for the staff. We gathered all of the students who had turned up for school in the assembly hall and, leaving them with a few teachers, as many staff as we could release walked around the corner to the church for the service. All of our ‘truants’ were either in the church or lining the pathway to wait for the hearse. As we walked down the aisle to the pews Godfrey had kept for us, the parents and students inside the church started to applaud our arrival. The community’s response to their teachers’ attendance was a true sign of respect and gratitude.

				Another bad Monday was when I arrived at school to discover that someone had broken into the technology department and stolen all of the woodworking tools. Burglary was a fact of life in challenging urban areas but this was quite catastrophic as the Certificate of Secondary Education practical examination in woodwork was to take place on the Thursday. While the school office set about contacting other schools to ask if we could borrow some tools (we were not yet in the era of cheque book management and had no way of purchasing new ones before Thursday) I wrote a letter to all parents pleading for information so that we could get the tools back and proceed with the examination. Early on Wednesday morning, a man arrived at the school asking to see me ‘privately’. Sat in my office, he told me that he lived on the local estate and, because his ‘bad back’ prevented him from working, he acted as an unpaid social worker on the estate. He said that he had discovered who had stolen the tools and that nobody would ever ‘grass them up’, but he was confident he could buy the tools back off them. When I asked how much he replied that he could probably get them for £50. Knowing that I could not use school funds, I naively agreed to meet him later that afternoon after I had been to the bank. However, I told him that I would not be handing over any money until we had the tools. After he left, I headed straight to the bank to withdraw £50 from my account. That afternoon he returned with a large canvas bag containing tools. He said that he had managed to get most of them back so I handed the money over, relieved that the examination could proceed. 

				After he had left, I rang the local police to speak to my community officer and told him that we had managed to get most of the tools back. He asked me to describe the unofficial social worker and, on hearing the description, he said that he knew him and would pay him a visit. On the Thursday morning the local station said that they had recovered my money but I needed to call in and make a statement. It would appear that the police had raided my informant’s home the night before and found the rest of the tools, as well as my £50. He was arrested but, in his statement admitting the offence, he accused me of receiving stolen goods! Fortunately the police sorted it out, but for the remainder of the week my leadership colleagues took to calling me Fagin!

				The staff performed magnificently in the nine years I worked alongside them and the success of the school was their success. My first headship had been a really satisfying experience but I was conscious that I’d had a fair amount of ‘beginner’s luck’. My biggest failing, in retrospect, was that I had not improved academic outcomes as much as I would have liked. I’d had too much of a focus on caring rather than pushing our students academically. Why had I taken this stance in my first headship? The school served one of the poorest areas in the city. Unemployment was exceptionally high and finding the money to live from day to day was an accepted way of life. Crime was rife and the lure of the gang was a formidable foe for schools to face. Many children lived in unstructured families and arrived at school tired, after late nights watching too much television, and hungry, having skipped breakfast. 

				In his famous ‘Ruskin’ speech, the Labour Prime Minister James Callaghan said: ‘The goals of our education, from nursery school through to adult education, are clear enough. They are to equip children to the best of their ability for a lively, constructive, place in society, and also to fit them to do a job of work.’ Nobody could disagree with this statement, but what if your students knew that there were no jobs to find, unless your family knew someone. 

				Quite mistakenly, in the early 1980s many school leaders in challenging urban areas, including me, saw their principal challenge as making their schools a safe haven for their students to attend, ensuring that they had enough to eat and were taught to be resistant to the external environmental pressures they constantly faced. We were unfailing in the love, concern and understanding we showed for them, but had little understanding of the benefits of raising aspirations and accepting no excuses for poor academic performance. Performance tables had not yet been introduced, and there was little sense of school accountability in terms of student progress. Leadership training and accredited qualifications were still a dream away. 

				On reflection, I often wonder what the effect would have been if we replaced our genuine love and care for our pupils with a form of ‘tough love’, coupled with ‘high expectations’, to help them achieve better academic outcomes, thus enhancing their social mobility. However, it was the 1980s; such phrases had yet to enter the English education lexicon and the ‘glass ceiling of social mobility’ was not even being talked about.
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