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				Introduction

				
						Can a school-led system truly become self-improving?

						What is the difference between good and great schools?

						Who should inspect and regulate?

						How should local authorities change?

						Is the landscape ahead one of all schools in partnerships?

				

				The English schools’ system is at a crossroads. This landmark collection of essays brings together some of the country’s leading education thinkers and practitioners. Their ideas, advice and polemic are intended to help teachers, school leaders, governors, education researchers and policy-makers think deeply about future directions. 

				If a school-led system is truly to evolve over the coming decade in England, we believe it will require a shared manifesto of ambition, change and delivery. School and academy leaders, governing boards, local authorities and policy-makers will need to embrace and shape each of these with professional courage and determination.

				How might the narrative unfold?

				

				Ambition

				Achieving excellence in any sphere of public life is rooted in leaders caring more than others think is wise, risking more than others think is safe, dreaming more than others think is practical, and expecting more than others think is possible. These ambitions to improve upon previous best have to be tailored and tempered by context, and need to be shared skilfully by leaders so that ‘followers’ share the same ambitions.

				Clarity around the ambition for a school-led, self-improving system is paramount. That ambition must realise a step change in outcomes for young people entering a global community and market-place.

				

				Change

				Questing to achieve world class excellence in our schools demands a hearts and minds commitment amongst all stakeholders to embrace change. Respectful leaders in large part determine that climate.

				Leaders recognise that a cardinal feature of change is that some people will misunderstand or misinterpret what is being proposed; some will be inclined to build walls, while some will build windmills and become key personnel in effecting improvement. Developing capacity in senior staff entails climbing inside their skin, listening genuinely, reassuring them that while change is permanent and the extraordinary becomes the everyday at a faster and faster rate, individual changes are not to be perceived as negating historic and valued ways of working.

				UK politicians and senior civil servants we work with regularly talk about ‘stuff happens’ and the unintended consequences of legislation. The wisest amongst them have reminded us that in the end education reform is a people business where, following a crucial piece of communication, the recipients will observe: ‘I don’t remember exactly what you said, but I do remember how you made me feel.’

				

				Delivery

				Realising a school-led system will rest on four key ingredients. 

				First, leaders will need to create a ‘we’ not an ‘I’ culture. They must set out genuinely to see the best in people, dwell on the positive, acknowledge and applaud success, while at the same time being focused on rooting out obstacles which might delay desired outcomes. 

				Second, leadership at all levels needs to place great store by how well they can create ‘a sense of urgency at the right time’ and a shared ‘it’s never too late’ mentality amongst teams of colleagues. Confident, thoughtful and convincing leadership recognises that not everything can be achieved at the same time, but that colleagues can ‘shift gear’ for a sustained period of time if there is that collective ambition to improve.

				Third, the new system should look inwards to secure wise and tested ideas; equally, it should look outwards to seize innovation which can be shaped in the best interests of students and staff. Great design lies in stitching together the best practice from outside and within an organisation. 

				Fourthly, those with final executive responsibilities must value ‘soft power’: the ability to achieve influence by building networks and communicating compelling narratives. And they must, as ambassadors for reform, thrive on and enjoy balancing professional autonomy and sharp accountability.

				

				****

				

				The 19th century English poet Shelley described poets as ‘the unacknowledged legislators of the world’. Our many years working in schools tell us rather that teachers are the real unacknowledged legislators, in any society. Theirs is a decisive influence upon the predispositions and habits of early years’ children, the formative skills and knowledge of primary pupils, the academic and vocational pathways of secondary aged students, the attitudes and expectations of the next generation of teachers in training, the research interests of university students. No school, college, university or education system can in the end be better than the quality of its teaching force.

				This book’s 21 contributors offer searching questions and trenchant answers towards a practical route-map for primary, special and secondary schools creating a confident, self-improving system. The system will in the end be judged by the excellent quality of education provided for all our pupils. Sustainable success will reshape the current inspection and regulation landscape. The prize for the teaching profession is enormous.

				Roy Blatchford & Rebecca Clark 2016
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