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				A leading pioneer in character development, Andrew brings a rich and diverse wealth of experience acquired during his time as an officer in the Royal Air Force, co-founder of the Great Schools Trust and Associate Principal of King’s Leadership Academy Warrington. 

				Educated at the universities of Loughborough, Durham and Birmingham, with a PhD in Psychology, Andrew knows firsthand the benefits and importance of strong leadership and character development.

				As Director of Character and Leadership for the Great Schools Trust, Andrew and his colleagues successfully led King’s Leadership Academy Warrington to become the country’s first National School of Character. They have since welcomed a range of industry leaders from across the world, curious to learn how these principles, The Six Elements of Character, have been applied in practice. 

				More widely, Andrew is a Fellow of the Chartered Management Institute and has been both a judge for the National Character Awards and a representative on the Department for Education’s Character Development Steering Group. He is married to Angela, has two daughters and lives in Cheshire.  

			

		

	
		
			
				

			

			
				Praise for The Power of Character

				

				“After a brutal and honest commentary on education in Britain over recent years, Dr Andrew Reay offers an alternative vision for the future with a step by step guide as to how we might achieve this.  A rallying call to bring autonomy back to teachers and heads and bring an end to a ‘quick fix’ culture. An alternative to the obsessive focus on tests, intelligence and rankings, this book is challenging and thought provoking; exciting and inspiring in both its delivery and ideas.” 
Tim Perris, Founder and Director of ‘Imagine for Schools’

			  

			  “Passionately argued, superbly researched, and filled with real stories, The Power of Character will permanently change how we see what Martin Luther King once described as the true goal of education –and how you see this within yourself – the content of our very own character and the mandate for an Education 2.0”

			  Sir Iain Hall, CEO of the Great Schools Trust and co-founder of Future Leaders

			  

			  “A very readable and wide-ranging account of how a school has synthesised research evidence around motivation with historical and contemporary socio-cultural influences, in pursuit of a broad education for its students – intelligence with character. Part biography, part historical review, part survey of evidence, part polemic and part a how-to guide for ambitious schools, this book will inform, entertain, stimulate, inspire, and occasionally exasperate in equal measure.”
Dr Barry J Hymer, Emeritus Professor of Psychology in Education, University of Cumbria

			

		

	
		
			
				

			

			
			  To my daughters, Iris and Betsy,

				You will flourish in this life because of the power of something that runs so deep within you and with such mystery that, for now, you won’t even know of its very existence. It is something that you will never be able to actually see, you may have difficulty in naming or describing it, but you and all those around you will know it is there. As you grow older, it will start to define who you are, what you do, and what you stand for in life – yet throughout your schooling no examination or qualification will ever be able to capture its true magic (nor try to I hope). My one wish is that you maintain the ability to see parts of the world through the eyes of a child; you will always believe that the impossible is possible.

				This thing that I speak of is so powerful that it will even define who you become, who your life long partner may be, and what your own children and grandchildren will make of their lives, but this is all far into the future. You see this is a gift that every human on this planet possesses in abundance but few realise its power – you just need to believe in it, grab it with both hands, and run with it. Many people use the word potential, what I am talking about is something much greater; the power that is and will always be within you to reach your dreams and go way beyond what people may tell you is possible. You just need to believe in it and know that it is there. 

				This is the power of your character.

			

		

	
		
			
				

			

			
				An extract

				An extract taken from the February 1947 edition of the Morehouse College student newspaper, the Maroon Tiger, entitled ‘The Purpose of Education’:

				As I engage in the so-called “bull sessions” around and about the school, I too often find that most college men have a misconception of the purpose of education. Most of the “brethren” think that education should equip them with the proper instruments of exploitation so that they can forever trample over the masses. Still others think that education should furnish them with noble ends rather than means to an end. It seems to me that education has a two-fold function to perform in the life of man and in society: the one is utility and the other is culture. Education must enable a man to become more efficient, to achieve with increasing facility the ligitmate goals of his life.

				Education must also train one for quick, resolute and effective thinking. To think incisively and to think for one’s self is very difficult. We are prone to let our mental life become invaded by legions of half truths, prejudices, and propaganda. At this point, I often wonder whether or not education is fulfilling its purpose. A great majority of the so-called educated people do not think logically and scientifically. Even the press, the classroom, the platform, and the pulpit in many instances do not give us objective and unbiased truths. To save man from the morass of propaganda, in my opinion, is one of the chief aims of education. Education must enable one to sift and weigh evidence, to discern the true from the false, the real from the unreal, and the facts from the fiction.

				The function of education, therefore, is to teach one to think intensively and to think critically. But education which stops with efficiency may prove the greatest menace to society. The most dangerous criminal may be the man gifted with reason, but with no morals.

				The late Eugene Talmadge, in my opinion, possessed one of the better minds of Georgia, or even America. Moreover, he wore the Phi Beta Kappa key. By all measuring rods, Mr. Talmadge could think critically and intensively; yet he contends that I am an inferior being. Are those the types of men we call educated?

				We must remember that intelligence is not enough. Intelligence plus character – that is the goal of true education. The complete education gives one not only power of concentration, but worthy objectives upon which to concentrate. The broad education will, therefore, transmit to one not only the accumulated knowledge of the race but also the accumulated experience of social living.

				If we are not careful, our colleges will produce a group of close-minded, unscientific, illogical propagandists, consumed with immoral acts. Be careful, “brethren!” Be careful, teachers!

				Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				The Beginning

				CARE more than others think is wise
RISK more than others think is safe
EXPECT more than others think is possible
ENCOURAGE where others have given up
DREAM more than others think is practical
SO THAT EVERY CHILD SUCCEEDS!

				– The creed of Future Leaders

				

				They called the programme ‘Future Leaders’ and, in the summer of 2009, I was one of their one hundred candidates.

				We had come here, to a non-descript hotel near Birmingham, at the selection of Sir Iain Hall, a man who was to have a transformative effect on my life. Sir Iain had spent a long career as a teacher and headteacher in some of Britain’s most challenging schools. If there was a part of the country’s education system he had not seen first hand, it was, perhaps, not worth knowing. A calm, authoritative and visionary man, he had been knighted in 2002 for his services to education – and, though he had left the classroom behind, his life in education was far from over. In 2006 he had been on the advisory panel before co-founding the newly-established Future Leaders Trust, a charitable organisation set up in partnership between some of the UK’s leading children’s charities and the government, and this summer he would deliver almost all of the training on this unique programme. Its mission: to train an elite guard of future head and deputy headteachers who could then be deployed into the UK’s most disadvantaged schools and, through strength of character and the leadership skills inculcated by the programme, turn them around.

				I had turned to the idea of a career in education, if not later in life, then later than some, and certainly later than many of the teachers I would go on to lead. Until Future Leaders and the rigorous application procedure that brought me first to Wolverhampton – and, from there, to the National College of School Leadership, a purpose-built training centre in the heart of Nottingham – I had been riding the waves of a military career. This included a seven year commission with the RAF, first as a physical education officer, including overseas duties to the Middle East and North Africa, and then on secondment to the University of Birmingham where I researched new methods of motivation and psychology as it pertained to serving troops. The move into education had come, if not on a whim, then certainly not as part of any grand design – but my thoughts had been slowly turning this way for some time. In my final tour with the RAF as a staff officer, consulting on methods of basic training for new recruits, I had been struck by just how many young people had been failed by their education. Men and women, mainly aged between 16 and 21, had regularly arrived at our base at RAF Halton with few qualifications and little investment in their studies – but it was my experience that, after only a few weeks in the rigid, demanding structure of the military, these same recruits could become professional, principle driven airmen and airwomen who left their formal training bursting with pride. 

				The structure, strictness, routines and rituals of the RAF appeared to me to be transforming these young people in a way that 12 to 14 years of formal education had failed to do. Why, I had begun to wonder, couldn’t this be done earlier in a student’s life? How did a culture of authority and discipline steeped firmly in tradition create such loyal and principle driven people? What was it about aligning and abiding to an oath, putting the service of your country before the interests of oneself that had such a transformative effect on the purpose and mission in life of these young recruits? What was it about these authoritative role models that were transforming these young people through the power of emulation whilst equipping them with the mind-set that they can learn, breaking any cycle from their formal education that said that they couldn’t? Why couldn’t the principles behind the way the military helped challenging recruits be transferred into some of the toughest schools in our country? These were the thoughts that had first ushered me towards the field of urban education. 

				On that first summer morning, as I stood among the other 99 candidates selected by Future Leaders, I prepared to take my first step in the profession that has, ever since, defined my life. Future Leaders was designed to be both a crash course in school leadership and a brutal exposé of everything wrong in the current system. It was designed to take a group of neophytes – who had, nevertheless, shown valued character traits in getting through the long and arduous application process – and transforming them into leaders capable of restructuring, reorganising, and recalibrating the cultures of challenging urban schools across the UK. The programme would take us through a summer of workshops and lectures, a study tour to visit urban schools in the United States – where new and innovative methods were being employed to turn around the lives of children who might otherwise get trapped in the drug and gun crime so common in their neighbourhoods – and, lastly, a year long placement under a mentoring headteacher in one of the UK’s urban schools situated in high challenge.

				In many ways, that first week with Future Leaders threw me back to my first days in the military. Both experiences took me on an almost vertical learning curve: they were tough, unrelenting, and put huge demands on the willpower and character of their candidates. Many of my colleagues in the cohort had already been working in education, using Future Leaders as a way of advancing their careers and preparing to take the next step to school leadership; but I had come from a different background, with little knowledge of the work school leaders undertook and having rarely set foot inside a school since joining the RAF. Some of my colleagues had been educated in the independent sector, others seemed to be on the programme as a means of addressing the inequality they themselves had faced by being schooled in challenging, urban environments and, consequently, with my background in the RAF and the training of military recruits, I felt like an outsider. I did not have the ‘story’ many of my fellow candidates had; I was not driven to be here by a family tragedy, nor by close ties to a community whose prospects I was desperate to improve.

				The sense of free fall I experienced in those first few days was only made more intense by the almost cult-like fervour with which Sir Iain and our other advisers drilled us in the programme’s four guiding principles: that every child, regardless of background or birthplace, can fulfil their potential and be successful in life with the guidance of good educators; that there should never be excuses, every child must succeed and failure is not an option, only an excuse; that we should always have high expectations because children can only succeed in an environment that has the highest expectations for all who work there; and that there can be no ‘islands’ in education, we must learn from and work alongside the leading lights in all fields of human endeavour, because great schools cannot become great in isolation. These ideas were so central to the teachings of Future Leaders that we were being asked to adopt them with a missionary zeal; the hope was that, by the end of the programme, our alignment would be complete, and that these principles would become a self-fulfilling prophecy: if we believed them with the same fervour as our programme leaders, we would go out into the world and make them happen.

				The days with Future Leaders were long and gruelling especially given my starting point in education, with each day comprising ten hours packed with lectures and workshops, and evenings spent preparing for the day ahead. Sir Iain used his incredible stories of a life lived in education to propel the days forward, speaking of how his own childhood and working life had driven him to co-found Future Leaders. Some of his stories of degradation and hope rising from the most unusual circumstances were enough to reduce my fellow candidates to tears. Much of our training was framed around a virtual school Sir Iain had conjured up, ‘Future High’, a model for how education might one day be if enough school leaders adopted the attitudes being passed onto us. 

				As we worked through these scenarios, acting out the roles of the school leaders we would one day become, simulating the day to day operations of an urban school, I soon came to appreciate the vast scale of the challenge for which Future Leaders was preparing us: the incredible gap between the most affluent and the most poor, the number of people who had access to independent as opposed to state education; the barriers of expectation, bureaucracy and structure we would all face. 

				Across the weeks, we were visited by the nation’s top urban headteachers as well as a selection from the United States including Jay Altman, the CEO of a set of Charter Schools transforming lives in post-Hurricane Katrina New Orleans. Future Leaders was setting us up to fill a vacuum in the lives of disadvantaged children, to – in the words of education theorist David Whitman and his study of inner-city schooling, Sweating the Small Stuff – invest in a kind of ‘paternalism’, turning ourselves into surrogate parents to children who were not brought up with the values that could help them succeed.

				As the summer went on, the teachings of Future Leaders began to echo more and more fiercely the lessons I had already learned in my past military career. Perhaps, I began to believe, the fact that I came to Future Leaders from an unusual perspective could even be advantageous. All of those years spent leading the RAF’s fitness and health strategy, training new recruits (having already gone through the process myself), watching as directionless cadets were transformed into capable, proactive airmen and women, researching and executing strategic plans for an Air Force of 40,000 full time personnel and an equivalent number of reservists – all of this was echoed back at me as I thought about the teachings of Future Leaders and the world into which I was stepping. 

				If the gruelling processes of basic training could turn raw recruits into the kind of focused, driven individuals I had seen happening time and time again in the RAF and also through my wider work with the British Army and Royal Navy, what would an analogous process do for children at school – and what might that look like? Was this only about filling the parental vacuum, or did the principles of Future Leaders point to something bigger and more exacting, something we were all – from the disadvantaged child who rejects school in his challenging inner-city environment, to the boy like me who stumbled through GCSEs and A levels without any real direction or advice from my school about the next step I would have to take – missing in the way we were schooled? Could the answer, I began to think, be found in something so simple, and yet so fundamental, as character?

				

				A nation divided

				The idea that character can be taught and caught, that it is not some fundamental quality with which human beings are born, is not a new one – and, though Future Leaders emphasised its core values of ‘every child’, ‘no excuses’, ‘high expectations’ and ‘no islands’, the programme itself did not explicitly zone in on the connection between character and lifelong success. In fact the benefits are not the preserve of education alone. Across the world, businesses, governments and other organisations are waking up to the fact that the accepted sciences of motivation, work ethic and why we do the things we do are increasingly outdated – and, by harnessing the hidden power of character, are transforming the way the world is run. I had been drawn to the idea that character can be advanced through education ever since I had joined the RAF and had, myself, been transformed into a more professional, proactive and assertive individual, especially during the six months I spent in officer training. I am sure I was not the first. 

				Classicists like Aristotle had been proselytising that “excellence is an art won by training and habituation,” that “we do not act rightly because we have virtue, but we have virtue because we have acted rightly” as far back as the third century BC. As the prodigy of Plato, then in writing the first comprehensive system on western philosophy, he believed that the ‘good life’ was one driven by the pursuit of excellence and governed by virtue and rationality, “We are what we repeatedly do,” he declared. “Excellence is not an act but a habit.” Like other classical thinkers, from both the Eastern and Western philosophical traditions, Aristotle saw character as a set of virtues that a person worked upon, acts that they refined across their lives. It was his contention that the character of a man was shaped and fashioned by the acts he performed and the ways in which he behaved across his life. Eudemonia, commonly translated from Latin as ‘flourishing’, describes a particular kind of happiness brought about by living a fulfilling, worthwhile and virtuous life – a life of good character.  In the Eastern tradition, Confucius also emphasised tradition, study, and ritualised behaviours, as a way of instilling virtues in a man as outlined in the passage:

				Sow a thought. Reap an action.
Sow an action. Reap a habit.
Sow a habit. Reap a character.
Sow a character. Reap a destiny.

				

				Many centuries later, much of the Western school system would also be focused on developing character – this time in a religious context, where common, Church and Sunday schools focused on drilling morality into their students by daily prayer, sermonising and religious instruction. Yet, in the twentieth century, as governments became increasingly resistant to the idea of religion being at the centre of a child’s education, the idea of a ‘moral’ or values-led education began to be seen as old-fashioned and potentially corrosive. The true purpose of school was not, it seemed, to focus on the content of our character by instilling a specific value set but to focus on academic progress and success, to drill students in certain prescribed subjects and step aside from the teaching of morality, of ethics, of anything as slippery as ‘virtues’ forever.

				Yet, as the idea of character education waned in the United Kingdom’s state schools, it continued to flourish in a sub-set of the country’s education establishments. The British public school system, distinct as it is from government direction, continued to focus on teaching ritualised behaviour, on qualities that were coming to be seen as dangerously old-fashioned: on courtesy and respect, on determination and morality, on courage and good grace. Whatever the rights and wrongs of public schooling – and the debate continues, with fierce proponents on every side – it seems to be working. The United Kingdom is, after all, a nation where only 7% of children are educated in public schools – but where a full 40% of students studying at its top universities, Oxford and Cambridge, are part of that 7%. Think that statistic sounds galling? Now consider this: up to 80% of the most senior posts in the government, military and other vital areas of public service come from that 7%. 

				Stop for a moment, as I did upon first learning this, and think this through. One in every 15 of our nation’s children are born into a family situation advantaged enough to be able to afford the high costs of a private education (the current cost of a year’s education at Eton College is £36,000; a boarder at Rugby can expect to pay £33,000, and at Harrow close to £35,000; the cost at Wellington College teeters around the £34,000 mark. The cost of privately educating a child across their school career can now run in excess of £300,000 to £400,000 – a cost that prices out even most affluent middle class families). These children, with the benefits that this education provides, go on to fill almost half of the places at the country’s highest ranked universities – and, more startling still, they go on to fill four out of every five top positions in public life. At the other end of the spectrum, life chances are bleak with less than 20% of students from families on the poverty line getting to any university at all. Add in cultural disadvantage on top – not being read to as a child, no trips to the theatre, museums or libraries and no overseas travel, advantages that many of us take for granted – and the bottom line is stark. If you are born into wealth and privilege, you can expect to remain in wealth and privilege throughout your life. Privilege breeds privilege. Deprivation on the other hand only serves to further starve children who are in most need of basic educational nutrients for life long flourishing. At its worst, a 2010 paper by the New Economics Foundation titled ‘Punishing costs’ estimated that the cost of holding a person in a Young Offender’s institution topped £100,000 per year. This is close to three times the cost of sending a child to Eton whilst over 15 times the average spend per state educated pupil in English schools.

				Here we had a working example of how a focus on character-led education reaped dividends for students in the long term. I was born in a working class town on the outskirts of the Lake District, schooled at a comprehensive some 25 miles from where I lived, chosen by my parents as it performed highly in inspects, and later studied at the universities of Loughborough and Durham. I had been privileged to have been brought up with a firm set of middle class values and all of the cultural and aspirational advantages that had afforded me and which I had taken for granted. Yet, it was not until I joined the RAF upon graduation that I first came into regular contact with people who had grown up in the upper echelons of our society, including those who had been educated by the very best of the public school system. 

				There was no doubt about the advantages that this kind of upbringing and education bestowed: these were people who knew, from an early age, where they were going in life, what they were bound to do and what specific steps they would have to achieve if they were to get there. All of this was in stark contrast to my own schooling. My goal, as a teenager, had been to study sports science at university – but the guidance from school, and on paper a good school at that, wasn’t even there to tell me I would have to study the sciences at A level to do so. Instead, I had to make my own way, following detours by trial and error, never quite certain where I wanted to be until it happened. Meanwhile, my colleagues in the RAF seemed to have been schooled, from the moment they could walk, for a life in the military; they were shepherded along the paths they had chosen from a very young age, given help and advice from people who had trodden the same paths before them. Most, if not all, had been cadets while at school, some even achieving scholarships at the prestigious Wellbeck Defence College before moving onto a sponsored degree programme in a related field. Others had joined University with a concerted desire to join the military on completion of their degree and had spent three to four years in the University Officer Corp or Air Squadrons. Their attitudes and outlook, their confidence in the decisions they were making and their self-belief, were all indebted to the way they had been schooled – and, outside the school gates, the advantages it gave them were huge.

				But why weren’t the children in the nation’s state urban schools treated the same way? Why did the plaudits always go to those who already had them? Why did the gap between the advantaged and the disadvantaged, those born to privilege and those not, continue to exist – and even widen? The United Kingdom has one of the widest achievement gaps in the developed world – but was there any reason why the advantages being conferred on public school students couldn’t be conferred on those from more prosaic, under-privileged backgrounds? Was there any reason students from state school backgrounds did not go on to win as many places at the most prestigious universities, or to positions at the top of public and professional life? Was it just cronyism, the work of old boys’ networks and favours-among-friends, or did it go back to something more fundamental?

				Just like similar programmes designed to send high-flying young graduates straight into the classroom, including the Teach First scheme, Future Leaders meant to address this imbalance – not by sweeping government reform imposed from above, but from the ground up. The architects of the programme were determined to begin a vast, far-reaching grassroots change, to do for the general population what was being done for the precious few and we hundred candidates, just as the two hundred who had gone before us in earlier cohorts, were to be its agents. If this sounds melodramatic, if it sounds like social conditioning, then that is because it was exactly that: Future Leaders was designed to instil in us a missionary fervour, to fill us with a kind of righteous anger at the way the current system preserved the status quo; those born to privilege remaining privileged and those born in need, remaining in need. In its tone, in its content, in its execution, it was nothing more than a call to arms and, in that way, not very different from the military life I had left behind. We were to be missionaries on this new crusade, seeking to eradicate the benefits of money and birth right from the education system. For us, education would not be a career; like the military oath I swore to in the RAF, it would be a mission that would put the success of the children we served before anything else. Every one of us would embark on our new lives rich in the belief that the work we would do would not only change lives, but change societies for the better.

				

				Failure is not an option

				In August of 2009, as our summer-long crash course with Future Leaders was coming to an end, we were looking forward to our first deployments into disadvantaged schools. We were despatched to the United States to experience first hand the way innovative school leaders on the eastern seaboard were redesigning the classroom experience. They were moving dramatically away from a model that not only tested both its students and its staff by the results they achieved, but more toward models that instead emphasised building – and in some cases learning from scratch – a specific set of character traits that would give the best chances of success in the grown-up worlds of work and study. Some of my Future Leaders colleagues were sent to New York, others to Chicago and Washington and Philadelphia, all places Sir Iain and the other founders of Future Leaders had visited as they sought to pull together our own programme. My own journey would take me to Boston, where I would see direct evidence of the way inspirational school leaders can challenge and subvert the expected norms and seemingly work wonders for their students.

				The Charter School movement began in earnest in the late 1980s and, much later, would directly inspire the academies and Free School programmes of the United Kingdom. Their mission was simple: to create a succession of schools with a more flexible approach to education, founded by teachers, parents or other activists and subject to less central control than other educational establishments.

				As no single Charter School is identical to another, nor are all necessarily successful, it is difficult to generalise – but at Boston Prep, Roxbury Prep and Amistad Academy, three of the highly successful schools I visited, the shared characteristics were stark. An extended school day was the basic principle, giving ‘more time on task’. The teachers and leadership teams of these schools were often head-hunted and provided with huge levels of training and on-going support. Their pedagogical planning, delivery and reflection was as much a science as it was an art, with instruction consistent across each classroom and age group. They all had incredibly high expectations of their students; they embraced structure, routine, and ritual relentlessly. They valued aspirations above all else, with the goal that every child should be accepted at college, and frequent testing, remediation and personalisation of lessons happening day in day out to achieve this goal – failure was not an option.

				Each year group was designated the ‘Class of 2016’, the ‘Class of 2017’, ‘the Class of 2018’ and so forth, focusing the students’ minds on the year they would graduate and begin their college career. Each corridor was covered with motivational quotes and posters; every student recited mottoes and mantras daily, as there was an explicit and deliberate strategy to mould the values of their students. College was not just a vague idea but also a tangible goal for even the most under-privileged student, who might be the first person in their family to even consider, let alone achieve, a college career. Every child had been asked to define his or her ambition from an early age and, along with their teachers and guidance counsellors, they built a tangible pathway toward achieving it, an aspirational journey published and promoted on the corridor and classroom walls. They called it the ‘Dream it, Do it!’ pledge.

				Though many of these students came from financially restricted, challenging backgrounds, the teachers here showed a level of paternalism far beyond anything I had seen in a school back home; these teachers were actively trying to fill the void left by their student’s upbringing, striving to prove that there was a way out of the poverty trap, that their students’ aspirations did not have to be limited to doing the same as their parents had done; and that, in the most extreme cases, there really were options beyond the gang and criminal lives in which these students might naturally have been expected to become immersed.

				In the same year, the inspirational story of Geoffrey Canada, CEO of the Harlem Children’s Zone, was published by journalist and author Paul Tough. The schools some of my colleagues visited in New York were not only typical of the Charter School experience I had seen first-hand in Boston but also of all of the teachers and senior leaders written about by Tough’s immersion in the war on poverty in Harlem. They approached their jobs with the same missionary zeal as Future Leaders aimed to inspire in us. They were narrowing the gap between the achievers and the under-achievers not just by strong-arming their students in academic principles but also by paying attention, first and foremost, to aspects of character and culture. They emphasised ambition and aspiration by creating an environment in which every single child, no matter what the circumstances of their backgrounds, were expected to succeed, where no excuses of upbringing and lack of privilege were made for poor behaviour.

				The word that Canada used when talking about his cultural paradigm shift on introducing a ‘Cradle to College’ educational pipeline was the process of ‘positive contamination’. He wanted all families of Harlem to adopt the middle class virtues espoused by those in more affluent suburbs of New York, whilst still keeping the value set specific to Harlem. Focusing on aspects of character and culture was key to the formula’s success – but it did go against the grain of state education, which had moved away in many schools from the traditionally didactic, heavily teacher-led and learning-by-rote approach to more progressive approaches. For those of us who had come to observe, it was a startling change (if not return to the old days) of tone. Students were being drilled on discipline through simple social norms and routines, the ability to track the person they were speaking to with their eyes, the basic courtesies of politeness and how to greet somebody with a firm handshake, how to sit up straight and pay attention to everything that was being said, how to respond in full sentences; put simply, how to engage. This was made consistent by a social blue print for every school within the same charter chain, including various acronyms encapsulating the specific modes of behaviour to which students were expected to adhere. Prominent among these was SLANT, in which students were expected to Sit up, Listen, Ask questions, Nod and Track with their eyes whoever was speaking in the class, whether that was a teacher or a student. Furthermore, all positive actions were reinforced and reflected on publically so as to make the expected behaviour explicit for all to see. 

				This simple self-improving cycle – to firstly bring to light every unconscious positive habit, reflect on it, move it into their student’s consciousness, repeat it, refine it and as a result improve their character was unleashing incredible powers of self-belief and self-worth from within which had previously laid dormant. The successes of these high-performing Charter Schools – and the statistics are remarkable, with the achievement gap between black and white, poor and privileged dramatically smaller in these schools than in the United States’ high-performing public schools – were down to something as fundamental as a culture shift, and the attitudinal adjustment of their school leaders. This was not about resources and capital investment – most of these schools were housed in disused business offices or warehouses – but about the investment of time, energy, and a new, independent spirit.

				Some of the schools my Future Leaders colleagues and I had visited belong to a much larger cohort of independent organisations across the US that are placing character strengths high on the agenda alongside traditional academic subjects, schools like KIPP – the Knowledge is Power Programme – Uncommon Schools, Amistad, Harlem Children’s Zone and First Line, that, in recent years, have become the poster-child for the Charter School movement. In recent years there has been a groundswell of debate amongst educators, academics, social policy experts and journalists, all seeking to unearth the true merits of this approach. 

				The research into character is only just beginning but it is already wide and varied. As books, journals and newspaper articles have repeatedly pointed out, there is now empirical evidence to suggest that teaching children moral, intellectual, performance and civic virtues and encouraging awareness of their emotional and psychological character traits will significantly impact their chances of achieving positive results, both at school and far into their adult lives. These Charter Schools, with their innovative and character-led approaches, were living proof of the fact that the old systems were tired and unresponsive, that a daring and innovative teacher (or set of teachers) could revolutionise a school and get children who would otherwise have no investment in their education actively thinking about their future. It was to be our task to bring this thinking back home.

				

				Looking to the future

				That summer with Future Leaders was the first step on the road to what would eventually lead to the creation of a brand new school in 2012 that would become focused on character. King’s Leadership Academy Warrington was founded by Sir Iain Hall with Shane Ierston as principal, who was one of my Future Leaders colleagues, myself as vice principal and three other colleagues. The school was set up through the company Great Schools for All Children which would later become the Great School’s Trust as it would take on additional free schools and help to turn around the fortunes of existing urban schools in difficulty (more on this later). At the time of writing, the doors of King’s Leadership Academy, Warrington, situated mid-way between Liverpool and Manchester has been open for four years. Its stated goal: to bring the benefits of character education to the masses, to do for the free school system what has already been done in Britain’s public schools and grammar schools for untold generations, and to closely emulate the ambitions and spirit of the American Charter School movement.

				After four years, our statistics show the academy to be well ahead of the national average: daily attendance is over 98%, we have a 99.9% measurement for punctuality and positive attitudes to lessons; with predictions of the government’s premier performance measure, the English Baccalaureate or EBACC, being three times the national average.In 2015, the school became formally recognised as the first National School of Character, as an institution putting character education at the very heart of what it does. We have been lauded on the national stage as the model for how this revolution of education might best be implemented, and the now trust has been tasked with assuming control of other schools in the local area and leading their rejuvenation. Above all else, we have shown clearly, in the results our students are achieving, the benefits of putting character at the heart of what a school does. We are showing, day in and day out, the way that the old, out-dated model of education was betraying our children and how the benefits of educators focusing on building character can belong to all, no matter the wealth into which they are born.

				This book is the story, not only of King’s Leadership Academy Warrington, the Great School’s Trust and the school culture we strive to create, but of a sea-change in the way we, as a society, are looking at education; a quantum leap forward in the way we are equipping young people to harness their real potential and succeed in the world beyond the school gates. For too long, we have been working inside the confines of an out-dated model, one not fit for the purposes of the 21st century. Now, and thanks in part to the free school system, a new breed of educators are challenging the accepted norms, daring to imagine that there might be alternatives, that our children can be better served than by strategies that have been endured, tweaked but never transformed, since Victorian times. 

				By investigating the sciences of motivation, the ways we form and maintain habits, ambition, and how character is formed, we are beginning to build a new model, an Education 2.0. It exposes the frailties on which our education system has traditionally been built and levels the playing field so that the opportunity for success is being offered to all our children, no matter how privileged their backgrounds.

				The Power of Character has three parts. Part one will look at the systemic problems in our education establishments, the way specific government initiatives have turned our schools into cost-centred and target-driven organisations, with teachers and headteachers incentivised to ‘game’ the system in order to retain their jobs, at the long-term cost to their students. Part two will peel back the layers further and investigate the scientists, theorists, and statisticians whose research into the nuances of character and how we function as human beings is offering educators the tools by which they can buck the trends of the old system, introducing new ideas to the classroom and new structures to the schooling system that are revolutionising the way we teach: the mandate for our Education 2.0. Finally, part three will be your very own field manual and turn the structure of The Power of Character on its head with direct challenges to the reader to look at their own lives, their family and work situations, and challenge their accepted norms with lessons from the book. 

				This book is naturally centred on the story behind the setting up of King’s and the benefits of the development of character in our youth but its lessons and the potential for growth its ideas offer can be translated to many other fields of life. In this part, we will also look briefly at how the science and theories on which the new model of character education is being built can have direct relevance to family life, business life and beyond.

				This book, then, is the story of the first steps we, as a society, are taking down a long road to reinventing the way we approach who we are – and a challenge to every reader to bring these principles into their own lives, for the betterment of themselves and everyone around them.
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