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Huntington School Planning Weekend 2013
Key Paper: How we will develop into a truly great school

For the past month I have been thinking about how to develop our school so that it is a truly great school. I have the challenge of motivating all of us to embrace change just when things look pretty damn good, a challenge which was derived from Charles Handy’s observation that, The paradox of success, that what got you where you are, won’t keep you where you are, is a hard lesson to learn.[footnoteRef:1] Many colleagues completed the Sigmoid Curve analysis and there were as many different points indicating where we are right now identified on the curve as there were respondents. And together we are all correct, in that we do not want a hundred new initiatives; what we need to do is continue to focus on the one thing that matters – improving our teaching. Consequently, for the last month I have been trying to articulate the case for all of us to improve our teaching. What follows is, fundamentally, really simple; having said that, it has its complexities too. [1:  Handy, Charles The Empty Raincoat 1995, Arrow Books, ISBN 0 09 930125 3] 


Important note: I deliberately use the word great rather than outstanding throughout this document. As we have discussed before, it makes complete sense to use the OFSTED description of outstanding teaching when we talk about what outstanding teaching looks like. But I don’t use that word, and nor do parents or students when they talk about the best teachers; such teachers are described as great teachers (to be honest, 14-year olds would use mint teachers…). It may be semantic hair-splitting, but a commentator on my blog seemed to get to the heart of the matter when he wrote, Becoming better practitioners it seems to me is only half the story to becoming great teachers. What often gets missed it seems to me is the lack of emphasis on fostering imagination, which requires space, time and stimulus. Teachers are both artisans and artists, and both sides need to be fostered, otherwise we will just become excellent, soulless technicians.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  http://johntomsett.wordpress.com, accessed 7 January 2013] 


I think one of the key things to improving teaching is putting the student at the centre; great teachers with soul do this. They know each student well and are interested in them as individuals; this means that they plan well, understand what motivates students and develop their teaching to meet their students’ varying needs because they understand what grabs them.  Great teachers observe, reflect, learn and make subtle but powerful changes to meet the needs of their students – a good example is the way that a great teacher uses questions to understand barriers to learning and reshapes their teaching to help individuals to make progress.

So, let’s use great teachers; not outstanding, excellent, soulless technicians, but great teachers who put the student at the centre.
[image: http://campus.kellerisd.net/Teachers/12299/Photo%20Library/scroll2.jpg]
This line from Dylan Wiliam, in his keynote speech at the SSAT Conference in December, has been important in shaping my argument about why all of us must improve our teaching: Every teacher needs to improve, not because they are not good enough, but because they can be even better.
[image: http://campus.kellerisd.net/Teachers/12299/Photo%20Library/scroll2.jpg]

We know that only at least good teaching is good enough for our students. 

I take it as a given that every single one of us wants to become a better teacher; indeed, to become a truly great school we will all need to become better teachers, every single one of us. I am not asking us to work harder in terms of volume of work, but to work harder at becoming better at what we do in the classroom. I am asking every single one of us to be at least a good teacher and the majority of us to be great teachers. And that applies to all of us: it is essential that all SLT are respected practitioners who are at least consistently good, and working towards becoming great teachers. 

For some of us who have been teaching a long time, improving our practice will be difficult – according to Rivkin, Hanushek and Kain all teachers slow their development, and most actually stop improving, after two or three years in the classroom[footnoteRef:3].  But continuous professional development means that we have to reflect upon our practice regularly and systematically. An E-note teacher-blogger wrote recently, Professionalism to me means always being willing to re-evaluate your practices when things don't go well. It also means being willing to learn from others. Of all the excellent teachers that I've seen over the years, the best shared a common trait: they always thought they could do better, and they always thought their colleagues, even first year colleagues, could teach them something worthwhile.[footnoteRef:4] This encapsulates why CPD has to be central to the job of teacher; we must commit to continuous professional development in the true sense of that phrase.  [3:  Econometrica, Vol. 73, No. 2 (March, 2005), 417–458]  [4:  http://www.enotes.com/eduphilo/discuss/what-does-should-professionalism-mean-teacher-115966, accessed 5 January 2013] 


The flip side of Rivkin, Hanushek and Kain’s observation is that there are many long-serving teachers at our school who deliver no-frills good lessons, lesson after lesson, day after day. What they do is ingrained in their professional practice so deeply that they would struggle to explain why they are so effective. A challenge for us is to engage with these seasoned practitioners so that they can surface what it is special about their pedagogy; if we can do this, then those teachers can contribute to developing younger colleagues.

In order to stay focused on professional development we need to stop worrying about things we cannot control and focus upon what we can do something about – our own practice. The only way to become a truly great school is through each one of us taking responsibility for improving the quality of our teaching. We need to break the glass ceiling which surrounds great teaching so that we all aspire to it and see it as achievable. We need to foster a growth culture which is founded upon the belief that all of us can improve. For teachers to believe in a growth culture for themselves is difficult, however; it is difficult because teaching is seemingly inextricably linked with our personality. To accept that there is a flaw in our classroom practice can feel like admitting there is something wrong with us as a person. 

David Hopkins describes the debilitating link between personality and practice as The Elephant in the Classroom; he bases his thinking around this on the ideas of Richard Elmore of Harvard University, who says, Confusing people and practice is deeply rooted in the culture of schools, and it is especially resilient because it resides in the beliefs and the language of school people. We speak of ‘gifted’ or ‘natural’ teachers, for example, without ever thinking about the implications of that language for how people improve their practice. If practice is a gift that falls out of the sky onto people, then the likelihood that we will improve our practice at any scale is minimal. There are only so many sunbeams to go around, and there aren’t enough for everyone. [footnoteRef:5] [5:  Elmore, Richard, International perspectives on School Leadership for Systemic Improvement, 6 July 2006] 


What we must do is be open to the observation of our practice in order to develop it, and ensure we challenge the practice and not the individual teacher. We must recognise the difference between practice and personality. The challenge is to expand our repertoires and take on new skills. In other words, support colleagues as they take risks to improve their own classroom practice. Thoughtful tweaks to our teaching can have significant positive impact on student learning, as exemplified by Alex Quigley in a recent Guardian article[footnoteRef:6], where, inspired by Zoe Elder’s website http://marginallearninggains.com/ he explains how the aggregation of marginal gains has enabled our own students to make accelerated progress in their learning. [6:  http://www.guardian.co.uk/teacher-network/teacher-blog/2012/nov/22/olympic-legacy-marginal-gains-students] 


The other barrier to colleagues opening themselves up to improving their practice is accountability, but as professionals accountability is something we have to accept – as long as we know what is expected then we can eradicate the fear inherent in any accountability system. I want to catch colleagues do good things and praise them, not catch them out. There have to be formal judgements made about the quality of teaching; we need to accept that and begin to weave our redesigned Performance Development process into our broader continuous professional development systems. The best way to make coaching, mentoring and lesson observations developmental is to focus on the impact of specific elements of our practice upon student learning rather than obsessing with any judgement grade. If we accept that we can all improve, then the judgement grade becomes less important and improving our practice becomes the main focus.

And let’s not be naïve about OFSTED – it’s coming up in April 2013, but that’s OK, as long as we are teaching well and that good teaching is resulting in students learning and making good academic progress.  We can and must finally accept that there is no one formula for great teaching, a view endorsed by Michael Wilshaw when he said to the RSA, We need to celebrate diversity, ingenuity and imagination in the way that we teach. Surely this is common sense when every child is different; every class is different, and every year group is different. One size rarely fits all. Surely this adage must apply to teaching as it does to most things in life.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Taken from http://teachingbattleground.wordpress.com/2012/10/13/what-ofsted-say-they-want/, accessed 5 January 2013] 


Finally, I think becoming a better teacher requires the individual teacher to have three key dispositions. First s/he needs talent; I say it here – every single teacher in this school has talent. Next s/he needs to be open to learning – if s/he does not genuinely think s/he has more to learn about his/her practice then s/he will not move beyond having talent. Then s/he needs to have the will to be a great teacher, the determination to be the best s/he can be. As William Faulkner said, Always dream and shoot higher than you know how to. Don't bother just to be better than your contemporaries or predecessors. Try to be better than yourself. [footnoteRef:8] [8:  http://quotations.about.com/od/stillmorefamouspeople/a/WilliamFaulkne1.htm, accessed 5 January 2013] 


If each one of us has those three dispositions, and I believe we do, then we will become a truly great school; but we are not going to improve our teaching by willing it to happen – we need a systematic structural change to realise our vision of becoming a truly great school. If we are all going to become better teachers so that all lessons at Huntington are at least good, the task for us, working collectively, is to identify the structural change(s) which will create the conditions for all of us to be better teachers.

What follows are a number of questions to prompt all of us to think about how we become a truly great school where everyone of us is a good teacher and the majority of us are great teachers. Over the next three weeks, leading up to the Planning Weekend on 25/26 January, I would like you to engage, formally and informally, in discussions about how we all become better teachers. Ideas about how we make that happen should be emailed to me by 9.00 am on Wednesday 23 January; I will collate them so that the Planning Weekend is spent distilling the best ideas from the whole staff. This way we will identify the ideal conditions for us to develop into a truly great school. 

John Tomsett, January 2013

How we will develop into a truly great school: Prompt questions…
We need a structural change to realise our vision of becoming a truly great school. If we are all going to become better teachers so that all lessons at Huntington are at least good, the task for us, working collectively, is to identify the change(s) which will create the best conditions for all of us to be better teachers. I believe that, between us, we can identify the change(s) we need to make; here are some questions to prompt your thinking.

1. What change(s) would you make to the school to help you improve your teaching?
2. How can we use Monday S/OLC time even more effectively to improve our teaching?
3. How do we share the expertise of our best teachers so that their expertise helps us all improve our teaching?
[bookmark: _GoBack]4. How might our own students help us become better teachers?

Ideas, no matter how seemingly random, should be emailed to me by 9.00 am on Wednesday 23 January!

This example of creative thinking illustrates perfectly how the best ideas can emerge from unlikely origins:

A Problem of Ice, Bears and Honeypots
In studies of the most creative work groups, there are nearly always 3 things present. The first is a team that works well together. The second is laughter, proving the connection between humour and creativity. And the third is a level of informality. All three of these are present in one of the most creative brainstorming sessions ever held by a major utility company, Pacific, Power and Light of Canada. Read how a flash of insight on one of their brainstorming sessions solved one of the organisation's most costly, difficult, and unsolvable problems. 

Pacific, Power and Light (PP and L) is the electric utility responsible for providing power to the North West Cascade Mountain area of the United States. This area faces severe weather in spring and autumn each year resulting in heavy ice deposits on power transmission lines. Lines frequently come down under the weight of the ice. The company's method of removing the iced lines is to send linesmen through the snow and up the icy pylons and to physically shake the ice off the lines. It is a long, arduous, costly and unpleasant way of dealing with the problem. 

A brainstorming session is held to look at what can be done. 
The PP and L group spend a whole morning looking at the problem but get nowhere. Frustrated and running out of ideas, the group decide to take a coffee break. During coffee, Bill, a linesman, has everyone in fits of laughter.
"Last week I was chased by a bear. It even climbed a pylon after me."
As the laughter dies down, someone suggests,
"Why don't we get the bears to climb for us?"
"How?"
"We could put honey pots on top of the pylons."
"No, the raccoons would get there first."
"Anyway we'd need helicopters to put the pots in place and they'd frighten the bears," says one of the secretaries. "I remember the vibrations from helicopters in the Vietnam war when I was a nurse."

There is silence as everyone realises they've struck gold. Today it is standard practice in PP and L to use hovering helicopters to remove ice from frozen cable lines through the force of their swirling rotator blades.
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