


Leadership isn’t the problem we think it is; and that’s the problem...

Thoughts on Vertical Tutoring, school leadership and school improvement
It is not possible to work to work with 100s of year-based schools on improvement without gaining impressions of the magnificent people who populate our schools. All are leaders, all work extremely hard, all are doing the wrong job because of the school system in which they work.
That leadership thing
During August 2010, following a NCSL Conference, NCSL associates and contributors were asked to comment on headteacher leadership qualities. It was a popular topic. There were over 100 contributions each of which outlined in some detail, an array of positive traits and qualities that individuals thought were important characteristics of leadership. Not surprisingly, people suggested social skills, empathy, decisiveness, emotional intelligence, humour, understanding, integrity, honesty and more besides. In effect, a long and detailed list had been created. Unsurprisingly, people seemed to be very positive and clearly enjoyed the opportunity to give their thoughtful contributions on leadership. As ever, these sites are populated by the positive, the compliant, the accepting. The dissenting voice is rare, not welcome and rarely understood.
My own (unwanted) contribution was so what? What are we to do with such an abundance of positive ideas and insights? I can vouch that virtually every headteacher and Leadership Team is laden with quality. There is no leadership problem. But there is a generic problem that pervades every single school that is horizontally organised (as evidenced by every single school with whom I have worked in depth); it is just not the leadership problem so popular with governments and research pundits. Leadership is rarely perfect, but our schools have it in abundance; like our children, it just doesn’t and cannot fulfil its potential in schools with year systems. It is a management and learning relationship issue; this is the bit that we have got so wrong. As far as school improvement goes, it is my conclusion that we have been looking in the wrong place and exploring wrong avenues.
Indeed, what makes these school leaders amazing is their ability to make the broken horizontal system appear to work. Now that is outstanding by any measure. What we need to understand In the UK, US, France and elsewhere in the West, is why schools and kids underperform. Such countries share a system commonality designed to deliver complex services to an increasingly complex and fragmented society. 
Vertical Tutoring enables people to work and learn by ensuring that everybody associated with learning is doing the right job and giving the right support. For example, counsellors (US) and Heads of Year (UK) are valuable people but both do the wrong job within a learning system and have been for years and years. However, there are a complexity of systemic relationship failures and long-cherished assumptions at work.
Within these broad areas, children and teachers live out their lives, all working hard but all deeply and unknowingly affected by the learning and support system that operates around them. Only, when the system is changed to a vertically based one, is this (fully) realised and corrected (providing that the school actually understands VT as culture and this is the new leadership problem). 
In this respect, the acclaimed McKinsey Report is not quite right in suggesting that instruction is all about teacher quality, a lame tautology of sorts. The assumption is that instruction is a function of teaching ability alone, the domain of the classroom teacher. But teaching and learning effectiveness (or classroom quality) does not reside in the innate qualities and abilities of the teacher alone or indeed, in the many creative ways that schools seek to develop a teacher’s teaching and learning skills (though these help). Neither, as McKinsey rightly says, is quality related to financial investment in schools, although this helps. Financial investment is linked to the massive and unnecessary build-up of back-office systems in and around schools and the accompanying myth of workforce reform needed to ensure fairness (the effect is unfairness) within the pretence that every child matters. The effect has been to prevent reform. At the same time, teacher quality has become wrongly attached to teacher blame (unfairness) rather than system dysfunction and this is the bit schools don’t see. In the end, it comes down to leadership and leadership training and given the huge damage done, there is something very wrong here.
There is no doubt in my mind that the way the school is organised as a horizontal year system and the wayward assumptions on which such a school learning and support system is built, undermine teaching and learning. It was always the system, stupid, not the teacher! 
The success of our teachers is not so much dependent on innate teacher qualities which most should have, but on the capacity of the school to build learning relationships that underpin and enable high success learning and teaching; critically, this happens outside of the classroom not in it. Teacher quality is a function, for the most part, of the ability of the school system to create a coherence of working relationships and partnerships that release openness to learning rather than stifle it. This is masked in schools that enjoy high student compliance, but it is still there even in so-called high performing schools. The key is how schools operate effectively as an end-to-end supported learning system. Vertical Tutoring tells us why this is so and shows us how it should be done. In essence, horizontal systems that schools cling to cannot be organised in ways that support high quality teaching and learning; the problem is that schools think they can.
Approaching Leadership
We need to look back at leadership. It seems that most leadership books contain lists of personal qualities, actions and habits. These help us get to grips with leadership and explain why we so enjoy compiling such lists and find them psychologically compelling. Theoretically, we can use such information to check whether individuals meet job criteria or even develop leadership strategies through planned courses and membership of some leadership knowledge society.
Back in1999 the NCSL commissioned Hay McBer to research leadership in schools. Presumably, by compiling a list of such qualities, it would be possible to develop training strategies. It was a start...
Hay McBer came up with the following:- 

1. Analytical Thinking
2. Challenge and Support
3. Confidence
4. Developing Potential
5. Drive for Improvement
6. Holding People Accountable
7. Impact and Influence
8. Information Seeking
9. Initiative
10. Integrity
11. Personal Convictions
12. Respect for Others
13. Strategic Thinking
14. Teamworking
15. Transformational Leadership
16. Understanding the Environment
17. Understanding Others

Although this model appears to have been abandoned, we still find (above) seemingly endless engagement activity used to create leadership checklists of traits and skills. However, the comments (above) that NCSL participants came up with were focused much more on qualities of emotional intelligence. As a concept and as a development tool, this makes thinking about leadership trickier. We know it when we see it and sense it when we feel it! We feel that leadership is a good quality in itself and forget our wasted journeys following able leaders up so many garden paths to so many secret gardens! It seems that the concern of Hay Mcber and the NCSL, back then, was the need (unsurprisingly) to identify a list of competencies. Unfortunately, competency lists have limited use, usually in job specifications and (unwanted and unnecessary) appraisals (presumably, all bankers were appraised!), but little else. It is, however, a start. Schools have been haunted and seduced by meaningless tick-boxes ever since.

The new model that has arisen, hinges on the idea of distributed leadership within what is called a Leadership Development Framework. This framework hinges on ten propositions (it is always ten!) and follows a think tank approach. 

So, school leadership should...

1. be purposeful, inclusive and values driven
2. embrace the distinctive and inclusive context of the school
3. promote an active view of learning
4. be instructionally focused (shades of McKinsey here!)
5. be a function that is distributed throughout the school community
6. build capacity by developing the school as a learning community
7. be futures oriented and strategically driven
8. be developed through experiential and innovative methodologies
9. be served by a support and policy context that is coherent and implementation driven
10. be supported by a National College that leads the discourse around leadership for learning

The NCSL is pragmatic and rightly concerned that its work should help schools improve although I sense that the framework is built on the assumption that developing a concept of leadership is what is important when implementation is what is required. However, there were good reasons for embracing a more user friendly, framework approach. The ten propositions above are some of the best (although most, like 4, discussed above, have a chequered past and need considerable care) I have seen and they stand as a solid framework for thinking about schools and the way they are run as organisations. (I have set out below what I have found in working with 150 secondary schools 2007/10) 

However, translating a propositional framework (a kind of syllabus) into practicalities (a certificated teaching and learning plan) is more difficult as teachers know only too well. The NCSL has developed five stages for school staff and extended its operations to include other personnel such as Business Managers. It is a kind of standards institute in this respect and of course, this means certification and gate-keeping and this can be very challenging as a concept both theoretically and practically.

For schools, the stages of development are as follows:-

· emergent leadership: a teacher, perhaps, aspiring to leadership by taking on extra responsibilities and beginning to think of Headship as a career option
· established leadership: perhaps an experienced deputy head not wishing to pursue a first Headship
· entry to headship: taking on and preparing for Headship of a school
· advanced leadership: here, established leaders reflect, refresh and update their experiences to ward off any staleness and reinvigorate themselves 
· consultant leadership: here, an able and experienced leader (the author did this intensive course!) is able to develop skills that enable other schools to benefit. 

Note: It has taken me several years to understand how to make this consultancy model work best in terms of listening and sophistry. There is a big danger at the very heart of this model regarding vision, practice and the ability of the consultant

What the NCSL has achieved is a transition from a competency list (still useful as a construct to identify incompetence) to a focus on leadership at different stages; a kind of progression. No model is perfect and although the move to a culture of leadership is to be praised, any application, especially in assessment and gate-keeping (choosing capability and potential, perhaps) remains a recognised challenge. The intention of resultant courses is to enable reflection, spread good practice and to act upon a school culture of leadership and so to improve education. 

The growing culture of leadership tends to be reinvigorated from time to time through NCSL conferences and events that present the latest leadership ideas, speakers and research; for example, the idea of leader as servant . All of this, for me, enriches school leadership culture but the totality of the process seems to side-step the practical realities involved in transforming and improving schools. 

The great strides in creating a leadership culture have not been consistently matched by school improvement (slow and erratic), school transformation (there is almost none), school innovation (almost entirely centrally driven), customer care (poor by any organisational measure), school learning as an organisational process (psychologically uninformed) and schools as learning organisations (still overly factory based, back office and bound in regulation).

What we seem to have is a vibrant leadership framework still being constrained by a heavily regulated culture. In fact, what makes the quality of leadership outstanding in UK schools is the ability of teachers and school leadership teams to make a broken learning system work. Thinking outside of the box is not the problem, understanding that you’re in a box is! It is the nature of the box that is important. Vertical Tutoring not only explains clearly why horizontal, year systems undermine teaching and learning but also provides the escape key (just love metaphors!). All of this is set out elsewhere and the concern here is leadership. 



Work with schools

Understanding the nature of boxes

It has been my good fortune to work in depth on school transformation with over 150 secondary schools including grammars, schools abroad, single sex schools, schools in special measures, academies, schools amalgamating, church schools, independents and so on. It is not possible to do this without butting up against the rigidity of school systems and the widely held management assumptions of school leadership teams. It should be remembered that these schools were self-selecting in so far as they sought expertise (no arrogance) to help them improve and get the change to VT right (no ignorance): these are my observations

1. I have yet to find a single school that is remotely badly led. Schools work extremely hard and seem to me to be populated by saints
2. All Heads suggested that successful outcomes and improvement depended upon the quality of (learning) relationships within the school
3. All Heads realised that were in a box (year system and high regulation) where innovation, creativity, and improvement did not match the huge efforts each school was making
4. All schools were operating systems that were variations on a similar theme with language and assumptions to suit
5. All managers thought they managed people not systems
6. All schools had (accidentally) undermined effective and affective teaching and learning and were trying desperately hard to repair the ongoing damage using what tools they had. None realised the long term damage that each was doing and most thought they were engaged in good or best practice
7. Tutor time looked more like a damage limitation exercise with a huge variation of relationships
8. All schools had relabelled key staff with new titles (eg. HOYs had become Leaders of Learning) although they continued to do largely the same job or were given new responsibilities making life and systems more difficult not easier!
9. All in the school were part of a giant back-office system where everyone did the wrong job. People plugged system gaps created by over-regulation and a paranoid approach to fairness
10. There was no understanding of parent partnership worthy of the name in any school visited though each claimed there was
11. It was possible for a child to go through almost every school without ever engaging in a conversation with a member of staff (same for parents) of any depth
12. Every school suffered the paranoia of Ofsted judgements which were not so much about school improvement but (like the NPQH) system compliance. The same level of assumption and poor systems thinking exists in Ofsted. 
13. Each school, when fully debriefed and informed was able to transform and improve with little difficulty and zero cost.

As far as leadership goes, the main challenge (the box) is not so much learning about cultural change but unlearning the present system based on year systems. To make the move to VT requires both unlearning and new learning and fresh understanding; these enable the leader to lead. Unfortunately both are not so much denied to our school leaders in preparation and training but are ignored because there is no synergetic approach to schools as organisations. Schools repeat mistakes year after year. Leadership has to be more than a discussion otherwise leaders will not be able to differentiate between good practice and poor practice disguised as good. They need skills and knowledge that enable them to distinguish between the two. None of this is the fault of schools, but it is a big system fault.




What Vertical Tutoring does, is embrace three critical ideas to show how this paradoxical dilemma can be resolved to promote a values- driven as opposed to target driven approach to school learning relationships. When schools are target driven, they tend (especially in a horizontally organised school) to sacrifice values (targets tend to cause amoral behaviours: results win over content and sacrifice relationships). VT shows how schools can raise standards faster and safer than any other means of school improvement (in fact all means of improving schools work better in a vertical values culture. 

If we return to the ten think tank propositions above and set these against the three missing (largely assumed) but critical ideas related to organisations, of... 

· Systems Thinking
· Student Loyalty Groups
· Customer Relations

...we can appreciate and understand the degree to which the pervading top-down (command and compliance) system redefines and restricts leadership. As I write, schools in Scotland, Ireland and Wales are changing their curricula: the effect will be little change because school improvement involves establishing learning relationships before and during teaching; critically, before. Teacher effectiveness is not curriculum driven as such.

Systems thinking: schools use checklists, feedback loops, questionnaires, away days, Ofsted Reports and all sorts of methods to analyse organisational performance and increase output. None of these actually work but we like to think that they do. All contain assumptions and bias. Had they worked, our schools would be very different to what they are. Similarly, SIPs (school improvement partners) fall well short of what is needed as an external view. A closer look at horizontal systems reveals deep system flaws in areas that schools regard as strong areas. Without exception, horizontal schools undermine teaching and learning through their transfer system, pastoral care, learning support and customer partnerships. The more challenged the school, the more it fails. Again, schools do not see it and are not to blame.

Student Loyalty Groups: our kids are individuals but they are heavily influenced by all sorts of groups and associations to whom they are loyal followers (family, gang, teams, sports, music, lifestyle and so forth); many are from being pro-school. All increase variation. The way the school intervenes in these groups at the point of entry (transfer) is critical and largely absent in every school, especially year based schools. 

Customer Relations: quite simply, there is no parent partnership worthy of the name in any UK schools except those that are vertically tutored.

Readers might find this challenging stuff, but schools that decide to go vertical are aware that their year system fails teachers and kids but they don’t know why, where and how until their system is properly checked from a systems thinking view and the operational blockages  identified (unlearning) and removed (transformation of learning relationships). Suffice it to say that the focus is very much on issues around tutoring that are both at the heart of the issue and the solution.

Schools that go vertical without engaging with these matters (especially the external system check) and the language and training needed (essential for school staff) for system change suffer from what Shukla called arrogance and ignorance. Sadly the majority of schools that go vertical fail to understand the values of VT. The consequence is a variety of oddball systems and schemes often with old culture posing as new. In these cases (and there are many) it is leadership that is the problem. The LT has been unable to learn and simply copied the ideas of the local school that will always claim to have transformed well. And so, bad practice spreads and Ofsted will say it is good. Such schools use the well-worn phrase, we shall adapt VT to our school. The opposite is the case; to embrace a values driven culture, it is the school that has to adapt to values. This, for me, is the tragedy of leadership hence the quizzical title of these notes.

So, where to go?

The work on mindsets of Mintzberg and Gosling (2003) are especially helpful and in their analysis I see echoes of W. Edwards Deming whose 14 principles I adapted in my book on VT. Here is a clear and precise link to systems thinking. (The bracketed comments are mine)

• The reflective mindset refers to “managing self” – developing the ability to reflect and make meaningful. (This should include an awareness of self and others and the disabilities of arrogance and ignorance) – a form of emotional intelligence.
• The analytic mindset refers to managing organisations – developing the ability to analyse
and synthesise not only the hard data, but also the soft – to appreciate scores and crowds
while never losing sight of the ball. (We have tended to be preoccupied with the vision thing and separated this from the management thing)
• The worldly mindset refers to managing contexts – to appreciate cultural and local
differences and similarities and respond accordingly. (Schools are good at this but some schools still resort to old orthodoxies to mange new and challenging contexts)
• The collaborative mindset refers to managing relationships – developing partnerships and
networks; working with people – managing “relationships” not “people”. (Schools think they manage people because people mess-up! People mess-up mainly because the school’s learning relationship system does not work not because of incompetence)
• The action mindset refers to managing movement [or change and continuity, or
mobilization] – managing change without losing track of continuity.

Peters, Deming, Senga, Kanter et al would argue that the good manager/leader must master and integrate each of these mindsets, not bits of them and this means challenging all sorts of assumptions including our organisational tick-box mentality. So leadership is not a problem conceptually but is a problem in practice. There is lots of it and the teaching profession is blessed in this area. The problem is the dark and personal side of leadership where there is paranoia and where there is system damage. Some Heads rated as our best are not the best. Some rated as poor, are amazing. We cannot separate leadership from context and the organisations (learning relationship as process) that leaders build. Years ago (2000), I described the Headteacher as the Headlearner. It still holds today. 

Peter A Barnard
Aug 2010
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