Vertical Tutoring: facts, propositions, assumptions and SEAL
SEAL is not SEAL but Vertical Tutoring is (or should be)
I should like to accept this invitation to give a rather different perspective on SEAL and the notion of student support but I want to do this by looking at the school as a learning system. To make this view even remotely palatable, I want to start with some suppositions (for me, undeniable facts) but first, I want to make two statements. 1) Vertical Tutoring is SEAL and so should never be curriculumised (a new word meaning taught as a school programme by teachers or tutors). Such an approach, in my view, cannot be either social or emotional. 2) All Year-based schools and too many of the schools that have gone vertical have never transformed as systems whereby learning is a supported, end-to-end, operational process understood by all participants. The challenge here is explaining such statements on paper. I’ll try.
In every school (some 200 secondary schools of all types with whom it has been my privilege to work as they journey to a VT culture, I have not seen a problem of either leadership or teacher quality as such. Those who work in schools truly are saints and of high calibre in my book. What makes these people even more amazing is their willingness and ability to make a broken, bureaucratic and back-office school factory system seem to work. What renders them weak is their belief in those who dominate factory school thinking. All of these players participate in what they are led to believe is best practice and to most blindly follow National Strategies. What makes those who work in our schools so delightfully crazy is their lemming like willingness to so readily acquiesce to system compliance and ideas and then to so readily accept blame when things go inevitably wrong (intended outcomes go awry). It is a familiar pattern right across public systems. Thinking outside of this box is not a problem: understanding the box schools are in, is.
Broken System Basics
When things do go wrong in the classroom, the teacher is accused of failing to engage children in learning (apparently, teaching is of insufficient quality). The huge effort and financial system investment (the input) fails to be matched by the quality of a school’s measured performance (the output). This is invariably seen as a teacher quality issue and/or a school leadership issue. The remedy, it is proposed and assumed, is for school managers to put right the perceived human failings (assumed poor teaching and leadership) responsible for the system’s failure. The recent Ofsted Report (Sept 2010) into SEN provision slams into teachers (again); there needs to be better quality teaching and learning not more SEN labelling according to Ofsted. Ofsted has a point but does not understand the point it has! The key underlying questions are causal. Why is it that our teachers seem to be so much less than many expect and why is it that schools spend such huge efforts seeking to compensate for deficiencies by shoring up internal and external student support services? (The latter is the apparent result of the former; a presumed quality issue and integral to our school system). 
To fix this constant system failure, a whole army of advisers, interest groups and dodgy research is summoned. We can stop pregnancies by better sex and relationship education. We can improve citizenship through a Citizenship Programme, we can cure obesity, poor behaviour and everything else through PSHE and pastoral care and finally, when all of this seems to unexpectedly fall short as it inevitably must, we play the poor education and poor teacher quality cards to rationalise community cohesion issues. Eventually, we resort to a new ‘fix’ called SEAL. This should work! And SEAL is the answer (and the cause) but not in the curriculum form it takes in schools which in my view borders on the absurd and dangerous. Vertical Tutoring is SEAL and requires no taught programmes to fix a broken system or repair deficit children. It is not our children that need social repair but our school systems that cause teachers and children to be so much less than what they are.
The Nature of SEAL and Features of Systems Thinking Analysis
SEAL is intended to support and encourage self confidence in learning, relationships and, indeed, life. It is there to help young people to switch on the aspiration gene switched off by government policies and poor systems. We all lead social and emotional lives. However, the way schools should do this lies not through the curriculum and repair programmes but through building lasting and critical learning relationships within schools. VT shows how this can be done at nil cost. My in-depth work with 200 secondary schools involved a systems thinking examination of each school. Schools are so busy trying to make their received strategies work that most are unable to see the obvious as they tick their endless SEF boxes.  All schools I worked with assumed they were good schools (many remain heroic in my book) striving to implement best practice and National Strategies. Systems Thinking involves looking at the parts Ofsted, SEFs, questionnaires, SIPs, Student voice and staff surveys cannot reach and which are largely and wrongly assumed to be working well. Ofsted invariably score schools high on pastoral care, secondary transfer and support but from a systems thinking view, the way schools deliver and design support is the root cause of system failure and the direct undermining of teaching and learning. Systems thinking reveals some unusual features of schools as organisational systems: generally speaking...
1. Leadership is not a problem (though arrogance and ignorance can be)
2. All those working in school are the right people in the right place doing the wrong job
3. The effort being applied by staff rarely matches the outcomes achieved by students
4. People only know their own job and rarely see the whole learning picture and system
5. People are seen as problematic and in need of repair, not the system
6. It is all too possible for kids to go through school without ever having a meaningful conversation with an adult. 
7. There is no parent partnership In UK schools (impossible in horizontal systems though schools falsely claim otherwise)
8. SEF, Ofsted, Student voice, SIPS, LAs mask what is wrong (a training issue) and reify old culture again and again
9. Pastoral Care systems in UK, French and US schools are systematically the wrong way round: They are the unwitting system accelerator of much social and emotional dysfunction 
10. The naught kid is the only person who actually understands how a school works
School staff (in excess of 20,000) tell me that the influence on a child’s learning (good and bad combined) has a clear order of influence: the Family and Peer Group (close first and second); teachers trail in third and Tutors languish in fourth place. When we add percentages, the tutor rarely scores above 5% and teachers 15% in effectiveness. This is important because it tells us about the school system and how it can be made to work better. It is this that leads direct to Vertical Tutoring.

The nature and knowledge of the VT School
Vertical Tutoring implemented with knowledge (and training) and an understanding of values and principles (set out elsewhere), sweeps away old systems thinking and orthodoxies and establishes a new teaching and learning culture built on learning relationships. It is school transformation and is driven by hard won values and principles. Successful VT depends upon three critical organisational knowledge areas; these are either absent or assumed by schools. These critical areas are Systems Thinking, Loyalty Group Psychology and Customer Relations. Schools lay claim to all three in part but I have yet to discover any school with even a basic understanding of how schools as organisations actually work and how quality is built-in rather than added-on. This is not the fault of schools but of training and a view of education as a system programme of social fixes. These are the three drivers that make a school as an organisation tick but knowledge of these critical areas and how they combine to make great schools is entirely absent from the NPQH and teacher training. Sadly, too much research is based upon broken school systems (horizontal and year based) and built on assumptions about kids and learning, and has dubious value. 
I want to briefly outline these absent and assumed areas and make the point that once in place we can see SEAL not as an add-on to be taught as a programme but simply as part of what it is to enjoy new and invigorated teaching and learning relationships of high quality within our schools. Value built in, not added on! SEAL as Vertical Tutoring as normal learning relationships, not taught programmes applied within a curriculum which devalue parents and sees kids as something other than who they are. Just as teachers and support staff, magnificent though they are, remain handicapped by the system they are trying so hard to make work, so our kids are in turn are viewed as something less than what they are and treated accordingly, to be repaired and fixed. All are system victims. All want out!
What VT does (when understood and properly implemented) is replace the current year model and its VT variations (We’ll do it our way DIY) with a values driven culture whereby learning is an end to end, supported learning operation. Think of Maslow’s Pyramid as a learning system. In this way targets are achieved quicker and more easily because spiritual and emotional intelligence is de rigueur. 
Drivers Outlined
In short, Systems Thinking requires an external systems check. It cannot be done internally. It is a critical examination of how an organisation actually functions within its set of working and social relationships. SEF, Ofsted, questionnaires and the like, do not do this though they think they do. In fact, these actually keep schools the same or better at doing the same thing. Customer Relations is the multi-source of innovation (currently top-down) and quality; management of variation in part. It is the realisation that students, staff, parents and the world outside are all customers, teachers and leaders of learning. It is critical that all of these are involved in the learning process in a way that is normalised and front office organised (the personal tutor as the pivot). Systems thinking, for example, points out that there is no parent partnership worthy of the name in UK schools despite schools claiming the opposite. Psychology and especially group psychology has been abused and assumed. Our children arrive as members of powerful loyalty groups (the family, the gang, the estate, the supporters, the music, the church each with degrees of openness to learning.  Schools (all non VT schools) fail to develop a system support strategy of effective and instant intervention into negative learning groups and negative learning attitudes. What appears to be sound secondary transfer methodology (for example) can too often be shown to have an opposite effect. What VT does is form and reform new powerful loyalty groups around young people and with young people and builds an enabling system that ensures this is done. It builds in effect, a front office, personal tutor system that ensures services can be drawn down by intimate customers (parents, students and teachers). What schools do now at transfer is the opposite of what they claim to do.
Schools that have gone vertical without understanding these drivers at a deep level have not changed and cannot change their dominant factory culture. Horizontally organised schools cannot transform and depend entirely on student compliance; such high performing schools may appear to work well but this does not make the systems they use right. It is like all rather like doing the NPQH: compliance to a system that doesn’t work. VT returns us to a time when we used to talk of the whole child when every child actually mattered beyond hype and ideology. It returns us to Deming’s 14 principles, Maslow’s Pyramid and Jonathan Haidt’s Happiness Hypothesis. SEAL as a curriculum entity is born of muddle and broken systems. VT is not a vehicle for delivering SEAL based programmes. SEAL is the way the tutor and tutees live their learning lives within a system that is infinitely flexible, understood and where all involved are seen as teachers and learners. It cherishes talent and builds self-esteem and it does this by changing a back office repair system into a front office learning system. Guess what! It also raises standards and improves outcomes faster and further than any horizontal system.
Peter A Barnard
26/09/10
Peter’s Book ‘Vertical Tutoring: notes on school improvement and learning relationships’ is available now. You can visit Peter’ website at www.verticaltutoring.org 
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