Brief Explanatory Notes on the Book: Vertical Tutoring...notes on school improvement
This book is a response to the many PGCE and MA students who have contacted me with regard to the culture of Vertical Tutoring that many schools are trying to adopt with varying degrees of success. Increasingly, teachers, parents and even school kids are asking for information. Many have concerns over the way Leadership Teams manage and justify such a change. The book is really about school improvement and management. These notes outline some of the book’s key issues and their resolution through Vertical Tutoring as the cultural change needed to build learning relationships and so enable teaching and learning. Other notes are to be found on my website www.verticaltutoring.org where there are also some downloads, and elsewhere.
1.
1.1 Education is not what it seems especially in Year Based systems of learning support and Key Stages. Everything seems to be so rational and obvious especially our schools. Surely, good schools work so why change? Our system is based on the idea that our kids go to school and will learn stuff provided the teacher (and by implication, the school) is good enough. Surely it is a simple matter of teacher quality and student compliance! If only... and this is the problem. Is quality a personal construct of the teacher (good teacher / bad teacher) or is there a deeper connection with school leadership and the school as a cohesive learning support system? 
1.2 If this system and this theory break down (kids underperform and poor outcomes) as seems to be the case, the fault appears to rest with the teachers (not good enough!) and the school judged as poor. The Ofsted system remedy is more supervision and controls: we reinvent the factory school and old fashioned management ideas and we keep doing this. 
1.3 This is patently and demonstrably a wrong way of (systems) thinking and serves only to prevent real transformation and an acceptance of too much inherent failure (waste). We wrongly assume that the education system (top down) works and that our schools and the way (horizontal year system) they organise learning and learning relationships is managerially rational.  For most, such a system idea appears to be OK and most of our kids learn regardless, but as society fragments (the ironic outcome of the last twelve years) managing variation or control of quality service delivery increases in complexity. Indeed, schools have become ever more complex as organisations and have required massive increases in (already high) regulation to control operations. 
1.4 Schools in our centrally run system (ironically) require less leadership (centrally provided), no innovation (centrally driven) and (again ironically) little in the way of customer care. These are the opposite of what systems thinking says we need. There has been no transformation: indeed the factory school lives on and on! The total effect of political ideology and school systems is to switch off the aspiration gene and reduce creativity. Standards require huge effort on behalf of the school and have not gone up at a matching rate while behaviour has become a problem as learning relationships in schools have been unable to adapt to changing circumstances. The idea that leadership is the problem is only half right as is the idea that teachers are to blame. Schools are packed with high quality leaders and teachers all managing misguided systems of learning support. This applies to all horizontally run schools and many that have gone vertical without any understanding of the key drivers of organisations.
1.5 Headteachers (I have met and spoken with hundreds) say that good relationships between students and staff are the key to the success of their school.  They believe this but work within a massive regulatory pressures meant to ensure system compliance. In short the values system of schools reduces as it tries to work alongside a target system of high system compliance. Schools totter under the strain as back office bureaucracies replace front office services and the end-to-end system of learning is unable to be what it should be and is unable to cope. Today, children can too often go through our schools without ever speaking to an adult in any deep sense and so can their parents. 
1.6 Indeed, there is no parent partnership worthy of the name in UK schools despite claims to the contrary. Our system is driven by compliance and targets (organisational paranoia) at all levels, not by learning. (Even the NPQH is more about compliance to a system that does not work mixed in with the idea that a purist idea of leadership is the answer). The problem is, this is true in part but not in the way we think it is! We also think that school Leadership Teams manage people rather than learning systems run by people. This is because people appear to be the system problem. The real question to ask is why the teacher cannot teach as well as they should. How does the school operate as an end-to-end learning support operation? How and what do leaders manage?
 
2. 
2.1 In my visits and work with almost 200 wide ranging secondary schools and Academies, the Leadership Teams (despite being very able people) all operated very similar systems (all a variation on a theme), strategies and policies. Sameness in Year System schools remains the over-arching system feature. The factory school is alive and well in a system where one size fits all although the personalisation ideology is one size fits one child. Every child does not matter in the UK and many children are left behind in the USA; the concept of the whole child has been all but lost in a confusion of targets. The law of opposite effects rules! 
2.2 Year-based systems first damage children and undermine teaching and learning at the most vulnerable and sensitive point of entry to secondary school and it is possible to show how this happened in every single school visited. The managerial and negative knock-on effect to teaching and learning is dramatic and almost unstoppable. Ironically, every school thought that their system of Year 7 induction and parent partnership was good and best practice. Even their Ofsted Reports confirmed this (mistakenly). In fact, it is possible to show that schools uncritically and unwittingly, readily accept poor practice posing as good and justify what they do during induction transfer using assumptions around team-building, the claimed development of personal relationships, confidence building and pastoral care issues. The damage is done before the child even enters the classroom and schools do not see it because they are unable to check their own system. This is not their fault.
2.3 This is a management knowledge and training problem caused by the absence of any real management understanding of the three drivers of schools as organisations outlined (below) combined with long term top-down direction (in part, institutionalisation) that has prevented innovation and the release of organisational creativity on which schools depend (all organisations depend). Schools are NOT to blame for poor systems thinking that fails to follow values and teachers are rarely to blame for poor teaching. Teachers are undermined by their own school long before the kids reach the classroom.
2.4  It is possible to use Systems Thinking analysis (research has largely failed here) to show that in horizontally run schools, teaching and learning is undermined between the point of entry to school (taster days and school transfer) prior to the child entering the classroom. Pastoral care systems and managers (all outstanding and hard-working people) have got support systems all wrong (not surprising given the huge system complexities and regulatory requirements) in the way they purport to establish and build support relationships around learning; none of this is the fault of teachers but the knock-on effect to teaching and learning is severe.
3.
3.1 None of this is the fault of schools, teachers or Heads, all of whom are amazing people (even more so when effectively trained in a VT system). Most do not see (until shown) that the system they are trying to operate is effectively broken as an end-to-end learning and learning support process. There are three factors (key drivers) at work (largely absent in effect) which year organised schools assume and which render the school (and the NPQH in its current compliance rather than true leadership and management form) a poor end-to-end learning process / system.  These are a failure in Systems Thinking (the capability to critically examine learning as a supported end-to-end process), Group Psychology (in particular, understanding of the peer and family loyalty groups most likely to influence learning attitudes) and finally, Customer Relations (especially the idea of parent and student partnership) as the main drivers (in the case of schools) of effective learning and innovation integral to any organisational system. (Psychologically, the in-between)
3.2 Any understanding of Vertical Tutoring as cultural change and school improvement depends upon an understanding of the three drivers (above). Schools that do not understand these drivers cannot fully develop the benefits that VT can bring; nor can they fully appreciate how VT is the key mechanism for raising standards of teaching and learning. In fact, many schools that go VT do so in ways that are more akin to maintaining existing orthodoxy. They replicate rather than unlearn the past. Kids arrive at school already members of powerful groups many of which have their aspiration gene switched to the ‘off’ position. It is the tutor, not the teacher, who must switch this gene to ‘on’. Only VT can do this through the formation of new loyalty groups and the way VT as a culture intervenes and reforms group membership, support and allegiances.
3.3 Year systems killed the tutor and then injured all teachers (and learning). Some schools that claim to be VT continue to abuse the tutor and the wrong assumption that programmes (sex education, citizenship and SEAL) lessons will work for all as a solution to social fragmentation and behaviour. They never understand how the learning relationships that enable the teacher to teach and the student to engage, work as a supported learning system  whereby all are teachers and learners within a supported, learning market place. 
3.4 When LTs take their school into VT with only a vague DIY understanding of managing a values-driven process, they are likely to mess-up but claim they haven’t! LTs are poorly trained and inadequately prepared, indeed, many shun training and learning. In this case, sadly, LT arrogance and ignorance IS to blame...
 
Teachers are rarely to blame when things go wrong, but a system that undermines these amazing people is. Horizontal systems do not work, have never worked and cannot be made to work without high compliance (itself unwanted). This book, against the odds, simply tries to tell this story.

Peter A Barnard August 2010
www.verticaltutoring.org


Brief 

Explanatory Notes

 

on the Book: 

Vertical Tutoring

...notes on school improvement

 

This book is a response to the many PGCE and MA students who 

have 

contact

ed

 

me with regard to 

the culture of Vertical Tutoring that many schools are 

trying to 

adopt

 

with varying 

degrees of 

success. Increasingly, teachers

, parents

 

and even school kids are 

asking 

for information. 

Many 

have concerns over the way Leadership Teams man

a

ge 

and justify 

such a change. 

The book is 

really about school improvement and management.

 

These notes outline some of the book’s key 

issues and their resolution through Vertical Tutoring 

as the cultural change 

needed to 

build 

learning relationships and 

so 

enable

 

teaching and learning

.

 

Other notes are to be found on my 

website 

www.verticaltutoring.org

 

where there are also some downloads, 

and else

where

.

 

1.

 

1.1

 

Education is not what it seems

 

especially in 

Year Based

 

systems

 

of 

learning support and 

Key S

tages

. 

Everything seems to be so rational and obvious

 

especially our schools

. 

Surely, g

ood schools work

 

so 

why 

change

?

 

Our system is based on the idea 

that

 

our 

kids 

go to school 

and will learn stuff provided the teacher

 

(

and 

by implication, 

the school

)

 

is 

good enough

. Surely it is 

a simple matter of teacher quality

 

and student compliance

! 

If 

only... and

 

this is the problem. 

I

s 

quality a 

personal

 

construct of the teacher (good 

teacher / bad teacher)

 

or is there a deeper connection 

with

 

school leadership and the 

school as a 

cohesive 

learning support 

system

?

 

 

1.2

 

If this system and 

this 

theory 

break

 

down

 

(kids underperform

 

and poor outcomes

) 

as 

seems to be the case

, the fault 

appears to 

rest with the teacher

s

 

(n

ot good enough!)

 

and 

the school judged as poor

. 

The Ofsted 

system 

remedy is more 

supervision

 

and controls

: 

we reinvent the factory sc

hool and old fashioned management ideas and we keep doing 

this. 

 

1.3

 

This is patently and d

emonstrably 

a 

wrong

 

way of 

(systems) 

thinking

 

and 

serves only to 

prevent real transformation and an acceptance of 

too much inherent failure

 

(

waste).

 

We 

wrongly

 

assume 

that 

the 

education 

system 

(top down) works and that our schools and 

the way 

(horizontal yea

r system) 

they organise learning and learning relationship

s is 

managerially rational. 

 

For most, such a

 

system 

idea 

appears to be

 

OK and

 

most of our 

kids learn regardless

,

 

but as society fragments (the ironic outcome of 

the last twelve 

years) 

managing

 

variation

 

or control of quality service delivery increases in complexity. 

Indeed, schools have

 

become ever more complex as organisations and have required 

massive increases in 

(already high) 

regulation to 

control 

operat

ions

. 

 

1.4

 

S

chools 

in our centrally run system 

(ironically) 

require less 

leadership (centrally 

provided), no innovation (centrally driven) and (again ironically) l

ittle in the way of

 

customer care. 

These are the opposite of what 

systems thinking

 

says we need. 

There has 

been no transformation: indeed the factory school lives on

 

and on!

 

The total effect

 

of 

political ideology 

and school systems is

 

to switch off

 

the aspiration gene

 

and reduce 

creativity

. Standards 

require huge effort on behalf

 

of the school and 

have not gone up 

at 

a matching rate while 

behaviour has become a problem as 

learning 

relationships

 

in 

schools have

 

been unable to adapt

 

to changing cir

cumstances. 

The idea that 

leadership

 

is the problem is only half right

 

as is t

he idea that teachers are to blame

.

 

Schools are 

packed with high quality leaders 

and teachers 

all managing 

misguided

 

systems

 

of 

