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The	story	is	always	about	moral	purpose	
I	can	get	the	job	that	I	want

I	can	work	well	with	and	learn	
from	many	others	as	well	as	

my	teacher

I	know	if	I	need	extra	help	or	to	be	challenged	to	do	
better	I	will	get	the	right	support	

My	parents	are	involved	in	the	school	

I	belong	here

I	know	what	good	work	
looks	like	and	can	help	
myself	to	learn

I	know	how	I	am	being	assessed	
and	what	I	need	to	do	to	
improve	my	work

I	get	to	learn	lots	of	interesting	
and	different	subjects

I	know	what	my	learning	
objectives	are	and	feel	in	
control	of	my	learning

I	use	computers	to	help	me	
learn

All	these..	whatever	my	background,	whatever	my	abilities,	wherever	I	start	from …	
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The Past, Present and Future of 
School Improvement and System 

Reform

We have generated substantial 
practical knowledge about how to 
improve both schools and systems 
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The Past, Present and Future of School 
Improvement and System Reform

4th October 1957 

Sixties: Decade of Curriculum Reform 

Seventies: Implementation 
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The Past, Present and Future of School 
Improvement and System Reform
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the degree of academic emphasis

teacher actions in lessons

availability of incentives and rewards

good conditions for pupils

extent to which students can take responsibility

Effective schools…

= ethos of an effective school
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The OECD
International school 

Improvement Project
(ISIP)

1982 - 86

“It was the school effectiveness research 
in the 1980s that gave [us] increasingly 
well-defined portraits of the effective 
school that led in the 1990s to increasing 
knowledge of school improvement (i.e. how 
to achieve effectiveness).”

Sir Michael Barber
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Three Generations of 
School Improvement 

Programmes

1. Improving the Quality of 
Education for All

2. Curiosity and Powerful 
Learning

3. Unleashing Greatness
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Implementation
School Improvement Pathway 
5 phases
Leadership - when to use what

Underpinning
Inside Out at a system and school 

level 
Goals, Values and Principles

Importance of narrative

Teaching for Curiosity
Learning protocols

Questioning  for students and 
teachers

Learning and curiosity

Strengthening skills, 
deepening understanding, 

lifting achievement
Whole school theories

Teacher theories

Expanding teacher repertoires, 
developing student learning skills

Six models of practice - Whole Class 
Teaching & Mnemonics (1&2), 

Cooperative Group Work & Concept 
Attainment (3&4), Synectics and 

Inductive Teaching (3&4)
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THE SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT PATHWAY…THE KEY TO OUR STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP

LEADERSH IP  FOR CH AN GE

๏Curriculum 
๏Teaching 
๏Learning 

๏Assessment, data and 
accountability
๏Leadership

11

1 2

Strategic 
Leadership

Great to Excellent Good to Great

Awful to Adequate Adequate to Good

Where does your 
school sit on the 

improvement 
pathway?

12
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C&PL

1 3
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Covid - 19
The Corvid-19 pandemic has almost instantaneously changed life for just about everyone in 

our world … 
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Here, I stand full square with McKinsey when 
they argue that, “Issues regarding equity—that 

is, ensuring that the needs of the most 
vulnerable are met—should be front and centre, 

both during the closure and after students 
return to school.”

School-system priorities in the age of coronavirus www.McKinsey, 21 April 2020.

The question for educational 
leaders is how to respond to 
such a cataclysmic event in a 
morally purposeful, authentic 

and principled way?

15

http://www.mckinsey/
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Re-imagine: leaders think what the “next 
normal” could be like, and how education 

systems could re-invent themselves.

Reform: educators reconsider education 
priorities in light of lessons learned.

School-system priorities in the age of coronavirus www.McKinsey, 21 April 2020.

Further, McKinsey has recently set 
out five steps - Resolve, Resilience, 
Return, Re-imagine and Reform -
to move through and beyond the 
coronavirus pandemic. I want to 

focus the rest of this presentation 
on the last two of these steps:

16

• The Primacy of Teaching

• The necessity for ‘Inside – Out’ Working

• The Eight Steps to ‘Unleashing Greatness’

• The ‘Unleashing Greatness’ Key 
Questions

The “Unleashing 
Greatness” School 

Improvement Strategy
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What do we know about successful 
systems?

1. The quality of a system or school 
cannot exceed the quality of its people 

2. The only way to improve student 
outcomes is to improve the quality of 
teaching 

3. High performance requires every child 
to succeed
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file:///featured-insights/leadership/the-future-is-not-what-it-used-to-be-thoughts-on-the-shape-of-the-next-normal
file:///featured-insights/leadership/the-future-is-not-what-it-used-to-be-thoughts-on-the-shape-of-the-next-normal
http://www.mckinsey/
file:///industries/healthcare-systems-and-services/our-insights/beyond-coronavirus-the-path-to-the-next-normal
file:///industries/healthcare-systems-and-services/our-insights/beyond-coronavirus-the-path-to-the-next-normal
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Towards system wide sustainable reform

Every School a 
Great School

National Prescription

Schools Leading Reform

Building CapacityPrescription Professionalism

System Leadership

19

OUTSIDE IN

20

INSIDE OUT

Every student will reach 
his or her potential

Essentials: Classroom 
Practice

Pedagogical knowledge

Curriculum frameworks 
and standards

Assessment that informs 
teaching

Student voice

Essentials: School Organisation

Partnerships with 
other schools

Collaborative planning 
focused on student 

outcomes

Professional learning 
committed to 

improvement of 
classroom practice

Regular use of data, 
enquiry and self 

evaluation to improve 
teaching

School Improvement 
Team

Organisation focussed 
on student outcomes

Essentials: System Context

Partnerships with 
parents and the local 

community

Principals as 
system leaders

System reviews: 
differential 

interventions and 
support

Broader System

Internationalisation

21
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Unleashing Greatness

• SIR MICHAEL BARBER

As Michael Barber once memorably pointed out, one can mandate the 
move from awful to adequate and fair to good, but as one progresses, 

one needs to ‘unleash greatness’. 

22

1. Clarify Moral Purpose
2. Focus on Classroom Practice 
3. Decide on the Non-negotiables
4. Articulate the Narrative
5. Instructional Rounds & Theories of Action
6. Triads and Peer Coaching 
7. Instructional Leadership
8. Network 

Unleashing Greatness
-

The Eight Steps

23

The key message here is that moral purpose 
and strategic action are opposite sides of the 
same coin. Neither is sufficient by itself: we 
realise our moral purpose through strategic 
action; and strategic action is the means of 
delivering on our moral purpose. 

Clarify Moral Purpose 

24
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The	story	is	always	about	moral	purpose	
I	can	get	the	job	that	I	want

I	can	work	well	with	and	learn	
from	many	others	as	well	as	

my	teacher

I	know	if	I	need	extra	help	or	to	be	challenged	to	do	
better	I	will	get	the	right	support	

My	parents	are	involved	in	the	school	

I	belong	here

I	know	what	good	work	
looks	like	and	can	help	
myself	to	learn

I	know	how	I	am	being	assessed	
and	what	I	need	to	do	to	
improve	my	work

I	get	to	learn	lots	of	interesting	
and	different	subjects

I	know	what	my	learning	
objectives	are	and	feel	in	
control	of	my	learning

I	use	computers	to	help	me	
learn

All	these ...	whatever	my	background,	whatever	my	abilities,	wherever	I	start	from	

25

LIFESCRIPTS…
our story to make sense of the world

In childhood we start to create stories about our 
lives, what they have been and what they will be

Over time we develop a narrative about what we 
can and will do

Life scripts can be very detailed or very vague

They can be very empowering, yet they can also 
severely limit our lives

26

LEARNING EXPERIENCES …

I wrote - with Bruce Joyce - 
some time ago that:
  Learning experiences are 
composed of content, process and 
social climate. As teachers we 
create for and with our children 
opportunities to explore and build 
important areas of knowledge, 
develop powerful tools for learning, 
and live in humanizing social 
conditions.

FOCUS ON CLASSROOM PRACTICE 

27



8/16/23

10

The four 
components 
combine to 

create the TASKS 
that our students 

engage with 

Curriculum 
Frameworks

Student Voice

Pedagogic 
KnowledgeAssessment for 

Learning

POWERFUL CLASSROOM 
PRACTICE…THE FOUR 
COMPONENTS

28
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DECIDE ON THE NON-NEGOTIABLES

LEADERSHIP…THE PLAYBOOK FOR SUCCESS

School leaders who bring about significant 
improvements in student achievement tend to follow 
a common “playbook”

They:

•decide on what is non-negotiable 

•install capable and like-minded people in critical 
positions

•deeply engage with stakeholders

•secure resources for the non-negotiables

•get early wins on the board

30
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Maintenance AND Development

School
Management

Team  

Management 
Structure

& Processes  

Permanent Structures  

๏Committees
๏Admin/Management/Curriculum
๏Roles & hierarchies
๏Fixed & exclusive membership
๏Bound to rhythm of school year
๏ Identifies professional learning needs

Maintenance: 
๏existing processes and practices
๏more permanent membership system 

School
Improvement

Leadership
Team  

School
Improvement

Team 

Teacher Planning 
Teams

Peer Observation
Development:
๏ new processes and structures
๏more temporary membership system 

Fluid Structures  

๏Teams & partnerships
๏Development/improvement
๏Change๏Cross-hierarchical
๏Bound by rhythms of development
๏Developmental professionally
๏ Inclusive membership

31

School Improvement Team
Although one of the team is likely to be the 
head or principal, it is important to establish 
groups that are genuinely representative of 
the range of perspectives and ideas available 
in the school. The school improvement group 
is responsible for managing school 
improvement efforts on a day-to-day basis 
within the school. 
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Stories matter…

• Psychologically privileged 

• Currency of our thoughts 

• Flight simulators for the mind

Stories matter…

• Psychologically privileged 

• Currency of our thoughts 

• Flight simulators for the mind

33
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Characteristics of a compelling school improvement story
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Instructional Rounds & Theories of Action
These are the key strategies for diagnosing and articulating current 
teaching practice through non-judgmental observation and then 
developing protocols to ensure subsequent consistency and precision.
• Instructional Rounds
• Theories of Action
• Protocols

36
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1
Similar Theories of Action are defined and implemented 
in most schools, despite differences in schooling phases 
and contexts

2
This is not a ‘pick and mix’ approach.

It’s necessary to integrate all Theories of Action into a 
teacher’s professional repertoire

3 All Theories of Action are characterised by teaching 
approaches with inquiry at their centre 

4 Some Theories of Action are about the whole school, and 
some are about the individual practice of teachers

5 All Theories of Action have a high level of empirical 
support in the research literature. 

FIVE LESSONS FROM INSTRUCTIONAL ROUNDS 

Analyse evidence taking into account 
school context

Develop Theories of Action

Rounds visit to focus on teaching and 
learning in the school

Small groups visit a rotation of 
classes and descriptive evidence is 
gathered

Visitors provide structured feedback to school and teachers

Host school uses the Theories of Action as a basis for planning 
ongoing professional development. 

THE INSTRUCTIONAL 
ROUNDS PROCESS 
WORKS LIKE THIS 

37

Six Theories of Action for the Teacher
Harness Learning Intentions, Narrative & Pace
If we harness learning intentions, narrative and pace so students are more secure 
about their learning, and more willing to take risks, then achievement and 
understanding will increase and curiosity will be enhanced

Set Challenging Learning Tasks
If learning tasks are purposeful, clearly defined, differentiated and challenging, then all 
students will experience powerful, progressive and precise learning

Frame Higher Order Questions
If we systematically employ higher order questioning, then levels of student 
understanding will deepen and levels of achievement will increase

Connect Feedback to Data
If we connect feedback to data about student actions and performance, then 
behaviour will be more positive, progress will accelerate, and curiosity will be 
enhanced

Commit to Assessment for Learning
If we commit to peer assessment, and assessment for learning, then student 
engagement, learning and achievement will accelerate

Implement Cooperative Groups
If we implement cooperative group structures and techniques to mediate between 
whole class instruction and students carrying out tasks, then the academic 
performance of the whole class will increase

38

Teacher Rubrics
Challenging Tasks

39
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Theory
Explain and 

justify the new approach

Demonstrate
Show/model 
how it can be 

done in 
practice

Practice
Teachers 

practice in non-
threatening 
situations

Feedback
Teachers 
receive 

feedback from 
their triad (professional 

learning team) Peer
Coaching

Triads support 
professional

learning using Protocols

THE COACHING / PEER COACHING MODEL

40

Peer Coaching – Workshop & Workplace

Theory

Demonstrate

Practice

Feedback

Peer
Coaching

Workshop - “Expert” coaching

Workplace - Peer 
coaching

School Improvement Team
Teacher Planning Teams
Peer Observation
School Networks

41

Triads
• Following Workshop

• Groups of three

• Meet regularly

• Observe in pairs using protocols

• Soon after discuss data

• Then share with the other

• Repeat cycle with the other

• Meet every half term to review and record progress

42
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LEA D ER SH IP  FO R  CH A N G E

SEVEN STRONG LEADERSHIP CLAIMS…
1.School leadership - second only to classroom practice as 

an influence on student learning

2.Almost all successful leaders draw on the same repertoire 
of basic leadership practices

3. It is how these practices are implemented in response to 
the context that makes a difference

4.Leadership improves pupil learning by influencing staff 
motivation, working conditions and practice

5.Leadership is more influential when it is widely distributed
6.Some patterns of leadership distribution are much more 

effective than others
7.A handful of personal traits - open-minded, flexible and 

persistent - explain a high proportion of the variation in 
leader effectiveness

43

LEA D ER SH IP  FO R  CH A N G E

SEVEN STRONG LEADERSHIP CLAIMS REVISITED…

44
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UNLEASHING GREATNESS – KEY QUESTIONS

Moral Purpose

Does your school’s version of moral purpose link aspiration to action?

Does your school’s version of moral purpose reflect the values of students, 
parents and the community ?

Is your schoo’ls version of moral purpose widely accepted by the whole 
school staff?

Classroom Practice

Does your school staff understand the importance of the instructional core 
both strategically and operationally?

How confident are you that all the tasks that your students undertake are 
located within their zones of proximal development?

Are the teaching practices employed in the school well specified, 
consistently applied and directly applicable to the learning needs of your 
students?

Non-Negotiables

Is the whole staff clear about what the non-negotiables are in your school 
and are actively working on them?

Is there a distinction between the maintenance and development functions 
in your school, particularly the purposes, funding and responsibilities 
involved?

Is there a school improvement team in your school and how do they 
operate?

Narrative

Does your school’s narrative link moral purpose to action?

Does the core story describe the direction the school is moving in and what 
success will look like – the desired state?

Is your narrative understood and owned by all sections of the school 
community – students, staff, parents and governors?

48
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UNLEASHING GREATNESS – KEY QUESTIONS

Theories of Action

Does your school staff regularly engage in instructional Rounds 

and appreciate that the focus of the observations is on 
description not evaluation or judgem ent?

How far do the six theories of action reflect com m on consistent 
and wide spread practice in your school?

Does your school’s school im provem ent team  contextualise and 

provide exam ples of the theories of action related to the specific 
context of teaching and learning in the school?

Triads

Does every m em ber of your school staff part belong to a Triad?

Do the Triads m eet regularly as part of tim e-tabled staff 

developm ent activity?

How far do the outcom es of these Peer Observations contribute 
to higher standards of learning and teaching in the school?

Instructional Leadership

How far are the Seven Strong Claim s evident in the leadership 

behaviours in your school?

W hat proportion of their working tim e are the senior leaders in 
your school focussing on the four key behaviours? If it is not 75% 
or above – why not?

Is there a developm ent or im plem entation plan in your school 

that leads coherently and strategically in identifiable phases from  
narrative to eventual culture change?

Netw orking

Is your school a m em ber of an established Network?

If so, does the Network have a coherent and system atic 

approach to capacity building?

Do you feel that as part of being a m em ber of your Network that 
best practice is shared and that the whole ‘system ’ is on an 
im provem ent trajectory?
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THE WORLD EXPERT IN YOUR SCHOOL…

YOU!
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You must be the change you wish

to see in the world …

Live as if you were to die tomorrow; 

learn as if you were to live forever.

51
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PRACTICE

RESEARCHPOLICY
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