Restructuring Around Learning

By Geoff Barton and Mike Foley,

Deputies, Thurston Community College, Suffolk

We begin with a morality tale.

The Whitehall Study (1996) followed over 30,000 civil servants for 30 years to study patterns of health and premature death. The civil service was chosen because it was such a hierarchical structure and would enable researchers to see what effect rank could have on your chances of survival into old age. Who would be most likely to die prematurely - the Sir Humphrey-style mandarin at the top of the civil service tree or the lowly doorman with little stress or responsibility. 

The answer, of course, was the doorman. The researchers found that the key factors influencing your physical and mental health is neither your genes nor your behaviour - whether you smoke or drink, take exercise or eat fatty foods. These factors together account for less than four out of ten premature deaths. What really ensures good health is the efficiency of our fight or flight response, the way our hormones rise and fall in response to perceived physical threat. The results of the Whitehall Study show that what determines this is the amount of control you have over your everyday life. 

So this explains the increased survival rate of senior civil servants - four times more likely to reach normal age expectancy compared to a clerk on the lowest rung. The senior civil servant may have to carry the burden of responsibility and experience the stress of life at the top, but she does at least have control. Men who have low job control face a 50% higher risk of new illness: heart attacks, stroke, diabetes or merely ordinary infection. 

What value is this study to the way that we run schools? 

Our work at Thurston Community College over the past three years has focused on ways of stripping away hierarchical structures and reaffirming the skills and talents of students and teachers at all levels.

There is always something rhetorical about this kind of statement, and we shy away from grand claims of empowerment and liberation. Our starting-point is more humble: schools are often large organisations in which the individual – child or adult – can feel lost or uninvolved or insignificant. 

We were motivated by a view that rigidly hierarchical structures are based on a nineteenth century view of industrial control, something our early strategic work with Professor John West-Burnham had been useful in highlighting. All too often, as others have pointed out, schools are managed within a structure more appropriate for a cotton mill or prison, a kind of ‘control the workers’ set-up.

We believe that teachers are highly skilled (if often under-confident) professionals who would work better with greater autonomy, more personal control of their situation, and fewer management layers. Our experience of many new colleagues entering the profession is the extent of their idealism and passion for the enterprise of teaching. And then what happens? In too many cases the structures and expectations of a school environment stifle such optimism.

The question was whether we could make a school setting – almost by definition an environment of control and authority – more genuinely rewarding as a learning environment for teacher and student. This paper describes the starting-point of that transformation process: a restructuring which is just beginning.

The two thrusts of our work are about students and teachers: how can we bring the individual learning needs of the student to the fore, and how can we give autonomy and accountability to small, tight-knit teaching teams?

Focus one: student learning

It has become a platitude to ask teachers to compare two images of teaching, one from the early twenty-first century, the other from the early twentieth century. What differences are there – the clothing, the fashion for moustaches, the electric sockets in the wall? Many other apparent essentials – from groups of children in serried ranks, to teacher in authoritarian pose, to blackboard – will have stayed the same in many establishments. And whilst there is much to be said for the didactic model of teacher/pupil, none of our reading convinces us that learning always has to take place in a context of one adult to thirty students in a room with desks. In other words, we have been seeking ways of individualising the teaching and learning process, and to create a particular emphasis on learning about learning.

Thurston is a large school with somewhere around 1300 students. The disparate rural catchment area – some 210 miles – means that most students arrive and leave by bus. This makes any ideals about extending the school day to incorporate breakfast learning and twilight sessions difficult and expensive.

Originally organised into three Houses, led by the Heads of House, this was a fairly monolithic structure. Being part of a House still left many students feeling like a small fish in a large pond. Our aim was to modernise the student experience, but not through some neat paper restructuring that would look elegant and reassuring but alter little in the day-to-day dynamic of teaching and learning. 

We wanted to effect change that would fundamentally alter what it is like to be a student at a large institution. Creating smaller teams was central to this. We broke the three Houses into six, gave them new names, created student committees to help develop an ethos.

But that’s not really so far removed from the public school tradition, from the world of Harry Potter. The real challenge is to reinvent school using the most positive aspects of our modern, consumer-orientated age. And this is where many teachers start to become twitchy.

The culture of schools and ‘the world out there’ have often seemed in opposition, often impressively so. At their best, schools can feel (for adult and child) like a sanctuary from a brutal, unforgiving world beyond the perimeter fence. But they can also feel unreal, artificial environments, unlikely genuinely to prepare some students for the next phase of their lives.

Our knee-jerk reaction as teachers, from within the cosy confines of the public sector, is that the consumer society, the world of survivalist market forces, must automatically be bad. It leaves the weak vulnerable; it exercises no moral judgement; it embodies bad taste.

But this is such an unhrelpfully simplistic view. Consumerism has created an astonishing world of personal choice. From supermarket diversity to digital services, we can customise our world to suit our tastes, interests and lifestyle. And this is the brave new world our students inhabit. It is a place full of the promise that being an individual – “be yourself” – is the all-important totem. And yet the forces of marketing exhort us all the time to change who we are, to reinvent ourselves.

This astringent consumerism is seductively compelling to our students, and if schools fail to respond in some degree, then we believe that an increasing number of students – now able to access individualised learning programmes through computer technology – will regard school as redundant or irrelevant.

Most teachers, of course, will take a more critical stance, dismissive of the shallowness of a media culture, and concerned that an emphasis on individual rights appears to have little place for personal responsibility, concerned also at the moral vacuum that a world of ‘me, me, me’ creates. We would argue that the school’s role is educating students about – but not against - the values of a consumer world. 

Our challenge, in other words, is to create ways for schools – traditionally concerned with the social control of large numbers – to revitalise the importance of the individual and her learning needs. The aim is to trust students to know best how and when they learn, to grant them more autonomous control of their own learning. Howard Gardner’s ground-breaking work on multiple intelligences, Alistair Smith’s models of accelerated learning – these remind us that the single model of the student-in-class is no longer holding true.

Our aim now is to build a customer-focused concept of education in which the student more actively shapes her own learning programme. Our PSHE programme in the student’s first term now teaches about brain theory and how to apply that to learning. Students learn about multiple intelligences and mind-mapping. 

Sixth form students join main school tutor groups to help them review progress and get them involved in school life. Each student is expected to take on a whole-school role. Year 11 students can opt for lunchtime workshops, 1:1 revision coaching with another students. The school intranet provides study and support materials. Our PTA has been refocused to run sessions showing parents how they can best support their child’s learning.

We also concur which much of the thrust of recent work on literacy. This is predicated on the notion that implicit language skills – the ability to listen, read, speak and write – often need to be made more explicit if students are more effectively to employ them. So: ask a child to write the opening of a thriller and you’ll get a range of responses. Those from bookish backgrounds are more likely to use an appropriate range of stylistic effects. The others may or may not. Spend time drawing out the essential ingredients of thrillers – the attention to mood, the way structure can build suspense, the role of dialogue in building character – and you start to see more informed and successful writing.

In the same way, many of our students speak inappropriately to adults not through intention but through a lack of appropriate frameworks and models. They are not familiar with the modes by which a student might, for example, make a complain or ask for clarification. Resorting to gut instinct can lead to accusations of rudeness or insolence. Some of our students therefore need more explicit work on social skills, on how to hold conversations with adults.

We now aim to be much more explicit in our expectations of students – not just in terms of behaviour, but in providing models of success. From their arrival in school, students are given a map of essential ingredients – the skills and qualities we have identified as characteristics of our most successful students. Referred to in assemblies, PSHE, tutor time and on posters around school, this list of ‘student essentials’ provides students with a template for success – a tangible guide to how to do better at school.

There is nothing significantly radical about this – but the reassurance and clarity it brings to students appears to be appreciated:

Learning

A successful student is one who can demonstrate that they know how to learn, knows the sort of learner they are and how to work in a variety of ways.  To be able to do this you will need the following skills and qualities:

· Have high expectations of the quality of work you will produce

· Be motivated

· Use Target Setting to improve the quality of the work you produce

· Be able to meet deadlines

· Be able to carry out independent research

· Evaluate strengths and weaknesses to improve your learning in future

· Concentration

· Developing areas of special interest

Personal Qualities

To be able to create a community that works and learns together you will need the following qualities both in your time at Thurston and in the workplace.

· Courteous

· Trustworthy and reliable

· Commitment

1. Adaptability -ability to cope with change

· Having a broad range of interests eg sport/social life/academic/cultural aspects – books, music, films, art etc.

· Making informed decisions

· Plan and organise own workload

· Valuing your own and other people’s individuality

Knowledge

There are certain areas that you will need to have some knowledge of if you are going to be able to make important life decisions for yourselves.  These are:

· Nutrition and healthy eating

· Diseases and preventative medicine

· Importance of exercise

· Facts about drugs

· Contraception and Sexually Transmitted Diseases

· Mental Health

· Personal Finances

· Criminal Justice System

· Political Awareness

· Awareness of opportunities and careers

· First Aid

Citizenship

Citizenship is the way in which society works together to achieve certain common goals.  These help our world to run efficiently and encourage people to be able to live and work together showing mutual respect.  You will be able to show that you are a good citizen by being:

· Participation in school life eg house committees, sports teams, orchestras, debating society etc

· Contributing to school life eg helping out in departments, charity committees, school council, contributing to assemblies etc

· Involved in local community eg helping the elderly, play groups, primary schools, local charities, youth clubs etc.

· Ability to discuss issues in the news

· Ability to express political views

· Ability to demonstrate some understanding of local politics

Coupled with all of this we see the need for a vibrant programme of assemblies and tutorial work which reinforces core values all the time – an emphasis on responsibility, courtesy and learning. 

The tutorial programme for our sixth formers is driven by the six keys skills, with an especial emphasis on the so-called ‘soft’ key skills of problem-solving, working with others, and managing your own learning.

These provide the framework for students to take control of their learning, identify the essential skills they need to develop, and provide the basis for an informed discussion with their tutor or – in increasing cases – learning mentor. 

From September, these key skills will also drive our PSHE programme, providing a core of skills and experiences to help students make connections between fragmented school experiences and become more involved in controlling their own learning.

This has been the process by which we have begun to refocus the school on principles of learning. And at the same time, more challengingly, we knew that we had to change the staffing structures within which the learning is managed. Hence our second area of focus.

Focus two: teachers teaching

Most schools remain hierarchical structures with layers of management. The proliferation of legislation in the 1980’s and 1990’s led to enlarged senior management teams and a host of management allowances being awarded for implementation of new initiatives - often divorced from the core business of improving learning. Thurston Community College in Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk differed little from other schools in this respect. It had a large senior team, Headteacher, three Deputies, Business Manager and up to four senior teachers. The size of the team might be justified in terms of its size - 1300 students - but the question we had to answer was whether it was the most effective way of taking the school forward into the 21st Century. 

Interestingly, Thurston had missed out on the trend towards faculties which dominated most staffing change in the 1980’s. Consequently the middle management layer consisted of an array of heads of department, mainly being paid on an historical pay spine. 

Meetings at this level often topped 30 or 40 colleagues with little hope of doing real work or arriving at a decision. They tended to follow a similar pattern - senior team makes a proposal; proposal is presented to 36 middle managers; discussion follows often leading to dissent; initiative falls to the wayside or gets implemented with middle managers complaining that consultative management style is a sham. 

In a survey of staff carried out in conjunction with Eastern Electricity in 1997 staff clearly stated their perception that they were not consulted and were not part of the decision making process. They believed that they had little or no control over what happened to them in their daily work leading to low morale and lack of motivation. 

The view from the bridge was somewhat different. There was a lack of trust in middle managers; an unwillingness to place responsibility and decision-making lower down in the hierarchy in case it went wrong. This in turn led to greater dependency on the part of classroom teachers and middle managers who referred minor and even trivial matters on to members of the senior team. Not surprisingly, it resulted in frustration all round and the grinding prospect of one relatively small wheel trying to turn a much larger one with maximum resistance. 

The task was to introduce a new structure that would move us away from this deeply embedded culture. Our aims were:

· to give curriculum areas control over their own work in order to raise motivation and release the creativity that undoubtedly exists amongst a talented staff; 

· to strip away the layers of management that had built up over the years so that there was a clear line of responsibility; 

· to make the head of curriculum areas - who we have called team leaders - directly responsible for the quality of learning and the performance of staff; to reduce the leadership group to four and ensure that they are primarily concerned with strategic planning and implementation; 

· to build a new management team responsible for ‘cranking’ the school up every morning and guaranteeing that it runs efficiently; to give wide ranging powers to middle managers and devolve as much money as possible to team leaders to spend on improving learning. 

We also wished to blur the unhelpful distinctions that have dogged many schools – the division between teachers and ‘ non-teachers’ (what a phrase that is!). Once you place the learning process firmly at the heart of the education process, the old dichotomy falls away. Our network manager is involved in the education process as much as our new science teacher.

The new staffing structure looks like this, a strongly non-hierarchical model which places the teaching teams at the core:

The new structurE from September 2001
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Notes on the model:

This represents a shift away from a heavily hierarchical model. It emphasises flexibility and shared goals, and a blurring of the distinction between teaching and support staff. Teaching and learning is firmly at its heart as the core purpose of everyone working at Thurston Community College.

Leadership group:
This is the core team who, working with Governors, drive school strategy. It will comprise: Head, 2 deputies, Business Manager.  Linked to the annual planning process, other colleagues may be invited to join the leadership group to help take the lead on particular initiatives.

Teaching Team Leaders:
This is the significant role for whole-school curriculum planning, maintaining and developing the ethos of the school, raising the quality of teaching and learning, and developing staff skills. This team, with the Curriculum and Assessment Managers, will form the new Curriculum Committee.

Heads of House:
This is the key role for monitoring student performance across subjects, for ensuring an ethos of high achievement, and for developing students’ skills beyond the academic

Management team: 
This team has responsibility for the day-to-day management of the school – Administration Manager, Business Manager, et al.

Learning support team: This is the group whose focus on learning embraces such essential skills as literacy, numeracy, information retrieval, and individual support. It includes special needs, inclusion, mentoring, librarian and learning support assistants. The team is a combination of teaching and support staff, part of our aim in future to blur such distinctions.

At the heart of the new structure are the team leaders. The post of Head of Faculty, which many schools introduced in the 1980s, was curriculum-led. Most Heads of Science, Humanities, Performing Arts were appointed to introduce combined courses. It was an attempt to patch up the fragmentation of the curriculum, but had little to do with performance or quality of learning. 

The new Teaching Team Leader post at Thurston is not designed to do this, although the hope is that it will lead to greater co-operation and consistency across the curriculum. The role of the team leader in this model is quite different 

We wish to develop a group of middle managers who take full responsibility for the quality of learning in their teams. They will need to have a detailed knowledge of the strengths and weaknesses in their area which has come about from regular conversation, observation, and systematic evaluation of data. 

We will expect team leaders to know how the team has performed: 

· across all grades 

· amongst the highest and lowest achievers 

· with different student groups (boys/girls/FSM/different levels of prior achievement etc) 

· across different elements of the assessment (coursework/exam/different attainment targets) 

· within different teaching groups 

· actual against predicted grades

We will expect them to know how they compare: 

· with the national average 

· with national benchmark figures 

· with LEA averages 

· with local comparator departments 

· with trends over time 

· with other subjects within the school

Finally, we will expect team leaders to monitor the progress of individual students to ensure that they make expected progress. 

Once key areas for improvement have been identified, team leaders will be empowered to draw up their own plans for improvement in line with the budgets that have been given to them. Budgets will exist for consultancy and advice, training, supply (to enable team teaching and observation to take place) as well as the traditional ‘pot’ for capitation. In due course, budgets will also exist for staffing and for furniture and fabric. 

Accountability will be focused on the outcomes - both quantitative and qualitative. The Deputy Head responsible for line-managing the seven team leaders will ensure that targets are consistent with the whole-school improvement plan and, through regular one-to-one meetings, that they are progressing according to plan. 

How might it work in practice? 

Take the example of the Geography Department that finds that less-able boys are under-achieving at GCSE. The Humanities Team agrees that this is a major priority. Students say that the assignments are poorly presented and the fieldwork carried out in the local village fails to motivate them. Above all, they receive little support because it is departmental policy is for coursework to be done at home. Poor coursework results quickly convince them that it is not worth making much effort with other parts of the course. 

The Team Leader decides to offer an allowance to a member of staff to lead the project for improvement. Money is set aside to attend exam meetings and some of the supply budget will be used for observation and team teaching. 

The Team Leader will call the Headteacher of a neighbouring school which is achieving particularly good Geography results at GCSE. She will invite the Head of Geography from that school to lead some INSET at a departmental meeting. She is willing to pay preparation fees, travel fees and the cost of cover. 

Targets have been approved by the Deputy Head: 98% of all boys will complete the Geography GCSE course through to final examination; average coursework marks for less able boys will reach at least 50%, and all coursework assignments will be completed. The findings from the Geography project will be shared with other Team Leaders since boys under-achievement is a whole school issue. 

At the same time the team have decided to spend their furniture budget on murals and display boards in the Humanities block. The displays will contain student work that has been specially annotated to provide exemplars of good work. The furniture budget is particularly healthy because everyone is taking more responsibility for the fabric of the building. 

Within this new framework, much is expected of the Team Leaders. Initially, they will teach for 2/3 of the week. They will have their own administrative support to enable them to concentrate on pedagogy and improvement. This support will be deployed as they see fit - for stock, exam entries, organisation of orals or the French Exchange or possibly contact with parents and employers. 

The investment in Team Leaders over the next three years will be immense. They will need to be highly trained in self-evaluation, action planning, project management, budget control, personnel management and the latest research on learning. We are determined to invest in personal coaching so that each Team Leader is able to reach the high standards that we expect. 

The outcomes for the school will be improved communication, swift decision-making, true empowerment, and a culture of continuous improvement in learning. 

This process is not fundamentally about structures and diagrams. It is about ethos. Our aim is to change expectations of what it is like to be a student and to be a teacher, and to challenge many of the old assumptions about ways of working. But working practices are difficult to shift without new models, and for this reason our revitalisation of the pastoral system – rooted in showing students how to be successful learners – and our reconceptualising of teaching teams are about shifting attitudes and improving motivation. Changing structures, in other words, is a an important route to changing ethos.

We always said that learning was at the heart of what we do. Now symbolically and in practice it has to be. On this we will be judged. 
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