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A Model of Excellence : A Digest of What Makes, and Keeps, Schools Authentically Great
Welcome to this initial part of our research project.

This developing project, based in Alder Grange School, Lancashire, and involving a range of
experienced and successful school leaders, is based on the knowledge that we know as much
as we ever will about what makes, and keeps, schools authentically great.
What has been missing is a “digest” of what these factors are, based on the most trusted
research and the experience over time of our most effective school leaders nationally and
internationally.
The wide scope of our work makes it very much a “work in progress”. It will not be complete
in its first format for some months, although elements will be added at regular intervals.
Thereafter, we envisage that revisions and updates will be made in the light of new
evidences and case studies you and other leaders offer.
It is not claimed to be a definitive statement. Ideally, all schools using this resource will do so
in the spirit in which it is intended; as a mirror into which to look honestly, to ask difficult
questions and be prepared to respond with integrity when the answers to those questions
are not to their liking.
It is intended:
- to lie beneath the SSAT’s Framework for Exceptional Education (F.E.E.) and Leading
Edge Partnership Programme (LEPP) study by Alex Galvin into how some strong
schools have remained strong;
- to provoke leaders at all levels to ask fundamental questions about their
effectiveness by offering essential “look-fors”;
- to provide a framework to help them answer these questions;
- to provide a starting point to address the issues they need to address and
- to indicate some strategies and tactics to aid this process.
We are learning a great deal from the process and hope you will benefit, too, from using and
contributing to it. We look forward to talking to you about any contributions to the content
you can bring.
Iain Hulland (ihulland@aldergrange.lancs.sch.uk.)

Preface
“We already know today what we need to know about creating great schools, and the
next step is to make it the norm across the system.” Roy Blatchford, former Director of the
National Education Trust and a much respected educationalist, argued this point in his May
2014 article “Excellence as Standard” (ASCL’s journal “Leader”). His article reflects many of
his earlier works and were at least partly based on John Catt’s “The Restless School” (April
2014). Alistair Smith, in his excellent study of “High Performers”, covers much the same
ground in greater depth. The inspirational Tim Brighouse and Ted Wragg similarly gave us
the clearest understanding of what constitutes educational excellence, also based on
decades of work. We have, therefore, a wealth of high quality national (and international)
research clearly encapsulating the essence of what makes schools authentically great.
These insights and analyses have informed and been further informed by the hard won
experience of our most effective schools in achieving and maintaining genuine, authentic
excellence.
Between them, these sources of evidence have allowed us to amass clear, coherent and
unchallengeable truths around the principal characteristics of truly great education; what it
looks like – and what it feels like – both to the “recipient” and the “deliverer”.
We are, as a profession, committed to help ensure that the highest standards possible are
achieved and maintained, for the benefit of every child and young person in our care. As
Leading Edge schools part of our raison d’être is to help ensure the highest standards are
achieved and maintained across the entire system.
What follows is a codified digest, derived from the best research and school-based
practice, summarizing the key characteristics, principles and actions that are deployed by
great schools. Any school CAN adopt these to be a genuinely great place for children to
learn and professionals to work. It is a touchstone against which we can all judge ourselves
and define what we need to protect and maintain - and what we need to develop.
It was created by practitioners for practitioners in the belief that we all want to provide
“excellence as standard” for their pupils, their teams and themselves. Its purpose is simply
to allow us all to be proactive rather than reactive, and to keep our eyes on the
fundamentals regardless of competing pressures that threaten to impede us.
It is intended:
- to lie beneath the SSAT’s Framework for Exceptional Education (F.E.E.) and Leading
Edge Partnership Programme (LEPP) study by Alex Galvin into how some strong
schools have remained strong;
- to provoke leaders at all levels to ask fundamental questions about their
effectiveness by offering essential “look-fors”;
- to provide a framework to help them answer these questions;

-

to provide a starting point to address the issues they need to address and
to indicate some strategies and tactics to aid this process.

It is not claimed to be a definitive statement. Ideally, all schools using this resource will do so
in the spirit in which it is intended; as a mirror into which to look honestly, to ask difficult
questions and be prepared to respond with integrity when the answers to those questions
are not to their liking.
Many schools say they do all these things, and may genuinely think they do, but it is those
who TEST whether they actually do so that succeed, especially where they choose to submit
their judgements and evidence to external verification by their peers.
The structure of this digest broadly echoes, but goes beyond that of the Framework for
Exceptional Education. The sequence of the sections also varies from that of the F.E.E.

Section 1 is about the Strategic Leadership of Learning
Section 2 covers Professional Disciplines
Section 3 deals with Professional Knowledge of the Classroom

We did so because this study is predominantly designed for school leaders (at every level)
and we judged it appropriate to begin with Leadership as the underpinning of all else. The
relationship between Sections 1 and 2 are clear and both lead to the critically important
section 3 which focuses on the day-to-day practices by which a school stands or falls.
We also recommend that users cross-reference to the Education Endowment Fund’s
research work.

SECTION 1: STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP OF LEARNING
a) Leadership Through Moral Purpose

Why It Matters:
Experience shows that where leaders effectively fulfil their core role of developing, periodically
reviewing and systematically translating into reality the moral purpose and vision underpinning their
work, their schools have clear direction, clear priorities, enjoy unified purpose, maintain a strong
sense of their own professionalism, thrive as educational communities, achieve greater outcomes
and maintain their success for longer, even when working against challenging circumstances.

1. Clear Educational Philosophy and Moral Purpose

The principal characteristics of the strongest examples include:
-

a commitment to the successful development of the “whole child”, including their
intellectual/academic, physical, emotional, social, moral, cultural, spiritual and creative
dimensions (this is not an exhaustive list);

-

a clear grasp of what education in the 21st Century should offer in terms of
o understanding key features such as globalization,
o understanding key requirements of active citizenship,
o developing key qualities such as adaptability, resilience, leadership,
independence, team-working, enterprise, initiative and others;

-

a clear commitment to inclusivity and a determination to use every means available to
identify the obstacles to children’s progress and to remove or ameliorate them to the
greatest possible extent to prevent any child being “left behind”;

-

an initial formulation and periodic review involving all members of staff and
representatives of the pupil membership, parents and carers and, of course, the
Governing Body. This may be stimulated by the use of a resource such as a version of
“Shift Happens” or the RSA ANIMATE film of Sir Ken Robinson’s “Changing Education
Paradigms” (or both) followed by an examination of the implications and consideration
of “what are we going to DO about it?” These activities can be valuable
o one to two years after a new Headteacher has been installed and
o repeated for every “generation” of pupils going through the school ( every 4-5
years) or
o as part of a radical change process in the school.
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2. Values and Aims – and how they are formed
The most meaningful Values and Aims “Statements” are:
-

a statement based on the school’s moral purpose which includes
o
o
o

a brief reference to the “currency” and process of the Statement’s creation
the specific values, aims and ambitions for pupils, staff and community;
the “required outcomes” of its work, especially regarding Teaching and Learning.

-

the starting point of every action undertaken by the school:
o in great schools, if it doesn’t relate directly to these core Values and Aims (and
therefore moral purpose) it doesn’t happen, and
o everything that can be done to translate each of these values into reality is the
focus of serious work.

-

thereby, the basis of the design of the means of achieving these outcomes;

-

the means that define the professionalism required in the school;

-

the arbiter of what is actually important and

-

the yardstick against which to measure the school’s true and total impact and
effectiveness.
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3. A Vision of Teaching and Learning

The Curriculum, that is to say, the totality of experiences provided by a school, is the clearest
manifestation of what that school judges to be important. Research suggests there is value in
considering the Curriculum in three dimensions.
The “Formal” Curriculum, includes the subjects offered and the skills, knowledge and understanding
developed in each. This is, of course the most overt expression of the school’s thinking.
The “Informal” Curriculum is often taken to refer to the ways in which the school seeks to develop
pupils’ attitudes and behaviours. This can involve assemblies, extra-curricular activities, lunchtime
arrangements etc.
The “Soft” Curriculum” is a phrase that researchers and professionals have evolved to define the
ways in which adults’ behaviours influence the learning of the “whole child”. This includes many
aspects that define the school’s “ethos” (please see below) but in this context it focuses on how the
Formal Curriculum, especially, is presented. Among these (not an exhaustive list) are:
-

the approach to lesson planning and the extent to which work is designed to be
interesting, stimulating and challenging;

-

the level of expectation teachers have of pupils (such as whether “or kinds CAN do this”
prevails over “our kids can’t do this”);

-

the flexibility of teachers to “go with” an incidental, unexpected opportunity to spark
inspirational learning as opposed to doggedly following a lesson plan;

-

the extent to which teachers are seen by pupils to be taking managed risks to inspire
them;

-

the use of language to reinforce the deeper understanding of important concepts;

-

making overt links between classroom work and other subjects – and between both and
the “real world”;

-

the tone of voice used by teachers, and the extent to which they focus on building
trusting relationships with pupils.

It is invaluable, therefore, for a clear and settled Vision of Teaching and Learning encapsulating every
aspect of the school’s work is specified precisely, and transmitted firmly and clearly through some of
the means outlined below.
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4.

Transmitting Purposes, Values and Aims to Stakeholders (see also Ethos)

Ultimately, the Formal, Informal and Soft Curricula only “work” if founded firmly upon the Moral
Purpose, Values and Aims of the school. In turn, they only become translated into everyday reality if
every member of staff presents these values, aims and moral purpose in their persons and
behaviours, every day, in all they do.
The most effective practices embedded by the most effective schools include (again, not
exhaustively):
-

ensuring that every school “Policy and Procedures” arrangement refers specifically to
the relevant elements of these core principles. They may include a
o “Rationale” as to why this policy and its procedures are important;
o the elements of the school’s “philosophy” involved;
o the Required Outcomes of the policy and procedures;
o the procedures (and responsible personnel) to ensure its delivery;
o its evaluation and review arrangements;
o the expectations laid upon every member of staff to implement the policy and
procedures to maximum effect;

-

placing this core documentation prominently on the school web site;

-

including a digest on every school “publication” (such as Induction Booklets for New
Pupils, Transition Booklets, etc.;

-

referring to the documentation in all staff Post and Person Specifications;

-

making it an inherent element in recruitment material;

-

asking specific questions related to these core beliefs in all staff selection interviews
(internal and external);

-

devising a logo/”slogan” /symbol or other pneumonic that encapsulates these and
display them on every document, letterhead etc.,

-

similarly, devise attractive, engaging “child friendly” representations for display in every
room, corridor etc.,

-

build these values into every part of every day:
o
o
o
o

-

messages in staff briefing;
themes in assemblies and form time;
content in parent newsletters etc.;
messages to parents in public school events (induction evenings, transition
evenings, parents’ evenings etc.);

building the active commitment to these ideals in Performance Management/Appraisal
arrangements;

- CPD for all staff in promoting these values I academic and pastoral fields, regarding
“This is what we do here and why we do it” and “We don’t do that here, and this is why!”
and responding with appropriate vigour when not-compliance is met!
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5. Required Outcomes, Vision, and Strategic Planning
Developing a framework for translating these ideals into practice has been found to have been
effectively facilitated by devoting time to sharpening the “Vision” for the school through drafting
an image of required outcomes.
This involves generating a detailed, comprehensive description of what each of the “ideal”
outcomes identified by the school look like when they are achieved. Obviously this takes a little
time and not all aspects can be done at once but the creation of such an “ideal” provides a basis
for fruitful debate, a clarification of the issues and the basis of sound planning.
After this starting point the next stage is to “work back” from the ideal to chart the actions that
need to be taken, and their sensible sequencing and realistic timing to secure their successful
fulfilment. This is often found to include
- drafting and agreeing an order of priorities
- drafting and agreeing a time-scale for development, implementation and initial
evaluations of impact.
When done most effectively this provides both a picture of what you want “your” school to look like
but also a map of how you intend to get there and an indication of where you will be at each stage of
the journey.
Long Term Strategic Planning , for many users of this approach, offers a description of exactly what
the school will “look like” in , say, 5 years and outline the lines of development and approximate
completion dates to deliver it.
The Medium Term Strategic Plan often covers a 2-4 year span.
The Short Term Strategic Plan is likely to cover the next 1-2 year(s) and be in greater detail.
The careful selection of priorities for the short, medium and longer terms is, in the most successful
schools, taken very seriously.
Users of this approach also found it helped to:
- maintain focus on the priorities;
- reinforcing the transmission of the Values and Aims etc.;
- judge what is important as opposed to merely urgent;
- balance the resource given to competing priorities;
- facilitate combining or effective co-scheduling of key actions;
- clarifying the status quo at any given time to stakeholders and regulators, including
Ofsted.
Use of Radar! We have to see the “whole board”. New threats, challenges and opportunities often
appear with little warning and even less resource attached. Successful schools have leadership, at all
levels, which constantly watch the horizon, “read the future” and amend strategic plans with agility,
while remaining true to their core values.
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6. Approaches to Innovation and Prototyping
Innovation is essential to any dynamic community’s capacity to meet new demands and achieve
ambitious goals for our pupils and schools. (It has been argued that if we didn’t keep reinventing the
wheel they would still be of stone or wood).
However, the evidence, and hard experience, shows that ill-prepared innovation risks “losing”
extremely good practices and serious disturbance/disruption across the organization without
replacing it with something proven to be far better.
Experienced designers teach us that “Prototyping takes the risk out of innovation” especially when
dealing with expensive or radical change.
Therefore, it is increasingly evident in schools that are securing authentic greatness are achieving a
balanced approach by “Prototyping” proposed strategies in a “test-bed” department, pastoral team
or other carefully selected “locus”.
The most effective practice is exactly the same as that outlined re Change Management below, but:
- on a small scale;
- with a carefully selected and prepared cohort of colleagues;
- under conditions that replicate as far as possible those across the rest of the school.
The progress, costs (human and material) and outcomes, positive and negative, of the prototype are
tested and analysed. Re-prototyping can be used to refine judgements re next steps.
The results are shared and used as the basis for wider change or used to make the decision to scrap
the proposed change and return “to the drawing board”. There is no dishonour in that.
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7. Effective Change Management; understanding, planning, practice and evaluation
As noted above, even in prototyping, researchers and practitioners understand that effecting and
securing change is a complex, risk-filled and often unpredictable business and is, perhaps, the
greatest leadership challenge of all.
The evidence shows that this is likely to be undertaken successfully when:
-

The required outcomes of the change are clearly identified;

-

The possible unintended consequences and “losses” of the change are identified

-

The well-researched theory of Change Management has been considered and used
as a planning tool to ensure all involved understand and prepare for the reactions to
change likely to be encountered;

-

the work of Kotter, Boyatzis, Goleman and others is used to plan and prepare
colleagues for the change;

-

the context and purposes of the change are thoroughly discussed and understood by
all stakeholders;

-

the time-scale is made, as far as possible, appropriate, for the short, medium and
longer terms;

-

at appropriate points, the impact and costs associated with the change are analysed;

-

hard-edged, clear-eyed decisions are made regarding next steps, whether to
continue or stop or reverse the change, or to manage it very differently.
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8. Designing and Implementing the ideal Ethos and Emotional Environment

a) Defining an Ethos.:

For these purposes, “ethos” refers to the feeling that exudes from a school into its pupils, staff and
wider community; how the school makes them feel and how they feel about, and behave towards,
themselves and each other. Arguably this is the most significant vehicle through which the school’s
fundamental values are most effectively delivered and through which the school community is
inspired.
The relationship between a school’s observed ethos and its adjudged effectiveness is proven beyond
doubt. Where a school is strong, its ethos is positive and vice versa. “Measuring” a school’s ethos in
any meaningful way can be challenging and potentially subjective but identifying and analysing the
characteristics of an effective ethos is perfectly possible.
Authentically strong schools have found that an intended ethos can be envisioned, “designed” and
worked on as an ideal.
Ultimately, Ethos derives from the school’s leadership. The Head and senior staff “make the
weather”. The most successful schools share a general ethos characterized by the implementation of
the points noted above plus critically important “human factors”. These include:















a personal integrity and overt moral purpose;
the extent to which, in their persons and behaviours, they represent the highest values of
their school;
based on a sense that “if it isn’t good enough for my own children it isn’t good enough for
our pupils”;
how this is reflected in their appearance, manner towards others, attitudes and language;
personal commitment and engagement with all aspects of the school’s life and work;
positivity;
relentless optimism;
being quick to recognize and congratulate progress and success while
never being complacent of quite satisfied and
never condoning mediocrity;
an understanding of what “excellence” looks like and how to judge it;
always remembering that people matter:
o working for respectful trusting relationships as the norm;
o valuing staff and their personal and professional development:
o pointedly seeking out and celebrating in-school and out-of-school successes and
achievements of all members of the school community, individually and collectively;
o not gearing systems towards criticism, sanctions and punishment but an emphasis on
learning from mistakes and celebrating success – even “marginal gains”;
o leaders go out of their way to understand the obstacles faced by pupils and staff and
do what is possible to ameliorate these;
o always looking to take the community onto the next achievement;
putting people before policies to win loyalty and commitment over mere compliance.
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Essential, too, is that leaders devise an effective ethos by basing it upon the school’s core moral
purpose, values and ambitions.

b) Developing and Enriching the Ethos
This is often achieved through the unexciting but essential design, steadfast maintenance and
monitoring of school systems. As noted above, schools do this via:
 the Headteacher demonstrating a personal and active commitment to the welfare of pupils
and their families;
 all senior leaders making a real effort to know all their pupils by name and nature;
 staff placing an emphasis on developing positive personal relationships with pupils;
 all staff having a positive view of pupils’ potential and making every effort to help them fulfil
it – a “can do” attitude;
 a high priority is placed by all leaders upon the care of staff and pupils.
 placing the required ethos in all the school’s policies, procedures and behaviours;
 reflecting the ethos appropriately in all Schemes of Work
 recruitment, selection and induction of staff;
 admission, induction and transition arrangements for pupils and students;
 staff Briefings, Staff Meetings, Staff and Department Handbooks and other publications, web
pages, social media releases and elsewhere;
 An Annual Systems Calendar of often used to ensure such activities are planned for and
delivered in good time and effectively;
 all members of the Senior and Middle Leadership Teams are responsible for contributing to,
actively implementing and evaluating the appropriateness of the prevailing ethos and any
remedies that might be required;
 Understanding the school community/constituency and having an accurate, incisive analysis
of its socio-economic, ethnic and religious composition and placing it in the local, national
and international context. This is best used to understand any challenging realities and
design responses that support cohesion and harmony.
 Being specific with pupils/students about the meaning of “the whole child” – the dimensions
of their own development – can be used to alert them to the demands of 21st Century
adulthood and citizenship, thereby opening their awareness of the skills, knowledge and,
above all, personal qualities, social, moral and cultural dimensions that will serve them well;
 Pupil Voice and Parental Partnership are developed to great effect, generating awareness of
issues, priorities and perspectives that school-based professionals may miss;
 opportunities are constantly sought to enhance pupils’ leadership capacities and
experiences;
 opportunities are also ceaselessly sought to facilitate volunteering, sport, adventure
training, supporting environmental sustainability etc. fulfilling the promise to support the
growth of the “whole child” ;
 the development, training and resourcing of student bodies (e.g. School Council, Interview
Panels etc.) making them integral to the work of the school;
 involving pupil groups in self-evaluation and school development work, the Governing Body
and routine, meaningful meetings with the SLT;
 Systematic, system-diary-scheduled work to ensure parents/carers are:
o aware of the work, objectives and demands of their child in each Key Stage and Year;
o are made aware of what they can do to support their child;
o given up-to-date, accurate and comprehensive reports of their child’s progress and
next steps in writing and at Parents’ Evenings (Please see relevant sections for more
detail)
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External quality standards are used effectively to take a fresh look at existing systems and
behaviours (e.g. The UNESCO Rights Respecting Schools Award and the Leading Parent
Partnership Award) accepting that the process may be worth more than the “award”.

c) Evaluating the Ethos
Experience shows it also pays to evaluate it whenever possible. One successful methodology is to ask
visitors what the feel, see and hear in school.
Outcomes often required by the most authentically great schools generally include:
For Pupils/Students:
 they are known as individuals and feel valued, warts and all;
 staff investment in, and guidance of pupils’ development “as a whole child” is of high
quality, known and appreciated;
 their learning environment is stimulating, comfortable and cared for:
o clean, tidy, well maintained,
o welcoming and well-signposted,
o arranged as appropriate to the activity in hand,
o displays produced to:
 stimulate learning as teaching resources
 celebrate good work and progress across the ability range
 reflect the full range of pupils’ learning experiences


Ultimately, pupils are genuinely proud of their school:
o they understand and “buy into” the ethos
o they feel safe, physically and emotionally
o they are confident in the school’s effectiveness in keeping them secure
o they enjoy fundamentally respectful relationships with each other and staff
o they mix harmoniously
o they exercise leadership and responsibility in maintaining it’s values and appearance
o they have positive attitudes to learning and achievement
o have high levels of attendance and punctuality
o are self-disciplined and motivated
o they do not tolerate poor behaviour by others – they see it is “stealing their time”

For Parents and Carers:
 they feel fully informed and genuine partners with a school investing in them and their child
For Staff:
 morale is very high
 belief in the school’s purpose and capabilities to succeed runs throughout
 they feel challenged to grow and succeed, but supported and encouraged
 the Headteacher demonstrating a personal and active commitment to the welfare of pupils
and their families;
 all senior leaders making a real effort to know all their pupils by name and nature;
 staff placing an emphasis on developing positive personal relationships with pupils;
 all staff having a positive view of pupils’ potential and making every effort to help them fulfil
it – a “can do” attitude;
 a high priority is placed by all leaders upon the care of staff and pupils.
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Underpinning It All : Essential Leadership Behaviours
Researchers and practitioners in the most successful schools consistently identify the same
mixture of core leadership behaviours which are to be seen at every level in the school. Some are
referred to elsewhere and many are referenced several times. These include being:
-

relentless in implementing core values, aims and ambitions for their pupils and
colleagues;

-

determined to refuse engagement with initiatives/demands/pressures that do not
serve the school’s core values and which divert energy from achieving them;

-

consistent and coherent in what the school does and how it does it;

-

dogged in maintaining the routine, unexciting “bread and butter” systems and
practices that the school depends upon to function effectively;

-

scrupulously watchful of the balance between the excitement ad stimulation that
innovation can bring with the maintenance of existing gains; that is to say being aware
of how systems can be improved without inadvertently losing the benefits of the
former system;

-

reflective practitioners who do not rush to judgement; rather they explore issues,
examine and weigh the evidence before planning actions, defining success criteria and
fully committing to the response;

-

keen to test their judgement against the evidence and the different perceptions of
colleagues.
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