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The purpose of the book

Everyone Succeeds begins with the belief that great leadership is not about personality or
position. It is about behaviours that can be seen, learned, and improved. Every school is
different, yet the leaders who have the greatest impact tend to act in consistent ways. When
these behaviours are named and shared, they become tools that any leader can use.

The book forms part of the wider Everyone Succeeds Framework. Together with the diagnostic
tools, workbook, and online resources, it provides leaders with a clear path to understand
their strengths, identify next steps, and build habits that make a difference. You can use the
book on its own or as part of this wider cycle of leadership development.

School leadership is a complex and powerful force that influences student outcomes, staff
morale, and a school’s overall success. While the most effective leaders drive change, sustain
high expectations, and build thriving cultures, what sets them apart has often been difficult to
define.

Professors Hallinger and Heck (1996) described this uncertainty as a “black box” problem. They
recognised that leadership clearly matters, yet the specific behaviours that drive success are
often hidden from view. Everyone Succeeds aims to clarify that picture.

Although there is extensive research on leadership, much of it describes broad principles
rather than the specific, repeatable actions that leaders can take to improve their practice. To
move from theory to action, leaders need clarity about what effective leadership looks like in
daily behaviour.

This is where codification becomes essential. Jen Barker and Tom Rees (2021) define
codification as “the action or process of arranging knowledge in a systematic form or code,”
and it has already transformed other areas of education. Doug Lemov’s Teach Like a Champion
series (2010, 2015, 2021) showed how identifying and codifying the techniques used by
exceptional teachers could raise classroom practice across schools. Lemov reflected, “l wasn’t
trying to invent something new so much as codify what effective people do” (2019).

While teaching techniques have been studied and codified in this way, school leadership has
lacked a similar level of clarity. This gap was highlighted by Evidence Based Education when
Professors Rob Coe and Stuart Kime observed that the literature provides very few “specific,
well-defined behaviours or actions school leaders could take,” nor evidence that leaders “can



deliberately choose or learn to do these things if they weren’t already” (2022). Their
assessment underlines the need for a clearer map of what effective leaders actually do.

This book aims to provide that map. It is based on a simple premise. Leadership is what you
do. By closely observing exceptional leaders in a wide range of schools, this book identifies the
specific behaviours that make the greatest difference. These behaviours can be learned,
practised, and strengthened over time. The framework brings these behaviours together in a
structured and practical way to help every leader develop their practice, build stronger teams,
and create schools where students and staff can thrive.

This approach is supported by a substantial body of educational research that links effective
leadership with improved student outcomes. While this introduction explains how the
framework was created and how to use it, the final section of the book, "How School
Leadership Affects Student Outcomes," explores the research base in greater depth. It
summarises the key findings from decades of studies and explains why identifying and
codifying leadership behaviours is essential for sustained improvement.

Everyone Succeeds organises these behaviours into a practical and accessible framework. Each
behaviour is grounded in evidence, illustrated with real examples from schools, and supported
by strategies that leaders can apply to their own contexts. Whether you are a headteacher
shaping strategy, a senior leader driving improvement, a middle leader working with a team,
or an aspiring leader taking your next steps, these behaviours will help you develop clarity,
skill, and confidence.
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The Everyone Succeeds
Framework

The Everyone Succeeds framework brings together tools that help leaders learn, apply, and
embed the 54 leadership behaviours in their daily practice. It provides a clear pathway for
professional growth that links understanding, reflection, and action.

Leaders use the framework in different ways depending on their experience and what they
want to focus on. There are two main ways to engage with the book and its connected
resources.

1. The first is to read the book from beginning to end to understand the patterns of
behaviour that define effective school leadership.

2. The second is to focus on specific areas of growth. The Leadership Diagnostic or 360
Diagnostic can help you identify your strengths and priorities across the 54
behaviours. You can complete the diagnostic first or begin with the book and return
to the diagnostic later to refine your next steps.

Whichever route you take, the book and its resources work together as a continuous cycle of
growth.

The Everyone Succeeds Leadership Cycle: Diagnose - Learn - Lead
Diagnose: Understand your leadership starting point and identify where to grow next.

1. Diagnose your leadership strengths and growth areas through structured reflection,
feedback, and conversation. You can use the Leadership Diagnostic or 360 Diagnostic
to understand your profile across the 54 behaviours, or you may identify a priority
behaviour through coaching, line management discussions, or whole school
development work. However the focus is chosen, the aim of this stage is the same: to
develop a clear and shared understanding of what you want to strengthen next. If you
complete both diagnostics, you will also receive a combined report that brings the two
perspectives together for a fuller picture of your leadership.
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Learn: Deepen understanding, strengthen behaviours, and build habits that last.

Learn about the key behaviours through this book, using evidence, research, and real
examples from schools and businesses. Understand what each behaviour looks like in
practice, why it matters, and how it contributes to effective leadership and better
outcomes.

Reflect using the Everyone Succeeds Workbook to deepen understanding and apply
each behaviour to your own context. Guided prompts, practical actions, and space for
analysis help you turn insight into meaningful reflection and sustained professional
growth.

Apply your learning through the Leadership Toolkits on the website. Each toolkit walks
you through a realistic challenge linked to one of the 54 behaviours, providing
modelled examples and prompts to help you translate ideas into daily leadership
practice.

Coach and Practice by using the Coach and Practice Frameworks to strengthen each
behaviour through action steps, reflection questions, and focused practice. They help
you refine your leadership either independently or alongside a colleague or coach.

Lead: Translate learning into measurable impact through focused action and authentic
challenges.

6.

Plan your next steps using the 90-Day Leadership Planner to turn insight into
measurable progress. Select a leadership challenge you can influence, set a clear goal,
and define your Key Results and Lead Measures. These are the actions and evidence
that predict success. Use the 30, 60, and 90 day checkpoints to track actions, review
their impact, and reflect on what you are learning about your leadership.

Lead by applying everything you have learned to authentic challenges using the
Scenario Finder. Identify the right behaviours for real situations, apply them with
confidence, and use your leadership to make a positive, lasting difference to the
people and culture in your school.

1. Diagnose
Identify your leadership strengths

\Q/ and growth areas using the

Leadership Diagnostic or 360

=
? | Diagnostic
everyone-succeeds com 2. Learn
Read Everyone Succeeds to
explore the principles, research,
@ and examples behind each
©“A@N@S . behaviour.
LEADERSHIP

7. Lead @) CYCLE 3. Reflect

Apply your learning to authentic Use the Everyone Succeeds

challenges using the Scenario Finder. &Y) N Workbook to connect reflection with

Identify key behaviours and plan an @ action and plan practical steps for

effective leadership response. §% lasting growth.

4. Apply
[ . Turn insight into action with the

6. Plan Leadership Toolkits. Each guided
Use the 90-Day Leadership Planner to 5. Coach & Practice challenge helps you practise new
apply key behaviours to real leadership = Use the Coach & Practice Framework behaviours in real contexts.
challenges. Set focused goals, identify to refine key behaviours through
lead measures, and maintain

focused coaching and deliberate
accountability over time. practice.

All supporting tools are available at everyone-succeeds.com
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Together, these tools form a simple, connected approach to leadership development. The
book builds understanding, the workbook turns insight into action, and the website provides
practice and examples. Taken as a whole, the framework helps you move from recognising
what great leadership looks like to embodying it with consistency and confidence.

The Everyone Succeeds website (www.everyone-succeeds.com) houses all of the tools that
support this framework, including the Leadership Diagnostic, 360 Diagnostic, Leadership
Toolkits, Coach and Practice Frameworks, and the Scenario Finder. These online resources are
designed to work alongside the book and workbook so that you can reflect, practise, and apply
each behaviour with clarity and confidence. The website also contains additional examples,
templates, reading materials, and wider guidance that build on the ideas in this book and help
you put the leadership cycle into action in your own context.

The Workbook: turning insight into action

The Everyone Succeeds Workbook helps you move from reflection to deliberate improvement.
Each section mirrors one of the 54 leadership behaviours and guides you through six stages:
understanding the behaviour, visualising it in practice, planning clear actions, avoiding
common pitfalls, reviewing progress, and supporting others to develop the same behaviour.

You can use the workbook independently, with a coach, or as part of a leadership team to
build shared understanding. It also links directly to the online resources that support each

behaviour.

The workbook is where insight becomes action, helping you strengthen your leadership with
clarity and consistency.

13



Navigating the book

The 54 leadership behaviours in Everyone Succeeds are organised within five domains that
collectively reflect the full breadth of effective school leadership. Each domain captures a
crucial dimension of what great leaders do each day: providing direction, shaping culture,
inspiring others, building teams, and sustaining themselves.

e Strategy - These behaviours help leaders create a clear vision, set priorities, and focus
on the actions that drive improvement.

e Culture - These behaviours shape the environment, values, and expectations that
allow staff and students to thrive.

e Leadership - These behaviours focus on communication, motivation, and trust,
helping leaders unite people around a shared purpose.

e Teams - These behaviours strengthen alignment, collaboration, and accountability,
enabling groups to achieve more together than they could alone.

e Yourself - These behaviours sustain personal effectiveness, well-being, and growth,
enabling leaders to model calm consistency.

Each domain can be explored independently or as part of the complete framework. Together,
they form a connected model of leadership practice that begins with strategic clarity, builds
cultural alignment, empowers people, strengthens teams, and supports long-term personal
growth.

As you read, you will see how these domains reinforce one another. Strategy shapes culture.
Culture enables leadership. Leadership strengthens teams. Teams flourish when leaders
manage themselves with intention and care. By exploring the five domains, you will develop
both a broad understanding of great leadership and a detailed awareness of the specific
behaviours that make the greatest difference in schools.

The behaviours that follow bring the Everyone Succeeds framework to life. Each behaviour is
distilled from research, observation, and lived experience. Together, they provide a clear,
practical guide to what effective leadership looks like in action. Whether you are reading to
deepen your overall understanding or to strengthen specific behaviours identified through the
diagnostic, these chapters offer a roadmap for meaningful improvement. Every behaviour
represents one step towards the same goal: building schools where leaders, staff, and
students succeed together.
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Strategy

Strategy gives purpose and coherence to a leader’s work. Without it, schools risk becoming
reactive, chasing one initiative after another without sustained impact. Effective school
leaders don’t just respond to the pressures of the moment; they make deliberate choices
about where to focus their time, energy, and resources to achieve long-term improvement.

In a school context, strategy must be practical, not abstract. It’s not a document that sits on a
shelf, but a daily way of thinking and acting that connects decisions to purpose. Strategic
leaders ask: What are we trying to achieve? Why does it matter? How will we know we’re
making progress?

Jim Collins (2001) describes the “Hedgehog Concept” as the intersection of what you’re deeply
passionate about, what you can be the best at, and what drives your engine. In schools, this
means identifying what matters most, communicating it clearly and returning to it relentlessly.

Strategic leadership also demands honesty. As Collins notes, leaders must “confront the brutal
facts” while retaining faith that they will prevail. Great school leaders use this mindset to
diagnose issues, involve others in identifying solutions, and build collective momentum.

Strategy is not just about vision; it’s about sustained alighment. It’s about helping your team
stay focused on the ‘main thing’ even as new distractions emerge. This means reinforcing
priorities through language, routines, and systems. It means telling the story often enough
that everyone understands it and believes in it.

The behaviours in this section capture the practical actions that strategic leaders use to give

their school purpose, focus, and direction. They are rooted in the observation of the most
effective school leaders and aligned with research on what drives long-term improvement.
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A structured approach to effective behaviours in Strategy

Strategic leaders provide clarity, coherence, and a sense of direction. They help schools avoid
the trap of reacting to every new initiative by identifying what matters most, aligning teams
around shared goals, and relentlessly focusing on long-term improvement. The behaviours in
this section are not about writing plans; they are about daily habits that keep everyone pulling
in the same direction.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Explain the Why - Help staff understand the purpose behind decisions. When people
know why something matters, they’re more likely to support it and take ownership.
Tell the Story - Share your strategy in a way that engages hearts and minds. Stories
connect people to purpose and bring strategic goals to life.

Seek the Brutal Facts - Face reality head-on. Great leaders confront uncomfortable
truths and use them to guide better decisions.

Uphold Values - Keep the school’s core principles front and centre. When values guide
decisions, consistency and trust follow.

Establish Collective Goals - Set clear, shared priorities that focus effort and unify the
team. These goals provide alignment and motivation.

Focus on the Main Thing - Cut through the noise and prioritise what will make the
most significant difference. Strategy is as much about what you say no to as what you
pursue.

Communicate Often - Keep the strategy visible and alive. Frequent, clear
communication helps people stay aligned, motivated and confident.

Find the Lead Measures - Focus on the inputs that drive your outcomes. Identify the
actions that make the biggest difference and track them closely.

Leverage Marginal Gains - Drive improvement through small, consistent changes.
Over time, these add up to a significant impact.

Sustain Change - Don’t just launch initiatives, embed them. Actual improvement
becomes part of the culture, not a one-off effort.

Break Through Limits - Challenge assumptions about what'’s possible. Help your team
push past perceived ceilings and unlock new potential.

Lead for Lasting Excellence - Know when to adapt and when to double down. Long-
term success depends on evolving as needs and challenges change.

Aspire to Greatness - Set bold ambitions that lift people’s sights and drive
improvement. Aim high for students, staff, and the school community.

Anticipate Unintended Consequences - Look ahead. Every decision creates ripples,
and strategic leaders consider the potential risks and side effects.

Plan with a Premortem - Instead of asking “what went wrong?” after a failure,
anticipate problems before they arise. Use this thinking to improve planning.

While each behaviour can stand alone, they are most powerful when developed together. The
following clusters reflect how these behaviours work in combination to shape a strategy that
is clear, focused, adaptive and ambitious:

Clarify Purpose and Build Buy-In (Explain the Why, Tell the Story, Seek the Brutal
Facts, Uphold Values) - Strategic leadership starts with clarity. This cluster focuses on
helping others understand the “why,” aligning people around shared beliefs, and
grounding decisions in reality. Leaders who clarify purpose and communicate it
powerfully create the emotional and intellectual buy-in needed for change to succeed.
Focus Energy and Align Effort (Establish Collective Goals, Focus on the Main Thing,
Communicate Often, Find the Lead Measures) - Once the purpose is clear, leaders

18



must focus their effort. This cluster is about choosing what matters most and aligning
the team around it. It’s where strategic vision becomes day-to-day practice through
clear goals, consistent messaging, and actionable metrics that guide improvement.

e Deliver and Embed Improvement (Leverage Marginal Gains, Sustain Change, Break
Through Limits, Lead for Lasting Excellence) - Strategy is only as good as its
implementation. This cluster is about turning plans into progress and ensuring
improvement sticks. Great leaders build momentum through small wins, overcome
plateaus, and maintain a long-term focus on lasting success.

e Plan for Complexity and Think Ahead (Aspire to Greatness, Anticipate Unintended
Consequences, Plan with a Premortem) - Strategic thinking requires foresight and
boldness. This cluster equips leaders to stretch their thinking, anticipate risks, and
build plans that can withstand complexity. By thinking deeply and planning rigorously,
leaders ensure their ambitions lead to sustainable success.

Common leadership challenges and key behaviours within Strategy

Strategic leadership in schools is about clarity, consistency, and adaptability. It’s not just about
setting a plan, but about making that plan real through behaviour, communication, and
constant refinement. Below are six common challenges that school leaders face in delivering
strategy, along with the key behaviours that help overcome them.

1. Staff don’t see the point behind key decisions or initiatives

Key behaviours: Explain the Why, Tell the Story, Uphold Values

What to focus on:
e Share the reason behind decisions in a way that connects to values and purpose.
e Use narrative and storytelling to give strategy emotional and practical relevance.
e Reinforce that decisions are grounded in the school’s moral compass.

First steps to take:
e Begin meetings or communications by explaining not just what is happening, but

why.

e Share examples or stories that illustrate the issue the strategy is addressing.
e Use your school values as a lens for evaluating and communicating change.

2. Your team is busy, but not moving in the same direction
Key behaviours: Establish Collective Goals, Focus on the Main Thing, Communicate Often
What to focus on:
e Define and align around a small number of clear, shared priorities.
e Repeatedly reinforce those goals in meetings, emails, and feedback.
e Use goals as filters for what to focus on and what to drop.
First steps to take:
e Set no more than three strategic priorities for the term or year.
e Start each team meeting by revisiting key objectives.
e Regularly ask: “Is this helping us achieve the main thing?”

3. Plans are being made, but actions are stalling
Key behaviours: Find the Lead Measures, Leverage Marginal Gains, Plan with a Premortem
What to focus on:
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e Move from broad intentions to specific, trackable lead measures.
e Break down large goals into small, manageable gains.
e Anticipate what could go wrong before it does.
First steps to take:
e |dentify daily or weekly lead measures that drive your key outcomes.
e Encourage teams to focus on 1% improvements and small wins.
e Use a premortem exercise to surface potential risks before implementation.

4. Strategic plans lose momentum over time
Key behaviours: Sustain Change, Go Back and Check, Lead for Lasting Excellence
What to focus on:
e Build routines that revisit progress and reinforce accountability.
e Create structures that protect long-term improvement from short-term drift.
e Recognise that change isn’t finished when launched; it must be maintained.
First steps to take:
e Use leadership check-ins to track progress against strategic goals.
e Reinforce priorities through weekly bulletins and staff updates.
e Create follow-up moments (e.g. 30, 60 and 90 day reviews) to sustain momentum.

5. There’s a tendency to overreact or jump to solutions
Key behaviours: Seek the Brutal Facts, Anticipate Unintended Consequences, Ask First
What to focus on:
e Ground decisions in evidence, not assumptions.
e Explore the second-order effects of any major change.
e Slow down decision-making by asking the right questions first.
First steps to take:
e Use the brutal facts framework to test assumptions and challenge thinking.
¢ In planning meetings, include time to consider unintended consequences.
e Before launching an initiative, ask: “What don’t we know yet?”

6. The school has improved, but the future direction feels unclear
Key behaviours: Aspire to Greatness, Break Through Limits, Lead for Lasting Excellence
What to focus on:
e Reframe strategy as an opportunity to stretch, not just sustain.
e Challenge limiting beliefs about what is possible.
e Refresh the long-term vision to keep ambition high and direction clear.
First steps to take:
e Run a strategy session on “What’s our next frontier?” with your leadership team.
e Share examples from other schools or sectors that model bold thinking.
e Ask: “If we weren’t limited by time or budget, what would we do next?”

20



S1

Explain the why

Effective leaders know that clarity of purpose is the foundation of a high-performing school.
Before they can drive change or make impactful decisions, they must first articulate why their
school exists. This clarity provides a shared sense of direction, aligning staff, students, and the
broader community around a common mission. It transforms routine tasks into purposeful
actions, creating a sense of ownership and motivation that extends beyond mere compliance.

Simon Sinek’s Golden Circle model, introduced in his book Start With Why (2009), captures
this principle well. Sinek argues that great leaders and organisations stand out because they
begin by clearly defining their “why”. This is their core purpose, cause, or belief. According to
Sinek, every organisation operates on three levels:

e What - The tangible activities or services provided. In schools, this includes
teaching lessons, delivering assemblies, running enrichment programmes,
offering pastoral support, and providing a broad, balanced curriculum. These
are the day-to-day tasks that make up the operational side of a school.

e How - The unique methods or approaches used to deliver the “what.” For
schools, this might include a focus on high-quality teaching and learning,
character education, innovative pedagogical approaches, or a commitment to
high standards. It could also involve a strong focus on inclusivity, pastoral care,
or a specific teaching philosophy, such as a growth mindset or project-based
learning. This is what sets one school apart from another.

e Why - The deeper purpose or belief that drives the organisation. For a school,
this might be a commitment to nurturing confident, compassionate learners
who are ready for life beyond the classroom. It could be about transforming
lives through education, breaking the cycle of disadvantage, or creating a

21



learning environment where every child feels valued and has the opportunity
to succeed.

In the context of a school, the “why” might be to “prepare compassionate, curious learners
who are ready for the world beyond the classroom.” This purpose can then be woven into
every decision and communication, reminding the community of the larger goal behind daily
routines and actions. It moves leaders beyond simply telling people what to do, to inspiring
them to do it.

Once leaders articulate their “why,” they can then determine the “how”. This outlines the
specific approaches and methods that set their school apart. Finally, the “what” emerges as
the tangible opportunities, activities, and services the school provides to prepare its students
for the future. This framework ensures that every aspect of the school’s operations, from the
curriculum to the culture, aligns with its core mission.

Patrick Lencioni, in The Advantage (2012), echoes this approach, emphasising that the most
important question every organisation must answer is, “Why do we exist?” Lencioni argues
that leaders who cannot clearly articulate their organisation’s purpose cannot reasonably
expect their teams to feel a deep sense of commitment or purpose. Without this clarity, staff
can become disengaged, viewing their roles as a series of tasks rather than as part of a larger
mission.

Once leaders embrace this mindset, they can begin to apply it to every aspect of school life.
For example, when introducing a new behaviour policy, effective leaders don’t simply
announce the rules. Instead, they explain why the policy is important for the whole school
community. They might highlight how the policy promotes a respectful, focused learning
environment where every student can thrive, connecting the rules to the school’s broader
mission.

This contrasts sharply with the infamous line from Matilda by Roald Dahl, where the
headteacher, Miss Trunchbull, barks at her students, “I’'m right and you’re wrong, I'm big and
you’re small, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” This style of leadership, based on fear
and authority, might achieve short-term compliance, but it fails to inspire long-term
commitment or genuine respect. In contrast, leaders who take the time to explain the why
behind their decisions create a sense of shared purpose and mutual respect that drives lasting
change.

Effective leaders who take this approach are supported by Daniel Pink’s work in To Sell Is
Human (2012), where he argues that people are more likely to act when they understand the
why behind a request. Pink presents a practical example that many school leaders can relate
to. He describes how standard “No Dog Fouling” signs are often ignored, despite the threat of
fines. However, a sign that reads “Children play here. Pick up after your dog” is more likely to
be effective because it appeals to a person’s sense of empathy and responsibility. It reframes
the rule not as a directive, but as a shared commitment to a safe, clean environment for
children. This principle can be applied in schools to move from mere rule enforcement to
inspiring behavioural change through a shared sense of purpose.

In practice, this approach can transform even the most routine instructions into moments of
connection and purpose. Effective leaders recognise that every communication is an
opportunity to reinforce the school’s core values and purpose. Here are some examples of
how leaders have successfully reframed everyday messages to explain the why:
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e No talking during class becomes “Quiet during class helps everyone learn
better, including you and your friends. It creates an environment where every
voice can be heard and respected.” This approach emphasises the shared
benefit of focus and mutual respect, reinforcing a culture where learning is
valued.

e Complete your homework becomes “Completing your homework helps you
master the skills you need for future success. It’s not just about the task itself,
but about building the habits that will help you succeed in life.” This shifts the
focus from compliance to personal growth and long-term achievement.

e Be on time becomes “Starting promptly helps us make the most of our time
together, building a positive and respectful learning environment from the
first minute.” This frames punctuality as a collective effort, creating a sense of
shared responsibility.

e Don’t litter becomes “Keeping our school clean shows that we respect each
other and the space we share. It reflects our pride in our community and the
care we have for each other.” This message taps into the power of belonging
and collective responsibility.

e Help your classmates when they’re stuck becomes “Helping others not only
strengthens your understanding, but also creates a supportive classroom
where everyone can thrive.” This reinforces the idea that collaboration
benefits both the helper and the person receiving support.

e Wear your uniform properly becomes “Wearing your uniform shows you’re
proud to be part of our community and care about respect and success.” This
reframes uniform expectations as a matter of school pride and personal
integrity, rather than just a rule to be followed.

e Work together in groups becomes “In group work, you’re not just learning the
material, but also developing collaboration skills that you’ll need throughout
your life.” This links the task to a broader life skill, making it more meaningful
for students.

e Get good grades becomes “Every skill you master here brings you closer to
your goals, whether it’s university, a great career, or achieving your dreams.”
This shifts the focus from short-term results to long-term aspirations.

e Be kind to others becomes “Kindness creates a positive environment where
everyone feels safe and valued, and you have the power to make that
happen.” This reframing empowers students to see the impact of their actions
on the broader school culture.

This approach not only motivates students and staff but also reinforces the school’s core
mission, creating a culture where everyone understands the why behind their actions. Leaders
who consistently explain the why behind their decisions and expectations are more likely to
build engaged, motivated teams who feel a deep connection to their work and their
community.

Ultimately, the best school leaders know that explaining the why isn’t just about
communication; it’s about creating a shared sense of purpose that drives every aspect of
school life. This approach builds trust, fosters a culture of mutual respect, and ensures that
every member of the school community understands their role in achieving the school’s
mission. When this mindset becomes embedded in a school’s culture, it creates an
environment where everyone, from the headteacher to the youngest student, is aligned
around a common purpose and motivated to make a meaningful impact.
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S2

Tell the story

In any school, a clear and compelling vision is essential for driving change and inspiring
progress. However, a vision is only as powerful as the story that communicates it. Great
leaders understand that storytelling isn’t just about sharing information; it’s about creating a
narrative that builds trust, engages emotions, and ultimately moves people to action. By
linking credibility, emotion, and a clear call to action, leaders can transform their vision into a
powerful tool for lasting change.

Marshall Ganz, a senior lecturer at the Harvard Kennedy School, developed a widely respected
framework for impactful storytelling known as Public Narrative. This approach breaks
powerful storytelling into three interconnected parts: the Story of Self, the Story of Us, and
the Story of Now. These elements together form a compelling narrative that can inspire
collective action and build a shared sense of purpose.

The Story of Self is where a leader shares their personal motivation for doing the work they
do. It is a way of explaining why they care about the mission and what drives them to lead.
This isn’t just about listing qualifications or achievements, but about revealing the values and
experiences that have shaped their commitment to the school’s vision. It is about humanising
the leader, breaking down barriers, and encouraging others to connect on a more personal
level. For example, a headteacher who grew up in a challenging educational environment
might share how their own experiences as a student inspired them to create a more
supportive, inclusive school where every child feels valued. This kind of personal storytelling
builds credibility and trust because it reveals the deeper motivations behind a leader’s actions.
It can also serve as a powerful reminder to staff and students that their work has real, life-
changing potential. This approach echoes Brené Brown’s research, which highlights the power
of vulnerability in building trust and connection (2015).
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The Story of Us moves the narrative from the personal to the collective, highlighting the shared
values and common purpose that bind the school community together. It's about connecting
the leader’s personal mission to the broader aspirations of the staff, students, and parents.
This part of the story builds a sense of belonging, reminding people that they are part of
something bigger than themselves. For instance, a headteacher at a school that has historically
served a disadvantaged community might reflect on how, over the years, staff, students, and
parents have come together to overcome challenges and create a culture of resilience and
high expectations. They might share a story about a student who faced significant barriers to
learning but succeeded because of the collective support of their teachers, classmates, and
family. This kind of storytelling reinforces the idea that everyone, teachers, students, and
parents, plays a vital role in the school’s success.

The Story of Now creates urgency and a call to action. It frames the immediate challenges
facing the school and highlights why the community must act together to overcome them.
This part of the story is about turning passive support into active participation, making it clear
that the time for action is now. For example, a headteacher at a school with a high number of
disadvantaged students might share the story of a pupil who overcame significant barriers to
achieve academic success. They might then use this as a rallying cry for the entire staff to
commit to improving student outcomes, reminding them that every small effort can
contribute to a life-changing impact. They might say, “Right now, we have the opportunity to
change the trajectory of hundreds of lives. If we come together, we can make our school a
place where every child, no matter their background, can thrive.”

For these stories to resonate, they must balance credibility (ethos), logic (logos), and emotion
(pathos), as Aristotle’s rhetorical triangle suggests. Leaders must back their stories with real
examples and data to ensure they are taken seriously, but they also need to connect on an
emotional level to inspire action. This combination turns passive listeners into active
supporters. For example, a headteacher might share data on improved attendance and
behaviour as evidence of progress (credibility), but also share the personal story of a student
whose life has been transformed by these changes (emotion). They might then conclude with
a direct appeal to the staff, students, and parents to continue supporting this progress (call to
action).

Effective leaders also recognise that every communication is an opportunity to reinforce the
school’s core values and purpose. Here are some ways leaders have used storytelling to inspire
their communities:

e Celebrating success: A headteacher regularly shares stories of individual student
achievements in weekly staff briefings, connecting these successes to the school’s
broader mission of nurturing confident, capable learners.

e Creating rituals: A headteacher introduced an annual “Founders’ Day” to celebrate
the history and values of the school, reinforcing its mission and culture.

e Personal touches: A leader sends handwritten notes to staff after particularly
challenging terms, acknowledging their efforts and reinforcing their importance to the
school’s mission.

e Shared vision for change: A headteacher facing declining student outcomes used staff
meetings to share stories of past challenges the school had overcome, reinforcing a
shared belief in the community’s resilience and potential for improvement.

e Building resilience: During a tough period of staff shortages, a headteacher reminded
their team of the importance of their work, sharing stories of former students who
had overcome adversity to achieve success.
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The most effective school leaders are those who can weave their personal motivations (the
Story of Self), the shared values of their community (the Story of Us), and the urgency of the
current moment (the Story of Now) into a single, compelling narrative. This approach creates
a powerful, unified message that can inspire action, build trust, and drive meaningful change.

By connecting personal motivation, shared values, and urgent action, leaders can move their

communities from passive support to active, committed participation, ensuring that their
vision for the school isn’t just a statement on a website, but a lived reality.
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S3

Seek the brutal facts

One of the defining characteristics of highly effective school leaders is their ability to confront
the reality of their situation, no matter how difficult or uncomfortable it may be. They don’t
shy away from the challenges facing their schools, nor do they sugarcoat the data to make
things look better than they are. Instead, they have the courage and discipline to seek out the
truth and use it to drive meaningful change. This mindset is essential for building a culture of
continuous improvement, where problems are seen as opportunities rather than setbacks.

Jim Collins captures this idea in his concept of the Stockdale Paradox from Good to Great
(2001), named after Admiral Jim Stockdale. During his time as a prisoner of war in Vietnam,
Stockdale demonstrated the power of balancing unwavering faith in eventual success with a
brutal acceptance of current realities. He observed that the prisoners who clung only to
optimism, without acknowledging the harshness of their circumstances, often struggled to
cope. In contrast, those who confronted the brutal facts while maintaining a long-term vision
for freedom were more likely to survive. For school leaders, this means holding fast to their
vision for student success while confronting the often uncomfortable truths about current
student performance, staff morale, or school culture.

Effective leaders don’t hide from the problems in their schools. They acknowledge the gaps,
failures, and challenges as the first step towards finding real solutions. They resist the
temptation to blame external factors such as government policies or parental engagement,
focusing instead on what can be controlled within the school’s walls; they control the
controllables. This mindset prevents the kind of complacency that can erode a school’s culture
over time. A headteacher at a struggling secondary school might openly acknowledge that a
recent set of exam results was below expectations and use this as a catalyst for improving
teaching strategies, student support, and staff training.
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In successful schools, data is seen as a valuable resource for improvement, not a source of fear
or blame. Effective leaders use data to shine a light on what’s really happening, even when
the picture isn’t flattering. They dig deeper than surface-level numbers to understand the
underlying issues, recognising that raw data without context can be misleading. An attendance
lead might notice that while overall attendance is stable, persistent absenteeism among a
small group of students is masking deeper problems with engagement or family support. They
respond not by blaming the students but by investing in targeted interventions that address
the root causes of disengagement.

Effective leaders build environments where staff feel safe to speak the truth, without fear of
judgment or reprisal. This transparency is essential for uncovering the brutal facts that might
otherwise remain hidden. Regular staff briefings where data on behaviour incidents and
student progress is shared openly can create a culture where challenges are discussed and
addressed collectively. They might also use anonymous staff surveys to identify areas of
concern that might not surface in more public forums.

Strong leaders don’t settle for easy answers or superficial explanations. They probe deeply to
understand the real issues, asking questions that challenge assumptions and uncover the
truth. This might include asking, “Why are some students consistently underperforming
despite having the same resources as their peers?” or “What barriers are preventing us from
reaching our attendance targets?” These leaders know the quality of their questions directly
influences the quality of the solutions they find.

Leaders who seek the brutal facts don’t shift blame or make excuses when things go wrong.
Instead, they take full ownership of their school’s performance. This means acknowledging
both successes and failures, creating a culture where everyone is accountable for outcomes.
For example, when a school’s exam results fall below expectations, an effective headteacher
doesn’t blame the intake of students or external pressures. Instead, they take responsibility
for identifying the gaps, adjusting teaching strategies, and supporting their staff to close them.

A headteacher in a high-poverty area used data to identify that a significant proportion of
students were leaving primary school without the expected reading skills. Rather than
attributing this solely to socio-economic factors, the leader invested in early intervention
programmes, staff training, and intensive support, resulting in a significant improvement in
reading levels within two years.

A deputy head at a large secondary school noticed that a small group of students accounted
for a disproportionate amount of unauthorised absence. Rather than accepting this as an
inevitable outcome of challenging home circumstances, the school introduced a mentoring
programme and worked closely with families, reducing persistent absence by 40% within a
year.

A head of department at a large secondary school realised that staff morale had declined after
a difficult Ofsted inspection. Rather than avoiding the issue, they held one-to-one meetings
with every team member, gathered honest feedback, and implemented targeted support to
rebuild confidence and trust, resulting in a significant improvement in staff survey results.

The Stockdale Paradox is not the only source of insight here. In his book Measure What

Matters (2017), John Doerr emphasises the importance of using data to drive decisions, but
only if that data reflects reality. Doerr argues that leaders must resist the temptation to cherry-
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pick data that supports a positive narrative and instead focus on the metrics that truly matter,
even if they reveal uncomfortable truths.

To truly embed this mindset, effective leaders create a culture where everyone takes
responsibility for the school’s success. This might include regular data review meetings, open
forums for staff to share concerns, and a commitment to transparency in decision-making.
They model this behaviour themselves, owning both successes and failures, and encouraging
their teams to do the same.

Seeking the brutal facts is not about being negative or pessimistic. It's about creating a
foundation for genuine progress by confronting reality, however challenging it may be.
Leaders who master this behaviour build schools where staff feel empowered to speak the
truth, where data drives decision-making, and where setbacks are seen as opportunities for
growth. By facing the brutal facts, these leaders set their schools on a path to lasting
improvement, creating environments where both staff and students can thrive.
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