Transforming schools

Tim Small was Head of a Wiltshire Comprehensive School until two years ago, when he left to form a consultancy, aHead-Space, researching into spirituality and supporting leaders in education.  He co-ordinates the Wiltshire Association of Secondary Heads and still teaches part-time in his local school.  Here he gives his personal perspective on transformation.

From the number of conferences on the circuit bearing this title, ‘transformation’ is the current ‘buzz-word’.  Whether through overwork, under-funding, difficult behaviour or the cumulative effect of so many initiatives, most of us working in schools at the moment would be glad of ‘transformation’.  The very word appeals, doesn’t it?

The idea raises important questions, though.  Who is to lead a school in transformation?  Who will maintain a sense of meaningfulness and direction?  Who will support and reassure those struggling with change?  Is it possible for an existing Head and leadership group to do this?  How will they know which direction to go in?  How will they decide what to let go of and what to keep?  How can they involve the whole school community in the process?

What is needed is space.  Leaders must to be able to say “No!” to the external agenda, help others to let go of cherished, lower priorities and create a climate of quiet, calm reflection.  Only then can the way forward become clear.  Only then will the listening happen that is essential for concerted action.  A frantic, target-driven, box-ticking culture makes schools ‘noisy’ places, full of rush and current business.

Inside out!

Transformation begins with the self and works outwards.  Only when those leading it know and understand it personally can they command the inner and outer confidence that their leadership depends upon.  The process must be from inside to out!  When that inner strength is there, leaders know when to reject and when to use external pressure; when to be intuitive and when to be rational; when to fight for what they believe in; when to ‘go with the flow’.  They have an instinct for the way forward.  They also take people with them.

Inspirational leaders seem to have their own, portable supply of ‘inner space’.  People often say of them that they ‘always have time for you’.  What that means is that they have the space to listen and ‘take on board’ what you say.  They have to be well endowed with inner space, since the whole world wants to fill it with questions, concerns, problems and ideas.  

What can ordinary mortals do to create and replenish this ‘inner space’?  There are many ways, but the one I have found most practical and effective is meditation.  I was taught it in six two-hour sessions and it gave me a portable tool-kit for quietening my busy mind.  Meditation gives peace to solitude.  It creates the space for insight to arrive in.  It develops self-observation and lessens self-absorption.  It helps with ‘letting go’, especially of emotions like anger and frustration.  It changes relationships.

Learning how to meditate is easy: a good teacher is all you need!  They are becoming easier to find and some, such as John Preston, who taught me, and Diana Grace, creator of the Time for Reflection programmes for schools, have long and successful experience of working with teachers and young people in education.

Meditation, stillness and inner, or spiritual values must surely be at the heart of a transforming school.  They distinguish it from chaos.  They provide the well-spring of inspiration for a creative process that must somehow embody the collective wisdom of a whole school community.  They preserve the essential quality of a learning culture in the eye of the hurricane of modern life.

If you work in a school, especially in a leadership role, and are interested in developing a meditative approach to transformation, you can contact Tim Small via tim@ahead-space.com  or Diana Grace at TFReflection@aol.com
