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Empowering staff using strengths based approaches

Cranmer Primary School is a large three form entry primary school located in
the London Borough of Merton. The organisation has approximately 100 staff
members and 710 pupils. | have been the Headteacher of this large primary
school since September 2015.

The aim of this case study is to encapsulate the approaches | am taking to move
the school forwards. It provides useful examples of staff empowerment and
engagement that can be used and developed by other organisations.

Appreciative Inquiry

“.... the co-operative co-evolutionary search for the best in
people, their organisations, and the world around them..... it
involves the art and practice of asking questions that strengthen
a system’s capacity to apprehend, anticipate and heighten
positive potential” - Cooperider, Whitney, Stavros, and Fry, 2008

When an organisation is in need of improvement it can be tempting to provide
a quick fix, troubleshooting approach in which staff are given a mandate or
directive.

As the newly appointed Headteacher of Cranmer Primary school | decided to
use a very different approach - Appreciative Inquiry - to set the direction for my
leadership of Cranmer.

The essence of an Appreciative Inquiry approach is that it focuses on highlighting
existing strengths within an organisation; even when, to all intents and purposes,
outcomes are poor.

The development day at Cranmer primary school consisted of using both an
Appreciative Inquiry and World Café approach to enable staff to talk and listen

to each other about their desired outcomes and future for the organisation.
During the day | facilitated discussion of a series of questions, and reflections

on our conversations. | organised the training space in a relaxed and convivial
way so that staff felt at ease discussing and sharing their differing perspectives.
This spirit of inquiry was the beginning of a journey in which staff views and
perspectives were given value across the organisation. The approach | took gave
a clear message to staff that as a leader | was going to listen to them and value
their contributions. This was fundamental towards reinvigorating the morale of the
staff team. | have continued to embed this conversational approach over the past
two years. Opportunities for conversation and reflection are purposely planned
for. Staff have many opportunities to ‘imagine’ (the ‘Dream’ stage of Al) the school
operating at its very best. The belief that the school can be outstanding and is on
a journey permeates the organisation.
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Vision and Values

“Great leaders have a vision, and the ability to manifest it. Defining your own
vision begins with looking and listening. You look and listen to the situation
around you, but you also look and listen inside.” Deepak Chopra

Cranmer’s vision: Creating a community of collaborative, caring,
creative and critical thinkers.

Values: Trust, Respect and Resilience

A well-crafted vision and clear values are fundamental for all organisations. Even
more important is developing this so that all stakeholders ‘live and breathe’ the
vision and the values. In my current organisation the school vision and values
underpin everything that we do as a school.

Cranmer’s vision and values have been developed and refined with all
stakeholders using an inquiry approach. Time and space is purposefully planned
to discuss the whole school vision and values as part of a regular cycle of staff
meetings to reflect on how our vision is developing and how we can embed

it further. As a result, we have developed a collegiate culture of collaborative
teamwork.

It is important to plan in strategic opportunities to embed our vision and values
on an on-going basis. Not only does this reinforce key messages but involves all
stakeholders in assessing progress towards the vision.

Leadership development days are planned within all layers of the organisation
allowing staff to reflect upon and consider the progress of key targets and
priorities against the school vision.

“‘Without exception [100%] staff understand what they are
trying to achieve as a school. Most staff [96%] feel that
senior leaders ensure a clarity of purpose, vision and school
improvement priorities and the majority of staff believe that the
school has clear values.”

- An external staff survey conducted in 2017

Everything that we do as a school reflects the vision and values. Our vision

and values underpin our curriculum; they inform our school development plan
and performance management. They are incorporated into assemblies and are
reflected in our learning environments. Visitors to school will encounter them

in the displays they see on the walls and the conversations they have with the
two pupils assigned to meet and greet them on arrival. They will see children
developing critical thinking skills, for example, through collective enquiries. Using
a stimulus such as a video, an object, a piece of music, an image, and a concept
such as love, or beauty, children create an enquiry by asking different types of
questions. Our aim is to equip our children, whatever their background, to be
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able to think for themselves, ask questions, reason, debate and argue logically,
developing self confidence and resilience, strengthening their mental and
emotional wellbeing, and protecting them against, for example, radicalisation.

Coaching

“A one —to —one conversation focused on the enhancement of
learning and development through increasing self-awareness
and a sense of personal responsibility where the coach
facilitates the self-directed learning of the coachee through
questioning, active listening, and appropriate challenge in a
supportive and encouraging climate.” -

Van Nieuwerburgh — 2012

As a leader | am passionate about creating a culture in which staff are
empowered and listened to. | use coaching as a means to facilitate this.

The implementation of a coaching culture to
support the school in raising standards and
moving forward is a key priority of our school
development plan. The aim is to empower
staff by facilitating self-directed learning,
personal growth and improved performance.

The strategy | am using to develop this
is by training interested individuals within
the school to coach others across the
organisation using the GROW model. |
believe that this has more impact than
deploying external coaches. It allows
individuals to develop another suite of
skills, through two days of training, with
an intervening period to practise coaching

- skills and write them up as case studies.
These and the learning achieved are validated through an external qualification.
This motivates those seeking to develop themselves more broadly, and allows
coaching across our school cluster group, thereby disseminating the new learning
and approach more widely and increasing its impact.

Once trained these coaches are available for any staff who wish to be coached.
Newly qualified teachers are automatically assigned a coach to support them
through their first year of teaching. All coaching sessions are confidential. The
impact of this has been the creation of a solutions focused culture in which staff
feel listened to and empowered to come up with their own solutions. This has
increased the effectiveness of our middle management team, who now run their
own meetings to sort out many of the day-to-day issues that arise in running

a school, leaving the senior leadership team to focus on the strategic thinking
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and direction of the school. A further benefit has been a reduction, against the
national trend, of NQTs leaving, disillusioned and feel unsupported and unable to
cope.

“‘My NQT mentor has supported me every step of the way and
without the backing of Cranmer’s friendly, experienced and
down to earth staff | would have not have made it through my
NQT year. This is a school | want to continue to learn from as |
am proud of the teacher | have become.”

- A recently newly qualified teacher at Cranmer
Staff Well-being

Teacher well-being is fundamental to the success of schools. Many studies
highlight the impact that teacher workload has upon stress levels.

At Cranmer staff well-being is considered paramount. Staff well-being days
are held bi-annually, and all new staff have a well-being session as part of our
induction programme.

An example of what is on offer during our well-being days is illustrated here. Reiki
and mindfulness are offered to staff on an on-going basis.
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Cranmer is currently involved in an innovative project in which six teachers have
been trained to Reiki Level 1; with six more teachers being trained in 2018. Reiki
is a Japanese technique for stress reduction and relaxation that also promotes
healing.

This is another approach which has had a key impact on the retention of staff, in
a climate where teacher recruitment is a National issue.

Conclusion

Together, the whole staff team is turning this school into a great place to learn
and develop, whether a pupil or a member of staff. Employee voice has been key
to developing our strategic narrative, our vision, and developing a values-based
and values-driven, collaborative, inclusive, solution-focussed culture that
empowers our management teams to take the initiative and give of their best
each and every day, so our pupils leave school with the best chance of reaching
their potential.

“The teachers let you believe then you achieve.”

- A Year 10 pupil at Cranmer
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