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#headsup

The glass ceiling of 
‘Good’



I believe…

A school which delivers excellent education:
- is holistic
- has great results
- prepares your students for their next steps
- is a joy to work in
- a joy to lead



Very few schools gain or maintain ‘outstanding’

� Average since 2014 - 2019: 6%

� Heads Up: 24%

https://ukheadsup.com/impact/



Two common group of reasons why schools believe 
they are not outstanding:

1. Limiting beliefs

2. Myths about being outstanding



1) Limiting beliefs

Children:

• Socio-economic 
background

• High free school 
meals

• High EAL
• High mobility
• High SEN
• Came in at a low 

starting point

Team:

• Lack of consistency 
- not following 
policies

• Recruitment
• Sickness absence
• Capacity
• Finding quality 

teachers
• Lack of buy-in
• Well-being
• Expectations

Parents:

• Lack of aspiration
• Too much 

aspiration!
• Don’t value 

education
• Don’t speak 

much/good English

Other:

• Data doesn’t reflect 
progress due to 
starting point being 
inaccurate

• Falling roll
• Not enough money 

for e.g. resources, 
staff

• Ofsted criteria 
keeps changing

• What is 
‘outstanding’ 
anyway?



But there are schools who had these challenges and 
became outstanding

Sandra Appleby, Headteacher, Greenfields Primary School 
and Nursery, Kettering, outstanding in January 2020.

Higher EAL, free school meals high mobility

Amanda Webb, Headteacher, Talavera Junior School, 
Aldershot, outstanding November 2018

Has children for an average of 2 years, EAL, large school

Christopher Blunt, Headteacher, Spring Vale Primary 
School, outstanding Sept 2019

In top 10% of deprived schools, high EAL, SEN, mobility, 
fifth school to be inspected in new framework



2) Myths about being outstanding

I don’t want to be 
‘Outstanding’ if it 

means…

Being a ‘hero head’

Being in a horrible 
school

Increasing workload 
for my team

Hot housing our 
children

Only teaching SATs 
subjects

It’s not possible to be 
‘Outstanding’ because:

The criteria keeps 
changing

It’s harder in our 
context

We haven’t got 
enough money

We’re RI, so let’s worry 
about Good first

‘Careful what you wish 
for’:

We can only go down 
from there

We’ll have to maintain 
it



I’ve met a lot of outstanding heads and walked into 
a lot of outstanding schools. The myths aren’t true. 



So if none of that is true why is it so hard to create a 
genuinely outstanding school?

� The study of excellence

� What do outstanding heads mention within the first few 
minutes of speaking to them?



The real barrier to outstanding is our ability to create 
a high performing culture

Culture is the 
qualitative shift to 
move from good to 

outstanding

It is the real barrier Therefore it is the 
path to excellence

The shift is about leadership, more than teaching 
and learning



What is culture?

� Culture is a way of life for a 
group of people

� The behaviours, beliefs, 
values and expectations

� Often not explicitly 
stated

� Usually a result of 
happenstance



Culture enhances strategy in a way strategy can’t 
do on its own

Vision & Mission

Objectives Values

Tactics Beliefs

Actions Behaviours

Strategy Culture

Results



Culture is why every problem you have is a people 
problem



‘We need better data’
Maybe you do
But, data is the end result of everything you do

Exceptional 
learning

Exceptional 
teaching

Exceptional 
culture

Exceptional 
leadership



At Heads Up we help 
schools become 
genuinely by creating 
high performing 
cultures using three 
leadership strategies:

The percentage of schools 
that maintain or gain 
‘outstanding’:

Average since 2014: 6%
Heads Up: 24%

Does it work?



The problem: 'Good’ is the norm

� Most school are good
� Most stay at good
� ‘good’ is good enough for Ofsted
� ‘Norms’ have gravitational pull
� We follow norms, so we do what ‘good’ schools do and 

stay at ‘good’

� How to assess where your school currently is…



The decisions we need to make 
when creating a high 
performing culture

Growth

Inspectors Initiatives Invest 
strategically

Vision

RI to good Refresh & 
Relaunch Rebuild

Difficult
conversations

Critical Compliance Culture



Your cultural eco-system: values, strategic priorities 
and vision

They have distinct, 
interlocking roles. 

Vision: 
where are we 

going and why?

Strategy: 
what do we need 
to do to get there?

Values: 
who are we on this 

journey?



The decisions we need to make 
when creating a high 
performing culture

Growth

Inspectors Initiatives Invest 
strategically

Vision

RI to good Refresh & 
Relaunch Rebuild

Difficult
conversations

Critical Compliance Culture



If it was just about working hard every school would 
be outstanding



The real barrier to outstanding is our ability to create 
a high performing culture

Culture is the 
qualitative shift to 
move from good to 

outstanding

It is the real barrier Therefore it is the 
path to excellence

The shift is about leadership, more than teaching 
and learning



#headsup

Grow excellence in your 
team:
develop everyone to be 
excellent in their role.
Strategy #3



The decisions we need to make 
when creating a high 
performing culture

Growth

Inspectors Initiatives Invest 
strategically

Vision

RI to good Refresh & 
Relaunch Rebuild

Difficult
conversations

Critical Compliance Culture



Strategy #3
Grow excellence in your team: develop everyone to 
be excellent in their role.

Targeted and crafted training
What do I need?

Individual development plan
Forensic with data

What got you to ‘Good’ won’t get 
you to ‘Outstanding’
‘Wholesale’ training



Growth: The performance/behaviour matrix

Pe
rf
or
m
an
ce

Great 3 7 9

Good 2 6 8

Poor 1 4 5

Poor Good Great

Behaviour

Performance: 
quality of teaching 
and learning

Behaviour:
Great – positive, challenges well, gets involved
Good – generally positive, pleasant to have around, does what 
asked
Poor – drains energy, negative, does minimum, not a team player



Where are the majority of your team?
Pe
rf
or
m
an
ce

Great 3 7 9

Good 2 6 8

Poor 1 4 5

Poor Good Great

Behaviour

Difficult 
conversations GrowthVision



#headsup

Have successful difficult 
conversations:
kindly and quickly to 
improve adult performance 
and conduct issues.
Strategy #2



What hinders growth?

Not having successful difficult conversations

These are essentially feedback conversations



The decisions we need to make 
when creating a high 
performing culture

Growth

Inspectors Initiatives Invest 
strategically

Vision

RI to good Refresh & 
Relaunch Rebuild

Difficult
conversations

Critical Compliance Culture



�Avoiding
�Having unsuccessful difficult conversations
�Don’t see the one’s we need to have

Common approaches



Successful difficult conversations are the critical 
strategy for a high performing culture



Definitions

A difficult conversation 
is one where:

1. Something needs to 
improve
(e.g. results, performance, working   
relationships)

2. It’s likely to upset 
someone to some degree

A successful difficult 
conversation is one which:

1. Creates positive change
2. Quickly (1-3 conversations)
3. Kindly

Pre-capability conversations, 
part of the informal process



Common difficult conversations found in most schools

Policies not 
being followed Lateness Unhelpful 

receptionist Caretakers ‘Special face’



There are three common 
problems in difficult 
conversations which are 
overcome when three 
core components are in 
place:



Avoid the biggest mistake: open your conversation well
I, issue, the outcome

Low-level difficult conversations
“I notice you have been late four times over the last two weeks and the 
school needs you to be ready to work at 8:30am every day.”
Mid-level difficult conversations (performance issues)
“I’ve seen that your marking isn’t following our policy (say what aspect/s)
and I need you to make sure you are following the marking policy (say what 
aspect/s).
High-level difficult conversations (staff conduct)
“I’ve noticed in staff meetings you often seem to non-verbally signal that 
you don’t like what you’re hearing. To support the school I would like you to 
share any constructive concerns you have in a helpful way.”



This mistake within the mistake

� No outcome
� The solution siren: A solution instead of an outcome
� Without it you’ll get stuck in the ‘swamp of issues’

� Having an outcome:
� Reduces the likelihood of the issue dragging on
� Stops the conversation being pulled off track
� Increases the chance of success



These issues are an invisible block to school 
improvement – they suck energy out of your school

IssuesDramaDistractionIneffective 
teams



Tuckman’s theory of 
team development 
(1965)



These issues make teams ineffective in many ways:

�Money is being wasted, the equivalent of at least 
1FTE!

�Time is being lost to these issues.

�Energy is being drained which could be spent on 
improving your school.



1. Lateness (TA)
2. Policies not being followed (e.g. marking)
3. Unhelpful receptionist
4. Caretaker
5. Someone who wears their ‘special face’

The impact on your children…Meet Mohammed



Do you want to fix these issues?
� Give me a thumbs up if 

you will now have a 
conversation that you’ve 
been putting off?



At Heads Up we help 
schools become 
genuinely by creating 
high performing 
cultures using three 
leadership strategies:



#headsup

Create a compelling vision 
which inspires your team:
where are we going and 
why should I come along?
Strategy #1



The decisions we need to make 
when creating a high 
performing culture

Growth

Inspectors Initiatives Invest 
strategically

Vision

RI to good Refresh & 
Relaunch Rebuild

Difficult
conversations

Critical Compliance Culture



Create a compelling vision which inspires your team:
where are we going and why should I come along?

A vision creates your culture because
it gives purpose and meaning to what you do

and speaks to your values

Vision is a necessary courtesy of leadership



We’re going on a holiday...



Your cultural eco-system: vision, values and strategy

They have distinct, 
interlocking roles. 

Vision: where 
are we going 

and why?

Strategy: what 
do we need to 

do to get there?

Values: who are 
we on this 

journey



A cultural eco-system, set up for excellence, makes 
life a lot easier

� Decision making is easier
� Well-being
� What to say no to, what to say yes to
� Recruitment
� Filling your school roll
� Difficult conversations – take care of themselves or are 

simply feedback
� Where to spend, where not to
� And more!



Let’s look at:

�Common mistakes when creating your vision

�How to get your vision working

�The impact a powerful vision has



Common mistakes to make when 
creating your vision:

�Everyone should write your vision - no

�Governors should write it - no

�New head, new vision - no 

�Everyone should like it – no

�You can magpie someone else’s vision - no



Why visions go wrong:

Meet the five vision 
gremlins



Mr Motto Mr Motto is a master 
gremlin who casts a 
spell to let you think a 
motto is a vision.

It works well because it’s 
so easy to remember 
but it lacks depth and 
meaning. 



Miss-Sion
Miss-Sion
Missions are important, 
but a mission is not a 
vision and a vision is not 
a mission - if they’re 
confused, then you 
don’t get the full power 
of your amazing vision.



Shallow Hal Shallow Hal is a 
particularly nasty 
gremlin. He rips the heart 
right out of your vision by 
hiding the reasons you 
want it.

He makes your vision 
lack emotional 
connection.



Ms Dull
Ms Dull does the total 
opposite of what a 
vision should do; 
instead of exciting 
people, she bores the 
socks off anyone who 
comes into contact 
with it! 



Hypno Gremlin Hypno Gremlin has the 
power to hypnotise you 
with your vision, but he 
won’t hypnotise you so 
you remember - quite 
the opposite - he 
hypnotises by using big, 
long words.

The result: people forget 
the vision.



What most visions are like:

We are a school who is aspirational for all our children. 
We focus on quality first teaching and individualised 
learning.
We continually strive to develop confident, successful, 
happy and unique individuals who foster a deep love of 
learning and are able to make a positive contribution in 
the world.

Live, love, learn.



What most visions are like:

We are a school who is aspirational for all our children. 
We focus on quality first teaching and individualised
learning.
We continually strive to develop confident, successful, 
happy and unique individuals who foster a deep love of 
learning and are able to make a positive contribution in 
the world.

Live, love, learn.



Look at your vision. Does it:

� Inspire you?
� Guide your decisions?
� Tell you when to say ‘no’ to things?
� Get you up and through hard days?

� Look at what ‘gremlins’ are gnawing at your vision.



How to get your vision working

� Stories
� Pictures
� Emotions
� Simple, clear language
� It’s about what is most important to you



Who told you how to 
create a vision?

9 examples of visions 
that work
https://ukheadsup.com/resources/9-visions/

BUT DON’T COPY!



Your 
beliefs

Your 
exper-
iences

Why you 
do what 
you do

What is 
the 

difference 
you want 
to make

It let’s 
others 

make the 
decision 
about 

whether 
they want 
to join you 

or not

Vision is about who you are as a school:

BUT it has to be a powerful vision
communicated well



Your cultural eco-system: vision, values and strategy

They have distinct, 
interlocking roles. 

Vision: where 
are we going 

and why?

Strategy: what 
do we need to 

do to get there?

Values: who are 
we on this 

journey



Values = 
behaviour

Behaviour over 
time = culture

High performing 
culture = creates 
better than good

Why are values important?

Vision tells you where you’re going, what you’re working to create
Values tell you who you will be, how you will behave



The cultural eco-system

But they have to be in place at the right level

Are not a 
luxury, 

they are 
critical for 
excellence

They give 
everyone a 

strong, 
clear 

identity

They let us 
take 

education 
back



On the journey to 
outstanding there 

are no magic bullets 
or fixes

But it’s a key foundation 
of creating a high 

performing culture –
that’s the shift from 

good to great



Culture is the necessary 
change for becoming 
‘Outstanding’ and 
breaking the glass ceiling 
of good



1) Vision:  Decide what kind of garden and why



2)  Healthy conflict through successful difficult 
conversations



3) Grow grow grow!



#headsup

The secret clues that 
give away how good 
your school is



Let’s go back to January 28th 2020…



Environment is emblematic of culture

It alone won’t make you outstanding, but it communicates 
a lot about your school and your standards.



Reception is the 
face of your school
7 tips:

1. A decent working pen
2. Clutter free – deliveries cleared 

away quickly
3. Signage – less is more
4. Behind the glass – the office area 

is tidy
5. Plants – nice but only if healthy
6. Seats – clean ones
7. ‘Wow’ display, for example…







Unowned spaces





The quality of displays











What message is the space giving?

� Intervention rooms
� Libraries
� Music room
� Toilets
� Staff room





You don’t need to spend money, but if you do have 
some funds available…



Daft but true



Remember Mrs What?

Policies not 
being followed Lateness Unhelpful 

receptionist Caretakers ‘Special face’



An invitation:

� Take one before and after photo of an area you improve.

� Send it to me and I’ll give you feedback.



#headsup

The key role you 
have as a leader 
who wants to create 
an exceptional 
school



Culture is the necessary change 
for becoming ‘Outstanding’ 
and breaking the glass ceiling 
of good



This isn’t about Ofsted

� Ofsted is an end point, a mission

� Educational excellence is an ongoing endeavour



Create a high performing culture so you can create 
exceptional learning and teaching and keep 
creating it

Exceptional 
learning

Exceptional 
teaching

Exceptional 
culture

Exceptional 
leadership



The key role you have as a leader who wants to 
create an exceptional school

Leaders make outstanding schools
Through their culture
Through their team

That is your top priority if you want to create an 
exceptional, outstanding school



At Heads Up we help 
schools become 
genuinely by creating 
high performing 
cultures using three 
leadership strategies:

The percentage of schools 
that maintain or gain 
‘outstanding’:

Average since 2014: 6%
Heads Up: 24%

Does it work?



Your next step:
If you have questions or 
want to know about our 
courses to create a 
genuinely outstanding 
school, speak to me:

https://calendly.com/soniagill/30min

Sonia
sonia@ukheadsup.com

https://calendly.com/soniagill/30min
mailto:sonia@ukheadsup.com

