As a Child I saw Ghosts
John Laurenson
When I was a beginning Headmaster, my attention was wholly concentrated on survival.  In a new city, one where I knew virtually no one, in a school known to me only in an academic sense, each day brought challenges, challenges made even more significant by my lack of knowledge of what had occurred in the past or who were my “go to” people.

A year passed and as my list of political contacts grew and my knowledge of precedent and of the community, I began to formulate a plan for a way forward.  My first focus point was to define what needed to be done, a focus that will appear obvious now, but one that proved harder to achieve than anticipated.  The immediate always seemed to get in the way of the need for a future plan.

In the end, armed with the concepts articulated by Senge in his book The fifth discipline, the following was developed.

First of all I needed a model that would unite the diverse elements of staff, students and community.  One thing was clear at least, my school was heterogeneous rather than homogenous in structure.

As an aside, at this point early writers such as Italian economist Vilfredo Pareto articulated the principle that a few in any organization (Pareto said 20%) actually were productive, inventive and ultimately held most of the wealth.  There is little point in debating the mathematics of this – though the principle seems to hold in most areas.
What I had to focus on was how was I to get 100% of the staff productive in an environment characterized by the (New Zealand state school system) following:

· Staff are employed permanently – short term contracts are relatively rare.

· Parents in most areas have a choice about where their children will go to school.

· Unions are very strong.

· Once a staff member is employed, it is normal for them to stay as long as they desire, providing minimum standards are maintained.

· The most popular schools deliver in both curricular and co-curricular areas, however, staff do not have to work in the area of co-curricular activity– that is dependent on their ‘good will”.

It took a while, but in the end the model that the school hit on was a 60:40 model of inclusion (I will describe the way the model was created presently).  This model brought together elements of stasis and elements of change as well as presenting me with a challenge that appealed.
The idea was that the school would bring in high energy, very able staff.  In a mathematical sense, we would aim to have up to 40% of the total number of staff comprising people who would be upwardly mobile, highly effective and focused, literally people who would give three or four years, deliver high quality outcomes before using their achievements as a platform for movement to a personal career goal.

To achieve this, two things were done, a strong link was established with a graduate teacher training centre and secondly every effort was made to take such people and fast-track them after employment to as high a level as they deemed they were capable of achieving.  As far as this was concerned the aim was to get the school a reputation as the place where high flyers needed to find a job.

Characteristically, such staff would be high energy, highly focused, they would demand resources but would be certain of delivery of agreed outcomes.  They would be upwardly mobile, using the school as a springboard for future promotion.  This in turn would of course create the opportunity for further appointments.
Now it does not take too much imagination to recognize that the school would be seriously destabilized if every staff member behaved in the way described above.  For this reason the idea was developed that around 60% of the staff would act as ‘lore keepers’, stationery (as far as their career is concerned) but content to do their jobs well, and keep alive the history and traditions of the school.  For such people what was required was an internal process to ensure that they were kept honest in their efforts to keep up to date with their job and teaching.
It was also agreed that the groups were not mutually exclusive, people could shift from one group to the other at need.

This pattern also helped develop a role for the Headmaster.  What became obvious was that someone had to work to bring two potentially opposing forces (stasis and change) together in a harmonious way.  
There have been times when I have thought Zen-like skills were needed to achieve this.

It is clear, however, that such a model would have failed if it had been imposed from the outside, what had to happen was for the staff themselves to contribute to the development of the model.

This is where the Staff Designed School became important.

This process owes much to its creators John Edwards (Australian academic) and Bill Rogers (American Principal).

Using a process involving 10:4 voting all staff, and in the case of SBHS, Board, parents and senior students (but not the Headmaster) came together and created a school vision.

From this vision goals were set and all staff members assigned themselves to a team of their choice.  Each team was charged with the responsibility of researching how to achieve the goal.  In total there were perhaps six goals.

One such goal, in a real sense one of the most important, was to develop “The Shirley Man”.  The remaining material in this paper will focus on this goal.

Once the idea of “The Shirley Man” was created, one of the first questions that the team of staff members had to address was what is “a Shirley Man”? and then what did staff have to do to develop this “Shirley Man”!

Staff developed this after bringing in well-known New Zealander, Celia Lashlie who worked with a group of boys’ schools on what was then called “The Good Man” project.

At this point the need that boys have for stability in the organization was articulated, and for change so they could embrace a fast changing world.  All of that synchronized well with the aforementioned 60:40 model.  In addition given my own interest, the idea of Zen and the balancing of, opposing forces, all appealed.

 “At the still point of the turning world.  Neither flesh nor fleshless,

Neither from nor towards, at the still point, there the dance is,

But neither arrest nor movement.  And do not call it fixity”

T.S. Eliot.  Burnt Norton
One final thing, while I had no doubt that the headmaster as a balancer of opposing forces had appeal  so did the idea of the headmaster as teacher.

One of the things done successfully today is to synchronise “The Shirley Man” with learning messages given in the classroom, in the form room, in House Assembly and in the general school assembly (what I call my classroom).

A favourite medium for getting messages across involves story telling with each staff member adapting the message to their own particular set of teaching skills.

This obviously resonates well with the staff as lore keepers.  The messages are even more powerful when at least once a year a school-wide theme is established and all junior teachers in all curriculum areas focuses on this theme, as do all form teachers and house leaders and, of course, myself as Headmaster.

In 2010 the theme was courage – a two week focus that culminated in a mid-winter swim by the entire school and most of the staff after a rousing 1400 person school haka on the beach.

One final point that parallels the teaching messages.  The school structures are not hierarchical, flattened structures mean access to everyone is easy, this is especially important when boys want to drop by unannounced and chat about the messages they are receiving in one form or the other.
