
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

        
            
                [image: Penguin Brand Logo]
            

        

        
            
                [image: Penguin Brand Logo]
            

        


    


Richard Gerver


 



CHANGE

Learn to Love It,
Learn to Lead It




[image: Penguin logo]






[image: Penguin logo]










Contents



PROLOGUE


Explore


Refresh


Believe


Question


Visualize


Share


Develop


Choose


Lead


Transmit


SOURCES


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Follow Penguin






BY THE SAME AUTHOR

Creating Tomorrow’s Schools Today





To David Drew Smythe, for helping me to change the way I see the world
R.I.P.








Prologue


When I was five years old my father took me to the East End of London to show me where he worked. It was an old, beaten-up warehouse on the edge of a Thameside wharf, filled with wood of all types from all over the world, destined for the furniture industry.

I remember being overawed by the smell of the timber and fascinated by an ancient telephone exchange full of wires and copper connectors. There were piles of important papers scattered over my father’s imposing desk and a photograph of my great-grandfather on the wall opposite. This had been his business, handed down to his son and grandson, a business built by an immigrant with a dream, by a man who had escaped a war-torn Europe.


He arrived on these shores with nothing but the clothes on his back and the family he cherished, and stood on this spot looking beyond the clouds of death and misery, right up into the sky, to the moon and stars beyond, believing that there was a future, that he would see the sun rise in better, safer times. But he would have known that it was up to him to master the uncertainty, the changes and the challenges that faced him.

Forty years later I was in a stadium constructed within shouting distance of that same warehouse. On the night of 29 August 2012, Professor Stephen Hawking addressed the opening ceremony of the 2012 London Paralympic Games with these words: ‘Look up at the stars and not down at your feet. Try to make sense of what you see, and wonder about what makes the universe exist. Be curious.’

Professor Hawking celebrated the power of the human spirit and our extraordinary capacity to evolve, change and challenge adversity.

Listening to those words was Martine Wright, the sitting volleyball star whose journey began on 6 July 2005 when she went out with friends from work to celebrate the awarding of the Olympics and Paralympics to London. A slight hangover meant that the next morning she found herself sitting next to a suicide bomber on a later tube train than she would have usually taken. Split seconds are all that it takes to change the course of our lives. The explosion ripped through the train carriage and her lower body. As part of her recovery she started playing sitting volleyball and was now representing Team GB as an elite athlete, competing, not watching as the spectator she might originally have expected to be.

As the flame was lit and those beautiful stems drew up to form the symbol of the Games, 80,000 people and their stories came together with the billions watching at home, a moment of convergence connected by the only real constant: change.

Martine Wright and Stephen Hawking are both inspirational. Their stories have led others to new ways of thinking, behaving and living. They have mastered change and uncertainty in the most extreme of circumstances, and have been labelled rightly by broadcasters and journalists as superhuman.


The truth, though, is that change is a part of our lives. In this book I am going to give my personal take on how we can all thrive in the ever-shifting era we live in, times that are fast-moving and difficult to control. I will explore how we can move forward and take charge, personally and professionally. How we can rediscover a love of change. How we can learn to embrace change, lead it and pass on its legacy.
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EXPLORE


 





‘We are born learners. We arrive in this world with inquiring minds.’













I was painfully shy and nervy as a young boy, and at school I had a couple of early, disastrous run-ins with drama and performing. One year I was given the privilege of singing the first verse of ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ as a solo to introduce the Christmas carol service. I opened my mouth when the big moment arrived. My throat dried. Nothing emerged other than a strangulated squawk. Everyone there shared in my embarrassment and humiliation.

Strangely, despite the trauma of that moment, I fell in love with the idea of performing, of being someone else, of having the freedom to escape from my own clumsy persona. I had a great teacher who stuck by me and encouraged me. He helped me bounce back from any setbacks. I was given better and better roles. The slight stutter I occasionally experienced vanished. My confidence blossomed. The experience of performance was all about overcoming fears and realizing that I could do it, that I could change myself.

You have probably experienced a similar moment, when fear threatens to block your progress. Fear of change is so often the result of imagined consequences rather than reality. I want to show you how you can embrace change and free yourself to make significant leaps forward.


Fear of change is so often the result of imagined consequences rather than reality.




The trick is to go right back to the beginning.

As babies we are delivered into a world of constant change, into a place that is entirely strange and unknown to us. We start out with no awareness of the skills we will need to make sense of the space and time we inhabit, yet we all grow up and, remarkably, very few of us go mad or have a breakdown during that tumultuous time. In fact we learn and adapt more in those early years than we do in the rest of our days. We learn to walk, to talk, to understand body language and interpret the subtleties of facial and vocal intonation, all out of nothing.

So why, as we grow up, do we lose this instinctive ability to embrace and deal with change?

I spent many years in education, as both a teacher and head teacher. I realized that the notion that people need to be taught how to learn is ridiculous, because we are born learners. We arrive in this world with inquiring minds. We have learned a vast amount before we go to school. The speed at which we learn as infants is truly inspirational.

Then educators interfere with the natural process by putting these highly talented, extraordinary, adaptable learning machines – or children, as we prefer to call them – into an environment where we teach them to be controlled.

Somewhere during the process of growing up, going through education and then heading into work, change ceases to be internal and intrinsic and becomes an external force, or at least that is how we perceive it. Change, we think, is something that only happens when we are told to change, forced to change – when we lose a job, perhaps – or when we are presented by our bosses with a ‘change strategy’.

We never stop changing, but how we react to it determines whether we feel good or bad about it. We tend to be comfortable with change if we believe we are in control of it, and if we think it’s for our own good. But we resent change, and resent it strongly, if we think it is not going to benefit us, that we have not chosen to be involved in it or that we have no control over it.


A starting point for analysing our personal response to change is to understand that it grows directly out of our own experiences, and is affected by those turning points when we have undergone significant changes in our own lives.


Our personal response to change is affected by those turning points when we have undergone significant changes in our own lives.



MY JOURNEY


I was born into a middle-class, north-London family, a Jewish family – which is significant because in the 1960s we were still in an era when my grandparents were relatively recent immigrants. Their vision of the future involved the family becoming part of British society, and their children enjoying a first-rate education and then going into the professions. My father worked in his family’s timber business, and was doing well; my mother’s family had also been successful. So they sent me off on their preferred route, to a private school.

I loved my early school days, because I was allowed to be creative and free, and that suited me since I wasn’t what was thought of as a typical boy: I enjoyed writing, drama, the arts. That was fine until I was thirteen, at which point I was dispatched to Mill Hill, a school where sport, rugby in particular, was very important. Suddenly  I didn’t fit in. I was neither strongly academic nor especially good at sport, and I certainly had no talent for rugby (although I loved watching it). The way I reacted to this change was to become a bit of an agitator, to try and shake things up.

This was, however, at a time when conventional wisdom decreed I should have been craving security and continuity following my parents’ divorce when I was ten. It is of great credit to my mother, with whom I stayed after the divorce, and my grandparents, that I found myself being quite challenging in school, not so much by exhibiting the disruptive behaviour characteristic of many children in such circumstances, but more cerebrally in thinking: Why should this be convention, why do we always have to do things this way?

In my first year at Mill Hill I discovered that the older kids were essentially running the place. If you turned up with any interesting new sweets or snacks, they had first dibs on whatever you brought in. Aged thirteen, I marched into my housemaster’s office and demanded to know why that had to be the case. ‘Because,’ he said, ‘you’ll go through it, and you’ll earn your stripes, and when you’re older, you’ll do the same.’ ‘Well, that’s ridiculous,’ I said. ‘I think it’s morally wrong, so I don’t want to do that.’ I was not prepared to accept the status quo.

In the same way, when I wrote essays I would often go against everything my teacher had asked me to write about, because I objected to being told what to think. There was an element of wanting to kick against the system – not unusual at that age, of course – but by the time I got to A levels, my resentment had grown extremely strong. I left school at eighteen having no desire to go anywhere near education ever again – an irony, given my later career.

All I wanted to do at the time was to be an actor, but I scorned convention, did not apply for any college courses and decided I was going to build an acting career with absolutely no training. Everyone around me was convinced I was mad; everyone, that is, other than my mum, who told me I should listen to my heart, follow my dream. It must have been a courageous thing for her to do, to sit back and watch me make all the mistakes and follow paths that led nowhere. I am sure at times she was terrified about where I’d end up – I was making some really bad choices – but of course it was an incredibly powerful learning experience.

After a couple of years of trying and failing at acting, and realizing that although I was a competent school actor I was not good enough to make a career out of it, I decided, finally, to go to college. I found a course at Derby College of Higher Education, the last place anyone from a posh school like Mill Hill would ever go, which was one of the first colleges to offer a modular degree in what was called ‘Writing For Publication, Visual Communication and Performance’ – and I loved it.


And then everything did change, because in my first year at Derby I met a young woman, Lynne, who was in her final year of training to be a teacher. She got herself a teaching job in Derby, so we carried on seeing each other. One day, just as I was about to go into my second year, she asked me, ‘Richard, on your days off would you come in and do some drama with my kids? They would love it, and I hate drama.’ Of course I would.

It sounds really daft, but it’s true: I fell in love with both her and teaching at the same time, and ended up wedded to both. And my priorities shifted. I suddenly found




Challenge for Change #1







THE ‘BUSYNESS’ TRAP




























20 PER CENT TIME



















Your Change App





	Learn to question your responses to new, unexpected or unwelcome events and circumstances. Ask yourself why you react in the way you do. Being objective and reflective are crucial skills to develop if you are to master change.

	Spend time really exploring what unsettles you – nothing too dramatic: you don’t need to go and lie in a bed of spiders if that is what frightens you most. Force yourself to overcome one small fear every week.

	If, for example, you find the idea of going to the cinema by yourself unsettling, pick a film, buy a ticket, chew some popcorn and then go home knowing you have dealt with that fear. Most fears are irrational and based on perception rather than reality. You will only believe that when you have overcome a few.

	You can share the challenge with someone you trust so that they are there to encourage, support and guide you.

	If you manage people, mentor them to do the same as oft en as is practical and viable.

	Remind yourself what it was like to be a very young child, when every moment was new, fresh and uncontrolled. This will reconnect you with the innate confidence we have at that age to experience change, understand it, lock it in and move on. Imagine how much more productive we would be if we could start to think a little more like four-year-olds again.
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