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			About the author
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			Sonia Gill has an impressive track record in supporting headteachers to create genuinely outstanding schools. She doesn’t focus on the Ofsted framework and yet the schools she supports are far more likely to achieve ‘outstanding’ than those that don’t.

			Sonia is a qualified teacher who has taught children of all ages from Reception to 16 and was selected to join the prestigious John Lewis leadership programme where she led a number of multi-million-pound business areas. She is a speaker at educational events and the author of the number one ranked Amazon book Successful Difficult Conversations in Schools.

			You can follow her on Twitter at @SoniaG_HeadsUp and @UK_HeadsUp.

		

	
		
			Testimonials

			Journey to Outstanding provides an innovative yet practical approach to creating an outstanding school which should be read by existing leaders at all levels and those aspiring to step into the role. Sonia’s belief that every school can be genuinely outstanding is inspiring and her desire to support schools to do so shines through every page. Her ideas, concepts and resources provide a fabulous support mechanism whilst the real-life examples show what is achievable in varying contexts and bring the written word to life. Whether it be your vision, having difficult conversations or growing your team, this book is a must read!

			Joanna Savidge, Headteacher, Clockhouse Primary School, Havering
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			Working with Sonia and her team has helped us to achieve far greater clarity in our vision and in the communications around it. Everyone in our school now knows what we stand for and what we are aiming for, and everyone makes better decisions based on that knowledge. Treating people well has always been important to us, and perhaps led us to shy away from some difficult conversations in the past. Sonia has given us the tools and techniques to have those conversations kindly and effectively. Our leadership is stronger than ever and yet is also kinder and more inclusive than ever; a real win-win. If you want to be both ethical and effective, I highly recommend that you take note of what Sonia has to say, and that you adapt your practice accordingly.

			Andrew Fisher, Principal, North Halifax Grammar School

			[image: ]

			Sonia Gill is an expert at focusing on what really matters in schools. This new edition of her book is recommended to everyone who wants to make their school truly outstanding. Sonia makes things simple. She challenges us all to create a culture of excellence. After reading the first edition of this book we were inspired to work with Sonia and her amazing team. This work was exciting, challenging and enriching and remains one of the best investments we’ve made as a school.

			Eileen Ollieuz, Headteacher, Highshore Special School
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			Amidst all the pressures of headship, Sonia and the Heads Up team shine the light on what really makes the difference in outstanding schools. Leadership is at the heart of everything: developing the vision, culture and strategy for your school. Sonia takes you through exactly what it takes to achieve this. Heads Up are model professionals. I can’t recommend Sonia and her team highly enough.

			James Page, Chief Executive, Haringey Education Partnership

		

	
		
			Dedication 
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			I dedicate this book to our headteachers and their teams who strive, every day, to support, educate and care for our children. Those who challenge themselves to give more, who have a relentless desire to develop the skills, knowledge and love that will let today’s children go on to have successful tomorrows and create a better world.
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			Thank you 

			Life is both a journey and a team sport. The people we know and meet are interwoven into all that we do. I’d like to take a moment to thank key people who have contributed to this book and supported Heads Up in elevating schools to become genuinely outstanding. 
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			Headteachers and school leaders 

			I am grateful to the many headteachers and schools I have worked with over the years and while there are too many individuals to thank by name, I’d like to acknowledge their hard work and determination to create incredible schools and thank them for the inspiration, challenges and improvements they have made to my work. You are a gift to us all.

			Team Heads Up

			Thank you past and present, and even future, for all your hard work and commitment to making a difference and for being there for me, and each other.

			The invisible engine room behind Heads Up 

			Nisha – your endless passion for helping school leaders inspires me.

			Phil – your strategic brain brings out the best in all of us.

			Kay – you have kept me sane for many years.

			The incredible training team

			The trainers – Sophie, Maria, Lilian and Jess – you shine brightly every day and continuously strive for excellence while leading with love.

			The actors – Czarina, Carol, Sophie and Shiraz – I will never understand how you so effortlessly and effectively embody those difficult issues and people, you bring magic and insight to all that you do.

			The people who bring this book to life

			Diane – as always you wave a wonderful wand over my words, thank you.

			Alex, Jonathan and the John Catt team – for their hard work and support in bringing this book to life.

			The life changers

			A big thank you to those people who irrevocably changed my life for the better: Nick Bolton, for getting me started on my journey and for continuing to be there for me every step of the way; Mel White, you’ve been through it all with me; Daniel and Andrew Priestley and Darshana and Marcus Ubl for helping me know why I’m here, James White for helping us transform, Dan Bradbury and his team who push me to do better and show me how, and Susie and Rod for your great coaching, advice, support, time and humour – you keep life sparkling!

			My family and friends

			In my personal life I am grateful to those who have been by my side throughout and without whom life would be a lot harder and a lot less fun! 

			My family; my wonderful mum, for giving me more than any child could have hoped for, and my dad, bless his soul, for his high standards and love. My big sister Sim who picks me up and keeps me on track and her husband Kevin who tells me so much yet says so little. And Izzy and Ally who keep me grounded, teach me life’s most valuable lessons and giggle all the way through it!

			Two of my best friends Lee, one of the wisest and most giving people I have ever met and John, for your endless help, intellect, support and laughter – you guys keep it all real.

			Most of all thank you my dearest Phil, for your unwavering support, love and guidance through thick and thin – you are my rock.

		

	
		
			Using this book (read me first) 

			You can read this book cover to cover or you can dip and skip your way through it. This short section is an overview to help you decide how you can get the most out of this book.
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			Who am I to tell you how to create an outstanding school?

			Here I share my background so you know how I built up the knowledge and experience that has enabled me to help schools become genuinely outstanding. 

			Section 1 looks at why every school can be outstanding and why every school isn’t. I share:

			
					Why every school really can be outstanding.

					Common barriers to becoming outstanding.

					That it’s really not about Ofsted.

					An overview of what genuinely outstanding schools do differently.

			

			If you want to believe this is possible for your school, and find out what is holding you back (and it’s not what you think) then do read this section.

			Section 2 is where I share how you can go about creating the shift you need to make to lead a genuinely outstanding school:

			
					The three key leadership strategies for creating culture by design:	Get everyone on board: build a compelling, values-based vision that creates your cultural eco-system.
	Ensure behaviour and performance stay consistently high through having successful difficult conversations.
	Create the best people: grow your team’s strengths so they are brilliant in their role.



					For each strategy, I cover:	What you need to know.
	How you can start to put them in place.
	Common mistakes.



			

			Section 3 looks at common obstacles and why creating a genuinely outstanding school comes down to your leadership.

			Activities throughout the book aim to help you evaluate where you are and set out some ways to improve your school. 

			Resources to help you continue your learning are mentioned throughout the book.

			Next steps show how we can support you on your journey to creating a genuinely outstanding school.

			Will this book make your school outstanding?

			Reading the book alone is not enough, that would be an unrealistic expectation. I hope this book gives you a new lens through which to view the concept of ‘outstanding’. I’m sure it can feel at times that you have limited control over the direction of your school; that it’s more about what Ofsted and the Department for Education decide is right. This isn’t the case in genuinely outstanding schools. They put themselves firmly in the driving seat of what an exceptional school is. I want to excite you and fill you with hope, to show you what the real journey to outstanding is, that it is worth taking, and to convince you that excellence is possible in your school. This book is a reliable road map for that exhilarating journey.

			I’ve shared this information with hundreds of headteachers since 2011 and helped many to implement impressive changes in their schools. These changes have helped them to raise their schools to where they belong, and make them happy, fulfilling, high achieving, holistic and genuinely outstanding centres of education.

			Appendices are included to help you dip back into the book at any time:

			
					Appendix 1: Chapter summaries – to help you refer back to key sections.

					Appendix 2: All the activities – in one place for you.

					Appendix 3: A table of figures.

					Appendix 4: A table of all the resources and where you can find them online.

			

			Who is this book for?

			Headteachers and school leaders who think ‘good’ isn’t good enough. Who want to create the best possible education for their pupils. Who want to stretch themselves, upskill and learn more. Who are committed to never settling for second best in order to create incredible schools. 

			If that sounds like you, then read on. 

			Why a second edition?

			It’s been seven years since I wrote the first edition and in that time I’ve continued to learn and to improve our work around how to create genuinely outstanding schools. One of our values at Heads Up is ‘evolving excellence’ and we constantly strive to do better for our schools. This second edition contains updated thinking and methods throughout, as well as a new chapter on how I can judge a school accurately in 30 seconds (I realise that might sound crazy but it’s true). 

		

	
		
			Who am I to tell you how to create an outstanding school?

			Hello, I’m Sonia Gill, the Founder and Director of Heads Up Ltd. I specialise, together with my dedicated team, in elevating schools to become genuinely outstanding. 

			Our mission is to make every school in the UK outstanding; yes, in terms of Ofsted, but more importantly in being centres of excellence in our communities. And we achieve tangible results. An average of only 6% of schools gain or maintain the Ofsted ‘outstanding’ judgement. However, at the time of writing, 24% of the schools we work with succeed in gaining or maintaining the official outstanding accolade.

			As a qualified teacher, I’ve taught every age from reception to Year 11. With a degree in psychology, I had planned to go into educational psychology because I found supporting special needs children to be a fulfilling role. But I was young and still exploring my vocation so sought to broaden my experience outside the classroom. I was fortunate to be selected to join the prestigious John Lewis graduate leadership programme.

			Throughout my time at John Lewis I gained a huge amount of business experience. My focus on leadership and creating dynamic teams combined with my passion for psychology and my skills as a class teacher led me to be successful in the business. Within three years I found myself on the steering group of the second largest shop, reporting directly to the managing director. As you’d expect I learned a multitude of lessons through the inevitable mistakes we all make in the process of learning. I don’t know about you but I feel leadership is a series of mistakes that help you get more right, but no matter how much you get right, there are always more mistakes to be made! A famous Churchill saying motivates me through the bumpy process without losing heart.

			Success consists of going from failure to failure without 
loss of enthusiasm.

			I kept, and still keep, trying, learning, improving, failing and learning. Repeatedly. As they say:

			If we’re not making mistakes we’re not learning.

			I wish it wasn’t that way, but it is.

			Having worked in both the public and corporate sector I encountered the view that the public sector should learn from the business sector, but few corporate professionals recognised the value of public sector experience. However, many businesses are average, and excellence is a rare breed, and the lessons run both ways. What I learned as a teacher was invaluable when I moved into business and, when I moved back to the public sector, the same was true again. The blend of my experience in the two sectors continues to enrich my knowledge base and skill set.

			I always wanted to return to education because I believe education is the most important part of society. So I founded Heads Up in 2011 to help headteachers create the outstanding schools they have always dreamed of.

			In this book I share with you my insights, along with the approaches and methods I have used to support hundreds of school leaders create amazing schools. I hope you find this knowledge useful and enjoy exploring the ideas. Most of all I hope you feel empowered to create the outstanding school, the centre of excellence, you have always dreamed of leading.
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How to break the glass ceiling of ‘good’
and create a genvinely outstanding school

SONIA GILL





