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         Praise for Success Against The Odds:
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “The story of Teach First is of an improbable dream that has become a remarkable reality; a thousand graduates making a vast impact on some of the most needy schools in Britain.”  
 Jon Snow, Channel 4 News
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “The remarkable, gripping and often funny story of a young American on a personal crusade; to succeed at mission impossible, to break down Britain’s chronic educational divide.” 
 Dr Anthony Seldon, master of Wellington College and Tony Blair biographer 
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Teach First is an inspiration to everyone concerned with social change; that it really is possible to build a movement of people who want to help every child reach their potential.”  
 Camila Batmanghelidjh, founder of Kids Company 
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Teach First is changing the face of English education – and English society. It has made teaching in challenging state schools not only a job, but a mission, for many of the highest achieving graduates, the sort who would never have dreamed of going into teaching a decade ago. Brett Wigdortz’s story is passionate, honest, inspiring and very moving. It is a testament to vision and leadership, full of optimism and faith in the power of the human spirit to create the world anew.”   
 Lord Adonis, former education minister 
 
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Teach First is great. Everyone should do it.” 
 Jeremy Paxman, BBC Newsnight
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Teach First has been a transformational force in schools, and a major lever in raising achievement by pupils. This is the extraordinary story of how one man’s belief that change is possible helped change the education landscape in Britain.” 
 Sally Coates, headteacher, Burlington Danes, London
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Brett’s insight is that strong leadership can change lives. He brought a business approach to the world of British education that has the potential to change it forever. Every business leader and entrepreneur can learn from his experience.” 
 Joseph W. Saunders, chairman and chief executive Visa Inc.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Teach First is one of those rare things – a big idea that changes society… This book is a must-read for those who want to learn how they too can lead real change in the world.” 
 Jim O’Neil, chairman of Goldman Sachs Asset Management
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “The Teach First graduates who worked in both my schools made a huge difference to the progress of the schools and the life chances of the young people in them. This has been and continues to be a brilliant initiative.” 
 Joan McVittie, president of the Association of School and College Leaders and head of Woodside High
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Teach First is a programme that recognises our shared responsibility for raising standards in schools, combining business, the voluntary sector and schools themselves.” 
 David Cameron, Prime Minister
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Teach First is a brilliant charity that does so much to address educational disadvantage and inequality in this country.” 
 Nick Clegg, Deputy Prime Minister
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Teach First has played a crucial role in attracting the brightest and the best into teaching, raising the status of the profession and improving the educational outcomes for children in some of our most deprived communities in our country.” 
 Ed Miliband, Leader of the Opposition
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “The wonderful thing is that there have been so many teachers who have come from university, who would have gone into something else, who have seen the point of Teach First. It shows just what an enormous movement this has become. To see the difference it’s making to children’s lives is, I think, of enormous encouragement. Above all else I think it’s an investment in the future.” 
 HRH The Prince of Wales
         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
       
         
            [image: ] 
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         
            Only those who risk going too far can possibly find out how far one can go.
            
 
            T.S. Eliot

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
             

         
 
         
            Dedicated to the memory of my father, Larry Wigdortz, who taught me a sense of humour and belief in the goodness of people that has enabled me to look past the valleys of death and see the hills of happiness in every situation.
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            Foreword
            

         
 
         I am delighted as chair of Teach First in our tenth anniversary year to write a foreword in support of Brett’s book about the founding and development of Teach First. Many ‘how to’ books have been written by entrepreneurs but few have been written about the challenges for social entrepreneurs seeking to change entrenched social norms and succeeding against the odds. Brett’s single-minded determination and hard won experience on how to garner the support and change mindsets makes compelling reading.
         
 
         Failure was never far away and entrenched prejudices were at times overwhelming. Memories fade, of course, as some who were the most sceptical now remind us of their early support. Success has many midwives while failure is an orphan! Brett would be the first to acknowledge that this has not been achieved alone and the support of those who we like to call our “Founding Ambassadors” was crucial – those individuals whose support, courage and belief in those earliest days helped to align the stars and get the enterprise off the runway. They and many others have played a crucial role in backing Teach First and the radical innovations it proposed.
         
 
         My earliest personal recollection was of a summer’s afternoon at Highgrove where the Prince of Wales, President of Business in the Community, had invited headteachers and business leaders to report back on a successful twinning programme called Partners in Leadership. The Prince of Wales remarked, rather sharply, that although he could see benefits for business people – in getting a window on a world they only dawningly understood – and there was anecdotal evidence of benefits for headteachers, he proposed a proper evaluation which should ask what headteachers really wanted from business. The following day, Business in the Community’s Education Leadership Team met – including some senior business leaders and David Hart of the National Association of Head Teachers.
         
 
         The Prince’s proposal was made and Ian Davis supportively agreed to put a McKinsey team on to it which turned out to include one Brett Wigdortz. People like Jo Owen, Rona Kiley, John May and John Dunford among many others also played a crucial role in the early days. For all entrepreneurs the key test is the first investor and that came from Sir George Iacobescu of Canary Wharf Group, who gave us the first £25,000, and helped to trigger, with Rona and Stephen O’Brien from London First, the business support which has made so much difference. Jim O’Neill and Sir Peter Lampl, who has done so much through the Sutton Trust to tackle educational disadvantage, were key early supporters. Lord Andrew Adonis, who played a vital role as a key political support who unblocked the blocks, also deserves a very special mention.
         
 
         Having been on the Board of Teach First for the last nine years, and Chairman for the last six, I know that there are many hundreds of people who deserve all of our gratitude for helping to make Teach First a reality, civil servants like Ralph Tabberer who had the creativity to change the rules, educationalists like Professor Tim Brighouse, Professor John Moss, James Learmonth and Professor Sonia Blandford who backed their innovative instincts, and not least the dozens of dedicated members of our trustee and advisory boards, the hundreds of headteachers who have partnered with us and the thousands of graduates from university campuses across the UK who decided to change their mindset and come and teach first.
         
 
         None of this would have happened, if Brett had not resigned from McKinsey (with Nicole’s willing support), focused and determined to make this dream a reality. His dream was to persuade the most sought after graduates to teach in the least sought after schools – and then to take on the mission of tackling educational disadvantage for the rest of their leadership lives. This book tells the tale of how a social entrepreneur, supported by an outstandingly talented staff team, has begun to achieve that goal and thereby transformed the life chances of young people as a result.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         1 August, 2012
 
         
             

         
 
         Dame Julia Cleverdon DVCO, CBE
 Chair of Teach First and Vice-President
 of Business in the Community
         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            INTRODUCTION
            

         
 
         Prison is bad. But this was worse.
         
 
         At least in prison there is a sense of order. Here, there was little order, and not much evidence of control. Chris, one of the employees, showed me round. His face wore the cares of a thousand conflicts. His eyes were always glancing over my shoulder, looking around for the next crisis, the next abuse, the next problem.
 
         I had only been in Britain for a few months and was visiting one of the largest secondary schools in west London, but this did not feel like a school. Long corridors, tense faces, low level disruption and a feeling of marking time without much to show for it. The man showing me around reminded me of a tired warden, hoping to keep any disturbances low level and avoid trouble until he could retire. “There haven’t been any problems today,” he said hopefully. It was a sad, depressing place. What made it even more so was that the “inmates” were all children and they hadn’t done anything wrong – except to be unlucky enough to live in the wrong catchment area of London.
         
 
         I was in the school to get some ideas for a pro-bono education project my management consultancy employer had assigned me on. It was the first time in my life I had been in a British school and it didn’t look anything like what I had imagined. In reality it seemed more like a prison, a prison of low expectations.
         
 
         My first impression was how sad the entire place felt. The stench of apathy hung over the entire building – no smiles, no aspiration, no structure. It was obvious when walking around that the real victims were the young people in the school who were being failed by the adults responsible for their care.
 
         I got dropped off at an English class where the students argued and talked over each other about everything except the writing lesson the teacher was valiantly trying to explain. The bell rang and I asked one of the pupils what he had learned. He laughed, “It’s just a waste of time.” I had trouble not agreeing with him.
 
         As the students filed out, I asked the teacher what his goals were for the class.
 
         “We want to keep them out of trouble.”
 
         “Out of trouble?” I asked.
 
         “Yes, if they leave here at sixteen without any problems and we keep them off the street, then we’ve done our job. You can’t expect too much from these kids. Many of their parents aren’t even literate.” He shrugged. “The best thing you guys can do is send us some money and stay out of our way.”
 
         He wandered down the corridor and left me to let myself out.
 
         Even now, eleven years later, I’ll never forget that meeting and my simplistic thoughts as I stepped outside, totally deflated. This isn’t fair. These children deserve better. How can someone already be giving up on kids who are only twelve years old when it’s their job to change things?
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Any journey has to start somewhere. This journey started in Chris’s school. That visit was the call to arms that I needed. I had been working on a project on how businesses could support schools in challenging circumstances in London. We prided ourselves on the intellectual rigour of our analysis. Looking at the data, it was obvious that most schools with children from low-income communities were not succeeding, but they were only numbers on a page, no more real than any other statistical analysis. I needed more than analysis to move to action. Seeing is believing, and realising how some of the young people were being left out of their only opportunity for advancement was shocking.
 
         Luckily, this was only part of the picture. Not all schools were failing their students. In fact, some were inspirational. And, even in the most challenged places, there were islands of remarkable professionals devoting themselves to raising the aspirations and attainment of their pupils. What some of them were achieving was truly moving. I especially remember a visit to a school in South London, trudging through the grey London mist past boarded-up shops and 1960s concrete housing estates. The school itself was nothing much to look at until one stepped inside, where the headteacher’s brisk optimism was apparent from the moment I arrived. The cheery signs on the walls, the receptionist greeting visitors, the teachers and the pupils all united by their pursuit of success and learning. There was a purpose to the place – a common vision. The school was succeeding with their students. The head had ten minutes, sat me down in a corner of her office and recounted in bullet points what she was looking for from business partnerships – work experience, interview training, IT support. As I scribbled furiously she closed with her most important request. “Tell them to stop poaching the best graduates!” she ordered. “We need them. They don’t!” I laughed at her comments. She gave me what I’m sure was her patented headteacher scowl for naughty children. She was deadly serious. I wrote it down. She sent me on my way.
         
 
         There weren’t enough places like this and they seemed so isolated. The successes of some only served in my mind to underline the failure of most. If students in one school could do well, why couldn’t those from similar backgrounds in another? To me, it seemed a failure of leadership – not just the school leadership or classroom leadership, but also wider societal leadership. Why weren’t more people doing something to change this situation? If hundreds of thousands of children in Britain were being starved of food, no one would allow it. How could anyone find this starving of opportunity acceptable?
         
 
         Education is the most crucial way for young people to make the most of their individual talent to enable them to lead a successful life. As well as a moral imperative, it is also an economic one. The British economy has no room for an uneducated workforce. Poor education for some drains resources from all. Almost all of the people who took part in the 2011 riots were united by the lack of an effective education, with only 11% having achieved the five or more GCSE grades A*– C, including English and Maths, that are the minimum expectations of most students in the English education system.1
         
 
         Quite simply, in twenty-first-century Britain, a great education is the most important way for a child to unlock a better future. The lack of this opportunity for some of our youngsters is a modern day version of the ancient scourge of slavery or feudalism where a person’s life opportunities were dependent on the parents they were born to. If we no longer live in a society where it is considered acceptable for freedom to be rationed by status at birth, then this simply has to be the most important issue of our time. Luckily, if there is unanimity around any issue it is this – everyone deserves an excellent education. Everyone needs an excellent education. This is one of society’s greatest responsibilities to every one of its young people. No one would openly disagree.
         
 
         At least that is the theory.
 
         The reality is quite different. For it remains the case that the greatest determinant of a child’s educational success continues to be how wealthy their parents are. This correlation in Britain is among the strongest in the developed world. A recent OECD study showed that parental income in Britain has over one and a half times the impact on their children’s incomes compared with Canada, Germany and Sweden, a situation that seems positively feudal.2 The waste that underlines this is immense and frightening.
         
 
          
         It’s time to man the barricades. It doesn’t have to be this way.
         
 
         Study after study, expert after expert, common sense observation after common sense observation all show the same thing.
 
         An excellent education is the result of teachers who demonstrate  excellent classroom leadership, enabled by effective school and wider societal leadership. These are the key ingredients of an excellent education, which we all know can have a major impact in changing young people’s lives. They are not the only things that matter – there are many other factors that contribute to a child’s educational success, including their early years and out of school experience. However, it is indisputable that no education system, no school and no classroom can be better than the adults who lead them.
         
 
         Everyone from Secretaries of Education to my six-year-old daughter (who will follow her teacher to the ends of the earth) intuitively understands this.
 
         In what other public policy issue is there so much agreement around the basic principles of success?
 
         Yet, in 2001, with some notable exceptions, why wasn’t it happening? Why weren’t enough of the most able, motivated and inspirational leaders in the country choosing to go and teach in a school in challenging circumstances?
         
 
         Let me rephrase that. It wasn’t that they were considering teaching in a challenging school, carefully weighing the pros and cons and deciding to be an accountant instead. Most were considering teaching in a challenging school the same way they were considering being a Martian surveyor or an underwater sculptor. In other words, it wasn’t something entering their consciousness. To give one example, in 2002, less than 3% of all Russell Group (recognised as the top British research universities) graduates went on to apply for any sort of teaching qualification course at all directly after university.3 As one head of career services at a top university sniffed to me “Our graduates aren’t really interested in those sort of jobs. They’re looking for something with more prestige.”
         
 
         More prestige. Why would anyone think that sitting in an office pouring over spread sheets was prestigious, while leading young people and changing lives wasn’t?
 
         However, priorities can change.
 
         In the autumn of 2001, having been in Britain for only a few months, I wrote the business plan for the charity that would become Teach First. By autumn 2012, we would become the largest graduate recruiter in the country, working with over 500 schools, tens of thousands of young people, dozens of universities and businesses and all the national political parties to help make change happen. The greatest leadership lesson I’ve learned over the past decade is that the future doesn’t have to be like the present, just like the present isn’t always like the past. Change really can happen.
 
         At its heart, the idea of Teach First was very simple and consisted of three stages. First, it involved attracting the best graduates in the country to join the programme. Not best as in the best grades, or best in terms of university background, but best in terms of leadership potential. This had to be highly selective.
 
          
         Then, they would complete a training programme, but it wouldn’t be just any programme. It would start with something that would feel like a boot camp, a basic training that would be short, sharp and tough with high expectations and quick skills transfer. It would be residential. That was crucial. They would live together and learn together and begin to function as a cohort together. They would become outraged about this problem together and they would bond together in this adversity. They would teach for a minimum fixed period of time – a two-year commitment similar to most graduate employers’ fast-track training schemes. They would work with schools of education, other teachers and leaders inside and outside of their schools, through continuous training during the two years to learn how to be highly effective. What was crucial was that they wouldn’t be teaching assistants, they would have to be fully responsible for their classrooms. They would do this in schools in the most challenging circumstances where they could potentially make the greatest impact.
         
 
         They would be expected to be leaders. Classroom leaders from the start – working with their students to prove the maxim that true leadership is leading people to a place they need to get to when they themselves don’t believe they can get there. They would be well supported during the two years by the best leadership training from all partners available.
 
         However, two years of teaching from each graduate wouldn't be sufficient to upend an entrenched national injustice. They would have to lead change beyond this period. Because society had to change. During their two years, they would become so outraged, so bonded and so sure of the potential of their pupils that they would never stop fighting for them. This led to the third part of the plan. They would have to become a movement of leaders dedicated to this for life. Some would continue as excellent teachers, others as school leaders, while others still would be supported to make this change happen through roles in business, policy-making, charities and their own enterprises.
         
 
         In some ways it was a deliberate sleight of hand. No pressure, just a two-year commitment. In reality, I was convinced that the graduates would make it a lifetime one.
 
         They would join other great teachers, school leaders, charity heads, business champions and policy influencers outside of Teach First to become the most powerful movement in the country, helping to lead a revolution that would ensure all young people in Britain got the excellent and life-changing education they needed and deserved.
         
 
         I naively started to show the business plan around. This, I thought, would be the easy bit. People would immediately embrace this idea and take it forward.
         
 
         The more people I showed it to, the more problems people saw. My colleagues laughed. “We don’t do revolutions in this country mate,” one sniggered. A few were indulgently supportive and for them, I will be eternally grateful. However, most smiled at my innocence and then ripped into the idea and its many, many flaws. The most obvious one was that I really didn’t understand Britain. Most observers with any knowledge of what would be involved felt that this would be too difficult to get started. Where would the money come from? Entrenched bureaucracies would need to change. It would require an unprecedented and impossible degree of cooperation and coordination between the private and public sectors, between schools, teacher trainers, graduates, unions, businesses and government. To achieve this would take a huge amount of personal Commitment – which I now realise was my first real lesson in leadership.
         
 
         Next, in the unlikely event that it did get started, just about everyone believed that it would be best run by civil servants in government, or at the very least by an expert in British education. In other words, not me. This made complete sense, but for some reason common sense was not correct in this instance. For this project to be successful, it needed to be led from the heart – sometimes an emotional connection can prove more powerful than decades of experience. This led me to my second leadership lesson: the importance of believing in yourself, taking on feedback, constantly learning and working with real Integrity.
         
 
         The graduates. It was explained to me that there was a huge difference from other countries. I kept on hearing the same refrain, “British graduates aren’t idealistic enough to want to teach those children”. Many experts in the graduate psyche believed that there was none of the romanticism or civic mindedness that’s present in other countries. Instead, with a booming economy, there were many other opportunities for them to follow the siren call of the Porsche in the City rather than work in what some people unfortunately felt was a discredited profession, teaching unruly teenagers in hoodies. I didn’t really believe this needed to be the case and so learned a powerful leadership lesson on the importance of high standards in attracting and motivating great people. It taught me the value of a focus on Excellence to make change happen.
         
 
         Many experts also believed that even if this project did get off the ground and managed to find a few interested souls to sign up to it, they wouldn’t have much of an impact. It was felt that it takes years for a teacher to effect change. Anyway, how would they be trained? As one official explained to me, “It takes sixty-three standards to become a teacher and there is no way that those can be taught at speed. For instance, have you thought through how number 2.3 or 4.1 will be taught through your model? It will be impossible!” She was right. It would have been impossible for us to do this alone. Luckily we made some friends. But first I had to learn the leadership lesson of Collaboration – that by working together you can achieve much more and begin to break down “impossible” barriers.
         
 
         Finally, it took years for many observers, and even many of our closest supporters, to really understand the most powerful part of the concept. This wasn’t a teacher recruitment or training programme. It was about growing a long-term movement of leaders dedicated to overturning a national injustice. As more than one colleague sniffed: “We don’t ‘do’ movements in Britain.” The idea of thousands of people working together towards a common vision seemed untenable. This led to the most crucial lesson of all – the importance of everyone uniting within a Leadership mentality. The young people we are working for will only have the opportunities they need if everyone takes personal responsibility for leading the change necessary to make that happen. None of us individually are responsible for this problem, but all of us can be responsible for the solution. You can be a spectator and be concerned about the situation, or you can be a leader and take responsibility. Our teachers and their colleagues needed to be leaders. As more and more individuals felt a sense of responsibility to solve this issue, it would unleash the incredible power to make real societal change possible.
         
 
         These five leadership lessons – the importance of living the values of Commitment, Integrity, Excellence, Collaboration and Leadership – were painfully learned, but have already started to enable many of the young people we work with, and their schools, to succeed against the odds.
 
         The past eleven years have taught me that things change all the time. However, in 2001 it wasn’t just Britain that had to change – I had to change. I was twenty-eight years old, I had no public policy experience, no experience in education, had never led anything before, had never managed anyone before, and found myself in a strange country, without any professional network. I was the least likely person to help make this change happen.
         
 
         
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         
            Michael
            
 
            Michael is a sweet fifteen-year-old Geordie lad who is constantly smiling from the moment he enters class until the moment he leaves. Unfortunately, that is almost all he does as he is largely unable to speak. He has a severe mental illness and is barely able to communicate. He was unable to get a place in a Special School and the headteacher could not find a more appropriate place for him in this school, so he is in our teacher’s bottom set English class filled with large, scary looking boys described by other teachers in the school as having severe behaviour difficulties. Our teacher was given this class because he is the newest member of staff and so received the timetable that no one else wanted. He views this challenge as an opportunity, setting up a rota for different children to be responsible for helping Michael each day, both in class and during lunch and breaks. After a few initial complaints, every boy starts to look forward to this duty. Our teacher builds a culture of peer support in the classroom that demands everyone helps each other to succeed and no one is allowed to fall behind. It is one of the most joyful and supportive, but also purposeful environments I have ever seen. It is the only place in the school where Michael feels connected and for the first time in his life develops basic verbal skills. All of the other children in the class go from being deemed the “worst of the worst” in the school to starting to show some success, with almost every one of them gaining a “C” or above in their English GCSEs, though none started the year expecting to. Most of them volunteer to support Michael the following year.
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            “This will never get started.”
            
 
            The Value of Commitment

         
 
         As I sat in one of the small interview rooms at McKinsey & Company’s London offices off Piccadilly Circus, desperately trying to spin my meagre experience, the manager of the project, John Kirkpatrick, looked back and forth between me and my CV with a wary eye. “So, basically, your only experience in the education field, besides going to school yourself, is that your mum teaches at a high school? Why exactly are you applying for this project?”
         
 
         I’m sure that if I had told him the truth, I would never have been selected. I was the employee of last resort.
 
         This was back in 2001, and I was applying to get on to the pro bono education project that would eventually take me to Chris’s school. I desperately needed to get selected. The system at McKinsey requires that junior employees like myself apply for and get selected on to different projects within our own chosen specialist area in order to build up a portfolio of experience. If you go too long without this, it threatens your place in the firm.
         
 
         My background had been in financial services, but these projects were in short supply in late 2001. As a result, I had applied for half a dozen projects simultaneously in a number of different fields. I was up for anything.
 
         My career so far had been peripatetic and lacking in any obvious structure or plan beyond trying to see as much of the world as possible. I grew up in a small suburban town on the New Jersey shore, about fifty miles south of New York City, next to Bruce Springsteen’s “Hometown” of Asbury Park.
 
         I went to the local school with the same group of kids from the age of five to eighteen. About half the graduates moved on to university and I was one of them, going out of state to study at the University of Richmond, a small liberal-arts college in Virginia. During my final year at university I applied for dozens of opportunities with the main criterion being that they took me to the most exotic locale possible.
 
         The winner turned out to be a two-year position at a Honolulu-based think-tank, called the East-West Center. They offered free lodging, airfare, tuition for a Masters in Economics degree at the University of Hawaii and about $600 a month. I jumped at it.
 
         During my time there, I began to focus on Indonesian issues and, as a result, found myself in Jakarta in 1997 when revolution broke out around me. The Asian economic crisis and an angry middle class stirred a popular revolt against the thirty-one-year reign of strong-man Suharto. Soon, the impossible happened and he was overthrown, leading to rapid changes as a free press started to proliferate and democratic elections were held. I ended up staying in the region, working as a freelance journalist for about a year, writing about some of the massive changes occurring around me. That period left me with a deep realisation of how even the most calcified of systems can quickly transform beyond all recognition.
         
 
         Feeling that my thirst for adventure and excitement was finally sated, I moved back to the United States. At a loss on what to do next, in the summer of 1998 I ended up back in my old summer jobs, working as a valet car parker and lifeguard at an upmarket beach club and living with my parents in New Jersey – a situation none of us found particularly appealing.
 
         One particular low-point was when I applied for the head lifeguard position at the beach club and was told that I didn’t have enough leadership skills or experience to hold onto such a role. Probably the true nadir of my career, though, was when I was fired from a chicken delivery job at “Cluck-U” fried chicken shack because I took too long on my routes, getting lost while driving in those pre-GPS days. After two nights, I was told to hang up my chicken hat.
 
         Luckily, this was in the midst of the dot-com boom and even someone who couldn’t deliver chicken could get a job. I used my Indonesian experience to get a temporary role as head of Southeast Asian policy and business programmes at the Asia Society, a non-profit organisation based in New York that focused on increasing ties with Asia. A few months later, I applied for and, after one day of eight back-to-back interviews, received an offer as a junior associate with McKinsey & Company’s new Southeast Asian offices – based in Jakarta. At the time, I only had a very vague notion of what a management consultant did and still remember a congratulatory conversation with my grandmother that didn’t help. “It sounds like a great job. What is it you will do  exactly?”
         
 
         “Well, I will work with banks and other businesses to advise them on how they can work more effectively and efficiently.”
 
         Pause.
 
         “But you’ve never worked in a bank or a business.”
 
         “No, but the idea is that we use special systems and ways of thinking about problems to help them.”
 
         Long pause as she tries to think how she’s going to explain this to her bridge group.
 
         “As long as someone is paying you for this I guess it sounds like a splendid job.” She didn’t sound convinced and I suppose neither was I.
 
         Yet, for over two years, I worked with banks and other financial institutions throughout Southeast Asia, in Singapore, Manila, Jakarta and Kuala Lumpur, helping them build insurance units, hold onto high-net worth customers, and engage in the chest-thumping “War For Talent”, which helped them attract and retain the best employees to increase their profitability. I enjoyed the work and was competent in it, but felt like I was missing a level of meaning that I wanted. Crucially, I learned the skill of condensing complex ideas into simple structures, and how to convince
 
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
         
            HOW TO LOOK AT A PROBLEM WITHOUT 
 “BOILING THE OCEAN”
            
 
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
             
            
         
 
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
         
            HOW TO WRITE A BUSINESS PLAN
 
             
             
            
               
            
 
             
            
               
            
 
             
            
               
            
 
             
            
               
            
 
             
            
               
            
 
             
                 
               	Difficult to find financial backing for programme
     
               	Government, Teacher Training Agency (TTA – now the  Teaching Agency) or schools of education do not support our teachers because of their lack of training
     
               	Headteachers do not want to hire the teachers•
     
               	Not enough top university graduates interested in joining • the programme
     
               	Participants find they cannot successfully teach in a disadvantaged school environment
 
            
 
            
         
 
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
              
            	Raise funding – we believed we needed to raise £1 million in order to launch the organisation and that the best way to do this would be to find ten founding sponsors of £50,000 each to be matched by £500,000 of start-up support from the Department for Education and Skills (now called the Department for Education).
         
            
     
            	Gain political support – we needed the schools minister to change legislation to allow this programme to become an alternative way for new teachers to gain Qualified Teacher Status (a lifetime qualification enabling them to teach in England). 
       
            
     
            	Improve the business plan – develop practical methods to deliver it, including the graduate recruitment and selection, marketing, teacher training, school placement and organisational development elements.
            
 
         
 
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
         
            HOW TO TURN A “NO” INTO A “YES”
 
             
             
             
            
         
 
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
         
            TEN STEPS TO STARTING A NEW ENTERPRISE
 
            1. Believe in your “light-bulb” moment
 
             
            2. Develop your idea and write it down
 
             
            3. Take a risk
 
             
            4. Build a team invested in the idea’s success
 
             
            5. Listen to your stakeholders
 
             
            6. Ignore half of what you hear – it will destroy your idea
 
             
            7. Incorporate half of what you hear – it will save your idea
 
             
            8. If you don’t ask, you won’t get
 
             
            9. Defy the valleys of death
 
             
            10. Begin the hard work!
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