Reflections from FLARE

A Time to Talk

When a friend calls to me from the road 

And slows his horse to a meaning walk, 

I don't stand still and look around 

On all the hills I haven't hoed, 

And shout from where I am, What is it? 

No, not as there is a time to talk. 

I thrust my hoe in the mellow ground, 

Blade-end up and five feet tall, 

And plod: I go up to the stone wall 

For a friendly visit. 

Robert Frost

Introduction

Before the conference I had FLARE in the same box as organisations such as UNESCO and HBOS; I had heard of them but had no idea for what the acronym stood, or indeed what they did. 

Arriving at the conference was rather daunting.  I felt like the new kid at school.  Even the dress code of smart-casual caused me concern.   I began to question whether I was smart enough – both in attire and intellectually.  However throughout the first day I began to grow in confidence.  This was mainly due to the opportunities to discuss the issues raised by the excellent speakers.  I realised that other people in the group shared my fears, believes and values.  I enjoyed hearing about people’s experiences in their institutions and reflecting on my own practice.  

Having “time out” from the busy, hectic life of school at this conference was so invigourating. This ‘space between the logs’ was invaluable (a metaphor for the positive impact of reflective practice on thinking and ideas. This refers to Graham Handscomb’s opening conference address in which he used Judy Brown’s poem “Fire”: “What makes a fire burn/is space between the logs…”.   Throughout the residential there was an ongoing activity of overtly registering and recording emotional response to innovative ideas through a wall mounted “roller-coaster” chart, and this enabled me to critically assess my own practice and form ideas about how to improve.

There was a defining point during the first day where I decided to contribute to a whole group discussion.  I felt like I was on ‘Question time’: was I going to get applause or was Dimbleby going to cut me off mid sentence and quickly move on?  Thankfully I had nothing to fear.

The evening dinner was a wonderful chance to relax and meet new people.  I suppose some may call this ‘networking’ but I do not like this term.  To me, ‘networking’ suggests that people are making connections that may ‘come in useful’ at some stage.  It was evident that we shared a common set of principles and values and these were the basis of deeper relationships being formed; not just a business card swapping event.

Day 2 began will Professor Paul Clarke’s life changing talk.  Paul is the founder of the ‘Incredible Edible’ project and a nationally renowned innovator of sustainability projects. His address gave a harshly realistic illustration of the world’s diminishing resources but with a fresh slant on sustainable practices and way of life. I am not being overdramatic using the term life changing; since the talk I have started to change the way I live and, as detailed below, I have initiated changes within school to help inform the students of some of the issues raised by Paul.  

Another highlight from Day 2 was the Witness Sessions; whereby FLARE colleagues used the group as an interactive audience to shape and hone current research/enquiry projects. I really enjoyed hearing about the research being carried out by members of the group.  I was especially heartened to note that despite our separate fields of expertise, the common values, which I spoke about earlier, were evident in the enquiries.

Overall the organisation of the event was superb.  I appreciated the thought that went into the timings of the day and the appropriate of the activities.  The Philosophy for Children session at the end of the first day was an excellent example of this.  Philosophy for Children aims to encourage children (or adults) to think critically, caringly, creatively and collaboratively. It is aimed at helping teachers to build a 'community of enquiry' where participants create and enquire into their own questions, and 'learn how to learn' in the process. Becky Keitch (an Essex primary school practitioner who has undertaken SAPERE training) facilitated an authentic session to illustrate the practice and benefits of the approach.  
My one criticism of the event is that the discussion and reflection time for some sessions was not long enough. 

Since the conference I have begun to implement several new initiatives in school that are a direct consequence of attending.  There were several highlights of the conference that inspired me to enhance current practice within my school.   What follows is an outline of my plans.

A brief overview of Focus Fridays

September 2009 saw a new timetable structure for The Deanes School.  We adopted a three lesson day and introduced ‘Focus Friday’ every fortnight.  During Focus Fridays, we have a separate timetable of activities designed to deepen the learning experience for our students.  This has worked exceptionally well in Key Stage 4, allowing students to focus on one subject for a whole day.  Out of the many examples of successful days, several are worth a special mention.  The Year 10 Product Design class visited Glenwood Special School and worked with the young people to design a piece of equipment that would enhance their lives.  As well as the learning for the subject, the Deanes students gain valuable experience working with the young people at Glenwood.  This is best captured in one of the Year 10’s reflections:

“I felt scared when I found out I’d be visiting Glenwood, because I didn’t know the children or how they would react with Deanes pupils, but in fact they were all really kind and happy.  Glenwood has made me think about how lucky I am to be able to do small things that children at Glenwood might not be capable of.  It was an amazing school trip and I am so glad I came.”

Another example was organized by the Science faculty.  During the day, students heard presentations for a variety of speakers promoting a different form of energy production.  Guest speakers from the community were used, along side our own science teachers.  The day culminated in the students deciding which form of energy they felt was best and justifying their reasons.

Key Stage 3 students also experienced a wide variety of activities.  The Humanities faculty organised a ‘Holocaust Day’, the highlight of which was a presentation for a local holocaust survivor.  The faculty also organized a ‘Terrorism Day’, where students used the London bombings as a starting point to explore historical, religious and geographical issues around terrorism.  They used a guest speaker who had first hand experience of the bombings, to launch the day.

As a school we decided that all trips should take place during Focus Fridays.  This way the students did not miss timetabled lessons and the implications for staff cover were greatly reduced.  Examples of trips included the Foundling Museum, Natural History Museum, Greenwich Observatory, a Spanish meal in London, Bletchley Park, the Globe Theatre, Tilbury Power Station and a Year 11 study day at the University of Essex, Southend.

However, there have been some teething problems.  In general, Key Stage 4 activities proved more meaningful and staff have expressed a desire to work together across faculties. 

Inspired by the FLARE residential, I have taken onboard the feedback from the staff and students and have planned next year’s Key Stage 3 Focus Friday around the theme of ‘Sustainability’.  

Building on Good Practice

Following our SLT residential, where Professor Brent Davies guided us through the process of creating and embedding strategic intents, The Deanes School has a long-term aim of being the centre of a sustainable community.

Using the eight doorways from The National Framework for Sustainable Schools (DCSF, 2010), we are preparing a programme that will be one of the first steps towards the school being sustainable.  Focus Fridays will be the vehicle allowing staff to work with students on a variety of projects based on the eight doorways.  Student groups will be mixed ability and mixed age (Year 7, Year 8 and Year 9), allowing the nurturing thinking skills, problem-solving skills, vocabulary and other social competencies.

Our eight projects are entitled:  ‘Food and Drink’, ‘Energy and Water’, ‘Travel and Traffic’, ‘Purchasing and Waste’, ‘Building and Grounds’, ‘Inclusion and Participation’, ‘Local Wellbeing’ and ‘Global Dimension’.

Last week we shared our plans with staff and we were extremely honoured to have Professor Paul Clarke at this launch.  Paul delivered a talk similar to the one he did at the FLARE residential.  Following Paul’s speech, staff signed up for the doorway which they want to focus on and eight members of staff have volunteered to take a lead on a specific doorway.

We are currently planning the next year’s activities so at the moment details are sketchy.  I would welcome the opportunity to follow up on this short article in due time and elaborate on the details and share some of the successes and issues concerning our venture.  Having said this, I would like to share two ideas, which are in the initial stages of planning.  

The ‘Inclusion and Participation’ doorway states that schools have the opportunity to “promote community cohesion by providing an inclusive, welcoming atmosphere that values everyone’s participation and contributions – irrespective of background, culture, age, religion or ability – and challenges prejudice and injustice in all its forms” (DCSF, 2010).  We plan to build in trips to Glenwood Special School each Focus Friday so that every member of Key Stage 3 will have the opportunity to see the outstanding work which goes on, as well as interacting with the young people.  This is essential to us as a school as we prepare for our co-location with Glenwood under the ‘Building Schools for the Future’ programme.

Another idea has come directly from the students.  Two Year 8 girls, who have done some work with the Sorrell Foundation preparing for our BSF build, have drawn up rough plans for a nature sanctuary on the school site.  We are looking at incorporating this idea into the ‘Building and Grounds’ doorway.

We see this project as a way to educate and enthuse our students about the issues which Paul explored with us and also act as a catalyst to further strengthen our links with the local community.

Further Impact from FLARE

Before concluding I want to mention two other ideas directly inspired by the FLARE residential.  One of the Focus Fridays will be a ‘Philosophy Day’.  Becky Keitch has very selflessly agreed to train our ASTs to deliver the session she modeled at the residential.  I am very excited about this day because I see great potential in developing students’ thinking skills and engaging them in meaningful and challenging discussions.

The last idea is rather selfish.  I have formed a small group of staff, both teaching and support, to discuss research.  Inspired by the Witness Sessions, we will meet to discuss our current research and assist each other with methodologies and content.  I know I will find this invaluable as I progress through my MBA in Educational Leadership.

Concluding Thoughts

The theme of the FLARE residential was ‘Innovation for schools of the future’.  I hope that the small innovations I have begun at The Deanes School bear testament to the work of FLARE and contribute to the success of the school.

For me, FLARE is exactly what Wenger termed a ‘community of practice’.  She argues that these communities are “a privileged locus for the acquisition … [and] the creation of knowledge” (Wenger, 1998, p. 214).  It gave us time to put down our hoes and make time to talk.
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