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It’s 1996. The big question is : What should we do about behaviour in Birmingham schools? Then number of exclusions has gone up 400% in 4 years, teachers and head teachers are complaining, and the pressure to get more children in to special schools is intense. I was asked to answer this question by Tim Brighouse, Birmingham’s education chief.

Previous behaviour work with school children and students had been individual based - largely through behaviour modification,  though many already felt that didn’t work or at best was only a partial answer. Some professionals had moved towards training with the increased realisation that the adults were the key. Adults had the power over the way that the situation was seen and they had the most ingrained behaviours. The multi-professional group I set up soon agreed that we should look at bad behaviour as an interactive process. 

We also saw that the problems of dealing with well established bad behaviour was almost insoluble and always just the best approach in a bad situation. Perhaps I can use an image here. ‘Fishing bodies out of the floodwater’ is an endless thankless and almost pointless task. We needed to find out where and when the children were falling/being pushed into the water and work on preventing it happening.

We conducted some small pieces of research. We looked at the terms used to describe two sets of children- those who had been categorised by the special educational needs term ‘Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties’ (EBD), and those who had been excluded (expelled) from school without any SEN designation. For each group we recorded the adjectives used to describe the children’s behaviour. There was no difference- the words used were the same. And two adjectives were used most often (by a long way) for both groups; disruptive and aggressive. We concluded that if there was a difference between the two groups the professionals did not know how to describe it. It was more likely that the groups were pretty much homogenous and that their designation came about by chance and circumstance. 

We also looked at 

Because we saw the development of behaviour problems as a process, we needed a conceptual structure for teachers representing this process. We could then ask them to watch out for the earliest stage when the chance of success was greatest. We would then give them strategies for more focused work at this point. We had a model for this in the British system for children with special needs- a three stage model with actions depending on the severity of the needs. We created the Framework 3 levels to reflect the need for graduated responses to behaviour and the ability to work at the preventative level.

But what to ask them to do? After all, a teacher could be concerned because a child was continually tapping on the desk even after being told not to on many occasions. In this case to suggest that they started a behaviour program with star charts, or a session of counselling made no sense for two reasons. Such a response would be an over-reaction. More importantly, teachers who use behaviour modification or counselling methods generally need a lot of support. The expert professional support needed could not be made for so problems as common as this. 

But if it was to be truly preventative, we needed a system which teachers would be able to use as soon as they became worried about a behaviour problem. It was for this reason that we, almost by accident, remembered that behaviour was affected by the environment! This was something that the teachers knew more about than any other subject-  their environment. And if they were anything like every other worker in the world, they would know things that were not right about their working environment- and have ideas what they could do about it.

So what were the barriers to this happening? Firstly, we needed to get away from the pervasive belief that the problem was simply ‘in the child’. Little did we realise what a long and difficult journey this would be. Secondly, for many reasons, most class teachers did not feel empowered to seek their own solutions.

Framework in action

When we piloted Framework for the first time we were pleased that our colleagues in the education department liked it and that several schools were happy to try it out. Our biggest problem was the teacher’s unions. They were suspicious that if teachers filled in the environment checklist that they would be opening themselves to criticism from others. After all, amongst other things, they were asked to comment on aspects of their own teaching. Because of this we agreed that the teachers could keep their completed checklists confidential between themselves and the Behaviour Coordinator if they wished. The Unions agreed to the pilot but they monitored closely what happened.

By the end of the pilot, the unions were our greatest supporters. The teachers told them that the process had been empowering to them and had helped them deal with the behaviour themselves. They had understood that Framework brought ordinary teachers back into a role where they could influence all aspects of the school environment. But this factor also had a negative effect on introducing Framework for Intervention to all schools. The unions liked it, but some headteachers found it less comfortable. 

I understand that in Norway, the role of the headteacher (skoleleleder) has been subject to some debate. You may know that in England the role has always been seen as that of a leader and manager of the school. There is no sense of ‘first amongst equals’ – the head teacher is the ‘boss’ and takes responsibility for everything within the school. Also, the culture of teachers working together was nothing like as strong as I understand from the Fin Stil team that it is in Norway. 

In England and Wales in 1989 the head teachers’ responsibility was extended to full financial responsibility (including staffing), though at the same time the new National Curriculum took away the head teachers’ power over what was taught. In the early 1990’s the pressure on head teachers was increased through a new national inspection service (Ofsted) and national tests with ‘league tables’ of schools.

By the time that Framework was being introduced, the effects of these changes were most severe. Head teachers felt under pressure, under scrutiny and in competition. The success or failure of their schools was entirely their responsibility, though in reality they had limited power. In this situation, a system which they felt could lead to increasing criticism from their staff was likely to be viewed with some suspicion.

We tried to reassure the head teachers by telling them that the system wouldn’t lead to criticism – instead we told them that their teachers would be coming to them with solutions rather than problems. This worked for many, but we guessed that some felt so much under pressure from inspection and league tables that they would not have the confidence to try it out in its complete form. And this proved to be true, especially in our secondary schools where the pressures were greatest and the role of the head teacher most difficult.

In those circumstances it was very gratifying that 300 out of the 400 schools in Birmingham did take up Framework, and that the signs are still there after 10 years. This has occurred in the face of a government culture of central planning and guidance, constantly changing initiatives on behaviour in schools, and persistence in their emphasis on the importance and responsibility of head teachers.

Some Theoretical Basis

I want to spend a little time looking at some of the theoretical and research background to two of the core pillars of Framework for Intervention: the environmental (ecological) approach, and the importance of empowerment.

We would argue that what Framework is attempting to do is parallel, though in a much smaller way, to the change in physics brought about by Galileo Galilei’s rejection of the long standing Aristotelian approach to studying phenomena. Aristotle proposed that labels (such as the ‘elements’ - earth, fire, air, water) explained the nature of those phenomena belonging to each. Galileo broke away from that tradition by looking at the processes that lead to phenomena. In essence, he argued that ‘the whole was more than a sum of its parts’. The American psychologist Kurt Lewin, a profound influence on Framework, described these two approaches as ‘class theoretical’ and ‘field theoretical’.  In this we can see the division between the ‘within child’ paradigm, and the interactionist approaches of behaviourism. Lewin argued that “behaviour is a function of the field (environment) that exists at the time the behaviour occurs” (Hall and Lindzey,1978).

The concentration of Framework on the holistic process, persons, and context leading to a particular behaviour being observed is not new. Lewin’s writings stem from his Gestalt psychology roots in the 1930s, and there have been many who have accepted his influence. He is credited for the invention of the term ‘action research’ – a process at the core of a Framework intervention.

The influence of Lewin is seen in the work of the developmental psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner. He argues that not only is behaviour a function of the person and the environment, but that child development is a function of the same interaction. In short, behaviour, development and learning are psychologically the same thing – the difference ascribed to behaviour in the collective consciousness is purely a social construction about moral desirability and undesirability. On this basis, we can look at all research which describes learning, development and behaviour and apply it to school behaviour.

Bronfenbrenner’s work shows that the ecology of the child has effect on behaviour, learning and psychological development, for example the child’s level of control and integration. He proposed that this ecology could be divided into four systems around the individual- the microsystem, the immediate and current setting for an individual, the mesosystem – the combination of interrelated microsystems operating at any time, the exosystems – those systems not directly working on an individual but which have an effect (such as the social relationships of a school staff room having an effect on a child) and the macrosystem – the wider environment expressed as cultural environment, political environments. All the systems vary over time – some slowly and some very rapidly, and they interact with each other.

Research shows that the immediate environment, the microsystem, has the most immediate effect on the child, but that in developmental terms all the ecological systems come into play. This means that though we can get ‘quick fixes’ for current behaviour through manipulating the microsystem, for example by using behaviour modification approaches, this will not affect the long term for the child unless other aspects of the ecology are tackled.

What do we know about the child’s ecological needs outside the immediate environment? Apart from some obvious needs at the base of Maslow’s hierarchy there is precious little evidence to guide us. But there is some negative evidence- that is we can say something about what prevents the ecology working for the child. 

Here Bandura offers the key. If most children learn to be socially conscious, effective and responsible through copying and learning from models, then it is crucial that staff in their schools (as well as parents) provide good models. But ‘bad behaviour’ in schools is part of a vicious circle- it raises the emotional temperature so that adults find it hard to model the behaviour that they are looking for from children. This works against any long term learning of desirable social behaviours in children.

We do not believe that blame is useful here. Blaming the teachers is as ineffective as blaming children. But when we look at situations where things have gone wrong we find that it’s better to use the concept of ‘contribution’ (Stone et al, 1999).  

But remember Bronfenbrenner’s ‘exosystem’. These were those systems working on the child’s behaviour in class (in this case) which are ‘out of sight’. We would argue that the systems which work on the teachers’ states of mind are all exosystems to children’s behaviour in class and that it is these which need to be addressed if we are to get long term change in behaviour in schools. And it is these that we invite teachers to address themselves through the use of the Behavioural Environment Checklist. If we want teachers to model the social behaviours that we want from children then they will need to feel empowered and  able to meet their responsibilities. The BEC offers them a way of taking the necessary control to be able to do this and Framework offers the system to support them on the journey.

This move to staff empowerment and responsibility has made the difference in thousands of classrooms. We look forward to the point where the process can be extended to the children themselves, where they also have a regular role in looking for and effecting improvements in their learning environments.

There are many more sources of theory and evidence which support the Framework model but I would just like to touch on one other as it comes from a most unlikely source. I came across the work of an American statistician, W. Edwards Deming in 1991 years before Framework. I was looking into performance management for our educational psychologists and attended a course where most presentations gave descriptions of processes by which we could evaluate the work of our colleagues. But one presentation was given by a disciple of Deming. He said that performance management was a waste of time. Deming had shown how around 90-95% of the quality problems in manufacturing resulted from problems in the process (what we would term the environment). Concentrating all that time on performance of people was a waste as it only addressed 5-10% of the problem and took people away from the main causes.

Deming was a major influence of Japanese Industry, and in particular it was Toyota who took his ideas and developed them to the greatest extent. Framework and Toyota have much in common – they both work on developing the quality of the environment to avoid problems, and they both emphasise empowerment and responsibility for all workers (teachers and children) as a way to minimise error and maximise output. (Liker, 2004) While I was writing this talk, Toyota became the largest producer of cars in the world, topping the sales of General Motors. Maybe we aren’t  looking for such world domination through Framework, but the shift we are looking for is just as great in our world of education and behaviour. 

Why then is Framework a paradigm shift in English educational terms?

Almost all the ideas and approaches to behaviour in schools work on the basis that the problem is defined as children and young people misbehaving – the ‘delinquency’ model. The answer to the problem is to make children behave – or to invite them to behave – or to counsel them to behave. The school in this model is like a play in the theatre. They children are the actors – the adults are directors. The result is judged on the performance of the children. If they misbehave, then they are blamed for poor performance and their teachers are blamed (or feel blame) for bad direction. 

Framework looks to a different model. In this model, the children and their teachers are an interactive social system. Children and teachers share the roles of director and actor. Sure, they each have different roles, but the division is more fluid- changing over time and in different circumstances. The role of the teachers is to ‘lead the children out’ reflecting the original meaning of the word education. Development is seen as the child’s increasing ability to interact with their environment; to use it, to change it, to give benefit to and gain benefit from it.

What we are talking of here is a whole educational philosophy – moving away from seeing children as empty vessels that should be filled from the warehouse of learning. Of course, Framework does not attempt to do all of this. But it does work in the right direction at an important level. 

In England, as in other countries, the finest, and I would say the most civilised, aims of education are often undermined by the constant problem of behaviour of children. Teachers who go into the profession with bright eyes and hope become ground down by a system where they feel more judged by the behaviour of their children than by their ability to teach. If they seek help they find that it is only acceptable to do so if the behaviour of the children is deemed exceptionally bad- otherwise they are told that should know how to deal with it themselves. To get help they have to ‘awfulise’ the behaviour – that is; emphasising each problem to the greatest extent. 

To avoid cognitive dissonance teaching staff develop negative general theories about children’s behaviour to justify their descriptions of their own children  (‘this is the worst child’..... ‘children’s behaviour is getting worse’.... ‘we are on the ‘front line’ in this battle’). Much of this process is unconscious- so the resulting negativity becomes a truly held belief.

And these beliefs become the foundation of a shared professional belief, expounded by unions and headteachers who are concerned about the pressure their staff are under.

This constant evaluation of children in terms of their good or bad behaviour inevitably leads to affect thinking in relation to their education. The thinking is that bad behaviour requires that the child is constrained (for example, by behaviour modification or by counselling) rather than encouraged to expand, learn new things for themselves and to think for themselves. Thus the response to bad behaviour is the opposite of the sort of education that we would want for ourselves, the sort of education envisaged by Dewey (1933) 70 years ago. 

I do not argue that the great British (England and Wales) experiment with its National Curriculum was a response to children’s bad behaviour, but it was based on similar governmental thinking. In the late 1980s the view was that teachers could not be trusted with the curriculum. In fact this government thinking has continued and had increasing effect up to this time- I suspect that nowhere in the world does the government and its agencies produce more regulation and detailed guidance for its schools – 37 new pieces in March this year alone!

The effect is to take away any notion that the class teacher has any real influence over how the job should be done- they are told what to do and inspected to make sure they do it. The opportunities for real learning through discovery, group learning and imagination are proscribed both by the curriculum and by the disempowerment and fear of the teachers. The classroom fails to show any sign of being a ‘learning organisation’ (Senge et.al. 2000).

Framework cannot give back the control over the curriculum. But it works in a way that gives teachers a context to ask ‘what are the limits of what we can do to improve the quality of what we are doing?’ in the face of concern about their children’s behaviour.

The good news is that the British government is showing some signs of being a little less sure that it has the answer to everything in schools. The curriculum is becoming a little less proscriptive, the advice is referring to the need for teachers’ judgements more.

Teachers who have been empowered to find their own solutions to behaviour difficulties, and feel confident to pass the same empowerment to their students would be a huge block on moves to reverse this slight change in direction. We have a long way to go in England, and after eleven years we need to renew our efforts and strategies. But we know that in the long term this is the only way to go to work towards greater peace and real learning in our schools.

But we have a long way to go in Birmingham. Your work in Norway will help in renewing our work in England and showing us the way forward. I wish you all success and look forward to working with you in the years ahead.
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