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A head writes

Back to the old school

Amid all the sound and fury of modern education, Robert Milne, the new
Master of Dulwich College, asks whether schools should learn from the past
and refocus their energies on their core purpose

v great-grandfather was head of a

village primary school in North

Yorkshire. He was given a watch,
from his colleagues, as thanks for the time
he spent there. 1930-1951 are the years
engraved on its back. It still works and
provides a connection of sorts to him and,
to some extent, to a different time.

I wonder what focused his attention
during those years. What were his school's
values, where were they seen and how did
he and his colleagues measure success? |
imagine the buildings and grounds needed
upkeep; employees needed support, lessons
were taught, different moods were
experienced and families shared concerns
for their children. Contextually, [ am sure
that school budgets and forecasts would
have played on his mind, and that local and
national events, none more so than the
Second World War, dramatically impacted
his pupils and colleagues.

“Might my
great-grandfather query
where we sometimes
focus our energies?”

I wonder how he and his generation
might have looked on today’s schools; ones
with pupils, teachers and governors that
have been shaped - to various degrees — by
the major Education Acts 0f 1936, 1944 and
1988. What might they have made of our
schools’ assumptions, motivations and
values? Would they be surprised by the
extent to which schools are now orbited and
underpinned by guidance, policies,
procedures and directives? | am hopeful,
considering the significant time given to
them, that they might see regulations,
compliance, commercial revenue streams,
published standards, risk assessments... as
playing a part in enhancing experiences
across more schools and helping more
pupils have better opportunities.

I wonder, however, if my great
grandfather and his colleagues might
encourage us to maintain focus and values
on the things that immediately affect the
personal and holistic development of our
pupils. They might assert that this principle
has guided good schools, of all shapes, sizes
and sectors, for the last 100 years, and no
matter the changes from within and
beyond. will be evident in the next 100

years. | wonder if they might query where
we sometimes focus our energies,
cautioning that there may be times when
the pace of change or external pressures
might momentarily lose sight of our core
purpose: to ensure every child is known,
encouraged, and given every possible
opportunity to thrive.

If | asked the pupils from my great
grandfather’s school, Sand Hutton Primary,
between 1930 and 1951, and my school's
pupils, what truly matters to them, [ suspect
that their responses would be about the
immediate daily experiences of school life. |
suspect they might speak about a favourite
teacher’s lessons; a time when they did
something different; when they were truly

Robert Milne
Master of Dulwich College

recognised; how they influenced change;
when they were part of something bigger
than themselves; how they helped someone:
and, the food!

Speaking with pupils tends Lo focus, in
my experience, on these areas. They have

“Schools are places full of
interactions and they
generate feelings”

been important across the generations
because schools are inherently social and
emotional. They are places full of
interactions and they generate feelings.
They can create good experiences, great
memories and positive development, or not.
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Usually, we are achieving both outcomes, to
different extents, each day.

Often conversations with pupils remind
me of how emotional day-to-day school life
is for young people - it is easy for us to
forget - and how feelings, mostly generated
by relationships, shape it. As evidence of the
emotional long-term impact of teaching, I
can vividly remember my senior-school
English teacher, Dr Rowe. Over the four
years from GCSE to A-levels his lessons
opened a world of literature: all manner of
prose, films, plays and poetry. [ did not like
it all, but I liked him. l appreciated his care,
talent, knowledge and ability to instil
confidence and encourage us. [ truly
enjoyed those lessons and even the
homework - the return of marked essays
and the sense that [ was improving. Above
all, I liked that he saw my effort and my love
of the subject. [ cannot remember all the
grades | got each term, but | know how
I was made to feel, and that made all
the difference.

Connected to the importance of being
recognised and valued, pupils’ happiness
and capacities to thrive also align with
perceived personal momentum; a beliefl that
they are moving along and developing.
Invariably, when we see young people who

are struggling with self-esteem or
wellbeing, it is connected to their sense of
inertia — that they cannot do something;
they feel stuck. Momentum, no matter how
slow, opens opportunities and can help a
young person to experience something
new- something exciting. This progression
can be objectively measured in end-of-year
assessments and public exams, vet it is great
to see schools publicly celebrating an
individual's momentum and showing that it
isvalued in all areas: orchestras, house

“Collective progress is
also anincredible
school experience”

competitions, peer mentoring, sports
matches.. anywhere that pupils get involved
and we see change.

Many instances of development might be
personal, but collective progress is also an
incredible school experience. It makes
pupils feel that they belong, have a role to
play and are needed. Our recent pupil voice
surveys have shown this. Several responses
describe activities, trips, exams and events
when as a group, they did something
significant. The recollections describe the
power of a team and what each child learns.

Importantly, whether it is a chess team, a
choir, debating club or school council, the
descriptions of pride, confidence, fun,
disappointment, purpose and camaraderie
resonate, Finding initiatives in school that
foster such opportunities remains as vital
as ever.

Ensuring schools provide chances for
pupils to achieve their best in all ways needs
the shared endeavours of colleagues: one
teacher can have an impact on a selection of
pupils, but whole school culture does need
mass participation, with a clarity of
purpose. This, of course, is not a new
realisation. Perhaps, however, we have
become more engaged in how we look after
our teachers and operational colleagues so
that they might also thrive, and in so doing,
have the capacity to help those around
them. Invariably, we have seen that
colleagues flourish, like pupils, in a varied
working week. Balanced involvement in
different areas of school life, thoughtful
recognition, and time for the pursuit of
shared interests have perhaps always helped
everyone thrive.

Robert Milne is the Master of Dulwich
College and chairs the HMC Pastoral and
Safeguarding Committee
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