


Introduction
The Prince’s Teaching Institute is committed to promoting the timeless values that underpin good teaching: the ability 
to introduce subjects with enthusiasm and drive, the commitment to provide all pupils with a subject-based curriculum, 
rigorously taught, and the inspiration to offer an ambitious education that encourages all pupils to make the most of 
their gifts.

As part of its programme, the Institute in December 2008 brought together a group of successful state school Heads to 
hear their views on what made their schools work so well and how the successes they had achieved could be replicated 
elsewhere.  

This was a major opportunity to learn from Heads what they consider to be important and, as you would expect when 
a number of Heads come together, there was vigorous debate and a good range of opinions expressed.  Nevertheless 
a strong consensus emerged at the end of the day’s discussions.

The general view among the Heads present was that success in schools depends above all upon having leaders 
with the confidence to use their freedom in pursuit of academic and pastoral excellence; leaders with a willingness to 
innovate and take some risks, with clarity of vision, good communication skills, a positive outlook which makes staff feel 
valued and encouraged, and the courage to focus on realising the vision and shake off what one called “the cold hand 
of conformity and compliance”.

The principal aim of these Heads was to establish consistently high standards of teaching and learning in their schools.  
This in their view requires the recruitment of excellent teachers who are excited by their subject, the development of 
these teachers through subject-based professional development and Masters programmes, raising the standard of 
literacy among pupils coming on from Primary Schools, setting high expectations for all students both within and beyond 
the curriculum, and a programme of extra-curricular activities that is challenging and subject-related, and provides 
additional opportunities for success.

Looking at the other side of the picture, the Heads were in agreement that one of the biggest obstacles in the way 
of achieving success in schools is having to address a stream of new central initiatives which do not seem to be 
informed by any coherent underpinning philosophy.  Also, they found an overemphasis on targets and over-prescriptive 
accountability affected them adversely.  Schools in Challenging Circumstances are most heavily burdened with restrictive 
measures of this kind.

There is something paradoxical – presenting a dilemma for those shaping educational policy – in the testimony of 
these Heads.  It is this:  success in schools tends to come from Heads having the judgement and self-confidence to 
make up their own minds about which initiatives to follow and which to disregard; the better their schools do, the more 
latitude they can take.  On the other hand, the less successful a school is, the more the hands of the Heads are tied by 
restrictions and impositions which make it increasingly difficult for them to use their particular skills and knowledge to 
solve the problems.

The day did not allow time for the Heads to suggest ways to solve this paradox, or to propose solutions to the issues 
they raised.  But they expressed the strong feeling that, such was the convergence of views from successful practitioners 
from a wide variety of backgrounds, The Prince’s Teaching Institute should disseminate the conclusions of the day and 
that it should hold future seminars to explore solutions to the issues raised.  So, in response to the wishes of the Heads 
participating, this paper summarises the conclusions of the day, re-affirming What Works In Schools and highlighting the 
things that, in their eyes, are the biggest obstacles to replicating success.
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In January 2008, The Prince’s Teaching Institute ran a half-day seminar in collaboration with Business In The 
Community entitled What Works In Schools, at which twelve Heads from schools in and around London were 
present.   The seminar came to the conclusion that the following attributes were essential in running a good school:
•	 Good leadership
•	 Creating a culture of achievement
•	 Having high quality subject teachers
•	 Providing rich extra-curricular activities

To ensure continued success, two areas were highlighted:
•	 The need to disseminate best practice
•	 The need to develop Heads of the future

Those attending the day deemed it very successful, and encouraged The Prince’s Teaching Institute to run a larger 
seminar on a pilot basis, with wider participation by successful Heads from across the country, and the intention 
to explore whether there is potential for holding similar events in the future.

In follow-up discussions, the Heads expressed the view that it was also important to use such a conference to 
address some questions fundamental to the future of education, such as:
•	 What can be learned from the past?
•	 How can education retain coherence and rigour? 
•	 Are we meeting the challenge for all pupils?
•	 How can we learn from other schools?
•	 How can we create more effective partnerships? 
•	 How can current obstacles be overcome?

The Prince’s Teaching Institute therefore organised a seminar in December, bringing together successful Heads 
from across the country to debate these questions:
•	 What works in schools?
•	 How can we replicate success?

In seeking areas of consensus in answer to these questions, the day was designed to lead to conclusions that 
provide insight and practical guidance to others.  

The participating Heads reached general agreement on many of the issues raised, and expressed a strong feeling 
that The Prince’s Teaching Institute should hold further Heads’ seminars of this kind, and that the conclusions of 
the day’s discussions should be disseminated.  This paper is a summary of the proceedings.  The full report is 
published at www.princes-ti.org.uk
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The Panel Discussion
The panel discussion focused on five areas of education, and specifically sought to identify the principal 
issues that Heads felt are unhelpful in the current system. 

1.  Autonomy and Accountability
It was agreed that Heads are public servants spending public money for which they are quite properly held to 
account.  However, the present system of accountability in schools was felt to be (a) excessive, (b) inappropriate 
and (c) not ‘intelligent’.
a. Excessive, because it is an accretion of little pieces with every new initiative having measurable performance 
indicators attached to it.  
b. Inappropriate, as schools are given responsibilities that were felt do not really belong to them.  
c. Not ‘intelligent’ if it restricts the creative use of a school’s autonomy by requiring it to concentrate narrowly on the 
attainment of particular targets, such as raising the percentage of pupils crossing the C/D boundary at GCSE.

2.  Education Policy-Making
It was felt that policy-making initiatives in education tend to be driven by perceived problems rather than by a 
principled view of what education is or should be, or they arise from locally observed instances of good practice, 
either in this country or overseas, which a policy-maker thinks should be replicated nationwide.  This has resulted 
in an accidental accumulation of policies which have no coherence and which may, in some schools or areas, be 
irrelevant or inappropriate.  

It was also perceived that consultation of Heads too often tends to be either for window-dressing (when a decision 
has effectively already been made), or on things that really are a waste of their time because they have little to do 
with the core business of running a school or improving it.  

3.  Academic and Vocational Education
It was argued that there has been a shortage of good vocational education opportunities ever since the failure to 
implement properly that part of the 1944 Education Act - vocational in the sense not of specific job preparation but 
of equipping pupils with the broad knowledge and skills that underpin technical work.

The rigorous study of academic subjects that combine theoretical and practical elements was considered to be the 
best preparation for work, in the way that a knowledge of Maths and Physics is needed before embarking on an 
Engineering course.

It is not a matter of differentiating between knowledge and skills.  In education, it was agreed that the two should be 
considered together, since there has to be a basis of knowledge on which the skills are developed.

“What seems to have happened is that 
the government has got involved in 
micro-management of schools”

“We have failed in this 
country over many decades 

to take seriously the provision
 of really good vocational education.”  
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About The Prince’s Teaching Institute

The Prince’s Teaching Institute believes that all pupils are entitled to a core 
subject-based curriculum, taught with rigour and inspiration.

The Prince’s Teaching Institute is a charity created in 2006, that has grown out 
of The Prince of Wales Education Summer Schools.  Each year since 2002 
they have provided an opportunity for teachers to come together to debate and, 
where necessary, to challenge approaches to the teaching of their subjects. 

The Prince’s Teaching Institute’s philosophy is rooted in its commitment to 
improving children’s education in state schools by pursuing the following aims:

•	 Promote and provide subject-based professional development for 		
	 teachers
•	 Create an inspirational forum for teachers, enabling them to step 		
	 away from the classroom and rediscover their love of subject
•	 Promote the idea that subject knowledge, subject rigour and the 
	 enthusiasm for communicating them are essential requirements for 
	 effective teaching
•	 Encourage and inspire teachers, by demonstrating good use of 		
	 academic rigour and challenge in the classroom
•	 Create stronger links between academic departments in schools and 		
	 universities
•	 Promote and enable a more constructive dialogue between teachers 		
	 and government agencies
•	 Exercise a beneficial influence on the development of policy in the 		
	 areas of curriculum development, assessment and training

The Institute brings together teachers and leading academics with a view to 
encouraging rigorous and challenging subject teaching in all schools for children 
of all abilities. It demonstrates how children can be inspired, and consequently 
achieve higher standards, by teaching that goes beyond the constraints 
of exam syllabuses and by rich subject provision that incorporates extra-
curricular activities. It also provides an additional pathway of communication 
between teachers and Higher Education and Government Agencies. Teachers 
of English, History, Science and Geography have been involved to date. The 
Prince’s Teaching Institute will also include a programme for Mathematics 
teachers in summer 2009. www.princes-ti.org.uk


