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Introduction
‘The London Challenge’ was introduced in 2002 to address the under-performance of London’s secondary schools compared to every other region in England. It was designed to raise standards and effect system-wide school improvement. During the policy’s eight year duration, London moved from being the worst performing to the highest performing region at KS4 and the significant between-school variation which had dominated London’s secondary schools was greatly improved. London secondary schools’ upward trajectory in performance still continues in 2013. 
1. The Context of the London Challenge
Significant challenges were to be found socially, economically and demographically which made London both a city of great advantage and of great inequity. This social polarisation has had a deep effect on London secondary schools. Because ‘education’ is so closely linked to ‘place’, contextual factors exacerbated the variations in performance between London secondary schools.
A structure for public service which uses competition as a means of raising standards has been a key force in education since the 1980’s. Whilst a case can be made about the success of market competition in improving public services, in the ecology of London with the added ingredient of a comprehensive public transport system and the moral hazard of ‘cream-skimming’ amongst popular schools, it created a tale of ‘survival of the fittest’. Secondary schools in areas of social and economic disadvantage suffered deepening social exclusion in this situation, as did their communities.
There was also a range of very practical difficulties for London’s secondary schools, despite considerable investment in education between 1997 and 2002. They included variable quality of teaching, weak leadership, a growing shortage of teachers willing to teach in London schools and significant poverty in areas which needed considerable regeneration. With such fundamental educational issues to deal with in such a complex urban setting, any policy intervention for London had to be both uncompromising and comprehensive. 
2. The London Challenge: a Policy Response to Under-attainment in London Secondary Schools
The London Challenge policy’s proposals presented a series of differentiated approaches towards London secondary schools. The range of interventions promised in 2003 was extensive, stretching across many aspects of school provision. There were three key groups, referred to as priority areas:

· Priority One were the five inner London boroughs which required the most extensive support; 

· Priority Two was a group of seriously under-performing schools scattered across all London boroughs, known as the ‘Keys to Success’ schools; and 

· Priority Three which constituted all remaining London secondary schools. 

In the policy, there were different options for action that could be put together in a tailored programme relevant to schools in each group. These options were categorised under four themes: 

· The London teacher, including financial incentives to stay in London and Teach First

· The London leader, including professional development for teachers, the Leadership Incentive Grant and the appointment of a London Schools Commissioner
· The London school, including structural change through academy status, specialisation or the involvement of business and industry. It also included the expansion of the Extended School programme providing ‘joined-up’ public service provision in areas of poverty
· The London student, including a London-wide transfer system from primary to secondary, free travel on public transport and initiatives like the London Gifted and Talented Centre and the Behaviour Improvement Programme.

Which school merited which approach was a decision made by the London Challenge team – a team of civil servants, eight London Challenge Advisers and Tim Brighouse who all reported directly to Stephen Twigg, Minister for London Schools. All decisions were based on performance data, Ofsted reports and local intelligence. A group of key London secondary headteachers also became involved behind the scenes in the London Challenge. Initially they were George Berwick, Alan Davidson and Vanessa Wiseman although this team grew as the policy became established and built capacity. The London Challenge robustly cut through the Local Authorities’ responsibilities for schools’ performance, creating a bespoke programme for each targeted school in accordance with need, using every available resource in a planned programme of activity led by a supporting headteacher from a strong and successful school. 
The successes showed early on. In 2005, London surpassed the national average at GCSE. By 2007, London out-performed every region. Pupils in London on FSM and living in the most socio-economically disadvantaged circumstances out-performed their peer counter-parts everywhere else. In 2009, the annual improvement rate for London secondary schools between 2003 and 2009 was 5% compared to a national rate of 2.6% and no schools were below the original floor target of 25% compared to 70 in 2003. 
At the end of the policy’s life in 2010, Ofsted found that 30% of London secondary schools had been judged to be ‘Outstanding’ compared to 17.5% in the rest of England and only 2.4% of secondary schools in London had been judged inadequate compared to 4.1% in the rest of England. A 2011 statistical report by Wyness made a direct link between the quality of London’s schools and their significantly higher performance taking into account all contextual factors.

3. Interrogating the Policy’s Success
Why was the policy successful? Its success was linked to its evolution. The London Challenge evolved considerably between 2003 and 2010. Although it was presented in the 2003 policy text as a top-down centrally driven strategy for improvement, by contrast in 2010 it had become a practitioner-led model based on high accountability paired with professional autonomy. By the end of the policy’s life, all twelve London Challenge programmes were practitioner-led and this was central to its success. There were several critical features in this practitioner-led model of system-wide school improvement:

· The quality of the London Challenge advisers and consultant headteachers leading the London Leadership Strategy – their competence, credibility and high level of professional knowledge and skills
· The importance of accountability for results by supporting schools, of the bespoke nature of the support and of the matching process. This involved data scrutiny, contractual arrangements between headteachers and good matching using good local intelligence and EQ

· A shared language which described a strong sense of corporate responsibility for London’s children and which focused on the collegiate nature of the task rather than blame. The language that was used and the culture of the approach were essential.

The importance of practitioner leadership in the successes of the London Challenge was highlighted by Ofsted in 2010. Whilst there still existed a forceful, central government remedial approach where necessary, headteachers together with the London Challenge advisers developed an approach to their work which expressed values and beliefs about mutuality and professional reciprocity and acted within an ethos of support and challenge. 
4. Success in School Improvement Policy: Learning from the London Challenge
The study exposed two ways in which the policy framework of the London Challenge allowed for its evolution and subsequent success. First, the widespread engagement by London practitioners in the implementation, development and then leadership of the London Challenge was fundamental. Such engagement was the result of two complementary forms of central policy leadership. One was the figurehead leadership of Brighouse, a strong, trusted leader in education who located himself visibly within the field of practice and who had a track record in inner city schooling. Brighouse created a compelling vision for London secondary education founded in social justice with which London practitioners identified keenly. 

Brighouse also helped the consultant headteachers working behind the scenes to establish a culture for school improvement which overcame competition and distrust, which set high expectations and which demanded that supporting headteachers should be as accountable for improvement as the headteachers they were supporting. This meant that headteachers stepped across the competitive divide and stood side by side in working for system-wide change.

The second was the team leadership which sat behind Brighouse as figurehead, looking after the appointment, matching, brokering and deployment of consultant headteachers, as well as quality assuring their work. The team acted as the system glue of the London Challenge. This central co-ordination ensured the organisational strength of the policy’s approach and the professional prowess of the consultant headteachers involved gave it legitimacy in the field of practice.

Second, the evolution of the London Challenge was directly related to the role that practitioners played, particularly the headteachers and London Challenge advisers. Practitioner involvement by serving headteachers working collaboratively with policy-makers produced a new policy model, bringing Fullan’s ‘two worlds of policy-makers and practitioners’ together in a ‘settlement’ after years of dominant political control in education. 

Jon Coles, a senior civil servant and leader of the London Challenge team, held that headteachers should lead the system and with it, system transformation. The role of government was to create the right conditions in which to steer system change, allowing room for professional leaders to define and set practice. The London Challenge re-negotiated the roles of government and practitioner as well as changing their relationship from one of top-down central control to one of ‘high trust / high accountability’. It was a new paradigm for policy-making in education. Important features of this model were:
· The relationship of the London Challenge team with government policy-makers and the growth in their trust of practitioners to deliver results as the policy evolved
· The fact that consultant headteachers were permitted, with and in support of their peers, to express their expertise as builders of capacity in schools and leaders of a self-improving system

Consultant headteachers, through their peer support, increased capacity within the system assisting more headteachers to develop the skills to become coaches and system leaders. They created an ‘expert-led system’ with a shared moral purpose and a vision of social justice. Although they were not ‘martyrs to the cause’ in that consultancy work benefited their schools and their own CPD, as well as bringing high professional recognition, the headteachers leading the London Challenge were bound by a commitment to all London secondary schools and their children. 
However, headteachers are ‘gate-keepers’ of education policy and its implementation in schools. The analysis of policy study in this thesis highlights the importance of Lipsky and Le Grand in informing our understanding of practitioner involvement in public policy and incentives. London headteachers bought into the vision of the London Challenge with its emphasis on social justice because they believed in it whole-heartedly. The professional regard and their ability to influence policy which they gained from their involvement was secondary to their support for the vision but it was nevertheless important. Thus, accounting for the motivations of headteachers is very important in education policy-making. 
In summary, future models of system leadership in education need government policy-makers to work alongside headteachers, providing the right conditions in which headteachers can define and set professional practice. This requires both central team leadership, led by practitioners and figurehead leadership to draw out and enact the moral purpose in headteachers to work for the benefit of a whole region and its children.
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