


Kevin McDonnell, headteacher,  
Stormont House School
My appointment as headteacher coincided with the school’s entry 
into the Preferred Learning Styles and Creativity action research 
programme. My challenge was to move from being deputy and 
then acting headteacher of a successful school to formulating and 
declaring my personal vision for the school as headteacher. An 
integral part of that vision was to challenge assumptions about 
‘learning difficulties’ and develop the concept of ‘learning difference’. 
I was fortunate in having an excellent leadership team and a very 
skilled and talented staff. The credit for the actual changes belongs 
mainly with all those staff team who continue to take their own 
creative risks in developing teaching and learning possibilities.

Stormont House School context
Stormont House School is a mixed special school for students aged 
11-16 years with a wide range of special educational needs. There 
is a wide ethnic mix among the students who come from Hackney 
and eight neighbouring London boroughs. ‘The school expands very 
well pupils’ horizons of what it is possible for them to achieve in both 
their learning and their personal development. The school provides 
a rich, varied and innovative curriculum’ (Ofsted 2005). DfES value-
added scores place us in the top 5% of schools nationally. Working 
with Creative Partnerships London East has been indispensable in 
developing a shared vision for our school.

Change approaches that worked
• �grounding my vision for the school in what I honestly believe  

will give the students the best possible deal

• �building on existing strengths of the school as well as  
identifying areas for development

• �articulating and discussing my belief in the reasons for,  
and the process of, change to all stakeholders so that  
a shared vision is reached

• �ensuring the change is integral to the shared vision and woven 
through the school development plan

• �using a combination of high profile, highly public ‘declarations’ 
and individual time with staff

• �using external critical friends to creatively retain objectivity, 
focus and momentum (Paul Howard, the preferred learning 
styles consultant was invaluable here)

• �creative change involves supporting staff to take risks, learning 
from mistakes as well as successes

Lessons I learnt about the change process
• �take the risk of exploring what you really believe in and 

communicate it honestly without preaching

• respond as thoughtfully to criticism as praise 

• �it is not necessary for everybody to be enthusiastic about all 
aspects of change

• listen more than you speak, learn more than you teach

• �a series of small successes across the school is bigger than the 
sum of its parts

• �change takes time and energy, but also creates excitement and 
satisfaction when successful

• monitor the process without confining staff creativity

Impact and outcomes at school level
The following are extracts from the school’s 2005 Ofsted 
inspection report:

• a very clear and exciting vision of an exemplary curriculum

• �this vision is shared and understood by all members of the 
school community

• �students talk especially enthusiastically about… the school’s 
work with Creative Partnerships

• �creativity and innovation flourish in the school and enable the 
pupils to achieve so very well.’

• �development of practice to reflect an understanding of  
preferred learning styles

External validation of impact and outcomes
• �a representative of the creative sector has joined the governing 

body and its development and curriculum committee

• local authority advisers have had very positive visits to the school 

• �feedback from artists has been overwhelmingly positive,  
one has been inspired to return to teaching

• �Stormont House is an outstanding school [that] provides 
excellent value for money. (Ofsted 2005)

• �Creative Partnerships independent panel approved substantial 
funding for Change Agenda project for 2005-06 academic year 

Impact and outcomes at a personal level
• �validation after taking the risk of sharing my personal vision with 

all staff and governors

• �excitement at seeing new approaches to teaching and learning 
develop and embed

• �learning to let go sufficiently to allow others to develop their own 
creative leadership skills and processes

• �realising the importance of establishing structures that support 
creativity, which might appear a contradiction 

• �validation of vision and leadership style and substance by 
Ofsted was also very significant

Mary Huane, advanced skills teacher in drama  
(until summer 2005), Islington Arts and Media School
I led a whole school change initiative developing the use of 
experiential learning across the curriculum, incorporating an 
understanding of preferred learning styles and creativity. The 
aim was to develop the use of arts pedagogy using creative 
practitioners to support the development of learning, and bring 
the classroom to life by offering different learning opportunities. 
My experience of managing change comes from the perspective 
of a middle manager (advanced skills teacher in drama) within 
the school system. The following reflections outline what was 
successful in my approach, what failed so miserably it is almost 
embarrassing to mention (but that is how lessons are learnt) and 
finally, what I believe the school gained from the change.

Islington Arts and Media School context
Islington Arts and Media School is a mixed comprehensive for 
students aged 11-16 years situated in the heart of Finsbury Park, 
and has a very diverse multi-cultural intake. It is a Fresh Start 
school in its sixth year of existence, and has raised performance 
at exams from 4% A*-C to 47% A*-C in five years. The ‘innovative 
approach to learning’ (Ofsted 2004) has helped the journey, and 
placing creativity as a learning tool to make the classroom come 
alive and imaginative contributes to this success. The ongoing 
development of this work has been supported through the 
partnership with Creative Partnerships London East. 

Change approaches that worked
• the change must be integral to the school’s development plan

• �senior management must enable middle mangers to be 
innovative and take risks

• �the vision for change must be shared with all school 
stakeholders, and then the mission to implement the change 
developed and owned by all stakeholders

• �there must be passion and a commitment to the change

• �there needs to be a synergy of change that creates  
excitement and managed chaos

• �use of an objective lens (external to the school) to act  
as a critical friend

• �ask for criticism of your change plans

• �take the change step by step; better a small positive  
change than a large mediocre one

Lessons I learnt about the change process
• �don’t assume your enthusiasm for the change will be  

shared by all

• �realise different stakeholders need different support, and this is 
not dependant on age or experience	

• �don’t hold back singing about your success, but ensure the 
singing is about the change and not the people

• �don’t over-personalise the change

Impact and outcomes at school level
• senior management own the learning change

• �training in arts methodology and preferred learning styles part 
of school development plan

• �students’ attainment and interest in school has significantly 
increased

• �creative practitioners now an integral part of the  
learning community

• �an innovative approach to learning through the arts and media 
curriculum is raising pupils’ aspirations, confidence and pride in 
their school

External validation of impact outcomes
• �governing body established an arts and media committee to 

monitor the work

• �local authority advisors have visited and evaluated the work, 
Inset has been provided to other schools

• �creative practitioners and arts agencies changed their approach 
to developing projects, one now training to be a teacher

• �Creative Partnerships independent panel approved substantial 
funding for Change Agenda project bid for 2005-06 academic year

• �Ofsted refer to the Preferred Learning Styles and Creativity 
programme, ‘There is evidence that more innovative learning 
strategies are developing as the project impacts positively on 
the effectiveness of teaching.’

Impact and outcomes at a personal level
• increased awareness of my own preferred learning style 

• validated my personal vision on experiential learning

• �increased personal and professional confidence resulting in 
promotion to the leadership team in a new school

• developed my use of data to analyse impact of change

• delivered training sessions at a national level

• �headteacher recommended National Professional  
Qualification for Headship training

• I have learnt how to let go and allow others to lead

• broadened my range of management styles

Change will take you on a journey that will see you arrive at places 
you hadn’t planned. You will develop new skills, discover skills you 
didn’t know you had, become completely frustrated and develop 
a deeper knowledge of communication systems. You will learn 
when to model change and lead it, and when to empower others 
to take control. Change will keep work interesting and learning fun. 
Change is a fabulous invention. 

Commentaries on the change process

It sounds simplistic, but true change is more likely to be successful if you 
actually believe in it. The headteacher is uniquely placed in a school to effect 
and affect change. No person is better placed to appreciate the often varied 
range of demands from government, local authorities, governors, parents 
and carers, staff and students. These demands can often be a barrier to 
true change as headteachers can respond reactively rather than having 
opportunities to reflect at a deeper level. When I presented my personal 
vision to staff I was more nervous than I’d been in a very long time. Their 
positive response was, I think, partly due to its honesty as well its content. 
Working with Creative Partnerships London East, and particularly as part of 
the Preferred Learning Styles and Creativity action research programme, 
has both challenged and supported my own development as a headteacher. 
We’re still working on structures and systems that can support and promote 
creative steps towards our vision – that sustain ‘buzz’ but avoid ‘fizzle’. 


