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Chapter Summaries

Culture 

Michaela – a School of Freedom, Jonathan Porter 

The prevailing view in the modern West is that freedom means the absence 
of constraint. This idea has profoundly influenced British education, which 
tends to see limits and forms of authority as intrinsically oppressive. However, 
this chapter argues that modern educationalists should look back to ancient 
insights to see that true liberty is as much about ‘freedom to’ and ‘freedom 
for’ as it is about ‘freedom from’. Michaela adopts this more positive view 
of freedom by directing its pupils in their character and in their curriculum. 
Michaela pupils are not just born free; they become free.

Schools Should Teach Dead White Men, Katie Ashford

We teach literature so that children can understand what makes us human. 
But many believe that children must be able to see themselves in the books 
they read. If this is the case, then why should we teach a curriculum rich 
in “dead white men”? This chapter argues that  prioritising  writers such as 
Dickens and Shakespeare is vital for inner-city children . 

National Identity, Michael Taylor

In this chapter, I will explain why I think it is important for schools to 
encourage their pupils to feel a sense of pride in their country. Schools exist to 
impart knowledge and skills to pupils, but critically, they must also impart the 
social and cultural knowledge that will enable them to navigate the society 
in which they reside and will be expected to play a greater part in. A crucial 
aspect of a school’s role is to ensure that pupils feel a strong connection to 
the country they live in. In this chapter, I will explain why we believe it is right 
that pupils feel a sense of pride in their country, so that they see Britain and 
England as their home. We believe that if pupils do not see themselves as part 
of this country, they will never be truly happy and successful. 
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We Believe in Authority, Becky Staw

We all love the idea of children being allowed to follow their instincts while 
the strict teacher evokes Trunchbull-esque images of a cold and unfeeling 
authoritarian figure. Why then would we argue for more, not less, teacher 
authority in our schools? At Michaela we believe that teacher authority is 
essential if children are to grow up safe, happy and able to flourish.

I Was Wrong About Michaela, Charlie Burkitt

This chapter is a reflection on how my views on education have become more 
progressive since joining Michaela. At the end of my Teach First placement I had 
come to believe that teachers should not focus on building great relationships 
with pupils, as this undermined other members of staff. My time at Michaela 
has made me realise that relationships are essential to the success of the 
school, but only because they are built on a foundation of adult authority.

A Vindication of Our Values, Jozef Butterfield

This brief chapter discusses our first ever GCSE results day - which defied 
even our own expectations. Reflecting on the countless obstacles the school 
has overcome, the chapter celebrates the great success our Y11 pupils 
achieved, and how their lives are now fundamentally different for having 
been Michaela pupils. 

Being ‘Michaela’: Our Ethos, James Sibley

The values pupils have shape the decisions they make and who they become 
as people. As teachers, we have a duty to pass on a set of values that 
will help our pupils become good people who will serve their families 
and communities. We believe in: a duty to the community before the 
self; gratitude and humility over entitlement; personal responsibility over 
excuses. I tell this story from the point of view of Head of Year 8.

The Culture of Gratitude, Iona Thompson  

This chapter is all about the culture of gratitude at Michaela. It answers two 
questions: why do we teach our kids the importance of gratitude and how do 
we do this? 

The Power of Culture.indb   8 15/05/2020   15:43



9

Chapter Summaries

The Transformative Power of Values, Pritesh Raichura  

To  succeed in life, taking personal responsibility is paramount. The 
happiest and most grateful people in life understand the importance 
of doing their duty. Running a school with these values requires 
teachers  to  embrace their authority. In this chapter, I explore how the 
three values of personal responsibility, duty and authority permeate every 
decision we make at Michaela. They help our pupils (and staff) to become 
both successful and happy.

Is Climate Activism the True Purpose of Education? Nathanael Smith

The recent school strikes for the climate, led by Greta Thunberg, have 
galvanised pro-activist sentiments among many educators. Is it right that 
children should forego their education to protest? Why are educators so 
willing for pupils to become activists? What does all this say about the state 
of education today? Is there an alternative?

Why I am Still Talking to White People About Race, Natalie Jones 

Inner-city kids face unique challenges when it comes to their childhood 
and education. From music to knife crime this chapter explores some of 
those challenges; with particular reference to the part that race plays in 
it all. Is violent rap music OK because it is part of “black culture”? Should 
we be making lessons relevant to inner-city kids because they just can’t 
relate to Shakespeare? Is Oxbridge racist because ethnic minorities are 
underrepresented? The short answer is no, and this chapter will help 
explain why.

Curriculum

History at Michaela, Michael Taylor 

In this  chapter  I discuss why we prioritise substantive knowledge and 
chronological understanding in history and how this helps pupils to think 
like historians. School history has to be much wider than just preparing 
pupils for further study, and so I will explain why we think it is vital that 
English and British history provides the backbone to any history curriculum 
in an English school.
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Geography at Michaela, Grace Steggall 

This chapter argues for the importance of teaching geography with an 
emphasis on place (both global and national). This provides a hinterland of 
knowledge and understanding for pupils to understand key concepts and 
processes in the curriculum. The way to make sure pupils are geographically 
literate is to widen the curriculum at KS3 to ensure pupils are confident in 
the foundations of the discipline. This can then be deepened at GCSE level 
using case studies and larger examples. Not only will this make pupils 
more confident in their national and global understanding of place, but 
it will give them a sense of belonging and connection to England and The 
United Kingdom. 

Religious Education at Michaela, Sarah James 

Teachers in Britain strongly disagree about what good religious education 
looks like and whether it should be taught at all. This chapter argues that 
understanding the rich tapestry of beliefs and practices that underpin 
civilisations is a vital part of any knowledge-rich education. However, it also 
argues that RE teachers in Britain have a particular responsibility to teach 
their pupils about the Christian tradition and the ideas that underpin western 
assumptions. The chapter explains both what we teach in religion at Michaela 
and also how our teaching of the subject differs from other schools.

Why Stormzy Could Never Replace Mozart, Pritesh Raichura 

Being a form tutor at Michaela was where I first truly encountered classical 
music. In this chapter, I use the journey of my relationship with classical music 
to explore the importance of a curriculum that takes pupils beyond their 
everyday experiences. A curriculum that allows pupil choice denies those 
pupils their right to the most enduring legacies of civilisation and only exposes 
children to that with which they are already familiar. In contrast, an excellent 
curriculum curates the best that human civilisation has thought and said 
about each discipline and takes pupils on a guided tour of these achievements. 
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Michaela Misconceptions, Tom Kendall 

This chapter addresses some common misconceptions about Michaela. Do 
we only teach facts? Are lessons thoughtlessly pulled from text books? Is 
Assessment for Learning just a progressive fad? Are our lessons totally joyless? 
In this chapter, I argue that these misconceptions are not only incorrect, but 
represent a complete misunderstanding of what our school is all about. 

Leadership 

Servant Leadership, Katharine Birbalsingh 

We expect our children to do their duty and we expect the same of our 
leaders. We are here to serve an idea that is bigger than ourselves. It is the 
same for me as it is for anyone else. The ideas of personal responsibility and 
duty are part of everything we do at Michaela. 

Michaela6th – What’s Stopping You? Jessica Lund 

Michaela opened its Sixth Form in September 2019. Almost half of our Year 
11s achieved the required average of a GCSE grade 7 to attend, and the 
vast majority of those chose to study at Michaela6th. Our stated aim is to 
prepare students for entry to, and success at, the best universities in the UK 
and abroad: our shorthand for that is “Oxbridge and Russell Group”. This is 
an account of the challenges, both expected and unexpected, that we have 
so far faced in preparing our inner-city cohort to achieve that goal.

Being Head of Year for Our First Year 11, Hin-Tai Ting 

Michaela’s first cohort are through their GCSEs and the results are in. They 
tell an amazing story. But, as amazing as those results are, they don’t tell the 
full story of what we do at this school. As Head of Year of this first cohort, I 
had the privilege of getting to know them beyond the classroom. I’d love to 
introduce you to some of these fuller, richer stories.

My Year 11 Nurture Group, Cassandra Cheng  

This chapter explores what it is like to be a Michaela form tutor to a small year 
11 nurture group. What happens in tutor time? How do tutors support their 
form class? How are meaningful relationships between tutors and tutees 
developed? How does the Michaela culture support form tutors? 
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Getting the Culture Right in Year 7, Alexandra Gazi  

Written from the perspective of a form tutor, this chapter is all about the 
importance of having a powerful school culture right from the start of Year 
7. Through the stories of three children, it illustrates how this culture can be 
transformative for our most disadvantaged pupils.

Systems and Structures

Being PA to Katharine Birbalsingh, Gita Khatri 

This chapter is about my experiences being Katharine’s PA. Yes, she is just a 
little bit mad.

The School Office, Victoria Squire 

This chapter is about how the office is central to the success of a school and 
at Michaela. The office staff live and breathe the school’s values and goals as 
much as the teachers.

Cutting the Crap, Alice Cresswell   

Hours of marking that will be ignored by the pupils? Exhausting build up to a 
termly observation, the feedback on which is vague and unhelpful? Hours of 
resourcing for one lesson, when you should have spent the time focusing on 
questioning? Here at Michaela we’ve cut the nonsense. This chapter is about 
how Michaela teachers work hard to ensure that everything the teachers 
does has a higher value for the children than the output from the teacher. 
Teachers burn out because they’re worked to the bone. We work hard at 
Michaela, but it seems easier because everything we do makes sense.

Behaviour at Michaela is Misunderstood, Amelia Andrews 

Perhaps it is unsurprising that a school with a public profile as high as 
Michaela’s should attract its fair share of misunderstandings. This chapter 
will address three of the most commonly held misconceptions regarding 
behaviour from the perspective of a teacher in their first year at Michaela.
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Being New at Michaela, Charlotte Perry  

I’m sure any teacher would testify that starting a new school can be 
challenging: nerves about making a good impression, not knowing where to 
go when you arrive or even just wearing the right tie. The lack of information 
can make starting at a new place very stressful. Having started at Michaela 
in September 2019, I wrote this chapter to reflect on the main differences 
between starting at other schools and being brought on board at Michaela. 

Silent Corridors, Jane Brierly  

This chapter is all about the controversial silent corridors at Michaela. Why do 
the corridors have to be silent? Why does that make us feel uncomfortable? 
Why do the pupils actually prefer it? I discuss the practical and the important 
pastoral reasons for keeping the corridors silent. At Michaela, the teachers 
are in charge of the corridors rather than the louder pupils, or even the bullies.

Tough Love, Jozef Butterfield 

This chapter discusses whether there is a contradiction between our 
no-excuses behaviour policy and the relationships we build with pupils. It 
considers misconceptions about the school and how we actually interact 
with pupils. It looks at “strictness” and “warmth” as two sides of the same 
coin - with great teachers requiring mastery of both. I also contrast my 
difficulties with building relationships at a previous school with those I am 
able to build now.

Digital Detox, Sam Hurst 

As a Head of Year at Michaela, 90% of the pastoral problems I deal with start 
on smartphones. 21st century technology is extremely addictive and bad 
for our pupils’ working memory. Whilst the tech entrepreneurs make their 
nannies in California sign agreements that stop them using their phones, our 
kids in inner London are competing in a race to the bottom of who has the 
newest iPhone. It is vitally important that all schools are aware of the damage 
technology can do to our pupils’ brains, grades and lives. At Michaela we 
have used a number of strategies to help families appreciate the dangers of 
technology, but it has not been an easy battle.
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Michaela Family Lunch, Michael Taylor 

Family Lunch is the beating heart of Michaela. Every day, all of our pupils 
eat lunch, together with their teachers and guests. Pupils serve one another, 
discuss the topic of the day and learn the vital skill of engaging in polite 
conversation. After lunch, pupils give appreciations to the people in their lives 
who they are grateful to. This chapter will outline what Family Lunch is, and 
why we think it is so important for our pupils.

Teaching

Thinking Hard and Asking Questions: AFL at Michaela, Dani Quinn 

This chapter is about AFL (assessment for learning) at Michaela, and the 
approaches we take to ensure that children aren’t just behaving, but are behaving 
for learning. This ranges from techniques to help them focus on the key ideas to 
creating a culture of accountability for thinking hard and asking questions. 

The Culture of Feedback, Abi Smith 

Our open-door culture has completely transformed not only my teaching, 
but also my mind-set on giving and receiving feedback. In this chapter, I will 
discuss exactly how teachers give feedback to one another at Michaela and 
how, ultimately, our shared values are the key to making these feedback 
methods successful.

Knowledge Organisers: Proceed with Caution, Katie Ashford 

Knowledge organisers are everywhere. Schools across the country have 
integrated the condensed, one page summary of curriculum units into their 
teaching, using them to support pupil memorisation. In 2014, we began using 
knowledge organisers, combining them with daily ‘self-quizzing’ homework. But 
has this efficient memorisation tool gone too far? In this chapter, I will explain 
how knowledge organisers are not the panacea many believe them to be. 

Art at Michaela, Elizabeth Stiles 

This chapter is about how we teach art at Michaela.
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I remember when there were no pupils, no parents, no results, no buildings, 
no teachers – nothing, except an idea, a team and vehement opposition. Fast 
forward 9 years and many milestones later, and I am extremely proud to be 
Chair of Governors of this inspirational school. 

The chapters within this compendium are the distilled ideas from nearly 30 
members of staff at Michaela, including teachers and support staff. Michaela 
is not just an outstanding school (Ofsted), it is a unique and extraordinary 
beacon of hope for all its pupils who are taught knowledge and equipped for 
life as an adult. As you read, you will understand that the “magic” at Michaela 
is the result of very carefully crafted ideas and strategies bound together by 
consistency and dedication. 

The Governing Body of Michaela is grateful to the staff at Michaela for writing 
this book. 

We are different. We are unique. We are Michaela!

Dr Chidi Amadi (representing the Michaela Governing Body) 
Chair of Governors
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in the series by which we proceed towards a love to our country, and to mankind.’  

– Edmund Burke
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Introduction
Katharine Birbalsingh

@Miss_Snuffy

Michaela Community School is one of the most successful and controversial 
state schools in England. In this book, we want to take you inside the school, 
show you how we work, dispel a few myths about what we do, demonstrate the 
power of culture, and hopefully inspire you with an alternative view of education.

To understand how Michaela Community School began and why what we do 
is so different and controversial, you have to go back to 2010. Back in 2010, the 
education system was a very different place. 

Education in 2010

Back in 2010, there was a dominant set of assumptions about how education 
worked and it was unacceptable to question them. The behaviour systems that 
were praised by Ofsted (the English schools inspectorate) and implemented 
by senior teams were very different to what the Establishment generally 
admires now. Back then, there were few concrete and persuasive arguments 
made against the excuses culture which routinely ignored children’s bad 
behaviour. In fact, ‘Ignoring poor behaviour’ was a popular strategy in the 
classroom. Restorative Justice, where one doesn’t follow up bad behaviour 
with a punishment and instead aims to ‘restore justice’, was the norm in 
schools. It was common for teachers to be blamed for poor behaviour in their 
classrooms because they had not done enough ‘to engage the child’. 

The few new academy schools like Mossbourne, set up in 2004, that went 
against the grain with no-excuses discipline were taking a risk. Old-school 
teachers like Michaela, after whom our school is named, would quietly resist 
in their own classrooms, but they did so at the risk of being seen as ‘dinosaurs’ 
who lacked charisma and dynamism. 

But it wasn’t just behaviour. The teaching methods approved by the 
Establishment and senior teams were very different to what is admired now. 
In 2010, the Establishment believed that good teaching required group work, 
where the desks were not in rows but were turned to face each other, where 
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children would lead their own learning and the teacher would roam amongst 
the desks, keeping them on task. A task might have been to stick post-its on 
each other’s foreheads and then move about the room trying to find your 
other half.

The traditional alternative of desks in rows facing the teacher where the 
teacher imparts knowledge and leads class discussions was considered 
by many in the Establishment to be bad teaching. It was normal to advise 
teachers to never catch yourself standing and talking to a class for more than 
a few minutes. I should know. As assistant head, I used to advise teachers to 
‘keep moving’ if an Ofsted inspector was in the room, in order to secure the 
much-prized ‘outstanding’ grade. 

Before 2010, it really was the case that the traditional teaching methods of 
didactic teaching with explicit instruction were something to be ashamed of 
and few teachers would have wanted to admit to doing it, even though many 
did this behind closed doors.

Before 2010, it was also the case that teachers didn’t generally talk to each 
other across the country, let alone the world. It isn’t that anything special 
happened in education in 2010 that sparked the explosion of educational 
bloggers. It is just a coincidence that over time social media has developed as 
a phenomenon and a world of ‘Edu-twitter’ has emerged. In 2010, countless 
teachers like Michaela would never have found common ground with like-
minded teachers 200 miles away on Twitter. I remember in 2006/7 when I 
used to blog about education, educational blogs were extremely rare. Andrew 
Smith was one teacher in the blogging world who I happened to stumble 
across by accident. He wrote a blog called Scenes from the Battleground and 
went by the name of Old Andrew. My blog was called To Miss with Love and I 
went by the name of Miss Snuffy, which in fact is the name that I call myself 
on Twitter to this day. I was actually Miss Snuffleupagus, the big mammoth/
elephant from Sesame Street, who was friends with Big Bird and who no one 
could see (the elephant in the room). 

Andrew and I would visit each other’s blogs and leave comments as people 
used to do in those days. Discussions were had in the comment sections of 
blogs. There was nothing to draw people in or tie people together outside 
of the blog post itself as Twitter does today. Twitter was so obscure that 
MySpace was far better known. 
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What Andrew and I said on our blogs was highly controversial. We both had 
to blog anonymously and we never revealed who the other one was to each 
other. It was simply too dangerous. Tom Bennett also had a blog in 2009 and 
no doubt there might have been a few blogs I never knew about precisely 
because there was no established way of connecting people. Any teacher 
who dared to reject the orthodoxy in those days was, in psychological and 
practical terms, entirely alone. 

I tried to speak out against the orthodoxy at the Conservative Party 
Conference in October 2010. But when I did so, there was no net to catch 
me, no cohesive group of people who thought like me amongst whom I 
might have found my footing. It was scary. I became ill. I was even sent racist 
abuse via email. I was told by educational head hunters that I might never 
work in the state sector again but that if I gave it a couple of years, I might 
be able to live it down and perhaps get back in. I had not only attacked the 
education system for being broken, but I had done so at the Conservative 
Party Conference. 

But I couldn’t wait years for a possible way back in. I had bills to pay. I also had 
a career that I loved and at which I was good. So in late 2010, I decided to set 
up a free school. I found a group of people who shared my vision and we set 
to it. 

Setting up Michaela 

It took three years of fighting to get the school open. Our detractors were 
local councillors or politicians, members of the then NUT (now NEU), the 
Anti-Academies Alliance or various groups opposed to free schools. There’s 
a reason one of the mantras we have at Michaela is ‘when you fall down, you 
pick yourself up and you keep on going’. I had to, time and time again.

We went from Lambeth to Wandsworth to finally settling in Brent. We were 
always searching for a building in an area of deprivation, always wanting 
to help those less fortunate. Our detractors would protest outside parent 
information evenings, infiltrate and shout over us so parents could not hear 
what we were saying. They would even shout abuse at me when I was in mid-
flow in order to stop me from speaking. At one event, we were so frightened 
of possible violence, we hired a bouncer to keep the governors, staff and 
potential parents and pupils safe. That these people presumably thought 
they were doing good, never ceases to amaze me.
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Eventually we managed to open Michaela in September 2014 with 120 
Year 7s. But even once open, our detractors protested outside, handing 
out leaflets to our 11-year-old children, telling them their lives were in 
danger in the school building. They even broke onto the site. We’ve had 
hundreds of emails threatening violence, demanding my resignation, 
complaints to governors about what I think and how I am unfit to be a 
head because of my views. (These complaints continue to this day.) We 
have even had death threats. One of our office staff had a break down 
because of all the criticism being sent our way and in the end she left the 
school because she couldn’t take it anymore. For some time, I used to look 
over my shoulder going to and from school, always a little worried about 
what someone might do to me.

Education currently

There has been a significant nationwide change in the way we approach 
education and Michaela has been part of that. So many teachers and 
senior leaders have changed their minds about what can work in a school. 
What is respected by the Establishment has shifted. What Ofsted, senior 
teams around the country, educational writers and even the media 
consider to be ‘best practice’ in 2020 is nothing like what was favoured 
in 2010.

There has been massive exam reform where we have eradicated coursework, 
stopped modular exams and given more attention to tougher subjects 
instead of equivalencies. ResearchED events explore the ideas inspired by 
cognitive science and research, and they have grown so much that they 
happen across the world. In 2020, there is now a huge team of self-confessed 
‘knowledge advocates’ across schools everywhere who enjoy educational 
debates on Twitter. The change is simply extraordinary.

In 2010, there was no debate. There was only one way to think about 
education. These changes have made it easier for us at Michaela. Nowadays 
when we interview for new staff, there is a good chance they will have heard 
about the importance of long-term memory and the problems of working 
memory overload. Everyone in education knows that there is a debate about 
knowledge or skills. Some people support the ideas that ‘Michaela type 
schools’ implement and others find themselves firmly on the other side. 
But the point is that not only does the debate exist now, but many are very 
familiar with it.
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When you read Jozef Butterfield’s chapter on ‘Tough Love’ or what Amelia 
Andrews says on behaviour, these chapters might read now as if they are 
simply going over old established ground. Five years ago, when we and others 
said this, it was ground-breaking. So much has happened. We are so proud to 
have played a part not only in changing our children’s stars, but in inspiring 
others to do things differently.

How is Michaela different?

Am I a Conservative? No. Am I a conservative? Yes. Some might say I am not 
even that because conservatives believe in conserving whereas I, on the other 
hand, seem to enjoy turning everything on its head, often challenging the 
status quo. Still, I think I am a social conservative and ‘small c conservative’ 
seems the best way to describe those values that I hold most dear.

The thing I am most proud of is filling a school with small ‘c’ conservative staff, 
from the caretakers, to the office staff to the kitchen staff, to the teachers. 
They all vote for different political parties of course, but at heart, they believe 
in tradition and are old-school. As was Michaela, my colleague originally from 
St Lucia, who always used to say to me, ‘Katharine! They are the children, and 
we are the adults.’ She believed there was an order to things. I was head of 
department and she was my second in charge. She was older than me and in the 
early days when I would suggest doing things I would consider silly and time-
wasting now, she would raise her eyebrow as if to say, no Katharine, don’t go 
there. You know who I am. I believe in children learning. That’s what I’m here for.

Michaela would be so proud of what we have created in her name. She died 
of cancer in 2011.

We get over 600 visitors at Michaela every year. Most of these visitors are 
teachers, not just from the UK, but from across the world. Visitors come 
because they have heard through social media and word of mouth of the 
delight previous visitors have felt upon visiting the school. They hear of how 
many people have changed their minds about Michaela’s methods and have 
also changed their practice as a result.

Visitors eat lunch with the children and have a tour. Everyone and anyone is 
welcome. You just need to book in on the website. It isn’t easy opening our 
doors to everyone but we do it because we know how many people have 
valued their visits, taking ideas back to their own schools. Visitors are always 
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struck by how polite and motivated our children are, how dedicated and 
enthusiastic the teachers are, and they often ask me what they need to do to 
make their school more like Michaela. 

Visitors don’t come because of the official stamps. But the official stamps 
don’t hurt. In 2017, Ofsted gave us an Outstanding report which confirmed 
we weren’t just a maverick school rejecting the norm simply to make a splash 
and be different. The alternative way that we offer has a genuine, lasting 
positive impact on children’s lives.

Michaela Now

In 2019 we had our first set of GCSE results and we came 5th in the country 
in our Progress 8 (Progress 8 is how schools are judged) without alternative 
subjects that are considered to be equivalencies. Our Maths Progress 8 was 
top in the country, our Humanities 4th and our Science 3rd. Languages came 
12th but we entered 83% of our cohort and all of the children learned French 
from scratch upon joining Michaela. None of them spoke French at home.

We did well by our children, who, let’s face it, come from typical inner-city 
homes. Our school is in Brent, one of the poorest London boroughs. To give 
the reader an understanding of our school context: joining gangs, carrying 
knives, fear of getting stabbed on the way home, masked boys on bikes 
waiting outside the gates for our kids to come out... These are all standard 
issues that affect the children we serve. You will read a little more about 
our children’s lives in Natalie Jones’ chapter, ‘Why I am still talking to white 
people about race’ and Hin-Tai Ting’s chapter, ‘Being Head of Year 11’.

But results are only part of our story. Our curriculum also stands out as being 
different. Michael Taylor’s chapter about how we teach history might make 
you raise an eyebrow. Grace Steggall’s chapter on how we believe geography 
could be improved is a breath of fresh air. Sarah James’ chapter on how one 
might teach religion will give you serious pause to think. Then there is Katie 
Ashford’s chapter on why schools should teach dead white men. You might 
want to sit down before reading that one. 

What is also exciting and interesting about Michaela is the character we 
instill in our children – the types of adults they will grow up to be. That isn’t to 
say that other schools don’t instill character in children, but at Michaela our 
values and ethos are unique. Indeed, that is what this book is about. 
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We believe our role as teachers is to help develop our children into adults we 
can admire and respect and that a particular school ethos is required for that 
to happen for all of the children in our care. Chapters like Iona Thompson’s 
one on gratitude, or James Sibley’s chapter on the importance of school 
ethos, or again Pritesh Raichura’s chapter on our values explore these ideas 
in more depth.

So why is there a need for this book, The Power of Culture? 

Because there is more to improving education than improving behaviour 
and teaching methods as mentioned above. A big theme in the world of 
education that has not had much airtime in the national debate over the last 
10 years is school culture.

The reason you should read The Power of Culture is because this book explains 
in detail the importance of school culture and how different the Michaela 
school culture is to what is considered normal in 2020. Values in schools 
understandably tend to reflect the progressive values of the 21st century. 
At Michaela, we do things differently. Our culture isn’t what you would 
expect. Charlie Burkitt explains this in his chapter where he describes how 
he was wrong about Michaela, as does Tom Kendall when he explores the 
misconceptions about Michaela that are out there. Simon Virgo’s chapter 
explains what is so powerful about the Michaela culture and why staff love to 
work here. This chapter is worth reading before all the others if you wish to 
understand why we named the book ‘The Power of Culture’.

If you are coming to this book from within education, you might be aware of 
all the debates over the past decade and I hope this book will give you some 
more concrete and specific examples of what these debates mean for us in 
practice. If you are not from within education, I hope you will learn a bit more 
about these debates and, again, how they’re implemented in the classroom. 
We had an idea about what a great school would look like, but we didn’t just 
talk about the idea: we put it into practice. And when you put things into 
practice, you learn. Things that sound great as ideas don’t always work out. 
We have changed our minds on lots of things from when we first started. In 
fact, this book is quite different from the first book we wrote back in 2016.

Our first book, published in autumn 2016, The Battle Hymn of the Tiger Teachers, 
the title based on Amy Chua’s book, Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother, was well 
received within the education community despite it presenting some new 
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and controversial ideas. It was also written by staff at Michaela. It explained 
the teaching and behaviour systems at the school and why we run the school 
as we do. 

However what our first book missed out was our ethos and culture. At the 
heart of Michaela are ‘small c conservative’ values. We didn’t mention them in 
the last book because I was always worried that people would dislike us even 
more if we did. That’s how hard it is to be a conservative in 2020 in the world 
of education. When people would visit the school and ask me how to make 
their schools more like Michaela, I would shy away from talking about what 
makes us who we are. Instead conversations were often about ideas like silent 
corridors, homework or how to organise lunch. I didn’t want to put teachers 
off our more practical ideas by talking about the beating heart within. 

People often think conservatives must be really stern and boring. But I hope 
I’m not like that. When people meet me, they often express surprise at the 
fact that I am actually quite laidback and trusting. It doesn’t really fit with the 
image of the stern ‘Dragon Lady’ who breathes fire, that some visitors picture 
in their heads. But that’s part of being a teacher, isn’t it? Putting on an act. It’s 
not really who I am inside.

In fact, I actually feel quite shy talking about our ethos, because, for all the 
success the school has enjoyed, I’m just a teacher. I’m always astonished at the 
interest and attention the school receives from around the world. I was a teacher 
in the classroom for many years, then head of department, then assistant head, 
then deputy… Nothing unusual there. I have mainly worked in inner London in 
challenging schools so it is what I know best and it is what mainly informs my 
decisions and analysis of what is wrong with education. I lived in Brixton, rode 
my bike to school every day, and had a plan that one day, I would be a Head.

When I gave that speech in 2010, a lot of people said I wanted a job in politics. 
But for the life of me, I don’t understand why anyone would want to be a 
politician. I gave that speech because I was naïve and I believed that what I was 
saying was true. Again, I pursued the idea of setting up Michaela because I had 
a naïve vision of building something wonderful. I found other people who had 
the same ambition and together we built Michaela. I love kids. I love schools. 
As I always say to the kids, your plan should be to find a job you love. That way, 
you’ll never work a day in your life. That’s how it is for me. I live and breathe 
education and I can’t stop thinking about it. Of course, I make mistakes all 
the time. I would say that much of my earlier career was riddled with some 
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fundamental mistaken thinking in terms of the values I held. I wouldn’t have 
called myself a small c conservative then. Instead, I used to blame poverty 
and government for everything that was difficult in the lives of the children at 
school. It isn’t that I no longer think these things have impact. They do. But the 
decades in the classroom, the innumerable days I’ve spent marking, planning 
lessons, chatting with children and meeting with parents have inspired me to 
develop my thinking on a great number of things over the years. 

I now think that victimhood culture, lack of family support, inappropriate 
music choice and friend choice, refusal to take personal responsibility, 
inability to embrace one’s duty, inability to be grateful for what one has 
(however little it is), and peer pressure to conform to the ways ‘of the street’ 
over academic pursuit are devastating obstacles in children’s lives. Sadly, and 
perhaps most significantly for those of us in education, we also have a school 
system that doesn’t always address these issues and I think that’s wrong. So 
at Michaela, we address these issues head on. You will hear these themes 
time and time again in the various chapters. Poverty remains an obstacle of 
course. But we cannot do anything about that obstacle. What we can do is 
change mindsets on how to overcome that poverty. Instead of wallowing in 
victimhood, we can take charge of our lives and climb out of the quicksand 
that battles so hard and so tenaciously to pull us down.

My parents come from the Caribbean. My mother is Jamaican and my father 
is Indian Guyanese. My father came from real poverty in a developing country 
but he was the one the family chose to get to a good school, go on to a better 
life. My father made of his life as I hope our children will make of theirs. He 
refused to see himself as a victim, got himself half way across the world, then 
moved again to another part of the world, always looking and working hard 
to give his children a better life, so that I, in turn, could work hard to give other 
children a chance to change their stars. Like most ethnic minority families, my 
family all vote on the Left. But my parents are very ‘small c conservative’ in 
their habits. No doubt my upbringing in such a household formed who I was 
to become later, to reject the more fashionable way of thinking in the early 
21st century. I gradually became someone whose values didn’t quite fit with 
what I saw around me in the world of education. 

Over the years, I would often get into heated discussions with other teachers 
in the staff room, and it was always clear to everyone that I was a bit of a 
square peg. I think that’s how this book might feel at first: a little squarish. 
But my advice is to perhaps read it and then leave it for a bit. Come back to 
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it six months later, and give it another try. Unless one remains open to new 
ideas, then in many ways, life becomes so very predictable and restrictive. 

For that reason, I’m always interested in new thinking. Not only do I visit 
other schools, looking for new ideas, but even visitors have made suggestions 
that have altered the systems at Michaela. Things have changed so much at 
Michaela that our first book, Battle Hymn of the Tiger Teachers, is not entirely 
accurate anymore. Some of what happens at Michaela is now very different 
to what was said in that book in 2016. You’ll see some of that in Katie Ashford’s 
chapter on knowledge organisers. That’s because we have developed as we 
have discovered better ideas, better ways of working, or in some cases, we 
just made outright mistakes. I have a framed quote by C.S. Lewis in my office, 
given to me by one of the teachers at Michaela.

‘We all want progress. But progress means getting nearer to the place where 
you want to be. And if you have taken a wrong turning then to go forward 
does not get you any nearer. If you are on the wrong road progress means 
doing an about-turn and walking back to the right road and in that case the 
man who turns back soonest is the most progressive man.’ 

In that sense then, much to the amusement of our ardent supporters, I would 
say Michaela is the most progressive school in the country. Why? Because 
we’re headed in the right direction – to the place where we want to be.

One of the things I have learned in the last few years, in trying to explain 
new thinking, is that I can say X, but sometimes people hear Y or even Z. And 
sometimes I think I’ve said X, but my staff tell me that I haven’t said it very 
clearly. So unless I am very specific in my explanations, sometimes people 
can get the wrong ideas, even within our building. The same thing goes for 
Michaela’s teachers and what they say to people outside our building. And 
that’s our fault for not having been clear enough in the first place. 

Too often I hear from guests or when I visit other schools that they have tried 
a Michaela idea and it didn’t work in their context. Whenever I dig down into 
the detail, I discover the implementation of the idea wasn’t quite right, or 
perhaps they underestimated the need for sustained consistency across staff, 
or perhaps they simply misunderstood the fundamental idea. An example 
of this is a chapter from Battle Hymn of the Tiger Teachers, entitled ‘Just tell 
’em’. That little word ‘just’ and how you interpret it makes all the difference. 
We meant it as, ‘Come on guys… tell them!’ ie – Sometimes teachers think 
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telling kids the information is somehow cheating, when actually, it is simply 
teaching. So don’t feel bad… JUST tell them! But what we hadn’t considered, 
was the fact that some people might read the word ‘just’ and understand 
‘ONLY tell them’. Meaning that class discussions, talk to your partner activities 
and the like were not an important part of their learning, and that all you 
need to do as a teacher is stand at the front and speak. The horror of it! Yet, 
some people took us to be saying just that. We meant nothing of the sort.

Communication is hard, especially when trying to present new thinking. So 
I’m pretty nervous about this book. We say some things that teachers aren’t 
meant to think, let alone say. I hope that we’ve expressed ourselves clearly 
and that you can forgive us if and when we haven’t. 

There is a list of chapter summaries at the start of the book so that you can 
dip in and pick and choose what is of interest to you. Teachers wrote about 
whatever they wanted. So you’ll find a vast array of topics: from smartphones 
by Samuel Hurst to national identity by Michael Taylor to Assessment for 
Learning by Dani Quinn. Still, despite all the variety, I hope you’ll find that 
thread of ‘Michaela culture’ pumping through them all. That is, for me, the 
most challenging and invigorating part of leading an organisation. You want 
to strengthen your school with consistency both in terms of thought and 
delivery, but you also want to keep enough variety to allow for innovation 
and creativity. 

That is also the essence of teaching. A teacher provides the child with 
structure and scaffolding to strengthen him so that he can fly. Children may 
be born with wings, but they need teachers to show them how to fly. 

The Power of Culture is arguing for the importance of culture in any organisation. 
Culture doesn’t just eat strategy for breakfast. It is everything. ‘Singing from 
the same hymn sheet’ means the team sings in unison about a specific set 
of shared goals. The Power of Culture tries to capture Michaela’s heart. That is 
why this book is so much more revealing than the last. It explains what makes 
Michaela, Michaela. 

I always say to new staff that joining Michaela is like going on a journey. This 
book is one such journey, and I hope it gives you the courage to fly. 
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