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Introduction

think some people write books because it’s their

lifelong ambition, others because they think it’s
a business opening. I think people write books for
a myriad of different reasons. For me it’s always
about, ‘Can you put something out into the world
that is going to make a difference?” That’s it.

People normally write books because theyre pas-
sionate about whatever their message is, or informa-
tion they are parting with. Let’s be honest, it’s not
that easy. It’s quite a long and drawn-out process —
well it is certainly that way for me. I wanted to write
this book because I'm limited on the number of
people I can share my thoughts and ideas with day
to day, and I wanted to get those ideas down so that
I can hopefully provide others, whom I wouldn’t
normally come into contact with, that little bit of
additional help to get them through any tough time
they might be facing.

Like with anything in life, the decision to write a
book will come down to how much you really want
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to do it. And that is the question that I kick around
a lot. Then I'll make a decision, as a result of which
I'll actually get behind this book and do it — or not.
Sounds simple. But of course, youre going to be
asking yourself questions like, “‘What’s the point of
it?” Well, on this occasion I had a clear answer to my
doubts and questions.

I've spent around 20 years in the world of leadership
and for such a long time, the story was always about
the gold medallist — the winner! It was always about
the person that had climbed the highest mountain.
It was always about those people that have done
incredible things and achieved brilliance. And yes,
all of this is very inspiring, but there’s always that bit
at the back of your mind that says, ‘But I'm not an
Olympic athlete’, or “Well, I'm not going to be climb-
ing that mountain, and actually I don’t want to.’

I really felt that there was a need for people to have
more conversations around what happens when life
isn’t going so well. When life gets difficult. When
you're feeling like the walls are closing in or you
are perhaps in the middle of your own storm. Bad
things happen, it’s normal, it’s customary to us, it is
relatable. Whether it’s having a tough time in work,
or the devastating news of cancer coming into your
family, or whether you have lost your job, or been
involved in a terrible accident. Whether it’s that
you just don’t feel right. Whatever it is, it’s when
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those negative times come, those difficult moments
that I really think we need to have some more
understanding. And hopefully, this is just what this
book will do.

I'looked at other people’s difficult experiences, and
to my own life, and considered what was both help-
ful and not in these types of situations. And soon,
there was a real catalogue of ideas emerging about
dealing with these tough times. And to go back to
that question of how much you want to do some-
thing — this is what it came down to for me: can I do
something that’s going to help more people beyond
social media and the coaching/development-type
sessions that I already do? Something that was real
and that was practical. Something broken down so
simply and in one place that would mean that any-
one could grasp it — wouldn’t that be wonderful?

I'm never going to claim that I've had a tough
life. In fact — even reflecting on my most difficult
moments when compared to some people — it has
probably been a charm. That being said, this book
is about difficulties, so I have used my own life to
examine how I dealt with those things, as well as
looking at other people who have been through
much, much worse. Personally, from right at the
beginning of my learning journey there were
obstacles. I didn’t find school particularly easy.
And it wasn’t until I was 24 and in teacher training
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that I realised I had a learning difficulty. As a re-
sult of this, a lot of my adult life has been looking
back and making connections between behaviour
and experience and what I know now. Hindsight is
a wonderful thing.

It was life changing. It was positive in many ways.
I was careful to avoid the medical school syndrome
of diagnosing myself of every possible disorder or
learning difficulty just because I’d been to a fasci-
nating seminar at university. There are some crazy
things your brain can do. So, I tried very hard to
stay open-minded about it all, but when I did the
test, the results for dyslexia were very high, tipping
into extreme. I was on the boundary of being an
extreme dyslexic. At that point I thought, “Well,
that now makes sense, and I totally get it.” Nobody
had put this label on me in school and so, like many
others, I had missed out on the extra support. But
I remember thinking that I had done all right with-
out it. I had been to university, through teacher
training, and had been coaching for coming up to
almost a decade so I must have been doing some-
thing right. It was a realisation that I just had to
work really hard, and while things might have taken
me longer than they perhaps did for others, that
was okay and in fact it was actually becoming a bit
of a theme.
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There are lots of things in my life where I've used
what could be regarded as a potential negative to
instead be a springboard to learn and to get better.
And to face uncertainty and demonstrate resilience.
I'm not talking life-threatening stuff that others have
had to face, but regular everyday difficult stuff. I sup-
pose my life is a testament to that, too. I've never
been brilliant at anything. Genuinely, my skillset is
tiny, absolutely tiny. But I know what I can do, and
I know how to use those elements to better myself.
The point is that I've got this passion and absolute
unwavering belief that whatever the situation you're
in, you can find stuff and leverage yourself and come
through it and be better and move forward and life
will go on. We’ll find a path, we’ll wrestle, as long
as we're not scared of suffering — as my good mate
Micky Mellon says, ‘You've got to suffer, if you're not
worried about suffering, we’ll be all right.” And that’s
how this book has evolved.

There has been a lot of good stuff throughout
my experiences. There have also been some chal-
lenges. I would say my departure from the school
I'was headteacher of was one of the hardest. My first
book, Educating Drew, covered a lot of those won-
derful experiences, but not so much of the ending.
The ending was the hardest because it didn’t just
affect me. Yes, there was a ‘me’ element to it, but
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when something like that happens, you can see it
is catastrophic. Harrop Fold in Little Hulton was
my life — at the very least it was a major part of my
life. I adored the area. I adored the school. I adored
the staff. I was completely head over heels for the
students. They were just amazing. And when some-
body came along with what I perceived to be unfair
accusations, it was an earth-shattering moment. It
wasn’t just a set of clouds that had landed. We were
talking lightning, thunder, the full hit.

For me, the moment when it happened and the way
in which it happened just didn’t feel right — it didn’t
feel fair. It felt like I was a two-year-old stomping on
the floor shouting, ‘“This isn’t fair. It’s not right.” But
it wasn’t so much that the issue was unfair; that was
challenging enough. I knew I could get through
that. We had made mistakes and mistakes can be
overcome. It was definitely the following day, when
the news of my suspension was leaked to the press
and journalists were standing on the front lawn,
and you see the impact of a life event on your loved
ones and your significant others. That hurt. That
is what was really hard to deal with. Of course, it
was upsetting to me, but I guess I didn’t even think
of it at the time. The clouds, or storm, had arrived
and I was only concerned about sheltering my fam-
ily and loved ones from the downpour. It was that
moment that was actually the most difficult. I'd had
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my tantrum, and then I was left watching with utter
helplessness; it was now hurting those I care about.

In the quiet of my office, I asked myself over and
over, ‘How did this happen? How did I end up here?’
There are lots of things you can look at. You can
blame people. You can start to point fingers all over
the place, but ultimately, I've ended up here and
ultimately, I've had a role to play in it because I was
the leader and as a leader you take responsibility.

Amongst all the chaos and upset and uncertainty
I had a moment where it solidified what I already
knew. I wasn’t the best head teacher to have ever
worked in a school, and was this the time to do
something different? We've all got to provide mon-
ey and help our family, but workwise, what is it that
I loved? What was it that gave me work satisfaction?
And, in that moment, I knew it boiled down simply
to this: my passion is seeing people develop. Help-
ing people to grow. Supporting people to flourish
however is best for them; that is what I love.

As a leader in education, it was always about, ‘How
can we develop this whole area to have higher aspi-
rations, to do what they want to do, to gain the life
skills they need to take them beyond the world of
school and into the real world?’ Out of this whole
horrible situation I realised something key in terms
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of myself and it was that out of this mess there could
be something positive. And I now understood that
I didn’t want to just focus on developing people in
schools — I wanted to work with as many people, in
as many industries, as I could.

While I've had some wonderful success stories in
my life and in my career, I don’t think these really
help distil who you are. I think it is in the moments
of difficulty when you get this clarity, this real clear
awareness — this is what I am, this is my makeup, this
is what I stand for, these are my drivers. So again, in
searching for the positives, tough times give us this.

In life, some things will really hurt. Some things
will make you think — a lot. Some things are a com-
plete car crash. Some things are just a scuff on the
bumper. I think you’ve got to go through these
things to bring you to where you are now. Having
recently contracted COVID-19, this absolutely mag-
nified that to me. I was really unwell. At one point
I felt like I was unable to breathe, and I genuinely
thought I might die. People in hospital were look-
ing very concerned; therefore, I felt very concerned.
I think that the whole experience added to that
feeling of ‘I'm really glad I'm still here’. And it was
a huge reminder to really enjoy the journey, much
more than you do now. Too often we run and rush
into the next thing and then the next thing.
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Sometimes we sit and stare at the past and go red
with embarrassment. Or we sit still and don’t move
forward. I'm not saying be oblivious of the past or
ride roughshod over those things. Butit’s a balance.
Sometimes we can be guilty of trying to look too
far forwards into the future. Who knows what that’s
going to actually look like? And looking too far back
can also stop you from moving. If anything, COVID
has taught us all that life can change at the flip of a
coin, at any moment, so we need to accept what has
brought us here and look to find ways forward. If
we are lucky, we get 70 trips around the sun. That’s
it. That’s 70 winters, 70 summers, and I'm 44 now.
So, I could be way over halfway through my jour-
ney. And I now look at that kind of fragility of life
and I think, “‘Why do I care about that so much?’ It
might seem impossible on some days, some weeks
and even for some months but whenever possible
we need to try to enjoy the journey more. We’re not
going to be here forever.

I would also say leave people better than you found
them as much as you possibly can. And finally,
while life is not always going to be easy, it’s not a
bed of roses, we need to be ready for those tough
times and not expect them to just happen to us.
Enjoy the good times but be ready for those diffi-
cult times. And always remember, you can find a
way through it.
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During my difficult times, I looked to friends and
family. It’s as simple as that. I have my own things
I do, breathing exercises, taking walks, reading,
exercise. But when you are caughtin a tough time or
a struggle, I don’t care how resilient you are, there
will be times when your belief wavers. And in these
times, it is absolutely, totally, perfectly 100% accept-
able to borrow someone else’s belief. I say it all the
time, ‘Life is a team sport. You need to have good
people around you.” During my darkest moments
I had friends and family there to offer support and
I will never forget that. It’s really important to use
your support network. This is a leadership thing as
well. Leaders say it’s lonely at the top. Well, it’s only
lonely if you want it to be. I never led on my own,
and I don’t do life on my own. Because when I'm
down, there’ll be a good person there to pick me
back up. When I'm struggling, there’ll be a good
person there to help me. And I want to make sure
I'm there on the opposite side of that, to do exactly
the same for others as was done for me. Network
is crucial.

The whole reason for this book is having your own
strategies. Someone might read this book and
think, ‘That won’t work for me, but I do like that
other idea, so I'll use that.” And that is great. If you
take only one idea away and it helps you, then job
done, because every idea and strategy won'’t fit or
suit every person or situation. We need to find our
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own go-to mechanisms. What do we do in this sce-
nario? Where do we go? We need our own personal
plans and this plan would include having that net-
work around you. That network is like the net that
catches you when you are going through the mo-
tions of difficulty. Perhaps this book can be part of
that safety net. In whatever way, I hope it helps you
with any difficulties you may be facing.
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THE SCIENCE AND ART OF RESILIENCE / 3

Bad stuff happens! The clouds will come. It’s in-
evitable, it’s relentless in some cases, and you
can be absolutely sure it will happen to all of us. It
doesn’t matter what wonderful things we have, how
lucky our situation, or simply just how stoic we are,
the clouds will come. But before they do, let’s go for
a lovely picnic.

The Curious Pichnic

Start simple. Close your eyes and imagine the per-
fect summer’s day. You've decided to go for a picnic
with your friends or family. It’s a great day, you're all
excited and about to start putting together every-
thing you need for the perfect day out. So, what do
you do? Well, first of all you delve into the fridge
and you take a good look, and you can hardly
believe your eyes when you find everything you



