
 

Knowledge Is Power: The Secret To 
Leading A Flourishing School! 

Ipsa Scientia Potestas Est (Knowledge Is Power) Francis Bacon  

The sharing of knowledge is the first step to acquiring wisdom. This simple first step 
sits at the core of education and is one of the foundational activities of all schools. 
Getting this simple first step right indeed becomes powerfully transformative when we 
look at the differences between high and low performance schools. When we compare 
schools where staff and students are flourishing to those where staff and students are 
floundering (as evidenced by both wellbeing and academic results) we begin to see 
just how powerful knowledge truly is!  

Knowledge: Content vs Systems  

In both high and low performance schools there are two important types of 
‘knowledge’. The first, is knowledge related to curriculum – we refer to this as ‘Content 
Knowledge’. When comparing high and low performance schools, we find that levels 
of Content Knowledge are generally not too dissimilar. We can say with confidence 
that the majority of teachers we have met across primary, secondary and special 
education know their curriculum content well. The challenges we most frequently 
encounter relate to gaps in the second type of knowledge needed for a school to 
succeed. This second type of knowledge relates to a school’s culture – we call this 
‘Systems Knowledge’ and it is here where high and low performance schools differ 
vastly. 



Systems Knowledge: High and Low Capacity Cultures 
 

“You do not rise to the level of your goals.  
You fall to the level of your systems.” James Clear 

In High Performance Schools the Systems Knowledge about ways of working, cultural 
norms, expectations and sharing of information is explicitly and consistently applied 
and explicitly ‘over-communicated’ making it incredibly easy for all staff and students 
to be able to understand how to work together effectively. We call this a High Capacity 
Culture because this underlying school environment is both straightforward to 
understand and easy to participate in.  

From a student perspective, this high capacity culture minimises the risk of attention 
being diverted to cope with social and cultural pressures (which is often the precursor 
to disengagement and behaviour problems) and in turn maximise their ability to focus 
on learning. From a teacher perspective this High Capacity Culture maximises their 
ability to turn curriculum based content knowledge into powerful differentiated teaching 
and learning strategies for their students.  

Contrast this with Low Performance Schools where the systems knowledge about 
ways of working is inconsistently applied and to a large degree assumed as ‘common’ 
sense – resulting in ‘under-communication’ – making it much harder for all staff and 
students to understand how to work together effectively. We call this a Low Capacity 
School Culture because the underlying school environment is ambiguous and 
confusing for everyone – especially those outside the inner circle of those who make 
the rules!  

This low capacity school culture robs teaching staff of their ability to engage in 
teaching and learning that is fully differentiated to the needs of each and every student 
in their care and instead forces them to devote considerable energy into understanding 
decode patterns of inconsistent behaviour among their peers and leaders in order to 
survive in a socially ambiguous environment. From a student perspective this low 
capacity culture not only diminishes their ability to develop effective working 
relationships with their teachers but also has ‘knock on’ effects to amplify difficulties 
within their peer groups increasing the risks of social isolation, learning problems and 
disengagement.  

 
High Capacity Cultures: Systems of Knowledge and ‘The Big 4’  

As you can see in the diagram below, a flourishing school has a high capacity culture 
which is underpinned by four discrete yet interconnected systems of knowledge – ‘The 
Big 4’: 

1.   The system of Maximising Self & Collective Efficacy 

2.   The system of Boosting The Return On Data  

3.   The system of Communication Using The Platinum Rule  

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/flourishing-schools-efficacy-high-capacity-school-culture-stebbins/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/return-data-trade-secret-high-performance-schools-dr-pete-stebbins/
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/flourishing-students-does-your-school-follow-platinum-stebbins/?published=t


4.   The system of Building High Performance Teams 

 

A Final Word For School Leaders 

The role of school leaders in Flourishing Schools is to bolster the sharing of Systems 
Knowledge in each of these four areas to create a High Capacity School Culture. The 
assumption here of course is that by knowing these systems staff and students will 
follow these systems and we will see increases in the self-efficacy of students and the 
collective efficacy of teachers accordingly. This is certainly true in the vast majority of 
cases as the benefits of an embedded High Capacity School Culture are self-evident 
to (almost) everyone.  

However the caveat of the old adage: 'you can lead horses to water but you can't make 
them drink' remains an important cautionary guidepost in leading school 
transformation. Perhaps the ultimate reflection question for leaders building 
Flourishing Schools is to regularly ask themselves "How do I know that they all (staff 
and students) know?" In doing so leaders force themselves to reflect and assess all 
the evidence they have about both the successes of transformation as well as accept 
the, at times, confronting the evidence to the contrary which becomes a springboard 
to adapt and adjust the supports needed to build a truly Flourishing School!  

Dr Pete Stebbins PhD 

 
 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/high-performance-teams-foundations-flourishing-school-stebbins/
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