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Normally, school strategies are too long, full of jargon, and have the misplaced belief they can predict what will happen in five years’ time. Normally, no one reads them, but everyone spends
five years thrashing about helter-skelter to make
‘it’ happen. Whatever ‘it’ was.

With a goal and strategy to get there, we can all
pull our efforts in the same direction, achieve
more together than the sum of our parts, and
make so much more of the space, resources and
people that we are lucky enough to have so far in
this journey.

Lots of thunder, no rain.

This little book is packed with stories by those
who are already on the path towards our two
audacious goals. We’ve already seen more engaged students, more challenging learning, more
involved parents, and more empowered leadership throughout the school - whether or not people have ‘leader’ in their job title.

We decided to come up with strategy that
is short, to-the-point, and audacious.
• We’ve zeroed in on two big, audacious goals.
• We have eight chunky strategy projects to take
us there, in which everyone in the school community can take part.
• We have a talented, creative team of educators,
leaders, students and parents driving the projects forward.
And there’s no ‘five year plan’. We’ll take as long
as it takes.
By picking out two key goals, we have created a
simple but ambitious strategy.
It’s simple enough that first graders understand it: when we say we’re inclusive and
involving the whole school to make it happen, we really mean it.
It’s ambitious enough to excite our existing team, and compel more of the world’s
best educators to join us in making it happen.

Now it’s time for every member of the school community to find their place in taking us towards
our goals.
●
Get your head around our two goals, and
work out which strategic projects you’re most
likely to be able to help with
●
Contribute your ideas of how we might best
deliver each strategic project
●
Volunteer to lead a short sprint of activity
over a few weeks to help us take one more, small
step towards the goal.

“This sounds so exciting - I can’t wait to be
part of it.”
Father of Grade 5 Student.

It’s so empowering that students, staff and
parents can’t wait to get started on making
their contribution to the journey.
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THE WHY: VALUES

Some people might ask why a school needs a strategy when it has
worked so hard already on defining its core values. Values define
who we are and why we exist: that’s pretty important stuff to define for people, and for schools, too.
A goal and its strategy to get there define our journey to fulfilling
those values, every day, relentlessly. A good strategy means that
the values never slip, never get compromised.

“This way of planning
has reaffirmed that
our mission was not
just a bunch of nice
words - we’re actually
doing it. We’ve also
learned a lot about the
different aspects of
the school that we
didn’t know before.”
Julia Güsten, Board Chair.

Student voice appears in most schools’ values. But those values
don’t always translate into action. The all-too-repeated example is
the seniors’ class where “there’s just too much content” to make
time for students to exercise their voices (and their minds).
Strategy is the translation tool, that takes values and turns them
into action.
Nanjing International School’s values are our bedrock and the ultimate test of whether our goals and strategy have a ‘fit’, now and in
the future. We are an inclusive school that inspires international
mindedness, personal excellence and creative thinking. In the stories that follow, you will see how our values build every muscle as
we move towards our goal.
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THE WHERE: GOALS

“There are no surprises the strategy came from
the community, after all.
Really putting student
voice and choice at the
centre of things is a huge
undertaking that could
fundamentally change our
school.”
Laurie McLellan, Director
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If values are the bedrock foundation for strategy,
goals are the architects’ vision of what success
looks like. The goal is where we want to get to. At
Nanjing International School, we have two goals:

LET’S PUT
STUDENT VOICE AND CHOICE
AT THE CENTRE OF THINGS
Nanjing International School will be one
of the best schools in Asia, where each and
every student creates their own learning
plan.

LET’S BURST THE BUBBLE
Nanjing International School will create
opportunities so every student has the confidence to engage with China beyond the
walls of the school.
These aren’t for the next five years - we might
make it in five years, they might take ten. In
short: we work at these goals, until we feel we’ve
got there. Then we’ll find their replacements.
Nothing new, however shiny, will knock us off
our course or fill our timetables.
These goals are highly specific.
They are measurable - we’ll know when we’ve got
there through our storytelling and our data.
They are achievable (however audacious they
might feel today).
They are as relevant to quality learning today as
they will be in ten years’ time.
They are timely, but not time-bound: we keep
working towards them until we pass them by, and
they’re part of our collective backpack.
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THE HOW: STRATEGY

Strategy is made up of the projects we put in place to achieve our
goals. There are eight projects in all, eight routes to get to our
goals. If a teacher wants to bring in a new initiative, if a student
wants to introduce something major to the way we do things, then
it must fit within one of these eight strategic routes. As Lord John
Browne, former Chief Executive of BP, puts it:

“Strategy is the bit between your purpose and your plan…
Strategy is everything. You have to have a strategy and
stick to it, and never lose the plot.”
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TO PUT STUDENT VOICE & CHOICE AT THE
CENTRE OF THINGS, WE:
1. Analyse how we already activate student voice
and choice for learning, and ditch any activities
that run counter to these efforts;
2. Define inclusion;
3. Question what blended learning looks like for
all of our students, not just the older ones;
4. Create a culture of trial and error.

TO BURST THE BUBBLE, WE
5. Develop social entrepreneurship skillsets and
mindsets in all our students;
6. Create off-campus learning opportunities for
all;
7. Reach out more to our local, regional and national community in China.

TO ACHIEVE BOTH GOALS, WE
8. Take environmental action, for a better planet,
for a sustainable school.
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“When we say we have a limited number of
things to work on, we mean it. Too many
schools have too many educators working on
three hours’ sleep, trying to do everything
they could do. We believe the secret to doing
well, is concentrating on just a few things
with great focus.”
Laurie McLellan, Director.
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THE PLAN: TACTICS

“I don’t know if we’ll make it
- no one can say. But there is
so much to be gained from
making it happen that we
have to try.”
Julia Güsten, Board Chair.

Tactics are what we use to make the strategy take shape. Great tactics are framed by the strategy, but played by a great team of our
students, our teachers, our parents and our leadership. The tactics
we use are a prototype and feedback loop, that lasts weeks, not
months. This process is led by our newly formed Strategy Team:

Find a project
Find a champion
Find a time
Get prototyping
Perfect it
Repeat.
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If you have an idea that can work with our
strategy, please talk to the Strategy Team.
You only need to find three people who
share your passion, to get that idea off the
ground. You need:

1. A PROJECT CHAMPION
You need to get one of the school leaders to champion your idea. Just because you think it’s a good
idea, doesn’t mean it is a good idea. Your Champion will sell it to everyone else, leaving you to get
on with making great stuff happen. They can also
help you weave your action into the bigger
scheme of things at school.

2. A PROTOTYPING TEAM
Not many great things on this planet were created
by lone geniuses. Find a team who share your passion and want to give your idea a go. And that’s
all we’re ever doing - creating prototypes. The prototype will be an idea that you can deliver within
about six or seven weeks. It doesn’t have to be perfect (and in seven weeks it will never be perfect).
It just has to be good enough to get some quality
feedback from those who might find it useful.

3. A PERFECTOR TEAM
This might be one or more critical friends whose
sole job is to critique your prototypes. They don’t
do any of the heavy-lifting, they do none of the research. They only provide kind, specific and useful critique that helps move prototype number
one onto prototype number two, and so on.
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Nothing is set in stone, so if a prototype fails first
time around, the feedback might mean putting
the idea to pasture for a few months until the project team has worked out what went wrong. Or
you might have a great idea but it’s just not the
right time to get building and testing it. By having
our timeline shared with everyone, you can better
predict when your idea might tie in best to someone else’s work.
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PUT
STUDENT
VOICE AND
CHOICE
AT THE
CENTRE OF
EVERYTHING

“We have a healthy
impatience with the
status quo.”
Arden Tyoschin, Deputy
Director.

It’s easy for a teacher to teach at kids all day and get them to
pass exams. Some students like playing that game (because
they’re rather good at it). But by putting student voice and
choice at the centre of things, we’re setting a challenging goal
for the whole school community. It is the students who face
the greatest challenge.
Mathematics teacher and Board member Bob Cofer explains the challenge of putting student voice and choice at the centre of maths:
“We chose the Statistics unit to offer students the chance to self-direct in
their learning. They were given an idea of what success might look like,
example projects, a ton of teacher-made resources and then they were
allowed to get on with it.
“At the end, we asked for their feedback. There were those who very
much wanted to go back to a system, where the teacher delivers the content.”
But elsewhere, Arden Tyoschin, Deputy Director, has seen that students
are really starting to identify which skills they need to increase their understanding. “Traditionally our teachers sat down and made the decision on the part of students about which approaches they should work
on. Now, we’re asking students to think about what approaches to learning they need to work at harder, or which ones they want to work on to
extend, to push themselves further.

“Some students are asking for more of this, and others are saying:
‘Can you not just tell me what to do?’. We are adding complexity
and some students embrace that, while others are still just
wanting to be told what to do. We want to make students feel
uncomfortable - that’s where the learning happens.”
For Arden, Bob and other educators, there are significant benefits to getting students thinking differently, and it’s beginning to push teachers to
think differently, too, about how they plan. Arden believes that the
whole teaching team has “a healthy impatience with the status quo”:

“Teachers in so many areas are realising that they don’t have to
shoehorn student voice and choice into a specific topic, and so are
starting to re-evaluate the content and direction of their units and
subjects.
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“By opening up the topic, students are
learning how to make choices on the way
they want to go about reaching those same
goals.”
Even in Kindergarten, learners are making
choices about their learning. Teachers have already taken steps to knock down a wall, and bring
two classes into one. Over 40 students work alongside five adults. Almost immediately, as two
classes came together, an early prototype
emerged: the space needed a major declutter.
Shemo Gani, Kindergarten Teacher, describes
how what seems like a simple exercise offered a
profound kickstart to these youngest learners’ experiences:
“It’s amazing to see how much energy is sapped
when you have so much clutter around you to
think about. It’s a simple exercise, but it’s taught

us more about how we make choices on the purpose of an item for learning.
“Students themselves are now considering the
use of each resource we have; if it’s not used, then
it gets thrown out.”
Paul Underwood, Humanities teacher, brought
together a think tank of students to help create
more student choice in what they learned - moving from learning about just this or that revolution, to learning how revolutions work wherever
they are. In short: his goal was to trial a prototype
of learning where students learned not about history, but to think like historians.
“Before the prototype, the students could only see
problems with the idea: ‘students will just choose
a topic they already know’, ‘it’ll be too easy for
them’, or ‘they’ll just muck around’. I got a dozen
negative potential outcomes. I had one student
who was adamant that he would not enjoy it.
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“We ran the prototype anyway. By the end of it, that same student loved
it - ‘I understand it now, this is great,’ he said. ‘I’m still learning how to
do stuff, but I’m using my own brain to work out what to do next.’ That’s
what we want from our learners.”

AND WHAT ABOUT THOSE EXAMS AND TESTS?
Examination periods in schools are stressful enough as it is. “Our students are busy people,” says Juan Saavedra, Head of Upper School. “We,
the teachers, take so much of their time. The time of examinations becomes a real stress point. So, we’ve already tried a prototype of changing
the schedule around those examination weeks. We offer de-stressing activities for students - mindfulness, yoga, tai chi, reflections on study
skills - which makes the most of time between examinations, and means
that students have become less stressed, less often, and can perform better.”
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STUDENT VOICE AND CHOICE:

ANALYSE WHAT WE
ALREADY DO

“I spent just one day shadowing our students. We’ve got
incredibly good teachers, but… I was just exhausted by the
end of the day, exhausted from sitting for hours.”
Juan Saavedra, Head of Upper School.
For a year, we’ve been testing whether student voice and choice
should be a key goal, and how we should go about it. “This is not
an easy strategy,” believes Bob Cofer, Mathematics teacher and
Board member. “The progress of this strategy is important, particularly given the relatively transient nature of our students. The
continuity of support to teachers and students in making this happen is what makes it ultimately successful.”
The first step is to define where that support should go, and what
form it should take. We have already started an analysis of what
we already do well, and where there are gaps as well as evaluating
which practices and structures need to be thrown out altogether.
Laurie McLellan, Director at Nanjing International School, sees a
significant task ahead to realise a goal where every student succeeds through forming their own genuinely personal learning journey:
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“Most teachers live in the ‘urgent and important’ world of school.
It’s down to us to get rid of things that don’t fit our work, in order
to free up headspace for the ambitious task ahead.”
We want our educators to live less in the ‘urgent and important’ world in
which schools tend to operate, and start taking time to read, research
and plan collaboratively for a more challenging and engaging learning
experience.
In mathematics, this focus has allowed educators to really concentrate
on skill development, in addition to ‘getting through the content’. In his
recent prototype of student choice in statistics, Bob Cofer saw a number
of Grade 9 students who lacked the confidence and ability to make the
kinds of choices we were asking them to.
“Self-directed learning is a skill - remember those first two years of university? The skills we have to give to the students are different. With this
first analysis, it’s clearly something we’re going to have to build up with
them through the grades. In our prototype, the students who’ve found
this the most tricky were those who had trouble with organising their
work - particularly their time management. That’s something we can
now work on with them.
“Having this as a whole-school strategy means that we can work on it,
not just in Grade 9, but all the way through the school. For students to
get anything more out of this prototype, we need to work on it in every
grade level, and this strategy allows us to make time to achieve this.”
“We know we’re doing something different, because there’s a certain
level of discomfort in doing something that’s out of our normal comfort
zone,” says Laurie McLellan. “But this is much more meaningful, and it
will be much more lasting for this one reason:
“Now we’re building in the thinking time and professional development
to give these strategic projects the best environment to succeed.”
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STUDENT VOICE AND CHOICE:

DEFINING INCLUSION

Over the past few years, we’ve come to understand that
inclusion is not just about supporting teachers and
school admissions. It’s about all of our teaching, what’s
going on in all of our learning environments and making
the best learning accessible to everyone.
Nowhere is this definition of inclusion more true than in our senior high school, as Grade 11 student, Derron Yu, explains:

“As you enter Grades 11 and 12, things do get a little more
rushed - there’s more to do, faster explanations from
teachers - but it’s interesting that you also have to ask
more questions.
“Our new Advisory has been great for me. We now have a good
amount of time each day - with a whole forty minutes every Friday - to go through things. It’s beneficial for everyone that you’re
in the Advisory with Grade 10s, 11s and 12s. As Grade 11 students,
we help the Grade 10s get their heads around how to complete
their Personal Process Project, and the Grade 12s help us with our
Extended Essays and, bluntly put, “how not to procrastinate”. For
the Grade 12s it’s a chance to learn how to lead.”
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“People are now feeling a comfort in discussing inclusion in terms of
whether we are pushing our very bright students enough,” says school
Director, Laurie McLellan. That has come in the last year or so, from us
stepping back from being too involved in some of the decisions students
make.

“We have a number of students who just do too many things, in our
opinion. Now there’s an understanding that those students should
not do so much. The atmosphere we now have helps them make
decisions that define them a little bit more as learners.”
Deputy Director Arden Tyoschin agrees: “Finding the right level of voice
and choice for each individual child, and then pushing those students in
smaller increments towards a greater capacity, is a core part of redefining inclusion.”
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STUDENT VOICE AND CHOICE:

BLENDED LEARNING FOR ALL
Learning online is already a key part of high
school life: “With the extended projects we do, no
one is going to push you - you have to push yourself,” explains Derron Yu, in Grade 11. “It means
that you have to use the library resources, content
the school has bought in, online materials that
are tailored to what we are trying to do. For my
Personal Process Project I was able to go through
proper university-level research papers, not just
rely on Google.”
But learning online to bolster what you learn in a
classroom is not just the stuff of high school and
university. At Nanjing International School, we
believe every learner, from Kindergarten through
to University graduate, has something more to
learn from beyond the classroom, through this
blended learning. We’re going to define what K12 blended learning might look like.
Shemo Gani and colleagues in Kindergarten and
Primary School are beginning to look at blended
learning for our youngest learners. “Our students
have just started owning their iPads, so we’re getting to grips with how this might add value in the
classroom, one step at a time. SeeSaw is a great
app that we’re starting to use. It’s incredibly sim-

ple for the youngest of our learners to use, and
it’ll help share more learning between school and
the classroom.”
Traditional pen and paper, objects that help learners understand maths concepts, and outdoor exercise all remain a core part of what we do, but we
want our youngest students and their parents to
realise the potential of technology for connecting
their learning in school, and between school and
home.
Blended learning is already more common for
older students, but Arden Tyoschin, Deputy Director, highlights how a more concentrated effort on
a specific user need has improved learning in
maths.
“We’ve created a prototype of a blended NIS
mathematics course to help high school students
with in-class learning alongside a mathematics
teacher and a learning support teacher. The online learning element allows students to practise
their own independent learning skills in maths,
and work towards their more traditional high
school maths leaving certificate.”
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NO-ONE IS GOING TO
PUSH YOU. YOU HAVE
TO PUSH YOURSELF.
Derron Yu, Student

STUDENT VOICE AND CHOICE:

TRIAL AND ERROR CULTURE

At most ‘good’ schools, when you’re doing well, the easiest thing is to play it safe, keep the status quo, not
change too much. At Nanjing, if it fails, we’ll change it
and try it again.
We want this strategy to define Nanjing International School’s
very own “trial and error culture”, which includes risk taking,
learning from failure and developing a ‘have a go’ attitude.
But, as Head of Primary, Marina Gijzen points out, “generating a
culture of trial and error is not as simple as it might sound. Sometimes people want a recipe of what it looks like, but dealing with
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unknowns is a key part of pushing ourselves as
educators, and for students pushing themselves
as learners.”
To help students understand what trial and error
might mean, a lot of initial efforts have centred
on how teachers and leaders at the school might
act in a more ‘trial and error’ way. So, where traditionally, instigating outdoor learning might
have required a full year of policy assertions, professional development and meeting after meeting, we’ve already made a small outdoor classroom prototype for Kindergarten kids. The result
is simple: they go outside to learn a lot more.
In fact, making better use of staff meetings helps
develop an ongoing sense of what small steps people are trying out, and offers more chance of collaborating to bring the small parts together.
Thursday’s “Drip Drip” Professional Learning
meetings are short and to the point: no-one presents more than seven minutes on an area of
teaching or learning to which they are making a
change.
“We learn a little bit more from our peers,” explains Marina, “and as a result we develop a common understanding of what’s going on. We’re always saying ‘I never get to hear what other people
are doing, or what Kath is doing in maths, or
what they’re doing in learning support. I hear
these great things but I don’t know what it is, and
how to do it myself.’ Now, with this collective
time guaranteed every week, we have informal
sharing which leads to some great peer learning
throughout the week.
“The literacy coach has gone to work with the
early years, the drama teacher works alongside
the Mandarin teachers, the literature teacher has
worked in the early years. It’s a prototype practice
- only a half hour long - but it gives every member
of our staff something new, every week.”

Bob Cofer and colleagues in mathematics are
building on students’ existing level of trial and error, trying to reduce the negative connotation of
the word. “For me, trial and error is teaching the
difference between failure, as in ‘I quit, I’m not
going on’, and failure as in the engineering style
I’m used to: ‘Oh, this didn’t work, this is what I
need to change to move forward’. As an engineer,
I cannot remember a single thing where the first
attempt was the final product.”
Shemo Gani sees a challenge in developing a culture of trial and error in even our youngest learners. “Making mistakes is seen as a bad thing, and
it’s lodged there from the age of four! They might
be trying some writing, or some painting, but
they’re so afraid, even at that age, that they’re not
willing to try. It takes a real effort to show them
how to make mistakes, feel proud of their mistakes and learn to reflect on them, make changes
and then celebrate the subsequent success.”
Grade 11 student, Derron Yu, has seen the encouragement of this trial and error culture as core to
succeeding in senior high school. “We need to
make mistakes. It allows you to find out the right
answer, but it allows other students to learn from
the mistake, too.”

“I hear the language of the strategy
everywhere, thanks to the strategy
prototypes that people are putting into place.
That’s the biggest impact. Even people who
were not part of the initial strategy
workshops use the language, and take part in
trying it out through those prototypes.”
Julia Güsten, Board and parent
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LET’S BURST
THE BUBBLE

Why would you come to live in China, and
then stay indoors the whole time? That’s
what some international schools are like.
At Nanjing International School, we aim to
burst that bubble.
Deputy Director, Arden Tyoschin, believes we’re
just scratching the surface, but we’ve maybe just
made our first real dent. “Already, one of our parents, working for an expat company and working
with Chinese employees, has said: ‘We’re stuck.
We don’t have this design thinking mindset, with
sustainability in mind, and the process to identify
a problem and then solve it.’ One day soon, perhaps, could our students work alongside his em-

ployees to explore the kinds of processes and
mindsets required to do just that?”
The theme of local entrepreneurs and organisations working with the school is a recurring one.
The school has already rethought Careers Week,
from that event we all had at school where students have to guess at what they might want to do
one day fifteen years from now.
Instead, we are going to invite people from outside NIS to come and work, do their jobs, on campus. This builds on what we already see in our
cafeteria, where parents often come to work remotely amongst the students and staff.
25

BURST THE BUBBLE

SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP

School should not just prepare students for the future,
but get them inventing it.
At Nanjing, we’re fed up of hearing how school is “preparation for
a life we can’t even imagine”. From where we’re standing, every
young person is very much living their life right now.
A key strategy to turn this into action, is to steep student experience in social entrepreneurship, so that every child makes a dent
in the universe, before they leave through the gates for good. “Social entrepreneurship is not trying to solve all the world’s problems, nor is it about collecting some cash and sending it to a far
off land,” explains parent, Shareena Mundodi.

“My interest in social entrepreneurship is that it’s a really
basic principle to teach people, it’s not rocket science, but
the impact can be profound.”
If our students find a good problem, and can come up with a simple solution, they have the potential to expand upon it and change
the world.
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Early tactics in this field have involved the
school’s ongoing “Make Your Mark with 100 kuai
in cash” project. Arden Tyoschin, Deputy Director
at the school, was frustrated with so many projects of this “social” nature - they’re a blip and
then they’re done. “We wanted people to create a
concept that could scale from that first 100 kwai
prototype,” she explains. “How could it continue
to self-fund, keep going?”
One chance conversation with Shareena later,
and the team had hatched a plan.
“I came across a blog post from this PhD student
living in Beijing, Jonny Dangerfield, who wondered what he could do about the terrible air pollution problem in the city,” explains Shareena.
“When he explored the options, he found that as
a grad student he couldn’t afford the air purifiers
on the market. So, he strapped together a fan and
a HEPA filter, and created a low cost option for
the vast majority of people who can’t afford the
commercial variety. He now holds workshops all
over China, showing people how to make these
for themselves, and sells low-cost version through
his SmartAir site.”
This got a lot of the students really thinking about
the kinds of prototypes that they could create that
would create impact, and not just be a one-off.
“There is something motivating about slapping
the word “enterprise” on it,” believes Shareena.
“The goal doesn’t have to be to make a profitable
business. It has to be to use simple principles to
create a solution or offer some kind of advice to a
community, to make a situation better tomorrow
than it is today.”

SMALL PIECES LOOSELY JOINED.
The role of parents cannot be underestimated, believes Shareena. “At NIS there must be scores of
parents who have these connections and passions

to share. Bridging the gap all comes down to starting with something small. This was a very small
project with some eighth grade students, and it fit
well with their existing 100 kuai project. Just giving up a little time for a discussion with the students about how a product or service can make a
social difference was very powerful.”
The connection from Shareena to Jonny was one
link. But the links kept coming. “Over lunch one
day with a friend, who runs a big business here in
Nanjing, she dropped into conversation about
how she wanted to do something more for her
community. She also talked about her love of her
own dog, and her disgust with the irresponsible
owners who don’t pick up after their pets.”
The happenstance of these “small pieces, loosely
joined” was about to strike once more. Back at
school, there was a team of three girls who had
lost direction and motivation with their concept.
It was about helping dog owners to be more responsible for cleaning up after their dogs.
Shareena arranged for her friend to chat to the
students, enthusing them with her excitement
about their project. However, by the time we got
the girls and this entrepreneur together a few
times more, the exam season had started, it was
approaching the end of the school year, it was going to be hard to do something.

MANAGERIALLY LOOSE, CULTURALLY TIGHT
This demonstrates how the Bursting the Bubble
strategy has to include bursting the confines of
our timetables and campus. As the students head
into Grade 9, their next teacher, Francis Morin,
has a curriculum that will permit the students to
continue their concept from one school year to
the next, explore how they might make their idea
scale, while learning new craft, design and technology skills. Educational Leadership Professor,
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“Our parents have
amazing skillsets.
We’re all incredibly
lucky that our
children go to this
school. The invitation
is there and, as we’re
in China, word of
mouth drives
coincidences that can
make the difference.
This is a really cool
space, where you can
do pretty much
anything. Get
involved!”

Tom Sergiovanni, describes this empowerment of teachers and students
as being able to happen in an environment that is “managerially loose,
culturally tight”. This way of working, this ‘tactic’, is a core part of the
school’s means of meeting our goals.

PARTNERSHIP
“The important lesson here for students is that it’s not just about coming
up with an idea, but also meeting the right partner who can help make
your idea come alive, and last a long time.” When schools talk about ‘collaboration’, this is perhaps the real world skill we’re talking about.
“When I look at the dog poo project, and compare it to the key themes of
this Bursting the Bubble strategy, I can see every aspect of the strategy
in one Grade 8 project,” concludes Shareena. “When we apply this
theme to learning, all of a sudden it feels like we address everything:
there’s a connection to China, there’s a huge degree of student voice and
choice, a need to experience trials and errors in order to redesign prototypes better, connection with the local community and learning away
from the campus itself.

Shareena Mundodi
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BURST THE BUBBLE

OFF-CAMPUS LEARNING

Most international schools sell themselves on their campus: expansive sports grounds, impressive arts venues, bright airy classrooms. At Nanjing International School, we want to sell ourselves
on China being the campus.
Grade 11 student, Derron Yu, is convinced that the school has already made a considerable effort to burst that bubble. “Field trips
spring to mind - in just one year I undertook four of them. It’s a
different type of experience to go to a limestone valley to help understand Chemistry concepts, by seeing a real world scientific environment and learning from the experience. The school tries to
make the most of Nanjing and what surrounds us to help our
learning.”
We are involved in a Chinese community drama project for the
first time in our history. In late 2015, ten of our students will find
themselves working with a far larger number of Chinese students
from a local school and an impoverished migrant worker school.
The local schools are really interested in how our students will impact the project, working and learning alongside local students.
And, given the importance of this first step into a longer-term offcampus learning experience, NIS students will be performing
their work on a tour, in areas and communities they would not
normally get access to. That’s hugely exciting for them, for us all.
This is one small prototype, but it’s a great start. We want parents,
teachers and students to help start a more concerted effort to develop a impactful off-campus learning programme.
29

BURST THE BUBBLE

OUTREACH

“My father used to say to me: ‘In ten years of living in China
you don’t speak Chinese, and you never talk about your
Chinese friends.’ So, really bursting that bubble is one of the
most exciting outcomes for learning, for the adults as much
as the students.”
Juan Saavedra, Head of Upper School.
Outreach is about more than just opening our doors a few days a
year. A fully-developed community outreach programme, centred
around respect for local staff, and involving local schools, takes
our definition of “inclusion” and broadens it exponentially.
And this goes both ways. Jane Dai, our External Relations and
Communications Officer, points out that “a year ago, there were
still some Government officers who didn’t even know the existence, as they put it, of ‘such a wonderful school’. Bringing this local community to better understand what we’re doing and why we
do it has huge potential for the school. Foreign investment companies in Nanjing already know that we’re here, and everything we
do to share our stories will help their word of mouth, and bridge
those gaps we see today.”
Reaching out to the local community in a formal way is one thing.
Helping our students take the lead in outreach is another goal. We
are going to develop an off campus base for learning, so that our
students can learn in situ here in China, so that they can experience rural China, so they can create a sustainable learning base.
All this means we will have a unique selling point at the heart of
Nanjing, Jiangsu, a world-class notion of outreach that will lead
the field.

30

BURST THE BUBBLE

TAKE ENVIRONMENTAL
ACTION, FOR A BETTER
PLANET, FOR A SUSTAINABLE
SCHOOL

Our students might be working towards futures that are hard to
predict, but the state of the planet they’ll live that future in is in
no dispute: it’ll be very different from the one in which their parents grew up.
We have some sessions planned into the year where students
teach the teachers about what sustainability and systems thinking
mean. This is another element towards student voice and choice,
in taking a role in helping teachers understand how to take projects and practice and make them sustainable in the long term.
Working with a mentor based in Singapore, our students will begin their learning journey online before joining teachers in their
professional learning days at school.
But we also want to move beyond specific sessions or projects: we
want environmental action to become a daily routine. The annual
Earth Hour makes a mark on our students, as we switch off all our
electrical tools for one hour. But how might attitudes change if we
unplugged ourselves more often?
Finally, we are taking a look at our curriculum. Although there are
environmental topics throughout a child’s time at school, we want
to undertake an audit of the entire curriculum to make sure every
student at every age and stage, and across subjects, is entitled to
explore the theme of environmental action.
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THE BACK STORY: HOW DID WE
BUILD OUR STRATEGY?
Ewan McIntosh from NoTosh (EM) interviews
some of those who helped build the strategy from
the ground up:
Laurie McLellan, Director of Nanjing International
School; Julia Güsten, Board Chair; Bob Cofer,
Mathematics teacher and Board Member; Paul Underwood, Humanities teacher; Shemo Gani, Kindergarten Teacher and Design Team Member.

Ewan McIntosh: Why not just plan a strategy
like any other school does?
Julia Güsten: We were at the point where we
had always seen the strategic plan as being our
building: from the laundry room of a hotel to a
purpose-built school, to a series of building
phases… Two years ago we started looking at
what other schools had been doing. None of us
felt happy with what we saw: a shopping list approach, with all the things we expected to see five
years down the line.
We looked at some strategies - pages and pages of
predictions of what would happen five years
down the road. In a country like China, where it’s
impossible to predict how fast things will move in
five years, it seems like a waste of energy to create
that paperwork that no-one reads. I like that
we’ve not produced massive amounts of paper.
We’ve produced the bigger picture, a sign of
where we want to go.
Laurie McLellan: It was
so refreshing to talk
about the future and
action, instead of
some notional five
next years.
The role of the board as
the gatekeeper for protecting the school mission,
meant that their late arrival on the
scene was quite a risk. But I think we were prepared to give up a lot of the process, to be part of
it rather than the people that drove the process.
Much like with our mission, we’ve ended up with
something simple, but multilayered and complex.
Our two clear statements have given access for
people to be able to ask not just “what does that
mean?” but the much more complex “what does it

look like?”. Because as soon as you get into “what
does it look like”, that’s complex, because we’re
talking about the steps to take, the action research to inform us.

EM: How does it feel coming up with these
two strategic goals that many in the school
today may not see met in their time at the
school?
Julia Güsten: What we have set out is something most of the Board will not experience for
themselves, which is an interesting thought. The
goals are so big that by the time we’ve made a
dent, not only the Board, but a large part of our
school community will probably have moved on.
And yet, the strategy is anchored in today, in
what we do already, but it moves beyond just doing what we do today a little bit better, it moves
beyond incremental steps. It’s much more ambitious, audacious than that, and yet, because it is
already being prototyped, the benefit of this audacious strategy is still felt here and now.
If we really take these goals seriously we’ll never
fall into the trap of just making incremental
changes. I really don’t know any institution like
ours in China that has really burst the bubble, for
example.

EM: How did the Board react to the first
phase of ‘immersion’ not really involving them
at all in setting an agenda?
Julia Güsten: Initially, we were afraid that this
would become a free-for-all, where people would
say “but this was on my list - why isn’t it in the
plan?”. That whole strategy room approach was
great, where people just popped in and put in
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their ideas and observations. It never came across
as an exercise of “tick the box and say what you
want”. It came across clearly as being about opening up that conversation, sourcing as many observations and ideas as possible.

this”, to more general observations that presented a different point of view to what I see on a
daily basis. The opportunity for kids to put up
their views, the different cultural perspectives of
both students and parents, was key.

As a Board, we try to be an invisible Board. I
don’t even think that most people taking part in
this process even thought that it was a Boarddriven thing. We had a strategy design team helping to open up those conversations, spot the key
potential stories worth building upon.

Shemo Gani: Before, a strategy was something you
were just given, expected to memorise,
but it wasn’t something that was living,
breathing and that
you were part of. It
certainly wasn’t something that became part of
your culture. In this process, I
certainly felt more ownership of what came about
- I think everybody felt that. As a new teacher to
the school, it gave me a chance to speak to people
I’d never met before, I got to really understand
the school. I learned how to ask for information,
how to interview people, how to seek out those insights - it was just amazing.

EM: How did inviting the whole community to
contribute during a month of immersion
change the strategy’s dynamic?
Laurie McLellan: We didn’t invite the community to one or two events to say their piece, and
then just write a strategy. People felt invited to
come individually, or in groups. It was easier for
some of our parents, and certainly easier for our
students. I think we captured some of the
thoughts of our faculty members who take more
time to process, and prefer to give their views and
observations in a less public forum.
Bob Cofer: At the start,
there was a great deal of
uncertainty about
what we’re supposed
to put in there. People had a sense of:
“OK, what now?” A
time-lapse of our design room would have
shown a couple of weeks
where nothing went up. Everyone was waiting to see what other people might
put up. The last few days, it really steamrolled. It
was interesting to see the types of statements
made: from the very specific “I would like to see

EM: How did you cope with the idea that there
was no pre-set goal we were trying to get
support for in this strategy?
Bob Cofer: Teachers and Board members generally don’t like ambiguity. I’ve been through strategic planning in another school. Even though it
had student, parent, staff, Board elements, the
process was held in a singular place where everyone was face to face, so it was quite possible for
one person or a small group to direct the flow of
the discussion and the outcome. The advantage of
our process was giving people the time to get in
there over weeks, have a look, digest it, go back
time and time again, and more carefully consider
what they put down. Particularly for parents operating in a language other than English, it offered
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a chance to get their point across in Korean or
Mandarin - it offered a chance to contribute without thinking “Oh my gosh, I have to think of something in this moment”.
Parent questionnaires are what strategies normally rely upon as a data point. But my experience in questionnaires is that you get a low turnout, and those who do are the extremes - those
who are extremely satisfied and don’t want
change, or those who are dissatisfied with a very
narrow part of the school. Not just that, but once
a survey was over, you had had your one chance.
If you thought of something later you couldn’t
come back and add to it.
This time around, I put stuff up, thought about
other things, and then would go back another
time to add to what I’d put there first.
Paul Underwood: At the beginning of the process,
things were very wide
open. Before we
grabbed the sticky
notes and started posting them up, we
thought we knew a lot
about our school already.
When that huge amount of
data was up we were asking:
What are we looking for? What are we looking at?
At that stage, there was frustration because we
felt lost, we desperately wanted more focus.

EM: How has the process of creating
strategy itself created change in the school
already?
Shemo Gani: We keep hearing student voice
and choice - it’s become like a buzzword. I think
the leadership team has done a very good job of
encouraging the teacher faculty of being part of
the choices we are making, seeking the way forward. The trial and error culture that’s developed
has given teachers the ability to start saying “it’s
OK to try, it’s maybe not in its first iteration the
thing we’ll take to all teachers in their classrooms”.

EM: How important is the ‘sprint’ management
of this strategy now?
Laurie McLellan: There has been so much seeking of input, but now smaller groups of people
will come with ideas. They will then work on
those in smaller agile teams, over short periods of
time, in ‘design sprints’, before passing on the baton to another team.
What everybody wants to know is that there’s a
commitment to doing less, but doing it well.
There is this commitment that, when we are working on a set number of things, we stay with those
ideas. If we take care to clearly define the ideas
we want to develop, we will already have a good
picture of what the next part is going to look like.
If we start something, we will finish it. But, if
something mid-sprint becomes bigger than we
thought it was, then we’ll take it down, and find
space for it later on, where there can be enough
people to undertake the research, or the tasks, or
plan the action out.

35

EM: We’re starting with eight strategic projects to meet our goals
– will there always be eight strategic projects?
Laurie McLellan: We’re going to end up with something that looks
like a Venn diagram. There’s going to be a realisation that, although
there’s one strategic line that helps get a prototype started, most prototypes end up straddling several strategic arms: “This is what worked
well, and here’s an unintended consequence that we think belongs over
in this other strategic area.”

The process for developing strategy in this way is designed by NoTosh,
a firm of creative consultants based in Scotland, Australia and California, but inspired by a legion of their clients in the education, creative
and industrial sectors. You can read more about the creative and strategic influences of this Strategy Garage in these two recent publications:
Campbell, A. (2015) Winners, and how they succeed. London: Hutchinson
McIntosh, E. (2014) How To Come Up With Great Ideas and Actually
Make Them Happen. Edinburgh: NoTosh Publishing.
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