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We can also build something beautiful 

with the stones that hinder the path. 

Goethe 
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Why this document? 

The inertia of a school system is a recurring problem encountered by innovative teachers, 
associations at the school's bedside and even by ministers wishing to bring about a 
sustainable change 

Considering the magnitude of the problem allows us to understand the issues and overcome 
them. 

It should be noted that this material has no scientific value. Our assertions come from a very 
incomplete reading of the literature on the subject and from limited experience and not from 
systematic comparisons across countries. This analysis is an opinion whose sole intention is 
to help to understand. Each statement must be questioned. Some of them will turn out to be 
false depending on the schools, which, it should be remembered, are all different. 

What is the inertia of a school system? 

A school system has its balance. For example, in a school, the schedule is made in such a                  
way that Ms. X does not give classes on Thursday afternoons. She then decides to do her                 
preparation and correction work on Sunday morning so that she can register for a yoga class                
on Thursday afternoon. Over the course of the year, she became friends with her yoga               
group, which was particularly helpful to her. In February, an external, sympathetic and             
neutral audit proves that a new schedule would be in the best interest of the students. In this                  
new schedule, Mrs. X teaches on Thursday afternoons rather than Tuesday afternoons. How             
will she feel about this change? If, from the outside, it seems neutral to her, how can she not                   
perceive as a lost opportunity the impossibility of taking her yoga class with her ex-new               
group of friends? 

Whether at the level of the administration, inspectors, pedagogical advisers or within a             
school (principal, educators, kitchen staff, teachers, etc.) any change generally causes a            
minority to lose something and become vociferous. 

This may be a statutory change, such as "who is entitled to teach English?” If it is allowed to 
be expanded, English teachers will not welcome additional competition. If it is restricted, they 
will fear for their right to teach that course. It may be an organizational change, for example, 
having students participate in the school canteen kitchen. Who will supervise them? 
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It may be a pedagogical change, such as the reverse class. The teacher thinks that he or                 
she will have to put a lot of effort into preparing the lesson in a different way while "rolling" at                    
last after years of hard work and will have to acquire new skills in classroom organization. 

Change is not impossible. We must start from the hypothesis that it will be stressful, and                
therefore fought (by struggle, inertia or flight) in order to develop strategies to reduce the               
number and virulence of fighters. 

Facing change 
For all the actors in the school, the inertia of the system is energy-consuming and               
discouraging. 

The associations 

Actors of school change report a major problem concerning schools: inertia. They report that              
achieving change is exhausting and that once they are gone, old habits too often take over. 

Usually, these actors started to help schools because they had a field knowledge such as               
conflict management, brain gym, nutrition, digital, etc. They are not necessarily specialists in             
changing individuals, let alone organizations, although they are gaining experience in doing            
so. 

The teachers 

In their classrooms, teachers have a great deal of freedom to innovate. It is very difficult for                 
this innovation to spread to other classrooms because they are sealed cells. It has been               
measured in France that it takes 18 to 24 months for the school system to change the                 
mentality of a new teacher. If, in the beginning, a teacher is eager for advice from                
colleagues, then he isolates himself in his classroom where he is likely to live very badly if he                  
is observed and advised. This example shows if it were necessary, that the             
compartmentalized and restive posture of some teachers is usually a defensive or adaptive             
reaction in a corrupting system of contradictory injunctions, rather than an intention to do              
wrong. 

The way in which the school is organized therefore encourages it to become             
compartmentalized, which hinders any propagation of change in the classrooms. 

There is a minority of enlightened and innovative teachers who create change. After a few               
years, some of them are tired of trying to make change beyond the classroom and focus on                 
their own backyard. For some, this may mean reducing their working hours to the required               
20 hours of class attendance and creating a more fulfilling alternative activity. Others leave              
the profession. 
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When everyone "guards" his meadow, any interference is badly experienced, even if it is              
aimed at making the grass greener. When helping a school to transform, it is more important                
to encourage teachers to ask themselves what they would like to change, rather than to               
bring about change from the outside. 

The parents 
The majority of parents do not ask for systemic changes. Among the minority who are, the                
most convinced generally find alternatives such as an active school or homeschooling. As             
soon as their child is “saved”, 99% of the parents who were very active in their request for                  
change disappear from the visible field of the applicants. This has been observed             
repeatedly, even in inter-school systemic changes such as the pupil enrollment decree in             
Belgium. 

At kindergarten and primary level, the parent is directly confronted with only one teacher. In               
the event of a problem or a change he or she would like to make, this parent tries to                   
establish a dialogue with the teacher and can go back to the headteacher if this fails. If he or                   
she is unable to bring about change, the parent may reluctantly let the situation deteriorate               
until the end of the school year and make sure that his or her child's teacher will change the                   
following year, even if it means moving to another school. 

At the secondary level, unlike at the primary level, the parent no longer takes his or her child                  
to school and no longer has the opportunity to build a relationship with the child's teacher.                
The problem the parent may have with either teacher is diluted in the number of teachers his                 
or her child faces. This makes the specific problems generally less acute and systemic              
problems very difficult for him to see. All this does not encourage him to mobilize for change. 

Where the rapid and radical change is introduced that benefits children, parents are first              
eager for explanations. Second, they are very grateful. On the basis of this example, they               
can be a powerful driving force in extending this change to a school and overcoming other                
inertia. A parent who has two children, each in a different class may demand that the change                 
seen in one class be applied in the other as well, which could be perceived by the teacher of                   
the second class as a sharp questioning of the quality of his or her performance. 

The Students 

Students generally welcome innovation. The traditional method is not very pleasing to them             
and any improvement is welcome. Some changes that make them lose their usual             
environment can be annoying, even stressful (replacement of French fries by vegetables, a             
teaching method that requires more initiative, etc.) but they are generally conquered when             
the benefits are felt (participation in the preparation of vegetables, school results, etc.). 

Students are the main vector for convincing parents. 
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Why the inertia? 
Before mobilizing change, it must be understood that the mechanisms of inertia are multiple. 

Sealed cells 

As explained above, the school is currently organized in sealed classrooms. Unlike a doctor              
in a hospital, or a worker in a factory, or an office worker, a teacher does not see his or her                     
colleagues in the exercise of their art. It is therefore very difficult for a teacher to learn                 
naturally by example. 

Teacher posture 

Trainers (in-service training) converge to qualify a group of teachers as being more difficult              
than any other occupation they encounter (groups of lawyers, bus drivers, office workers,             
etc.). 

The trainers' complaints mainly concern the closed, sceptical and defensive posture of some             
participants. A teacher would enthusiastically and gratefully accept a magic box where all it              
takes to motivate his students is the push of a button. On the other hand, the idea that the                   
motivation of the students would depend on the teacher who would have to question himself               
is difficult to convey. It's almost painful. More than anywhere else, it takes time and respect.                
Training sessions lasting 5 days in a row outside the school make it much easier to build a                  
relationship between the teachers in the group and their trainer. Sometimes roundabout            
ways are used, such as teaching them a subject with the stated aim of passing it on to their                   
pupils, for example, on deconstructing pupils' prejudices. Little by little, teachers realize that             
they too have prejudices. 

Some trainers see this as a weak thirst for learning from teachers. This translates into some                
people being asked to arrive 15 minutes later or leave early because of their train or their                 
children. If the training overflows by 5 minutes, some have already put away their things and                
are impatient. The attendance of some teachers in class can reproduce the behaviour they              
blame on their own students. This often results in the avoidance of learning efforts outside               
the classroom. This may be reflected in the habit of being "the one who knows" and is                 
supposed to have the answer to everything, rather than the one who seeks with the student                
by accompanying him or her. This is crucial for understanding the inertia of a school system:                
over time, has a teacher, like his or her students, lost the desire to learn? If we take as a                    
criterion the enthusiasm of the pupils when the absence of teacher is announced, we can               
speak of a failure of the majority of schools on the pupils' desire to learn, which cannot be                  
without consequences on the teachers' desire to learn. 
 
This posture problem is reinforced by a series of commonly encountered fears: 

● fear that innovating will prevent me from seeing the whole curriculum, 
● fear of the critical gaze of colleagues, 
● fear of the hierarchy, 
● fear that a parent will arise in anger, 
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● fear to make mistakes (since the mistake is considered a fault rather than a              
necessary learning step) 

Not all teachers behave as described, but the trend seems to be much stronger than in other                 
sectors such as hospitals or transportation. This limits the comparison that can be made              
between making a change in a company and in a school 

Stifled innovation 

A teacher who innovates will face two types of choking. Either a colleague, an inspector, his                
or her principal or a parent may actively oppose the initiative. Either his initiative is carried                
out in a relatively non-contagious indifference and will die out after a few months or even a                 
few years. 

It can be a small team of five colleagues who are setting up a project together. Either this                  
project is extended to the rest of the colleagues, or it is doomed to die out. If one of the five                     
is transferred to another school and another one is pregnant, the momentum is lost. 

Our schools are full of teachers who used to be in a dynamic of innovation and then                 
gradually closed themselves up in a certain bureaucracy, probably to protect themselves 

Survival mode 

A lot of teachers are in "survival mode". This is typically the case for beginners, where every                 
move is thought out and requires a lot of effort. They will find a space for innovation once                  
they have acquired their professional automatisms. It is generally estimated that a teacher             
will innovate more easily after 5 years of practice. 

Experienced teachers who are dysfunctional or whose school is dysfunctional are often also             
in survival mode. This sometimes facilitates change. A more difficult audience (special            
education, relegation classes, classes of foreigners, etc.) may force a teacher to try other              
approaches. This teacher will then have become accustomed to questioning and           
experimenting. He or she will have acquired a habit of being open to change. 

Effort to change 

Even if, in the long run, having changed increases the teacher's comfort, the transition              
requires more work. It's like learning to swim, drive or ride a bike. Doing 50m requires an                 
enormous effort of focus for a beginner cyclist. He has to pay attention to the balance, to the                  
direction: "Watch out for a downhill, where the brakes are!? The slightest pedestrian walking              
towards him stresses him out. A teacher who must simultaneously learn a new method and               
manage his class is in the same state of stress. 

Of course, the more our beginner will rub shoulders with seasoned cyclists who ride miles               
quickly and effortlessly, the stronger his motivation to in the change. 
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Lack of examples 

Some very experienced teachers say: "I realize that the students are different from before              
and that they need a different education, but I do not feel capable of inventing it." Most                 
teachers need a ready-made red thread to help them learn a new way of doing things. For                 
example, if it is to do the flipped classroom, it would be a huge burden for them to produce                   
videos of their lessons. Even just finding existing videos is laborious. The ideal is to provide                
them with a ready-to-use course. As soon as certain gestures of the inverted class have               
entered their professional automatisms, they will have the cognitive space to explore, to             
deviate from the red thread and for some, perhaps to film their own lessons. 
 
The main educational discoveries have been documented and available for decades. Even            
digital is not fundamentally new, it only facilitates certain practices such as the inverted class               
which was already applied with books rather than videos. We live the paradox that despite               
this abundance of information, a teacher who wants to innovate is struggling to find its way. 

It's still human. Is it easy to learn to ride a bike from a book? In addition to field guidance, the                     
best learning tools should be provided, such as a scooter with a seat rather than a bike with                  
two small wheels added on the back 

20th Century Mode 

Many teachers have been brought up and work in a "twentieth-century" mode, i.e. they see               
themselves as part of a large, compartmentalized institution performing a pre-agreed task            
that will change little in their careers. For example, they teach maths in a magisterial mode to                 
students aged 16 to 18, with almost no likelihood of being head of a kindergarten class in the                  
course of their career. 

Workers in the "21st century" are evolving more adaptively to their environment. Would there              
be a sudden extra 13-year-olds? I can accommodate some of the older students in my class.                
Does the forest next door offer an opportunity to learn maths? Let's go there. Is the school                 
accountant sick? I can help for a week with my students who are self-sufficient. Is one                
student more knowledgeable than me? So much the better! 

Inducing non-directive, grassroots thoughtful and deliberate change in a school populated by            
20th-century teachers is as difficult as lighting a wet fire. Changing mode requires changing              
oneself, which is a long and substantial effort. 

Let's not forget that before the 20th century, such professional changes were spread over              
several generations. Little by little, each generation of blacksmith or baker modified the             
ancestral know-how. In the 20th century, change became generational, with the new            
generation embodying a mutation. The son of the blacksmith does not want to become a               
blacksmith. In the 21st century, change becomes intra-generational. That is to say, the             
blacksmith becomes a baker in the course of his career. The same generation of millions of                
teachers has to invent and embody itself a change that is as difficult as it is necessary. Let                  
us be indulgent with them. 
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Teacher selection 

In some OECD regions (Finland, Shanghai, etc.), the teaching profession is very prestigious.             
This prestige is moral rather than salary. For example, for every 100 candidates for teacher               
education, only the top 20 are selected and 18 of them will actually teach in a school upon                  
completion of their studies. This makes it possible to concentrate the entire training budget              
on only 20 future teachers. Above all, it enables filtering. Even if everyone has a               
counter-example of a rather mediocre pupil who has become a brilliant teacher, the             
tendency to accept all volunteers in studies that have become rather easy is lowering the               
level of the teaching profession in some countries, such as Belgium. In many pedagogical              
sections training our future teachers and regents, some are there by vocation. Too many              
other students are there by second or third choice after having failed in other studies which                
they describe as more demanding. These are invited en masse to become teachers, and              
then they are put into a school system where they must bring about a civilisational change. 

Weaknesses of previous reforms 

The malfunctioning of some previous reforms has led to discomfort in schools, contributing             
to the inertia of the system.  

During a reform, it is usually a "top-down" mechanism that is followed: impulses come from               
above. Policy-makers reflect on the well-being of schools, without creating a link with the              
grassroots. For example, it may be a recommendation based on theoretical scientific            
findings without having checked its practicability in the field. Or worse, it may too often be a                 
matter of political ideology in communicating to the general public, without much            
consideration of the needs on the ground. Many teachers will then make superficial changes              
so that their teaching practices seem compatible with what is required. Despite good             
intentions, few reforms achieve their often laudable goal. Successful reforms are generally            
the result of good practices identified by research, combined with pragmatism on the ground.              
The dynamics of change are then considered as much as the didactic and pedagogical              
practices.  

The mine and the jet-packs 
As a metaphor for inertia, here are two classes. One is on the rails of a mine and the other is                     
in the air. 

In the mine, the position of the students is passive. They are sorted by age and move at the                   
speed of the program train. Otherwise, they are ejected (repetition, stream, school). The             
teacher's mono-function seems simple, but laborious, to pull his pupils like an unmotivated             
millstone around their neck. 

In the air, the teacher guides a group of pupils, but each pupil is the pilot of his or her own                     
learning. If a student is passive, let him land. The teacher's role is not so much to explain the                   
subject to the pupil like that of finding the reasons for his or her motivation. It is not always                   
fun for a student to learn, but he has been trained to make an increasingly long effort to                  
achieve a result within his reach. Not all students follow the same path and do not move at                  
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the same speed. One high-potential child even had time to improve his jet-pack. The teacher               
guarantees differentiated advancement. It is an efficient squadron, not a band of            
holidaymakers. 

On the ground on the left, a teacher is trying to leave the mine by learning to fly. He is alone,                     
without support. The effort will probably be discouraging for him and his colleagues who are               
watching him. After that, won't they resist the change? 

Any connection with Platon and the myth of the cave is forbidden. 
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Overcoming inertia 
This paper shows that inertia is powerful and complex. The guidance proposed in the              
SchoolTransformationLab project and the processes that underpin it are intended to set the             
whole school in motion. The following two levers are needed to overcome the obstacle of               
inertia: 

● Teacher envy. Identifying the teachers who are most willing to change is a priority.              
This desire needs to be fuelled and made contagious. 

● Systemic coherence. Bending a school by working on only one aspect (such as             
health, violence, pedagogy or parents) does not enable a change to build on the              
other. It would be like learning to ride a bike without being able to rely on a widened,                  
unobstructed sidewalk, as well as on the new mechanical skills of a family member. 

Fortunately, an even more powerful lever is taking shape: the wind of change. Society is               
changing faster than our schools and the gap is growing. Tension is sometimes very high               
and the school world is becoming aware that something else is needed. This is a feeling that                 
is becoming more widespread, whereas only 15 years ago it was felt by only a small                
minority. If the wind of change is rising, the majority of teachers and principals do not                
perceive the nature of the transformations that will relieve them. 

This wind is a powerful ally in overcoming school inertia. 
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What is the inertia of a school system? 
 
"Many reflections are being undertaken, both at the decision-making level and at the level of               
educational communities, in order to take these developments into account and to respond             
to the challenges they raise. If education is at the heart of the debate, the latter - often too                   
technical, suffering from a lack of height of vision and trapped in the logic of posture - is not,                   
like public action, equal to the stakes". 
Collectif a 21: Learning in the 21st Century (Collectif a21, n.d., online 
http://www.apprendre21.org/a-propos/)  
 

Facing change 
"Everyone has a lived experience of teaching, everyone has a legitimate individual opinion             
about education. But to really think about the problems of education is more difficult than it                
seems." 
(Martinand, 2008, p.1-2). 

Associations 

Teachers 
"In the field, professionals, even among the most willing to implement the common base of 
knowledge and skills, find themselves disoriented and often desperate for lack of a clear 
explanation of what is at stake in the reform and effective support to change professional 
practices.  
(Muller & Normand, 2013, p.11). 
 
"From the outset, all teachers have mentioned that they do not feel they are as effective in 
the absolute, all the time or in any situation, as much as they would like; that teaching is an 
impossible job (Imbert, 2000) that requires "acting in urgency and uncertainty (Perrenoud, 
1999)" (Muller & Normand, 2013, p.11).  
(Capitanescu Benetti, 2015, p.107). 
 
"In Quebec, the four causes of abandonment are, in ascending order: "The heaviness and 
difficulty of the task, the precariousness/instability during professional integration, the 
discrepancies between the idealized representation of the profession and the reality on the 
ground and teaching difficult classes." 
(Mukamurera,Bouthiette, & Rester, 2008 cited by UFAPEC, 2011, p.4). 
"Among the different types of reform that can affect an education system, pedagogical 
reforms are probably the most difficult to carry out. »  
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(Dupriez, 2015, p.12). 
"[...] the strategic importance of considering the interactions between teachers, managers 
and stakeholders in the education system in order to understand educational practices and 
possible resistance to change".  
(Spillane, 2014, cited by Rey, 2016, p.15) 

Parents 

"The idea of a parentocracy proposed over 20 years ago by Brown (1990). The place now 
taken by parents in the monitoring of schooling and schoolwork is such that it suggests that 
we are now in a parent-ocratic rather than meritocratic school system, that is, a system in 
which the means and desires of parents play a central role. »  
                                                                                 (Draelants, 2014, p.425) 

Pupils 

Why inertia? 

Sealed cells 

"The cellular structure of education systems does indeed make it difficult to implement 
large-scale change, but it can also be an obstacle to attempts at local consultation among 
teachers and collective guidance of professional development activities. ...] the importance 
of working arrangements among teachers that make it possible to overcome this cellular 
structure by making teachers' classroom work the subject of analysis with colleagues, 
whether through direct peer observation, observation by video or analysis of traces (of 
pupils' grades or productions, for example) of the work done in class". 
(Dupriez, 2015, p.159). 
"This weak coordination, sometimes called decoupling, does not, on the other hand, 
encourage the dissemination and, above all, the institutionalization of innovations, whose life 
cycle is often linked to the practices of their initiators.  “  
(Rey, 2016, p.13). 
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Teacher posture 

"The reform must, therefore, be thought out and implemented on the basis of idealism and 
teacher professionalism. ...] In terms of motivation, a mistake must be avoided in any case: a 
reform that begins by criticizing the existing system and its teachers’ risks not succeeding in 
drawing them into the change and thus not achieving the desired results. “ 
 (Fullan, 2008 cited by Durpiez, 2015, p.32). 

 

Muffled innovation 

Survival mode 

"It would never occur to a freshly graduated doctor to operate on a patient before three or 
four years of supervised practice. But that's what you do with teachers: you put them in 
classrooms and let them do it. " 
(Angus McBeath cited in McKinsey, 2007). 
 
"The drop-out rate from the profession is 40% of teachers in the first five years and 50% in 
the first eight years".  
(UFAPEC, 2011,p.2) 
 
"The new missions of the school, its "commodification", its "massification", the employment 
crisis, the questioning of scientific knowledge, individualism make the job of a young teacher 
particularly difficult and require a new way of practising the profession. " 
(UFAPEC, 2011, p.8). 
 
"[...] School workers mus, therefore,e act on a daily basis to take on missions that are not 
very circumscribed [...]" 
(Dupriez, 2015, p.155). 

Effort to change 

Lack of examples 

XXth Century Mode 

Teacher Selection 

"If the officials of the French Ministry of Education wanted to draw lessons from the Finnish 
model to improve PISA results, they would have to [...] reinforce the attractiveness of the 
teaching profession, improve the training and standard of living of teachers, set up a 
selection at the entrance of the university [...] by giving more autonomy to the teacher 
without his class [...]". 
(Muller & Normand, 2013, p. 17). 
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The image and social status of the teachers has changed, the teacher is no longer at the 
forefront of social success as he was in the past, and this change undermines his authority 
and legitimacy.  
(UFAPEC,2011,p.3) 
 
"[...] a key function of the teacher remains that of organizing these opportunities in order to 
ensure the best development of each of his or her pupils and of the class group for which he 
or she is responsible. This fundamental place of the teacher in his or her relationship with 
pupils and in the conduct of learning situations argues for a high level of professional training 
provided to all teachers. ...] In short, in our view, the expertise of teachers is at the heart of 
any process of educational reform. This expertise is based initially on solid professional 
training, which is a source of professional competence, but also the foundation of the power 
and autonomy enjoyed by teachers. However, initial teacher training is not enough. 
(Dupriez, 2015, p.158). 

The mine and the jet-packs 

Overcoming inertia 

"Our analyses thus reveal the need to think about change in terms of those who will be the 
main actors, i.e. teachers, but also the importance of taking into account the organizational 
and institutional environment in which the change is to take place.  
(Dupriez, 2015, p.154). 
 
"[...] the deployment of pedagogical change is a complex operation, based on interventions 
at different levels of education systems and requiring multiple mediations between the 
wishes of the promoters of change and the intervention of those who will be its authors. " 
(Dupriez, 2015, p.161). 
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