
BEING IN THE BLUE ZONE

SHAPING OUR SCHOOLS 
FOR THE FUTURE
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COPYRIGHT

Copy this the Right Way 
You have permission to post this, email this, print this and pass it along 
for free to anyone you like, as long as you make no changes or edits to its 
original contents or digital format. Please do pass it along and make many 
copies. We reserve the right to bind it and sell it as a real book.

We Care But You’re Responsible
This whitepaper is general in nature and not meant to replace any specific 
advice. Please be sure to take specialist advice before taking on any of the 
ideas. The author disclaims all and any liability to any persons whatsoever 
in respect of anything done by any person in reliance, whether in whole or 
in part, on this white paper.
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JOHN CORRIGAN is an expert in helping individuals to bring their whole of mind to their 
daily life and increase their effectiveness and the effectiveness of those around them. This 
expertise scales from the individual to the team to the organisation.  Developed from the 
premise that education does NOT prepare us to live well in the modern world, so how DO 
we live well?  First, shift our attention to rewire our brains. Second, focus on the wellbeing 
of others. 

John’s first degree is in Mathematics and he has an MBA from INSEAD.  He has been an 
officer in the Parachute Regiment and a wireline logging engineer (taking measurements 
in drilled oil and gas wells) in various parts of the world, before entering the corporate 
sector via strategy consulting and corporate planning. John’s interest evolved into 
change management in organisations where the employee-client relationship forms a 
major part of the value produced including leading the turnaround in a major professional 
firm. John has had a strong interest in how education has shaped our capacity to engage 
effectively with the world around us and set up Group 8 Education in 2003 to help in the 
transformation of our education systems.

To learn more visit:
www.gr8education.com and www.johngcorrigan.com 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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TWO MIND STATES
Most of us have two mind states.

In one (the blue zone) we are confident, collaborative and creative and in the other 
(the red zone) we are pessimistic, selfish - or at best self-centred - and we lack the 
ability to make choices. 

Having an active red zone is a liability when facing up to an increasingly volatile, 
uncertain, complex and ambiguous¹ future. 

Having two mind states is a consequence of the way we have been educated. 

Education is going through a major transformation and what is emerging has the 
potential to develop young people to be confident, collaborative, creative and 
ethical, life-long learners.  Young people with a single, blue zone mind state. 

The parameters of this emerging education system are becoming increasingly 
better defined and the pathway to move from where we are to where we need to be 
is becoming clearer. 

At the heart of this transformation is a move from a concern for me (red zone) to a 
concern for you (blue zone). This is a journey we all need to be on.

The only thing 
that interferes 

with my  
learning is my 

education.
Albert Einstein. 
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Although our brains are complex, massively connected 
and dynamic, it is useful to think of the brain as having 
three layers: reptilian, mammalian and human – each 
with distinct, evolution-formed functions – fight/flight and 
automatic responses in the reptilian “brain”, feelings and 
long-term memory in the mammalian “brain” and higher 
order functioning comes with the human “brain”.  This 
evolutionary layering mirrors the sequencing of brain growth 
in the womb, through childhood and into adulthood and, 
although our brains are 95% complete by the age of about 
six, they are not fully developed until our mid-twenties.

Up to the age of about ten it is the childhood mind that 
controls our organism and this mind state is based on the 
more primitive parts of the brain.  The childhood mind is self-

centred, impulsive, can only handle simple tasks, responds 
to reward and punishment, is overwhelmed by emotion 
(once triggered), has no ability to imagine a future different 
from today and is cautious about engaging with the world.

The adult mind state begins to emerge as a distinct mind 
after the age of ten and is based on the whole brain.  This 
mind state brings self-awareness, the ability to expand 
self-awareness through higher order learning, the ability 
to socialise, the ability to imagine and plan to achieve a 
future different from today and monitor how we are doing, 
the ability to manage our emotions and impulses and put 
off gratification, and the ability to make choices.  All this 
emerges and matures through to our mid-twenties.

HOW DO THESE MIND 
STATES COME ABOUT?

EDUCATION AT ITS MOST BASIC IS THE PROCESS OF LEADING THE CHILD 
OUT OF THE CHILDHOOD MIND AND INTO THE ADULT MIND.  
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Leading the child out of the childhood mind and into the adult 
mind is the basic dynamic of education.  With such a dynamic 
there are three possible outcomes:

1. Prevent the emergence of the adult mind.  This is the form of 
education that we call OBEDIENCE. 

2. Allow the childhood mind to persist into adulthood (which 
then becomes the red zone) and develop the adult mind in 
parallel (the blue zone).  This is CONFORMANCE.

3. Allow the childhood mind to fade away and develop the adult 
mind as the only mind state.  This is INTERDEPENDENCE

THREE FORMS OF EDUCATION

Obedience dominated the 19th century and the early part of the 
20th.  Conformance has dominated post the Second World War 
but is now beginning to make way for Interdependence.

IT IS INTERDEPENDENCE THAT IS STRUGGLING 
TO EMERGE.
Conformance has limited both students and the teachers who 
teach them.

For Interdependence to emerge it requires a substantive shift for 
adults in the school.  They themselves need to lead the fading 
away of the red zone.

It is the leaders who must go first.
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The True Teacher 
Defends His 
Pupils Against 
His Own Personal 
Influence. He 
Inspires Self-
Trust. He Guides 
Their Eyes From 
Himself To 
The Spirit That 
Quickens Him. 
He Will Have No 
Disciples.

Amos Bronson 
Alcott, American 
Educator4

The emergence of Interdependence reflects a shift in education from being educator-centred to learner-
centred - a two hundred year journey from ‘Directing’ to ‘Coaching’ as the dominant modes of interaction.

The fading away of the childhood mind is paralleled by a growth in courage.  Courage allows us to face up to 
difficult and challenging circumstances without dropping into the red zone.

The journey towards a fully developed adult mind and a shift from low cognitive demand to high cognitive 
demand work involves deep engagement with other people – both children and adults – a culture of 
collaboration.

COMMAND INSTRUCT MENTOR COLLABORATE

“DIRECTING” “COACHING”

“Do this!” “This is what you
need to do”

“Given your situation
you might want

to do this”

“I will help you think
through what

Is best for you”

CONCERN FOR ME CONCERN FOR YOU

CONFORMANCEOBEDIENCE INTERDEPENDENCE

THE SHIFT THAT IS TAKING PLACE
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Collaboration is at the heart of the changes taking place.
Historically, some teachers worked in relative isolation.  Social connection was, for many,  
the only reason to engage with their colleagues.  Gradually, some structure was added with 
individual teachers being coopted into teams or groups but with no real commitment or desire 
to take part.  Cooperative teams have evolved as reasons for working together have become 
more compelling.  To make the step to fully collaborative teams requires leaders to create 
an environment of trust, a blue zone environment, for the team – no red zones are triggered 
despite whatever is said or whatever might happen. 

COLLABORATION

A shared view 
between classroom 

teachers, subject 
leaders and head 

teachers is that the 
most important 

characteristics of 
effective leaders are 

good people skills and 
good communication 

skills

Rhodes, Brundrett 
and Neville (2008)5 
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Cognitive coaching is a way of engaging with another, either formally or informally, where one participant 
(the coach) consciously holds him- or herself in the blue zone and, through a combination of process (to make 
the interaction efficient), framing (via a growth mindset) and judicious choice of questions (that access the 
blue zone’s higher order cognition), assists the other (the coachee) to face up to difficulties and challenges - 
without dropping out of the blue zone -  leading to the coachee having the energy and commitment to move 
forward.

Empowerment occurs when informal coaching is sufficiently well established that a teacher ‘thinks twice’ 
before they approach a leader - they know the leader will make them think.

By ‘thinking twice’ teachers begin to make decisions for themselves and only approach the leader when they 
are truly unable to determine what to do on their own.

This empowering mechanism frees up leaders’ time to do their own work.

DEVELOPING A BLUE ZONE CULTURE

The ROI for companies 
can be significant. The 

ROI for companies 
is quite a bit higher 

[than for individuals] 
with a median return 

of 7 times the initial 
investment.  

ICF Global Coaching 
Client Study 20096
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WHAT THIS MEANS
These shifts manifest themselves both as fundamental changes in culture - particularly 
the emergence of collaborative practices - and changes in the work happening outside 
the classroom.

Already we have seen the emergence and expansion of senior leadership teams in 
schools and their more recent emphasis on strategy (blue zone and high cognitive 
demand) versus operations.

We are now seeing the emergence of middle leaders to fill the gap and manage day-
to-day operations

The third area that is emerging is an increasing need for school-wide practice change 
to reduce in-school variation and stimulate blue zone over red zone modelling in the 
classroom and increase the amount of high cognitive demand work taking place.

These changes will lead to changes in how the work is organised, with schools shifting 
from a business organisational model - optimised for management control - to a 
professional organisational model optimised for learning and collaboration at all 
levels from students to senior leaders.

High cognitive demand tasks involve 
making connections, analyzing 
information, and drawing conclusions.

Smith & Stein, 1998³

The role of middle managers is crucial to 
the steady and sustained improvement 
of schools. The Headteachers and senior 
managers provide the vision but middle 
managers effect the long-term changes, 
which will raise standards and improve 
the quality of education. 

 Ofsted⁴ 

Low cognitive demand tasks involve 
stating facts, following known procedures, 
and solving routine problems.

Van De Walle, Karp, & Bay-Williams, 2012²
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Formal coaching is a ‘must have’ for senior leaders so that they can clarify how best 
to use their time and attention.  This in itself has a major impact as well as being the 
starting point for developing a school-wide coaching capability.

Senior leaders must coach both formally and informally and, critically, they must 
coach middle leaders and manage their capacity building.

School-wide processes such as student feedback to teachers and staff feedback to 
leaders are essential to put in place as inputs to stimulate hard thinking.  Student 
feedback is also a way to have greater transparency in the classroom.  Opening up 
classrooms to peer observation (where the observer is learner) not only provides an 
input to teachers’ thinking, and is another way of opening up the classroom, but also 
serves as preparation for more systematic observation of classroom practice by the 
middle leadership group as they begin the process of developing practice across the 
school.

Ongoing coaching/mentoring allows senior leaders to maintain focus and momentum 
over time. 

SENIOR LEADERSHIP
The rounds process is 

an explicit practice that 
is designed to bring 

discussions of instruction 
directly into the process 
of school improvement.  

By practice, we mean 
something quite specific. 

We mean a set of protocols 
and processes for observing, 

analysing, discussing, and 
understanding instruction 

that can be used to improve 
student learning at scale. 

‘Instructional Rounds 
in Education’ – Harvard 

Education Press⁷
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Developing the ‘self’ is liking building the foundations of a house, they 
are the platform on which the rest can be constructed.  Having a clear 
sense of direction, in terms of how best to contribute to the success of 
the organisation, is a first step and can be ably assisted through formal 
coaching.  Informal coaching underpins the  connection with others in 
a way that inspires trust, blue zone responses and leads to action.  The 
reliability of delivery of high quality work comes through a focus on 
effective time management.

With the foundations in place, developing ‘team’ means building the 
framework in which things can get done.  The right processes combined 
with group coaching ensure the team has a common, impactful goal that 
is meaningful to all team members and the means to move towards it.  

With ‘self’ and ‘team’ well managed ongoing school operations are in 
good hands.

It is the development of ‘practice’ that allows middle leaders to move 
the organisation forward and deliver increasing student learning and 
outcomes.

At the core of developing ‘practice’ is a systematic means of observing 
practice in place – through classroom observation – and the high 
cognitive demand work of determining what good practice is and 
what adult learning needs to take place to move actual practice in this 
improving direction⁸.

DEVELOPING MIDDLE LEADERSHIP 
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being in the blue zone  13



Coaching 
Helping leaders and staff to operate 
more and more often in the blue zone 
as a basis for developing a collaborative 
culture is most easily achieved through 
formal and informal coaching.  Getting 
this underway is a key first step.  Senior 
leaders should lead the way and be 
coached first.

Feedback
Staff feedback to leaders and student 
feedback to all those who teach in the 
classroom are both important inputs 
into a formal coaching process in order 
to stimulate thinking.  Staff feedback 
to leaders can be collected early on 
and contribute to the formal coaching 
of senior leaders.  Many teachers are 
apprehensive of collecting student 
feedback so that needs to be done 
with a high degree of confidentiality, 
ensuring that the feedback is not used 
for evaluation but only for stimulating 
deep reflection.

HOW DO WE GET THIS MOVING?
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How Do we Get tHis MovinG?
Some quick questions to ask yourself and your colleagues 
1. What it would mean to have a blue zone culture throughout the school, a culture of 

collaboration?

2. What impact world it have to know that you have processes in place to systematically 
harmonise and improve classroom practice across the school?

3. What qualities do you value in your people now and how well do they align with 
operating in the blue zone and building a collaborative culture?

4. How are you inspiring your middle leaders to step up and lead their colleagues into the 
future?

WE ARE AT A CRUCIAL POINT IN HUMAN 
DEVELOPMENT.  WE CAN MOVE FORWARD 

WITH COURAGE OR WE CAN RETREAT BACK 
INTO ANXIETY.  THE CHOICE IS OURS. 

John’s cognitive coaching 
program has tremendously 
helped us improve our own 

effectiveness.  The coaching 
is one of the things our 

senior staff members found 
most rewarding. We adopt 

John’s coaching model 
whenever we’re dealing with 

an issue, be it one on one or 
even in big groups.

Senior Executive, Education 
Sector, UK
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