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Introduction

This short assignment is an attempt to capture and describe a moment in time in my journey as a manager and leader working in a busy organisation. I have been fortunate in recent years to have had the opportunity to undertake a number of different roles at a senior level within a local education authority and, in so doing, have gained valuable experience and as well as insight into the way in which a particular organisation functions. As a result, I have extended my range of skills and, in so doing, have learned that various assumptions are made about the skills possessed by senior managers. 

The starting point of this study resulted from focusing on one of these assumptions made by staff about managers: that by virtue of their position within an organisation, senior managers must surely possess a range of skills, and are therefore deemed to be competent in a number of key areas. Appointments in local government – both permanent and temporary – are generally made on the basis of the candidates’ suitability measured against a range of skills-based criteria. From my experience, both as a teacher, and latterly as an education officer, management skills are acquired through a mixture of observation – watching others at work – as well as first hand experience, in many cases learning from making mistakes. In particular, it is assumed that as they make the move towards leadership, managers take on the skills required to operate strategically.

The Management Development Programme therefore came at an appropriate time for me, providing a framework in which to step back and reflect on my role as a senior manager and the breadth and strength of my own set of skills. The professional development analysis (PDA) was a good starting point and highlighted the need for me to be bolder in taking actions if I am to secure the shift from competent manager to strategic leader. In spite of the senior positions which I have held, it came as something of a shock to me to realise that I lack the some of the skills to operate strategically – especially in view of my job title! Given that my current job has a central role within the department to ‘horizon-scan’ and co-ordinate the management of change, the PDA outcome was very helpful. I therefore decided to identify a particular area of work for which I am responsible and where change is clearly required, and relentlessly pursue it to conclusion, thereby meeting one of my own performance goals. 

The area I focused on is performance management and this paper sets out how I am attempting to improve my skills as a strategic manager by implementing strategic change in a key area of the department’s work

Starting points

The last Ofsted inspection of Bristol LEA (2003) acknowledged that the department was in ‘the early stages of implementing performance management to improve accountability’.  Soon after the inspection, a number of actions were taken – in particular the establishment of a departmental performance board and a renewed emphasis on the production of service delivery plans with closer links to the LEA’s strategic objectives. Inspite of this, it was acknowledged by the senior management team that performance management across the department continued to be erratic, an important factor to be considered alongside the overall performance of the LEA – especially low levels of attainment, at KS4 in particular, and poor attendance.

In order to determine the direction and pace of change in securing a robust climate of managing performance, I instigated two reviews in 2004. The first, led by the Assistant Director Standards and Quality, analysed the use and effectiveness of the main ‘tools’ of performance management. The second review, conducted by the Audit Commission, whilst identifying pockets of good practice and areas where managers are committed to improvement, highlighted the need to address ‘the culture of no consequences for managers who aren’t interested in performance management.’ (Audit Commission 2004)

The outcomes and recommendations of both reviews were broadly the same and provided a number of helpful pointers. Rather than rushing to make some apparently obvious changes to existing systems, reference to the literature helped me to contextualise the problem I had to address. Firstly, I felt that a clear understanding of what is meant by performance management was essential, as I realised from discussion with a range of education officers, both in Bristol and other LEAs, that a number of views prevailed. Armstrong (2000) states 

Performance management can be defined as a strategic and integrated approach to delivering sustained success to organisations by improving the performance of the people who work in them and by developing the capabilities of teams and individual contributors. (p4)

James and Coleman (2004) identify ‘three key dimensions of performance management’, concluding the ‘….overall purpose being to improve LEA performance in relation to the goals set out in the LEA’s strategic plan.’ (p60)

I also quickly realised that I needed to understand the difference between performance management and performance monitoring. From my experience, the terms are frequently used synonymously, whereas, in reality, successful performance management – where the emphasis is on taking action - depends heavily on the latter. The Improvement and Development Agency (I&DeA) provides a helpful distinction between monitoring and management, describing the former as 

…not rocket science. It’s about achieving the goals of the organisation and community; prioritising what gets done and making sure there are enough resources to do it; ensuring local authorities provide value for money; motivating and managing staff; and providing satisfaction for users and communities. Basically it is about good management. Its only purpose is to deliver better quality services. (I&DeA 2004)

 The I&DeA goes on to state:

Successful organisations measure their performance in order to know how well they are performing and identify and take action in order to improve. (Ibid – my italics)

In common with many council’s, Bristol has a central support team whose main task is to monitor progress in implementing the council’s statutory performance plan by linking with each department and the performance indicators for which it is responsible. From personal experience, this is an irksome process and I have yet to meet a service manager who is comfortable with what feels like being caught in a searchlight! This highlights an important dilemma: unless managers clearly understand the difference between monitoring and management, although they are likely to regard the former as a ‘corporate chore’, completing and returning quarterly monitoring sheets quickly becomes an end in itself. The monitoring process – which is essentially passive in nature – is designed to expose areas of under-performance which, in turn, requires remedial action on the part of managers. However, at this point many managers consider their duty to have been discharged and fight shy of taking the next step – of positive action to tackle specific issues. As a result, they could almost be accused of colluding with poor performance through their refusal to act. In such cases, over-monitoring becomes a replacement for management. As a colleague at my place of work succinctly put it: ‘You don’t fatten a pig by constantly weighing it!’ Armstrong underlines the importance of managing, rather than monitoring performance, and goes on to assert:

Performance management is not an easy option. There are no quick fixes to improving performance, whatever managements (and governments) say. (p7)

Having established my own understanding of performance management, I faced the question - why do it? The short answer, emphasised by the I&DeA, is to bring about service improvement. In simple terms it follows that the better the quality of service, the greater the confidence of schools as the main customer group. By the term ‘services’, I am referring to both the specific support services which LEAs have traditionally provided to schools – for example, finance, property, human resources, ICT and education advisers – as well as services which are increasingly offered on a traded basis, such as curriculum support and development. The delicate synergy between education departments and their schools has to be acknowledged at this point, with schools as locally managed organisations - increasingly encouraged to determine their own futures – juxtaposed against the duty placed on local education authorities to monitor, challenge, support and intervene where necessary. In view of this, the relationship between LEA officers and schools (mainly headteachers and governors) is a complex one.  James and Coleman (2004) highlight the important issue of achieving credibility with schools:

You are not directly providing the service but you have to engage with the managers who are – you need to speak their language. (p58)

and go on to identify a key issue at the heart of the relationship between LEAs (ie. education departments per se) and their schools:

LEAs are increasingly staffed by officers with generic skills and experience who lack the important situated knowledge of schools (and who)….may not have the credibility and authority to give headteachers the support and guidance they require in running their schools… (p60) 

It is therefore essential that every service manager is fully aware of the extent to which their service is performing, as well as being ready to make improvements. Improved services ultimately lead to better outcomes for children and young people – the raison d’etre for all local authorities, now given greater emphasis by the Children Act 2004. This is reinforced by Fullan’s concept of ‘moral purpose’ which he describes as ‘…acting with the intention of making a positive difference to the lives of employees, customers and society as a whole.’ (2001 p3). Fullan goes on to stress that merely stating the need for ‘moral purpose’ is not enough to bring about change and ‘…that it must be accompanied by strategies for realizing it.’ (ibid p19) - a strong nod in the direction of robust performance management.

Moving forward

Having determined the department’s position on performance management, my next task was to confirm the main support frameworks and tools available to managers and clarify how effectively they were being used across the department. I therefore initiated a comprehensive audit of the rollout rate of individual performance management contracts. I also negotiated a different format for service delivery plans which is better fit for the department’s purpose at the current time. Most significantly, I reviewed the operation of the department’s performance board, leading to its role being refocused as a sub-group of the senior management team (see below). In addition, it was decided by the recently appointed Director of Education to carry out a comprehensive self-assessment exercise using the (then) current Ofsted inspection criteria, and a similar exercise using the Audit Commission annual school survey. These self-assessments were carried out prior to the introduction of the statutory Annual Performance Assessment in April 2005.

The department’s performance board is intended to be the main driver for service improvement. Since the review in late 2004, the board has met once a month, considering reports in line with a published annual schedule in order to determine the impact of specific services and functions against agreed actions. The board then commissions and monitors remedial actions and reports outcomes to the Director, the Executive Member for Children’s Services, and relevant scrutiny commission. It would be fair to say that the role of the board is not yet fully embedded into the collective psyche of the department, evidenced by the variable quality of reports which the board considers and an overall concentration on activity, rather than impact on outcomes. Verbal feedback following Bristol’s Annual Performance Assessment confirms the latter point.

Perhaps the most important step towards service improvement was the work led by Director of Education – soon after her arrival in Bristol (September 2004) – in partnership with headteachers and governors to review the strategic objectives of the LEA in the rapidly-emerging landscape of ‘Change for Children’. The result was the confirmation of a shared agenda with schools, centred on a few main priorities – attainment, literacy, attendance and the 14-16 curriculum. This has also resulted in the identification of a transactional programme – the few ‘must do’ actions which will achieve the greatest difference; and a transformational agenda – requiring partnership working to bring about and secure long-term change.  A significant outcome has been a shift from services and functions operating in relative isolation, to a shared approach to tackling key cross-cutting priorities, engaging people from outside the department who have the skills to lead key pieces of work, as and when necessary.

Barriers and risks

In spite of much progress over recent months towards confirming how the department manages performance, a number of barriers remain – in particular, the lingering issues of ownership of specific areas of performance management and the historical resistance, picked up in the Audit Commission evaluation, of some managers to address under-performance. I therefore decided that the best approach to implementing a cohesive performance management system was to ensure that existing systems and procedures are fully understood and embedded, rather than introducing something new. Michael Fullan had worked with the LEA during 2003/04, primarily to develop a leadership programme in schools and the department, but also to appraise the LEA’s progress; I was therefore mindful of the ‘implementation dip’ identified by Fullan (2001) when making organisational change. Although originally applied to the school context, the ‘dip’ equally applies to other organisations, described by Fullan as ‘…a dip in confidence when one encounters an innovation that requires new skills and new understandings.’ (ibid p40)

In addition, Handy (1999) provides a timely note of caution, highlighting the trap facing managers when addressing organisational culture, and stressing that if managers are to be successful, they need to be ‘flexible in both style and behaviour.’ (p331). 

Finally, James and Coleman (2004) are clear on the risk of not having sound performance management systems in place:

The ‘Non-Performance Management LEA’ has a laissez-faire approach to the achievement of its institutional goals and the development of its staff. Crucially, individuals are not managed in a way that enables them to contribute in a deliberate and determined way to accomplishing the LEA’s goals. (p63)

Outcomes and next steps
The most significant outcome of my work has been the drawing up of a succinct performance management strategy, incorporating a short action plan, for the department (document appended). This was discussed and approved at a meeting of the senior management team on 20 July 2005 and it was agreed to reinforce the main strands of the strategy at a wider meeting of senior managers in September. It should be noted that members of the management team specifically asked that references in the document to taking actions to address under-performance should be made more explicit.

Conclusion

If improvements are to be made in a number of key areas so that Bristol children and young people get a better deal, then an unblinking focus on performance management is required by all concerned. Service improvement is at the heart of the ‘Change for Children’ agenda and with Bristol’s first Joint Area Review taking place in January 2006, as manager with responsibility for the inspection process, I have a vital role to play over the coming months. In the meantime, it is imperative for the reputation not just of the LEA but the city of Bristol as a whole, that overall educational performance improves and this summer’s results will be the acid test. Given the recent activity outlined above – in particular, self-assessment of service performance and focusing on a small number of strategic priorities - the department is now well-placed to improve.
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