Ruth Quine
Management Development Project 2005


Evaluating the Effectiveness of School Based Family Support in Improving Outcomes for Children

Introduction

I was interested in doing the Management Development Programme offered through the Virtual Staff College for three reasons. Firstly, I wanted to understand whether I was a leader or a manager or both in a situation where, as the Co-ordinator of a new initiative called Flying Start that was located in the School Improvement Division of Luton LEA, I was not directly accountable for a budget or the performance of a group of people and yet I had to ‘make things happen’. Secondly, I wished to reflect on the new legislative framework brought about by the Every Child Matters: Change for Children agenda and its impact on the ‘Flying Start’ initiative, which was initially about raising achievement in KS1 through increased parental involvement and now needed to focus on working alongside parents to improve the lives of their children in the 5 key areas of the ECM ‘Outcomes Framework’. Thirdly, I needed to clarify how to manage the changes in the nature of my role brought about by the reorganisation of services to children in Luton, which have moved me from being a lone ‘innovator', to being a member of a team in the mainstream.

I have found Stephen Covey’s description of the difference between management and leadership useful during this time - “Management is efficiency in climbing the ladder of success; leadership determines whether the ladder is leaning against the right wall”. So, during the course of the Management Development Project I looked at my strengths and weaknesses as a leader and manager in embedding the family support element of the ‘Flying Start’ initiative into a mainstream service. I then used the Logical Framework to identify actions that would try to build on my strengths and challenge my weaknesses and develop guidelines for evaluating effective family support. Although this has not been entirely successful, I have reflected on the process to identify what will inform my next steps as a member of a team of three Family Support Co-ordinators developing a borough-wide ‘Family Support through Schools Service’.

Background to 'Flying Start'

In 1999 the LEA identified that young children in Luton were underachieving compared to similar authorities. In consultation with staff from Social Services, the Lifelong Learning Department created an innovative initiative to address this issue, called ‘Flying Start'. The key elements were increased provision for Foundation Stage children, support through school to families of young children and increased partnership working.

To implement this ambitious plan, all the KS1 schools were ranked according to the number of children entitled to Free School Meals (an indicator of deprivation), the numbers of children with English as an additional language (an indicator of disadvantage) and the numbers of children with poor scores on the Baseline assessments (measuring ability on entry to school). Starting with the 8 schools that had the highest ‘scores’ and using a large capital underspend, adaptations and new building took place on school sites. This enabled the schools to admit all the Year R 4 year olds in their catchment area full-time from September, giving them all a full year in school. In the 6 schools where there was also limited Early Years provision, newly built Pre-Schools, managed by voluntary and private providers, enabled all 3 year olds whose parents wanted it, to be offered 5 funded part time sessions a week. As all these settings were in areas with high minority ethnic populations, the majority of staff needed to be bi-lingual to encourage take up by these communities. This focus on increasing early years provision, particularly in areas of deprivation, was in line with many research findings, such as High Scope and the early evidence from the EPPE project.

There was also increasing evidence that children whose parents were involved in supporting their learning fared better than those who had little or no support from home - “Parental interest is the magic ingredient in reducing disadvantage” (Penn Green Research Base). In the light of this, the new building in schools included a Family Room - a family friendly space, equipped to accommodate the needs of both adults and young children, where a wide range of adult and family learning activities could take place. Using funding delegated to the school budget through the LMS formula, each Flying Start school also appointed a Family Worker to facilitate all parents and children in the school catchment area being able to access and benefit from locally available learning opportunities.

Flying Start was a wide ranging initiative therefore, which seemed to belong to everyone and no one! Although located in the School Improvement Division of the Lifelong Learning Department, they were not in a position to manage it directly because they were not providing the revenue to sustain it and so there could be no formal Service Level Agreements. Instead, schools and Governing Bodies had to be persuaded to make room for the Year R children, accommodate a Pre-School that would be managed by an outside provider and give up space for a Family Room to be used by families, not by school aged children. They also had to be convinced to spend the money delegated to their locally managed budget on employing a Family Worker, who would then work alongside parents and families of children aged 0-5 in the catchment area and be supported, trained and supervised by an LEA Officer - the Flying Start Co-ordinator. The voluntary and private sector were invited to run Pre-Schools in the new settings under licence and had to agree to follow certain procedures to secure funding through the EYDCP and plough any profits back into the community. The Property Department had to adhere to an additional range of regulations for registration of settings that were providing sessional care. To be successful, everything depended on everyone working together and moving their bit of it in the same general direction.

My role as the Flying Start Co-ordinator

I was appointed as the Flying Start Co-ordinator in September 2000 to ensure that this happened. Many elements were already in place - Year R children attending full-time, Family Rooms planned or built, guidelines and job descriptions written. The purpose of the Co-ordinator’s job was “to lead and manage the Flying Start Project, supporting team members in fulfilling its aims and reaching targets” and one of the principal responsibilities was to “develop, implement, manage and review action plans and strategies” to ensure that the Project met its aims. However, I came into the job with a background that, on reflection, did not equip me to both lead and manage this project (by Covey’s definition) and as a result the focus of my efforts has largely been on providing a lead by example, rather than a lead through managing strategy. 

I had lived and worked in Luton for more than 20 years, as a Social Worker working part-time in a preventive support service to families and as a freelance parent group facilitator running courses for parents and professionals. My training and the focus of my previous jobs had always been a combination of direct work with ‘client’ groups (usually parents) and liaison work with other agencies (often on behalf of parents), mostly working on my own and not directly managing other people. My skills were in facilitating and liaising not in planning or evaluating. So, although I had no experience of strategic development or project management, I came to the job with a passion about the vital role of parents in providing for and protecting their children and a long commitment to and experience of ‘empowering’ parents to take up this role through working in partnership with them. I also came with some well established networks with professionals, schools and community organisations in Luton, with whom I had already developed some credibility.

During the Management Development Programme I reflected on my career in an attempt to understand where I ‘fit’ in terms of leadership and management. I realised that my natural tendency is to be inspired by an idea and then to set about putting it into practice, but usually on a personal rather than a strategic level. When I took on the job as the Flying Start Co-ordinator it seemed like a golden opportunity to develop the two areas that were important to me - empowering parents and working in partnership. As there were no written action plans or strategies in place (because I was supposed to develop them!) and there was no budget or team to directly manage I just did what I had always done, which was to set about using my skills and my connections to make things happen. 

Initially I worked closely with others to ensure that the 6 Pre-Schools could open on time to receive the funding, be fully staffed with appropriate bi-lingual staff and be well supported by local families. I co-ordinated the appointment of the first 8 Family Workers and worked with the head teachers to understand how to engage ‘hard to reach’ families and increase their capacity to support their children’s learning. I created a strong team of Family Workers who pioneered the model for providing support for families in a way that would contribute to raising achievement. I worked closely with the Family and Adult Community Learning Team (FACLT) to enable a wide range of accessible learning activities to take place in schools. As the Flying Start Project expanded, with more schools being added each year, I worked closely with others to ensure that funding was secured to create new Family Rooms. These were the elements of the Flying Start Project with which I could identify and where I thought I could have some influence. So, I focused on what I was good at - leading by listening, facilitating, liaising, empowering - working with Family Workers and parents on the ground as well as heads and LEA Officers at a higher level, and I was effective in collaborating with others to make the vision of parental involvement in children’s learning and school based family support a reality - as Warren Bennis says “the search engine, the main stem winder for effective change is the work force and their creative alliance with top leadership”.

The PDA and reflections on my style of leadership and management 

What I didn’t take a lead on either developing, monitoring or managing was the Flying Start Action Plan or the part of the project that I had no expertise in, which was the quality of the Foundation Stage curriculum being delivered in the schools and Pre-Schools, even though this was critical to achieving the targets of raising attainment at KS1. My difficulty in operating at this more strategic level relates to my perception that in order to manage successfully I need both to make sense of and therefore 'own'  any proposals for action and to have done the job myself so I could speak with authority and credibility. The problem with this approach was clearly identified in my 360 degree review, where there was some consistency in the observations about my struggle to follow through on implementing agreements, noting that I have difficulty in completing tasks which I feel to be unnecessary and in verbalising my vision in a succinct way, getting “diverted by the trees rather than seeing the wood!”. What I lacked were the competencies defined in D3 of the Education Management Competence Framework, which are about planning, designing, implementing and evaluating systems and procedures to meet organisational needs. 

The Management Development Project

I saw the Management Development project as an opportunity to address this area by taking a lead on developing procedures for evaluating the impact of the school based family support system on improved outcomes for children. By 2003 Flying Start was seen as having achieved its original aim, in that children at Flying Start schools had progressed at a significantly faster rate than both the Luton and the national average in reading, writing and maths. At the same time the publication of the literature review by Charles Desforges  confirmed that “In the primary age range the impact caused by different levels of parental involvement is much bigger than the differences associated with variations in the quality of schools. The scale of the impact is evident across all social classes and all ethnic groups”. Increasingly the family support element of the Flying Start initiative, which had also been picked up by the On Track and Children’s Fund projects in 2001/2, was seen as being successful and many more schools wanted a Family Worker and a Family Room. As the model was becoming more mainstream, I thought that both schools and the Children & Learning Department would find guidelines for evaluating the effectiveness of Family Workers useful. This would be particularly important in the new world brought about by the Every Child Matters: Change for Children agenda with its more comprehensive Inspection Framework and Self Evaluation process, where identifying the impact of interventions on outcomes for children is more important than just recording actions taken. 

So I completed the Logical Framework, which I found helpful in identifying individual tasks (the ‘trees’) as part of the bigger picture (the ‘wood’), which meant I was less likely to get distracted by the detail of what took my interest! I set about informing myself thoroughly so that I could make my own sense of the Government’s expectations. From that I identified two areas of focus that schools could use to link the activities of the Family Worker into the School Development Plan and thus evaluate impact, which I discussed with a couple of headteachers to gauge their usefulness. I also discussed the ideas at a meeting of School Improvement Advisers, whom I saw as key people in supporting schools to work on it. With both groups there was agreement that evaluation was needed and it was an important area for schools to be addressing because of the ECM Outcomes agenda, but no suggestions were offered as to how to build it into existing systems. I lost my nerve and reverted to my old style, which was to try and bring about change by concentrating on the detail, working from the bottom up and doing it alone! I devised an Action Plan form to use with Family Workers that identified the areas of the School Improvement Plan to which they could contribute and the interventions that would make a difference and which could then be used to evaluate effectiveness. However its use will probably be limited as it has not been 'owned' by headteachers. 

In reflecting on this whole process of finding a way of being effective in identifying the right wall to lean my ladder against and then successfully climbing it, I have found Jay A. Conger’s thoughts on the art of persuasion enlightening. The job of the Flying Start Co-ordinator in the beginning could be described as needing to “move people to a position they don’t currently hold” and answering the question “Why should I do it?”. Conger maintains that “to answer this why question effectively is to persuade” and I think that in the early days I used many of the techniques of the effective persuader to ensure that the family support and parental involvement element of the Project became established and that Family Workers continued to be ‘family facing’, engaged in early intervention and prevention work, rather than being absorbed into ‘classroom facing’ activities. I was providing leadership in an area about which I had passionate views and through a truly collaborative process where I had already established some credibility and could identify areas of common ground - “Effective persuasion becomes a negotiating and learning process through which a persuader leads colleagues to a problem’s shared solution” - but where I was not consciously managing a strategic approach. While Flying Start was still a small scale, new initiative this style of leadership was effective in taking schools forward. However as the Family Worker model of providing family support became more mainstream (increasing from 8 to 40 in 5 years) and as the social climate within which schools operate shifted from a focus on raising attainment to the wider agenda of improving outcomes for all children, just being in the right area to provide leadership and just using some of the techniques of persuasion is not sufficient.

Conclusion

The Management Development Programme has provided me with a useful framework to reflect on my role in leading and managing the Flying Start initiative. As Flying Start moved from being a School Improvement initiative about raising attainment to a key part of Luton's strategy for providing universal preventative support to families to meet the ECM outcomes, I have needed to adjust my working style.

As part of the reorganisation of services to children in Luton, three new posts of Family Support Co-ordinator have been created, so I have now been joined by two colleagues. Our job is to develop and manage the 'Family Support through Schools Service' and to ensure that school based Family Workers are trained and supported to work alongside parents, carers and families to enable them to improve outcomes for their children. As there are plans to double the number of  Family Workers in schools in Luton over the next eighteen months and  expectations that they will contribute to Extended Schools, Children’s Centres and the Common Assessment Framework, it is essential that the way their role is developed and evaluated is well managed. I will continue to provide leadership by challenging conventional models of working in partnership with parents, but to provide management I will need to take more account of Conger's statement that “effective persuasion is a difficult and time consuming proposition” as it “involves careful preparation and the proper framing of arguments”. Now as part of a team managing a high profile, mainstream service, I will have support in putting in place effective systems for evaluating Family Workers' contribution to improving outcomes for children.
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