Management Development Project

Raising barriers to achievement

A project to raise barriers to school improvement… by ensuring the engagement the whole school community in the improvement process when a school goes into an Ofsted category (or is identified by the Local Authority as a School Causing Concern at Level 1).
It is recognised when a school becomes a school causing concern, that change is expected, and that this change requires new learning.  ‘Feelings generated by the process of learning are very powerful and tend to be pleasurable… However, learning can also be an uncomfortable experience; it can ‘shake an individual’s comfort zones’; it can provide new and alarming perceptions and can be disruptive and anxiety-provoking’.  Mullins(1)

Introduction
A cross service project team was tasked by the LA Steering Group for Schools Causing Concern to draw up recommended protocols and subsequent actions for responding to the emotional impact on staff and governors when a school is identified as a School Causing Concern at Level 1.  The SCC steering group comprises..
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The rationale for this project is expanded below.  The need to raise barriers is to ensure that ‘People’s emotional sensitivities’ do not ‘get in the way of doing the job of meeting children’s needs’. There has always been this need as we need to champion the right of every learner to, as an absolute minimum, a satisfactory quality of education and I would argue that we should provide a good level of education to every learner.  The Children’s Bill rightly states that Every Child Matters.

Rationale
 The project is based on a recognition of the complexity of relationships within a school, which are encapsulated in the following observations:
‘Organisations are extremely complex systems.  As one observes them they seem to be composed of human activities on many different levels of analysis.  Personalities, small groups, intergroups, norms, values, attitudes all seem to exist in an extremely complex multidimensional pattern. The complexity seems at times almost beyond comprehension.’ Chris Argyle (2)   It is  recognised that ‘Organisational behaviour is one of the most complex and perhaps least understood academic elements of modern general management, but since it concerns the behaviour of people within organisations it is also one of the most central.. Its concern with individual and group patterns of behaviour makes it an essential element in dealing with the complex behavioural issues thrown up in the modern business world.’ Financial Times Mastering Management Series (3).  However ‘rarely do all members of an organisation, except perhaps very small organisations, behave collectively in such a way as to represent the behaviour of the organisation as a whole.  In practice, we are referring to the behaviour of individuals, or of sections or groups of people, within the organisation’ Porter Lawler and Hackman (4).
It is my view that teaching is essentially a creative process, which involves practitioners’ personal commitment; and places a high level of demand on their emotional resilience.
This project was set up following research carried out by Kathryn Burdis (formerly Lead Senior Adviser, Essex LA, now one of Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Schools) as her MA research project.  The focus was on the emotional response of staff in schools going into Special Measures. The findings of the research suggest that teachers respond emotionally to the process of inspection as it attacks their personal biography without giving them any vehicle through which to have a voice.  
The outcome of this is that staff can be in denial of the identified inadequacies, and become resistant to advice. The LA focus on developing teachers' knowledge and skills without considering their emotional response results in poor communication and a breakdown in trust between LA advisers and teachers.  This undermines the impact of LA support and rate of improvement to the quality of education for pupils.  
As there is no real shared ownership for the improvement process, staff perceive it to be the responsibility of senior leaders, or of senior leaders and governors.  Where staff and governors at all levels are involved in drawing up, implementing and monitoring the impact of action, improvement of provision is far more rapid. In one school where I advised the school to set up action planning teams involving all staff, governors and representatives of the community, there has been a much stronger response to the need for rapid response.  However in another school, despite this approach, as staff did not accept the issues identified, improvement is not taking place sufficiently swiftly.
My experience in working with a number of schools in schools on Level 1 of the SCC register aligns with this research.  LA advisers and consultants are well aware of the ‘black hole syndrome’ which occurs in many schools.  High quality advice and support is dissipated due to lack of ownership by staff of the fact there are issues to overcome.  Typically staff deny that there are problems with provision, and blame others for the problems in the school;  including the inspection team or team of LA advisers who identified the inadequacy;  the children; the parents; and the LA advice.  Frequently staff in the schools comment that the LA has given no support to help them, whilst evidence from visit notes demonstrates that the school has been very well supported.  As an LA we acknowledge that there have been issues in the past regarding the co-ordination of support given to schools, but this has been addressed and increasingly favourable comments are being received re LA team working from HMI and regarding the impact of Area Team working.

Addressing the well being of staff as proposed by our project before intervention from the school improvement advisers and consultants is not current practice.  In one LA  emotional well-being is addressed following input from advisory staff. The colleague who was involved in this discussion did recognise a better approach could be to put in support prior to the work of the advisory staff, for the reasons outlined above.
A further issue which has been identified is that staff work to the gaol of getting through the HMI visit/LA review without focussing on the need for sustained improvement.  This is another example of the lack of shared responsibility. It is an indication of the need for the organisational culture to ‘win hearts and minds rather than just achieve reluctant compliance’ Liff and Cameron (5)  This has been exemplified in a school which has recently been removed from Special Measures and identified as a good school with outstanding elements.  Staff had responded to the need for improvement under the guidance of LA advisory heads; however their new headteacher, their own headteacher, did win the hearts and minds of staff, and the resulting outcome was better than expected.
The research findings present some practical ways in which the LA strategies could be developed to ensure more balanced intervention which would improve working relationships, communication and the social capital in schools identified as requiring special measures.

From this there were three key findings:

· Recognising and acknowledging each school’s unique biography

· Promoting emotional health and empowering teachers

· Promoting the development of networks and trust 

The Project Team recognised that Governors are also vulnerable when a school is put in a category. The governing body is made up of volunteers who have to recognise and accept failure regarding the manner in which they have carried out their role of challenge and support. This can be associated with a lack of trust in the professionals at the school; can bring about factions in the governing body; and can cause governors to walk away from the school at the very time when a strong governing body is needed.  It was felt it will be necessary to work with governors as well as school staff, and that support for governors should be part of the action plan and be part of an explicit recognition for the role played by governing bodies in these circumstances and of the multiplicity of reactions generated.

It was felt that governing bodies would need very prompt information and possibly training in strategies for supporting their staff.  
An additional factor which adds to the insecurity of the school is the instability caused by the community view.   This is more obvious when the school is placed in a category on inspection, but the parents frequently do perceive issues in schools, and ‘vote with their feet’ by moving their children to other schools.  It is acknowledged that although the school community is consulted in the action planning process, there is a view that it is the responsibility of the leadership of the school to take action.  This in turn creates barriers to improvement.

This area needs further research, but the notion of taking the community along the journey with the school should be addressed in the action plan.
The unique biography:

Three contexts were identified:

· Schools which have had poor leadership and provision has declined over time

· Schools which have a recently new headteacher, but staff have been poorly led in the past and are resistant to recently introduced developments to improve provision

· Schools where the outcome of the inspection comes as a surprise to both school and LA.

It was agreed that whilst there needs to be school specific response to consider the issues of each individual school, the same principles need to be built in to the action planning process.  It is however recognised that where there is poor leadership there is no real improvement until the leadership issue has been resolved due to lack of clarity and rigour.  ‘Individuals have different abilities, personalities, learning experiences and attitudes.  It is not surprising that they perceive work in different ways.  Differences between individuals can be a source of developing creativity or the root of conflict and frustration.  The skill of management is to be able to match the needs of the individual with the needs of the organisation so goals can be met.’ Hicks (6)
Ofsted has tightened  the timescale for improvement when a school is placed in a category, with LAs tasked to look to close, or seek alternative provision for a school which has not responded to the need to improvement within one year. It has to be recognised that there is no time for the LA to respond individually  to peoples’ needs within this timescale.  As a result, a set of protocols was drawn up by the project team (ref. Appendix 1a and 1b) in order to address the needs of both the individual within the organisation and the organisation itself in order to lift the barriers to improvement.  The resulting project is to work up a solution focussed approach working with all members of staff and governors and representatives from the wider school community in taking responsibility for improvement.
Link to PDA
Two key aspects identified in my PDA related to the ability to manage, assess and develop teams and individuals to enhance performance, and to leading change within the LA. 
Whilst leadership was a key part of my work when I was a headteacher, my current role within the LA means that I am working with teams across services.  This can bring political tensions into play and I need to further my ability to work in this more political arena.  Prior to my involvement in this project, as a School Development Adviser I had attempted on behalf of the School Improvement and Advisory Service to set up cross service training with the aim of improving the emotional effectiveness of schools.  Although I had the support of my Lead Senior Adviser and Principal Adviser, the protectiveness of a key part of the Special Educational Needs Service created a barrier to cross service training.  As a result I developed my own training materials which have been accessed by schools.  Subsequent to this another member of SENaPs drew up a training pack regarding emotional literacy, unaware of the training offered by SIAS although I had disseminated this information.
I feel that involvement in the project has developed my skills in all of the six qualities for effective management identified by Mullins (1), namely managerial knowledge; behavioural skills; cognitive abilities; self-knowledge; emotional resilience; and whilst I always have also had personal drive, it has been very much required in this project. I have a greater understanding of the internal politics within the LA, and am developing the skills to overcome the barriers. 
In order to keep the project alive since its inception in December 2003 I have needed great emotional resilience as the barriers set up regarding proposed outcomes came from a very influential and loudly assertive member of the SCC steering group.  This response has developed the use of my behavioural skills by being equally assertive in a quiet way, influencing others and developing their understanding of the project.  I have been able to work through other members of the team in order to influence the SCC steering group.  At times it has seemed that the whole project will stall and fail due to lack of commitment and it has taken great emotional resilience and personal drive to keep moving the project forward.  

I believe my cognitive abilities have developed significantly during the time I have worked with the LA; and this project has challenged these abilities due to the complexities of seeking information and drawing up protocols.

I feel that I will need to further draw on these qualities in order to translate the outcomes of the training into practice within schools and make the theory a reality.  
Expected outcomes
The expected outcomes are:

· That the School Causing Concern steering group will agree actions to be taken in support of the school community in addressing their emotional response; and to build shared ownership and a shared responsibility for school improvement at all levels.

· That professionals working with Schools Causing Concern will receive training regarding emotional intelligence and solution focussed approaches in order to develop their practice, and in order to deliver the agreed actions.

· Actions will be trialled in a school where it is recognised that the community are in denial regarding the issues identified

Process to date
· SCC steering group set up project team to facilitate action; I was not involved at the first meeting due to an oversight.  Due to the promotion to HMI of the project leader I took over the development of the project, with the support of the project team.
· SCC project team consulted with Trade Unions and Church Authorities in order to seek their responses to the research.  Responses were received from some Trade Unions and both Church Authorities, who suggested that they could be more pro-active and agreed that they should be contacted should a school go into a category. (see Appendix 2)
· SCC Project team carried out an audit of what each service area could offer regarding addressing the emotional response of staff. Each of those service areas working with schools within the Schools Service and contributing to the Cross Service Meetings held for all schools on Level 1 of the SCC register was consulted. 
· SCC Project Team reviewed the outcomes, identified issues within the Schools Service and drew up recommended protocols and actions for consideration by SCC steering group.  The concern raised by the project team was that although the LA Schools Service has the expertise to carry out action there is a question of capacity (Appendix 1a and 1b)
· SCC steering group was asked to fund a trial.  At this stage the process halted as the cost of a trial was considered too high and there were doubts placed on the quality of the training if not carried out by the person who set up the company.  There was also the view that we should use the expertise within the LA rather than outsourcing the work – and that capacity needs to be released in order to do so.

· SCC Project Team revised its bid to SCC steering group. This was agreed by my line manager, who holds the budget for SCC in SIAS.

· An initial training day was arranged with the key trainer, initially for the SCC steering group to develop understanding of how emotions can impact on school improvement and in the process of solution focussed therapy. (flier Appendix 3) A key part of this training will be to discuss the protocols drawn up by the project team with the trainer and to firm up these protocols.  The trainer reviewed the protocols and felt they would be workable in principle.
· The training day was very well received by those attending.  However there was a disappointing lack of response from key leaders within the schools service.  This will be followed up by those attending the training at the next SCC steering group meeting.  All service heads were asked to nominate personnel to attend the second training day.

· Group work carried out during the training focussed on the proposed protocols for work in schools.  It was felt that these were valid, some groups ,also discussed ways of developing practice in the LA  As a result of these discussions, supported by the expertise of the trainer, the programme for the subsequent training day was drafted.
·  All who attended the day felt that the solution focussed approach was one that should be adopted by the LA.  If this is followed up, then the training will have wider impact than originally envisaged. Developments in this area are not the focus of this MDP project and are not included in this report 

Current Position
The Project Group are due to meet shortly to refine and develop the programme for the second training day with Sycol. This training is targeted at professionals from within each of the service areas represented on the SCC steering group, who will be working in schools to facilitate the agreed protocols and actions. These professionals will then be able to coach staff in schools to carry out the facilitator role and also to train further colleagues within the LA. (Notes from meeting - Appendix 4)
I am aware that the project will not be completed within the expected timescale due to the issues relating to funding.  However the SCC steering group have agreed that the Project Team should continue to meet for a further year in order to implement and evaluate the impact of the proposed actions.
A concern is that we recognise that the change process can take time, and in the context of current time scale for improvement time is lacking.  The planned action is based on the premis that once the school community have engaged; acknowledged the need for change and begun the change process then the improvement process is accelerated.  The ancient Chinese proverb tells us that ‘A bamboo seed is planted; nothing happens for the first year, nothing happens in the second year, third or fourth year.  In the fifth year the plant grows, and reaches fifty feet tall.’  The question asked of this is did the seed take four years doing nothing, or did it take five years to grow?’ Waters (7)  Our view is the latter! However within this, we have to recognise that working with people and their emotions cannot be an exact science and that no strategy will always succeed Rees – Sycol training (8).  Whilst early intervention has proved successful in Scotland it has not had 100% success rate.
A development since the project was initiated has been an increased understanding of the importance of recognising and developing the emotional intelligence of leadership. The impact of emotions on learning and achievement is also increasingly being recognised, together with a recognition of the fact that the barriers to improvement which have been recognised in SCC exist to a lesser or greater extent in a large number of other schools.  This understanding has been promoted by the National College of School Leadership and through the Primary Strategy (Conditions for learning document (8)).  As a result, the protocols drawn up by the project team will be developed as a package to offer all schools on a traded basis.
Heather Weston   February 26th 2006
I would like to thank the other members of the project team for their ongoing support and commitment to the project and to my line manager who is enabling the project to come to fruition through her commitment

