MANAGING SCHOOL PERFORMANCE

Context

Currently within the Local education Authority there are four Primary Development Officers who are allocated approximately twenty schools. Our role is to provide support, guidance and challenge to the schools through a series of three formal visits during the year i.e. one per term, plus any other support that either the LEA feel is required or if the schools themselves feel they are in need of support. Time and resources are then negotiated with the schools in question. All schools have an entitlement while others will receive extra support due to staffing problems, poor performance with regard to pupil progress or ineffective leadership i.e. intervention in inverse proportion to success.

We work as a service within the framework and context of the Code of Practice on LEA – School Relations,  This is a statutory document for LEAs governors and head teachers to have due regard, and which states that LEAs “exercise relevant education functions with a view to promoting high standards”

We also work within Section 46 of the School Standards and Framework Act relates to school improvement involving action to set and maintain performance targets and tackle schools causing concern. The overriding am is to raise standards through a ‘continuous process of evaluation and improvement’

Whilst primarily the responsibility for standards rest with school with the headteacher having the overriding responsibility for leadership direction and management of the school, LEAs have an important role in challenging and support. The Audit Commission (1989) identified several roles for the LEAs 

· A leader articulating a vision of what the education service is trying to achieve

· A partner supporting schools and colleges and helping them fulfil this vision

· A planner of facilities for the future

· A regulator of quality in schools

                                                                    Farrel and Law (1995)

Together with our statutory duties, our work sits alongside the Education Strategic Plan which all LEAs have had to have in place since September 1999. This clearly states our goals for schools as an LEA and is a reflection of the concerns and needs of our schools as well as national and local priorities.

To perform this role effectively LEAs need to have a very good knowledge of their schools which is derived from effective monitoring and the capacity to help schools improve. LEA involvement, however, must be sensitive to each school’s circumstances. A heavy handed authoritarian approach will not achieve the desired aims. The Assembly in Wales actually believe the LEAs in Wales have a generally good relationship with their schools and any authorities point to a partnership relationship between LEA and school.

This would be true for Neath Port Talbot as schools have responded extremely favourably, via an ESTYN questionnaire, to the partnership that exists in terms of challenge and support.

Within Neath Port Talbot the structure of partnership exists via a model known as LLAN (LLiw, Afan, Nedd: the three districts within the county borough). This is essentially a consultative forum where all head teachers have the opportunity to discuss meaningfully various aspects of school LEA policy in terms of budget delegation, SEN etc 

There are small sub committees who meet regularly with LEA officers at directorate level to discuss allocation of funds continuing professional development work force remodelling. Views are exchanged via a LLan executive which has twelve representative heads and is the decision making forum. Whislst there are inevitably occasional tensions, it works for the majority of the time extremely successfully. Having sat as a member of  LLAN as a headteacher  and now as an LEA officer one can quite easily  appreciate the strengths of such a truly representative and consultative body.

With this level of co-operation, the annual visit to reflect on school performance is not perceived by schools as a daunting task. We know our schools very well. Three of the PDOs were heads within the authority prior to their appointment and therefore have an intimate knowledge of the schools and the difficulties of certain communities within  the county  borough. The fourth member having worked for nearly five years in the authority has also built up a sound knowledge of the needs and concerns of schools.

All of our schools have had good or very good inspections in recent years. We still feel however, and some headteachers readily admit, that the inspection process does not always reveal the whole truth and we still support schools where we feel there are certain areas that have ‘slipped through the net.’ Perhaps the most crucial factor of school quality i.e. how pupils learn, also tends to elude inspections. This is why we see the importance of the annual visit in really ‘getting to grips’ with the issues in schools.

“. To know and understand learning requires the study of long term insights and an analysis of teachers and pupils reflecting together”








                    (MacBeath 1999)

Actual Meeting

The autumn visits are concerned with discussion with the head about standards and school performance. We strongly encourage the involvement of the deputy head in the process as good professional development for themselves and due to the fact they are sometimes better placed to provide knowledge on certain aspects of the school which have been delegated to them. There are a mere handful of visits where the deputy head is not present and is usually due to staffing issues rather than a reluctance on the headteacher to share information. The agenda is concerned with discussion of data from KS1 and KS2 SATS, subject performance, self evaluation, progress since last visit and any other significant issues that either the school or we wish to discuss.

Th agenda is sent out prior to the meeting together with a proforma that the schools are encouraged to complete prior to the meeting (see appendix 1)

This enables the meeting to be more focussed and time is not wasted and heads are well prepared to answer any questions that we may pose.

The schools are strongly encouraged to reflect upon performance over the past year and grade both whole school issues and subjects based upon ESTYN criteria from the previous inspection framework.Whilst the old adage ‘When ignorance is bliss it is folly to be wise’ may spare certain egos certain distress, as a long term professional strategy it is however clearly untenable

The proforma provides various prompts and schools can place ticks in boxes which can be explored during the meeting or provide fuller explanations which may be returned to us prior to the meeting. Copies of the outcomes of the meetings are sent to the school and headteachers are strongly encouraged to share the findings with the governing body of the school at one of the termly meetings.

Meetings are normally timetabled for morning visits and usually last between two and two and half hours. The head teacher and the deputy head teacher are probed on the data and bench marking material. All schools within the LEA have access to each others data on SAT results benchmarking and target setting via agreement with LLAN (i.e. no hiding place) Questions focus on good or improved trends in results which can lead to discussion as to what schools have done to ensure promotion of improvement.  Questions will be concerned with classroom organisation teaching and learning strategies employed at the school. Where schools have had consistently good results especially in areas of high deprivation the teaching and learning approaches will be noted and the  information can be  used to develop best practice within the LEA. This may be shared with other colleagues and thereby improve performance in other schools.

Should results show down indicators of a drop in performance in one particular year, schools can indicate reasons such as particular cohort, high levels of SEN pupils etc.   However if trends are downwards on a general basis or if performance is static, and persistently low within the bench mark groups, schools will be challenged on issues such as

· Target setting: do the schools have low expectations of their pupils what factors may account for the disparity between targets set and actual pupil performance?

· Tracking of pupils: does the school have an effective means of tracking pupils an identifying needs at an early enough stage? Do they make use of data from standardised tests to identify pupils that need support or have high levels of capability?

· Provision of support: how are pupils supported i.e. use of support staff, SEN issues, are children withdrawn or supported within class.

· Teaching and learning issues i.e. are schools following schemes of work coverage etc

With subject profiles schools are encouraged to place each subject on a continuum. We feel that some schools are basing their scores on ‘gut feelings rather than from an evidence base of monitoring of pupils’ work and standards either through examination of pupils’ books or through direct classroom observation. This is especially true about foundation subjects where schools are concentrating their efforts on the three core subjects. Sometimes we feel and indeed some schools admit to squeezing and sidelining the delivery of foundation subjects. Our concern for this apparent lack of rigour and delivery of a broad balanced curriculum within the foundation subjects has been the stimulus for the production of various LEA schemes of work and the last two years has seen a focus of summer visits to monitor foundation subjects in history geography R.E. and D&T and how they are covered within the school.

The schools are also encouraged to evaluate management systems within the school such as performance management, development of the school plan within the community etc.

Purpose/ Issue

As previously stated, we feel that the annual autumn meeting is an extremely important process and extremely valuable exercise in our continuing knowledge about the schools. However we are aware that we don’t always receive the full range of information that we deem to be important during the meeting. Headteachers and teachers may very well see themselves as operating in a political arena where school performance in terms of SATs results are held as a measure of success. It is therefore incumbent on them to fill out or retell the story or put some ‘spin’ on it. Schools have to see that truly reflective self evaluation is a means to achieving everyone’s goal of an effective school.

Neath Port Talbot LEA is a relatively small community and information is heard on the ‘grapevine’ that one of the schools visited is undertaking streaming at Key Stage 1 for example or there have been problems with staff relationships or there are behaviour problems that have led to the exclusion of 19 pupils at a primary school. These are fundamental issues that can affect the performance of the school and the teaching and learning that pupils may experience. In some instances our involvement at a later date may be to resolve a crisis within the school which if we had been informed earlier may never have arisen or certainly made less of an impact

Our concern is whether this is a confidence issue wherby schools are not necessarily confident with the decisions that have been taken or there is a deliberate smokescreen.

Questions to be addressed

How can we ensure that the annual visits a more accurate challenging vehicle for determining school performance?

How can we ensure that in attempting to achieve this goa lwe dot not lose the good relationships that we have with our schools?

The last point is crucial and as Tim Brighouse (1999) stated

‘Improvement takes place when people are not put on the defensive. It starts with questions in your mind about what you are doing and it accelerates when you share them with others engaged in the same enterprise’

  The Process

A small sample of headteachers was consulted regarding the annual visit to ascertain their views upon the process and what they felt about it. A sample of questions were asked in informal interviews (see appendix iii)

Responses ranged from happy with the situation they thought it was a fair process and welcomed the opportunity to bounce ideas with an external view

The involvement of the deputy head was a useful process and enabled the expansion of ideas to develop and ensure all aspects of the school view were aired

Some were ambivalent to the focus on performance results especially the bench marking data

Happy with the sharing of data by all schools felt it was useful and did make people sit up and think

Outcomes

It has been decided for 2004/2005 to base the annual review on the new inspection framework. Self evaluation is the key to the process and therefore the literature supplied prior to the visit would focus on the principle of self evaluation.
The self evaluation model produced by Neath Port Talbot Education Development Service (EDS) provides a framework for schools to look at the seven key questions and provides detailed breakdown of the key statements.(Appendix iii)  The emphasis is to make decisions about the school based upon the evidence through monitoring of what actually happens in the school.

Subject profiles will again be used as they provide a useful indication of evidence from monitoring either by the head or co-ordinators which is essential to support judgment made

Two primary development officers will undertake the visits this year in pairs. It will eliminate perhaps any cosy’ relationships that may have developed whereby certain aspects are glossed over to avoid confrontation with a ‘friend’

More challenge will be possible from two people. However we are very conscious that we could undermine the very good relationship we have with our schools. The majority of heads welcome LEA involvement and have an almost open door policy to our visits. We are not about destroying relationships. 

We have also explored the possibility off peer involvement with other heads in the LEA as part of the process, but this will not take place this year. The logistics of this may be a problem but it certainly hasn’t been eliminated as a possibility for future years.

The actual visits for 2004 are due to begin in September will hopefully change the approach to information gathering. Certainly we feel that linking it closely to the new inspection framework, it will assist schools in the compilation of self evaluation reports for their own external ESTYN inspections. However evaluation of the process and our own practice and conduct in the meetings will be reviewed again at the end of the visits

Conclusion

The visits to the schools have,in the main, been completed and have generally been agreed among the PDOs a success. The opportunity for challenge has certainly been evident. Questions can be asked by the unattached non link officer, often as a general interest in the school which has resulted in more focussed, telling answers. Also as the relationship with the head is not so close, questions can be posed that don’t undermine the relationship that exists with the PDO and their head.

The self evaluation framework has also proved to be a useful tool in that schools, especially those with the prospect of an ESTYN visit within the next year to 18 months have welcomed this approach as a means of aiding their own understanding of the school which is obviously an essential requirement of the new inspection framework.

Value for the Department

It has provided the 4 PDOs an opportunity to discuss each others schools, quality of leadership, teaching and learning, school performance etc with greater knowledge and authority. We are aware of strengths and weaknesses and common issues of concern which could be addressed through  further training information giving etc. Indeed the spring term will see a series of headteacher seminars which will revisit the issues of school self evaluation and how schools can tackle the issue, not just for inspection purposes but as means of truly knowing their schools.

The process was however very demanding in terms of  time with approximately 35 visits to schools during this term including our own 20 schools and those of colleagues. The means of targeting schools will be explored next year rather than a blanket approach. The use of peer heads, as mentioned earlier could also be a valuable tool in reducing visits to so many schools and should serve as a valuable means of CPD for headteachers.

Personal Issues

The study has provided me personally with several reflections about my own practice and future development

· Working co-operatively with colleagues is certainly very useful in providing the opportunity to share ideas and  not working in isolation

· CPD in terms of analysis of information and the recognition and identification training and support needs for schools

· Learning from others in the types of questions asked and the techniques employed in eliciting answers

· Working more closely with colleagues to ensure a drive for continuing improvement both within the education service and our schools.

The process has certainly highlighted the importance of self evaluation and the need for us as a team to promote the message in a positive, clear and simple manner.

‘If the purpose of evaluation is not clear and honest in respect of who it is for and how it will be of benefit , it will be attended by confusion and mistrust’

   MacBeath (1999)

Bibliography

MacBeath J. (1999)   Schools must speak for themselves the case for school self evaluation Routledge

Farrel,C. and Law J. (1995) Educational Accountability in Wales  Joseph Rowntree Foundation

National Assembly for Wales (1999) Code of Practice on LEA- School Relations HMSO

Appendix 1

Annual Visit 2003/4

(Primary)

Agenda

The Annual Visit (MSP) this term will focus on the following areas. Please complete attached pro-formas as indicated.

1. Progress Since The Last Annual Visit

2. Self-Evaluation Procedures (See attached pro-forma)

3. Subject Standards Profile (See attached pro-forma)

4. School Performance Data

5. Issues For Further Development

Name of school: ____________________

Date and time of visit: _______________

Self-Evaluation Procedures (agenda item 2).

Key Question
Response

What specific areas of self-evaluation have you addressed in the past academic year?




What strategies have you employed in these self-evaluation processes?




What were the outcomes / issues arising from these activities?




What procedures have been put in place to address the issues arising? 

Are these issues reflected in the SDP?




What further areas of self-evaluation have been identified for action in the current academic year?




Please attach any self-evaluation reports which might contribute to the above descriptions.

Subject Standards Profile (agenda item 3).

Please indicate your current assessment of subject standards on the following grid. The key matches the LEA Self-Evaluation Profiles grid i.e. 

      1 – good with outstanding features

      2 – good features and no important shortcomings

      3 – good features outweigh shortcomings

      4 – some good features but shortcomings in important areas

Curriculum Area
Standards

               (√ KS1)                                                           (*KS2)

English
1
2
3
4

Evidence




Welsh
1
2
3
4

Evidence




Mathematics
1
2
3
4

Evidence




Science
1
2
3
4

Evidence




History
1
2
3
4

Evidence




Geography
1
2
3
4

Evidence




Music
1
2
3
4

Evidence




Art
1
2
3
4

Evidence




D & T
1
2
3
4

Evidence




P.E.
1
2
3
4

Evidence




I.T.
1
2
3
4

Evidence




R.E.
1
2
3
4

Evidence




P.S.E.
1
2
3
4

Evidence




SEN
          1
2
3
4

Evidence




Appendix ii

Discussion with Headteachers – informal interview questions

1 How useful do you view the annual interview?

2 Do you value the contribution of the deputy headteacher at the meetings?

3 What aspects of the meeting do you think could be improved or changed for the annual meeting?

4 Would you welcome peer involvement of another head?

5 How honest do you feel the process is?

Appendix iii

EARLY YEARS – DESIRABLE OUTCOMES AREAS OF LEARNING –

CONTINUUM OF IMPROVEMENT

Using a ‘best fit’ principle, note on the standards continuum where you believe your school to be in relation to individual learning areas.

Desirable outcomes’ six areas of learning
Standards – continuum of improvement

Language, literacy and communication skills
1
2
3
4
5








Comments:


Mathematical Development
1
2
3
4
5








Comments:


Personal and social development
1
2
3
4
5








Comments:


Knowledge and understanding of the world
1
2
3
4
5








Comments:


Physical Development
1
2
3
4
5








Comments:


Creative Development
1
2
3
4
5








MSP (Annual) Visit

School …………………………

Progress since last MSP visit



Issues arising from Early Years continuum



Issues arising from subject areas profile



Issues arising from Key Questions continuum



Issues for further development



