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Executive Summary

The past few years have seen a steady increase in the amount of requests for information, data, consultation, surveys and other needs of communication between the local authority and its schools.

The Audit Commission School Survey 2004 showed that the schools in Oxfordshire were not satisfied with current arrangements and that improvements were necessary.  The aim of this project is to:

· Improve the communication practices between the Local Authority and schools by developing skills, protocols and agreeing a new communication strategy.

· Develop e-communication to become the main form of formal communication.


Background

In September 2003, following an internal reorganisation of the County Council’s departmental structure, a new directorate, Learning & Culture, was formed (from existing Education and Cultural Services Departments).  Within this new directorate, six new services were created.  One of which, Systems and Performance Management, had communication as part of its remit and the creation of a strategic lead – Senior Education Officer (Planning and Communication).  There was an urgent need to focus on improving communication and, in particular, to streamline and improve communications with schools.

Alongside this development was the creation of an expanded County Council wide Communications and Marketing Service (April 2004) with dedicated experts for consultation, marketing, media work, publishing etc.  This team also produced a Communications and Marketing Strategy for the County Council as a whole.  This means that the work to be done in Learning & Culture must be in line with these corporate plans.

The central team also produce a document called ‘Going Public’ which is a corporate guide to communications and marketing.  It aims to be a fast, effective, communication, consultation and marketing tool.  It stresses the importance of these activities for Oxfordshire County Council and, although it is aimed at all communication, it is a vital document in the quest to improve communication with our own schools and is a practical toolkit.

The Audit Commission Schools’ Survey 2004 indicated that there was dissatisfaction within Oxfordshire schools with respect to the manner and methods of communication, or perceived lack of communication, that was taking place between Oxfordshire County Council and themselves.

This dissatisfaction was further emphasised by communication from the Oxfordshire Secondary Headteachers Association to the director for Learning & Culture in the Autumn of 2004.

This project, therefore, aims to get a clear picture of the situation and to produce a strategy which will address the current concerns.

Approach and Methodology

As stated, the last Audit Commission School Survey raised a number of questions about the effectiveness of the local authority’s approach to communication with schools.  This project began with an audit of current practice, including national legislation, and concludes with the development of an agreed communication strategy and the impact of practical support mechanisms.

Scope of the Project

· Implications of recent developments/legislation for communication with schools.

· Current situation: an assessment of current concerns.

· Development of a new strategic approach to communication.

· Next steps/consultation/monitoring and evaluation.

By necessity, the approach needed to be focused, but at the same time being mindful of wider key issues and legislative impacts.

· Changing relationships and new legislation.

· Identifying the “problem” areas.

· Identify some “quick win” solutions.

· Produce a strategic approach which would incorporate the findings of the first three parts.

Research Methodology

The research and fieldwork for this project consisted of stages:

· Initial analysis of the findings of the Audit Commission Survey 2004.

· Meeting with Chair of the Oxfordshire Secondary School Headteachers Association to verify and expand on these findings.

· Establishment of a focus group including headteachers from all phases, school administrative staff, teacher representatives, union representatives, governor representatives and central services.

· Desk based research including a review of documentation, national and local and recent legislation/developments for the relationship between the local authority and its schools.

· Ongoing communication with secondary Headteachers and focus group in the development of the proposed strategy and the move to an e-communication approach.

What is good communication?

The following quotes stress the importance and centrality of communication to management and leadership.  These are by no means exhaustive, but reflects what I feel are the key messages that need to be addressed to achieve a successful communication strategy.

“Communicating, usually implies both intention and means ……..  Communication is essentially the ability of one person to make contact with another and to make himself or herself understood ……..  Communication is the process by which meanings are exchanged between people and through the use of a common set of symbols”.

John Adair

Communication: The Most Important Management Tool of All

Pan Books

1997

“Communication is a major factor in the success of empowerment.”

Louise J Mullens

Management and Organisational Behaviour

“Communicate the vision and strategy in order to induce understanding and commitment.”

Kother and Cohen

“Feedback is a vital ingredient of the communication process.  The feedback may reaffirm our perception of the person or it may force us to review our perception.”

“If you are out of touch with people you can’t communicate with them.  But you may be out of touch because you don’t communicate.  Communication creates relationships, relationships produce communication.”

Adair:

Listen!  Listening has been variously called the neglected art or the forgotten skill in communication.

To be an effective communicator, which is vital for effective relationships, you first need to understand the essential nature of the person(s) with whom you want to communicate.

Paying absolute attention is vital.  Listening, emphasising, pacing and leadership are needed.

Good communication requires:

· Contact (being in touch, a common media or language).

· Clear transmission and proper understanding.

However, George Bernard Shaw also said:

“The major mistake in communication is to believe it happens.”

DfES Communication with Schools

At the end of October 2004, the DfES stopped its monthly postal mailing containing various publications to schools.  It replaced paper mailings with a new online ordering service with the aim to enable easier access to essential information and publications by putting the school in control.

Schools previously received a monthly paper-based mailing containing various publications, including the Spectrum newsletter.  This was replaced with fortnightly e-mail alerts, highlighting important information and linking them directly to an online ordering service where they are able to:

· Read a detailed summary of each publication.

· Download electronic copies in the format they need.

· Order paper based copies in the quantities required.

Aim:

· Save time.  One source for all publications.

· Skills up to date.  Easy access to essential DfES information and the latest materials for schools.

· Take control.  Access what schools needed, when they need it.

· Help colleagues.  Find something useful and pass it on to others.

The DfES provided a toolkit for use when meeting and presenting to Headteachers and other people who work in schools.  This presentation was used with the schools focus group and disseminated to all schools via the schools newsletter.

However, the main emphasis was to communicate this change to schools electronically and a variety of digital resources were supplied by the DfES to aid this.  The teacher.net website being the vehicle of dissemination.

The DfES also sent direct to schools a step by step guide (paper format).

Data Protection Act/Freedom of Information Act Implications

The impact of statutory legislation which crosses all areas cannot be ignored.  Two major pieces of national legislation which impacts on the way we communicate are the Data Protection Act 1998 and the Freedom of Information Act 2000.

Data Protection Act 1998

This act is concerned with safeguarding the way personal information is collected and used and in processing it in ways that are fair to the individual concerned.  It creates a number of rights for individuals including (subject to some restrictions) a right of access to any personal information held.

Freedom of Information Act 2000

This act covers all recorded information and also has implications for the way in which we work and communicate.  As a consequence of the act there is a general right of access to information held by public authorities and schools.  This means communication must be open, accountable and include good records management practices.  Section 77 of this act states that it is a criminal offence to alter, deface, erase, destroy, or conceal information to prevent its disclosure.

The implications of both these acts need to be central to the development of our communication strategy.

LEA-School Relations

Any communication with schools needs to bear in mind legislation, policy and the importance of working in partnership.

Section 127 of the Schools Standards and Framework Act 1998 resulted in the publication of a Code of Practice containing practical guidance for securing effective relationships between local education authorities and schools.  All local education authorities and the governing bodies and Headteachers of schools they maintain must have regard for the Code in carrying out their responsibilities.

The development of any form of communication strategy must therefore pay attention to this Code.  The Code, of course, should not be viewed in isolation and it was intended to sit alongside developments like the Education Development Fund changes in school funding etc.

The Code of Practice reaffirms the partnership between local education authorities and their schools.  Any form of communication needs to reflect this.  However, there are times when the local education authority needs to act in an intervening position.  This includes the use of various powers to raise concerns with the governing body and the headteacher, and to push a school in a particular direction.  The local education authority can also issue formal warning notices requiring the school to take specific action, the appointment of additional governors, the suspension of delegated budgets and the issuing of direction where discipline has broken down.

Defined in this way, this is only a small part of the contact that local education authorities and schools will have, though a great majority of these are by mutual agreement because both sides recognise their purpose and value.  A good communication strategy should enable these communications to be straight forward and productive not complex and burdensome.

Some schools will need, and welcome, a lot more contact than others and the Code of Practice was not intended to discourage any forms of contact which the local education authority and its schools mutually find helpful.

Communication with schools takes many forms and generally speaking the circumstances dictate the form of communication used.  However, as mentioned already the move is increasingly towards e-communication.  It is therefore imperative to get this right as e-mails can easily be misunderstood/misinterpreted with quite damaging consequences.  Communication is, of course, a two way process so it is just as important that the school/governing body communicates appropriately with the local education authority.  Any strategy developed must therefore be equally owned by the local education authority and its schools and suit both.

Informal, as well as formal, communication must also be mindful to not just the piece of legislation, but others such as the Data Protection Act and the Freedom of Information Act.

Although many informal communications are an integral part of day to day work with schools, it is important to record such communication when important decisions are being made/agreed to.

A wide range of local authority and local education authority staff have contact with schools.  The regulatory and impact of this communication varies considerably.  Any strategy developed needs to reflect the reasons for the communication, the impact and the legislative framework it is made under.

In many local education authorities, including Oxfordshire, link advisers form an essential channel of communication between the school and the local education authority, and the advisers have worked hard to establish good relationships with their schools.  It is important to maximise the potential of this relationship.  An easy, efficient method of dissemination is therefore vital.  Advisers currently complete a ‘contact note’ following a significant contact with a school.  This is completed electronically, describes the contact and reasons why and actions agreed.  The note is shared with the school, the director, heads of service and other appropriate colleagues.  However, at our recent Ofsted inspection (October 2004) inspectors found that there was a need to “establish clear expectations for the purpose and content of notes of advisers visits to schools”.

Our Action Plan therefore includes the following actions to overcome these shortcomings:

· To review the purpose of the visits notes to school (currently mainly an internal system).

· Review who should use the system.

· Cross reference with other communication and data systems.

· Link to change developments: Every Child Matters – Change for Children, Education Act 2005 etc.

· Revise protocols and systems including consultation.

· Quality assurance to be clear.

· Briefing, training update for staff on revised system.

Local education authorities and schools also need to exchange a variety of information, including performance data, budget and expenditure information and information about the needs of the individual children.  The circulation of good quality data and advice on using them is a vital role for local education authorities.  Oxfordshire schools had been complaining that the data provided was inaccurate/out of date and that different officers asked for very similar data from schools on too regular a basis.  This data was not kept up to date and more requests kept coming.  This was a particular issue with respect to pupil data and this led to the development of the Pupil Information Project and with the agreement of the headteachers following a period of development, consultation and training.  Data on pupils is now electronically transferred between the school and local education authority on a monthly basis.

To aid this and other forms of regular communication between the local education authority and schools, an annual timetable of communications is now drawn up and placed on the intranet for reference.  This timetable is updated monthly when necessary and gives information on when, who, from, why and how the communication is to take place.  Headteachers report that although the timetable does look daunting, this approach is useful in preparing the school and making sure information is dispersed appropriately at school level.  However, more work is still need with local education authority colleagues to improve the accuracy of this document as there are still adhoc requests and communication excluding unforeseen developments.

One of the major concerns of Headteachers was lack of time to respond to requests for information/consultation etc.  This approach should help but only if colleagues commit to providing the information in the first place.

As well as a communication timetable there will be a consultation timetable, again as a direct result of headteacher requests.  The first consultation plan and timetable has just been issued.  Time will show whether this results in a higher level of feedback then previously.

Headteacher Briefings

Following discussion with both headteachers and the director, it was agreed that we would reintroduce a series of headteacher briefings across the county three times a year and in up to five geographically spread venues each time.

The purpose of the meeting would be informative and consultative; with dialogue between Headteachers, their chairs of governors and the director and senior officers of the County Council being central to the event.

There have now been two cycles of these meetings and, although numbers are still relatively small, dialogue has been good.

Topics covered include:

· The development of the Children and Young People’s Plan.

· The development of the SEN statementing budget.

The third round is due to take place in November/December 2005 and will include issues around communication and the development of the Children’s Services Authority and an evaluation of these meetings.

Until July 2002, the then Chief Education Officer met Headteachers at venues across the county on a termly basis.  Following his departure, these events had ceased to take place.  As part of the consultation with Headteachers on how to improve communication they were asked if they wished to have these events again and, if so, in what format.  The overriding response was yes but that they would be more interactive events and not just have information passed to them (that could be done with an e-mail).  The idea being that the events would inform, but also be consultative and that not only headteachers but chairs of governors be included.  In fact, progress with communication is a topic for discussion in the Autumn round of meetings and the opportunity will be taken then to evaluate this method of communication.

The Role and Impact of the Schools Communication Group

Having received messages via the Audit Commission School Survey and from the Oxfordshire School Headteachers Association that there were significant concerns regarding the way in which the local education authority communicated with its schools, I was charged by the director of Learning & Culture to look into and address the problems.  Some attempts had previously been made to work with colleagues in schools to produce a protocol for communication and an annual timetable.  However, due to changes of personnel and priorities this had fallen into abeyance. It therefore seemed a logical step to create a focus group to revisit these plus look at other developments which could aid communication.  This group became an expanded sub-group of the existing Internal Communications Group.

At the same time contact was made with the Chair of the Oxfordshire Headteachers Association to see if together we could make some “quick wins” at improving communication with them.

Interestingly enough the fact that they felt that someone had listened meant we had a quick win straight away.

Having met with the Chair it very clearly became apparent that the issue was overload and overlap of communication together with a very poor track record regarding the use of e-mails.  We therefore worked with the schools to immediately:

· Update the protocol.

· Update the communication timetable.

· Develop an e-mail protocol.

Longer term issues could then be worked on including:

· The development of an agreed communication strategy.

· The monitoring of the DfES online publication system for schools with an aim to create an online news page for schools to replace “All Schools” e-mails.

· Further development of electronic communication using the conference facility of the Oxfordshire Community Network (local broadband network for schools).

· Working with other directorates of the County Council and the corporate communications team to improve wider communication links.

Current Situation: June 2005

A communication strategy is a tool which will only be successful if people adhere to it.  That will only happen if they own it.  The Schools Communications Group must become champions of the strategy and use every opportunity to enforce and advertise its existence.

There have been some “quick wins” but there are still challenges ahead.  The DfES online publication scheme appears to be working well and we propose to go ahead with our own version.  Headteachers overwhelmingly voted to reinstate the headteacher briefings (and face to face meetings with the director).  The first round of these has just been completed with the focus on the Children and Young People’s Plan.  Primary Headteachers particularly value these opportunities to meet with senior colleagues from the local education authority.

The Schools Communication Group is currently being consulted regarding the future role of the group.  Initial findings mean that a recommendation will be put to the group that the group continues to meet at least termly from September 2005, particularly in the light of the pace of change.

Next Steps

As with any project, the goal posts insist on changing.  The Cabinet and Oxfordshire County Council have just agreed to the creation of two new directorates, in line with national legislation, with respect to Children’s Services and Adult Services.  The current director of Learning & Culture has been confirmed as the Director of Children’s Services (designate) and the current director of Social & Health Care has been confirmed as the Director of Adult Services (designate).  (Titles of these directorates yet to be confirmed).  They, together with the Chief Executive, will project sponsor a project team which will manage this change.  I have been appointed to this team as the lead for communication and culture change.  Lessons learnt from this research will now need to be applied in a new context with new challenges, but at the same time holding on to and developing the changes that have already been made.  Communication in a time of change is the next challenge.
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“Communication is the process by which meanings are exchanged between people through the use of a common set of Symbols”
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“Communication is the art of being understood”
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