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Chapter 1: Introduction

This report discusses the findings of an evaluation of the Ministry of Education’s Schools Support Project as it was between mid-1995 and late 2000.
 The two aspects addressed by the evaluation are Safety Net interventions and Schooling Improvement initiatives.

The introduction gives a brief description and history of Schools Support as it has evolved over a five-year period. Since its inception, the scope of Schools Support has expanded and its processes have been redeveloped and remodelled and this chapter provides an outline of these changes and developments.

Chapter 2 discusses the conceptual framework for the evaluation. This framework was developed on the basis of a review of recent international research literature relating to schooling improvement, and also with reference to previous evaluations of Schools Support. In addition, interviews were conducted with Ministry and Treasury staff, and education sector representatives to help define a common understanding of the intended outcomes for Schools Support.

Chapter 3 outlines the purpose and methodology of the evaluation, and describes the tools and processes involved.

Chapters 4–7 present the findings from the evaluation. Chapter 4 discusses the stages of a Schools Support intervention or initiative, including both entry and exit points of Schools Support.

Chapters 5 and 6 discuss the strengths and weaknesses of Schools Support interventions and initiatives, as raised by interviewees.

Chapter 7 focuses on the extent to which Schools Support interventions or initiatives are leading to change in schools. Change is defined here in terms of five factors which international literature has identified as being important for school improvement.

The final chapter draws some overall conclusions from the large range of issues in the data. Seven key points are explored in relation to the strategic conclusions, their implications and further questions raised by the interviews.

A Brief Overview of Schools Support’s Interventions and Initiatives

The Schools Support Project was initiated by the Ministry of Education in 1994 in response to a Government request to establish a range of support strategies for schools. It was expected that these strategies would:

· enable earlier intervention in ‘at-risk’ situations
;

· provide support to communities to resolve difficulties that could negatively impact on student achievement;

· assist schools and their communities to develop self-management capability; and

· provide support for sustained change and improvement in schools.

Since its inception, Schools Support has undergone considerable growth, both in terms of knowledge and skills gained and also in terms of the number of schools involved in Schools Support initiatives. Two of its most salient characteristics are that it is evolutionary in nature and is flexible enough to adapt to the specified needs of individual schools or clusters of schools. Although often referred to as ‘the Schools Support Project’, in reality the project comprises a wide range of different interventions in a considerable number of schools. The Schools Support framework initially comprised the two broad intervention approaches of the Safety Net Strategy and the Schooling Improvement Strategy.

The core goals of these strategies were to:

· improve student achievement, particularly where there are notable disparities between particular groups of students;

· improve school performance, including improved capability of Board of Trustees; and

· strengthen school and community relationships.

Although the underlying principles of the two intervention strategies are the same, the reasons for Schools Support’s involvement, and the implementation of each strategy are somewhat different.

Safety Net Strategy

The Safety Net strategy was initiated in 1995 and was the first component of the Schools Support Project to be implemented. Included in the Safety Net strategy are four types of interventions: Informal Action; Formal Action; Business Case; and Statutory Action.
 In broad terms, the four types of interventions can be said to represent a continuum of action, from low level Informal Action through to statutory intervention by the Ministry of Education. Decisions about the appropriate action depend on the severity of risk and the level of support required.

Informal Action

Informal Action is designed as an ‘early warning’ system to minimise the development of serious risk situations. The majority of cases are intended to be of short duration and usually require only low level support. Where the cases require a more structured approach such as the development of an Action Plan, or the involvement of external advisors, schools are usually expected to fund these interventions themselves.

Informal Action is underpinned by the support of local education networks and sector groups, working in collaboration with the Ministry.

Formal Action

As the name suggests, Formal Action interventions require the implementation of more structured and formal processes. These interventions include: the establishment of a project team; the formal needs analysis and identification of issues affecting the school’s performance; and the development, implementation and monitoring of a detailed Action Plan.

Formal Action may be implemented when Informal Action has been unsuccessful, when the level of risk is beyond the scope of an Informal Action Plan, or when the Board of Trustees are unable to resource the implementation of an Informal or Formal Action Plan.

Business Case

Business Case interventions are implemented in schools where longer term, more severe problems are not able to be resolved through Informal or Formal interventions. Development and implementation of a Business Case involves producing a viability report that outlines future options for the school. The Minister of Education decides upon future action based on the options presented in this report. All Business Cases include a ‘Funding Provision Agreement’ (FPA) which is closely monitored by the Ministry. In addition the Education Review Office (ERO) is commissioned to provide an independent annual evaluation of the FPA against agreed outcomes.

Statutory Action

Statutory Action can be initiated where it is unlikely that a Safety Net intervention can be implemented successfully by the Board of Trustees in a school. There are currently three statutory interventions available:

· The Board of Trustees can be dissolved and replaced by a commissioner;

· Legal proceedings can be taken against the Board of Trustees; and

· The Secretary of Education can direct a Board of Trustees to engage assistance (via section 64A of the Education Act).

Schooling Improvement Strategy

The Schooling Improvement Strategy
 was initiated in 1996 as a ‘preventative’ strategy, which aimed to strengthen schools and their communities, and minimise the potential of ‘at-risk’ situations. Schooling Improvement initiatives involve three-way partnerships between the Ministry of Education, clusters of schools, and their communities. Clusters are usually defined according to similar characteristics or trends among schools and/or communities. 

The overarching goals of the Schooling Improvement strategy are to:

· improve student achievement;

· strengthen school performance;

· build community capacity; and

· enhance school-community relationships.

As each Schooling Improvement cluster has some unique characteristics and issues, specific project aims are defined in addition to the overarching goals outlined above. These aims are developed collaboratively by the Ministry, schools and their communities. It is expected that each of the three partners will accept some responsibility for the problems and issues identified, and actively and constructively contribute to establishing processes for working together.

Along with the Schooling Improvement strategy, the Ministry has also begun developing education partnerships with Iwi and Mäori authority organisations, to support their educational strategies.

Trends in the Growth of Schools Support

Since its inception in the mid-1990s the scope of Schools Support has expanded, and its framework and processes have developed or been remodelled in an iterative fashion.
 This growth and development has been paralleled by a steady increase in the number of schools involved in some form of Schools Support initiative or intervention. A brief summary of this development is provided below.

Growth in Safety Net Interventions

When Schools Support began in the mid-1990s, it initiated Safety Net interventions with four schools. By mid-2000 Schools Support had worked with over 240 individual schools on one of the four types of Safety Net Interventions.

Table 1:
 Number of schools entering Safety Net intervention by fiscal year

Type of Intervention
1995/96
1996/97
1997/98
1998/99
1999/00
2000/01*
Total to
Oct 2000

Informal 
2
4
25
46
50
27
154

Formal 
1
10
13
19
8
2
53

Business Case
0
3
13
0
0
0
16

Statutory 
1
1
6
6
5
0
19

Total 
4
18
57
71
63
29
242

*  At October 2000

The most significant increase has been in Informal interventions, with the number of schools involved in these interventions making up approximately 63% of the total number of Safety Net interventions. In part, this growth is likely to result from Schools Support’s deliberate efforts to provide ‘early’ support for schools, thereby reducing the need for longer term, more resource-intensive interventions.

Just over one-fifth (22%) of Safety Net interventions have been Formal. The numbers of new Formal interventions peaked in 1998/99 with 19 new cases being added to the existing caseload. Since 1998/99 the number of Formal interventions have decreased each year. This decrease could be partly due to the earlier involvement of the Ministry and other support networks through Informal interventions.

Statutory interventions make up about 8% of the total Safety Net interventions. However there is a possibility that the number of these may increase following the greater discretion available to the Secretary of Education via Section 64A in the legislation.

Approximately 40% of schools involved in a Safety Net intervention have ‘exited’ from Schools Support, with the average length of intervention being 13 months.
 However the duration of an intervention can vary considerably, depending, for example, upon the nature of the concerns which prompted a Schools Support intervention in the first place, the type of intervention put in place, and the extent to which the processes and activities involved in the intervention run smoothly and fit their intended purpose. Typically Informal interventions are of shortest duration, whereas Formal interventions, Business Cases and Statutory interventions require significant levels of Ministry involvement and tend to take longer to resolve.

Developments in Schooling Improvement

Like Safety Net interventions, there were similar patterns of increase for Schooling Improvement initiatives. Since Schools Support received its first Government appropriation some 300 schools have been part of 16 Schooling Improvement initiatives. A recent Schools Support paper notes that of these, half began in 1997. 

The same paper indicates a large variety in the nature of Schooling Improvement initiatives ranging from clusters of only two-three schools (5); through to those with between five to nine schools (7); and large clusters which include between 20 and 80 schools.

The majority of the Schooling Improvement initiatives remain ongoing, with only one initiative currently exiting. As the Schooling Improvement initiatives are collaborative, with the deliberate intention of building sustainable partnerships with communities, and developing capacity in communities, it is acknowledged that these projects tend to be longer lasting than Safety Net interventions.

In its early years of operation, Schools Support provided a maximum of three years funding for its interventions with schools. However there is now a realisation, based on the international literature and on findings from other evaluations of Schools Support initiatives that achieving sustainable improvements and genuine partnerships can take significantly longer than three years.

Chapter 2: Development of the Conceptual Framework for the Evaluation

Chapter Overview and Key Points

This chapter introduces the conceptual framework for the evaluation and describes its purpose and how it was developed.

Developing a conceptual framework for the evaluation involved carrying out a review of recent international literature on schooling improvement, a review of previous evaluations of Schools Support in New Zealand, an analysis of Schools Support documentation, and discussion with various interested parties. Its purpose was to establish the parameters of Schools Support such as its intended outcomes, likely activities and success criteria, by taking into account the perspectives of different parties in Schools Support and the understandings gained from the research literature on school improvement programmes. From the investigations that were carried out it was found that:

· effecting positive change in ‘schools in need’ is not straightforward and there is a great deal yet to be learned about the processes and strategies involved in effecting such change;

· Schools Support is complex, diverse, and evolutionary in nature; and

· because Schools Support comprises many different initiatives and interventions and aims to be flexible enough to respond to the needs of individual schools or clusters of schools, it cannot be seen as a single programme, with a uniform set of goals over the shorter-term, although there are likely to be common goals over the longer-term
.

However, despite the inherent complexity, it was possible to identify five factors which appear to be critical to the success of school improvement and school development initiatives. The five factors revolve around the need for schools and related parties to:

· identify shared goals or strategies;

· make external connections (e.g. with the community, researchers, other schools or external ‘experts’);

· develop strong leadership within the school;

· increase teachers’ knowledge in and use of student achievement data; and

· ensure that change occurs at multiple levels within the school, including both at the whole school level, as well as at the teacher and classroom levels.

These factors were adopted as one basis for shaping the questions established for the present evaluation (discussed in Chapter 3). A further basis was that although diversity is clearly characteristic of Schools Support, our investigations revealed that there are several stages through which each individual Schools Support initiative or intervention is likely to proceed in order to


achieve its goals. This finding led to the development of a simplified model of the identified stages, a diagram of which was used as a means of focussing the discussion during interviews carried out for the evaluation.

In addition, our investigations found that there is an increasing emphasis, in international records, being put on the importance of achieving a balance between ‘pressure’ and ‘support’ in school improvement initiatives and interventions, in order to give the best possible opportunity for positive change to occur. As discussed later in the report, the ‘pressure and support’ equation emerged as a theme in the present evaluation findings as well.

Developing the Conceptual Framework for the Evaluation

The conceptual framework was developed on the basis of information gathered from two separate investigations:

· a review of recent international literature on schooling improvement and of previous evaluations of Schools Support in New Zealand; and

· an exploration through a series of workshop sessions and interviews with interested parties of the parameters of Schools Support (i.e., its intended outcomes, likely activities and success criteria).

A synopsis of the two investigations is presented below, followed by a discussion of how we integrated the understandings gained from each one to produce a framework for the evaluation. Our objective was to ensure that the research design and tools for the evaluation were both theoretically and methodologically integrated.
A Literature Review on School Improvement

A fundamental part of any evaluation is determining the merit or worth of something, and this presumes the identification of a standard against which a judgement can be made. This literature review was carried out to identify the success factors in schooling improvement so as to identify evaluation standards and so that Schools Support could be seen in the context of international research on school improvement. We used the following criteria to guide this review.

Our early understanding of this research is that you cannot readily transpose or replicate an international school improvement model into a New Zealand setting. Thus we were looking for general standards and principles that were already evident in the New Zealand setting or could be pursued in the New Zealand school and community context. We were also looking for research in which these general principles or rationale have been informed by actual programmes of school improvement, and evaluations of their processes and outcomes. It was also important that this research looked at the status of these programmes over some years as we were interested in their dynamics and sustainability over time.

We sought research on schooling improvement programmes because our evaluation of Schools Support was considering a large programme comprised of actual activities, not idealised or abstracted types. Finally, we have included some articles which highlight aspects of the role of external agents, and government agencies in particular. Again, this was because we needed some international benchmark for the work of national and local bodies in New Zealand.

International Studies on Schooling Improvement

An article by Fink (1999) is based on a rich and highly contextualised study of one school in Canada that opened in 1970 as an innovative flagship school but by the 1990s had ‘atrophied’ into an unremarkable if standard state school. Fink asks the questions ‘What is the ‘pathology’ of a school?’ and ‘How does a school lose its way to the point that it becomes mediocre?’.

The process implied in the title of Fink’s article ‘Deadwood didn’t Kill Itself’ unfolds over three stages. The first ‘stage’ is what Fink calls ‘over-reaching’. For this school to be innovative it needed to be continually reaching, because a slower, more cautious approach would contradict the school’s dominant ethos of innovation. The stress associated with over-reaching leads to a second stage where the school hunkers down, and focuses inwardly on its issues and solutions. The third and final stage is that of basic survival and continuity. The implication of these three stages is that external intervention and support is required at stage two when the school has begun to identify its own problems, rather than at stage three when it has already devolved to stasis and mediocrity.

Because the case study school in Fink’s study had already reached the status of survival, Fink was not in a position to relay how the cycle might continue towards improving. He does illuminate how a school becomes ineffective, but the processes and actions by which it passes through this and begins to significantly improve, remain unknown. One conclusion is that schools with the capacity to grow must not only know how to solve problems but also how to seek out problems, that is, how to avoid complacency.

Fink’s article provides valuable insights both as a summary of international literature, as well as being grounded in one specific case over a period of more than 25 years, all of which is written from the perspective of someone with experience in a government agency that is working with schools. The general messages in the article are that one size or model does not fit all schools and that the pendulum has to swing back to include support as well as pressure. Fink also finds that a school may ‘fail’ for reasons outside its control and his identification of a cyclic tendency to atrophy suggests that school learning communities are fragile.

Fink notes a number of broad policy implications. He has found that centralised governments only appear able to exert pressure and not offer support, and suggests that because of this, local agencies such as Local Education Authorities (LEAs) will become more important for turning around struggling schools. Whatever the solution, there is generally a lack of succession planning to secure leadership in schools. He also suggests that those acting as ‘critical friends’ are likely to be particularly important in the process of turning schools around.

However, although Fink states that ‘failing schools require timely interventions at critical junctures’ he does not identify what a timely intervention may mean in practice nor what makes a juncture more or less critical.

Fullan is perhaps the most well known and commonly cited researcher in the area of school improvement in the 1990s. As an advisor to American, United Kingdom and Canadian governments, and with his involvement in actual interventions such as the School Improvement programme in Manitoba, his position is informed both by macro policy and school-level constraints. Fullan’s 1999 article on school improvement reform points out some recent attempts at ‘large-scale’ reform, which he defines as involving at least 50 or so schools or 20,000 students, and the lessons and cautions which can be identified from these actual change programmes.

Fullan tracks the history of school-based reform in the 1960s and 1970s and notes that the pressure and incentives for reform meant that while many schools implemented what appeared to be innovative change, this was done in a superficial manner. That is, structures were changed, but the schools lacked the capacity and/or the will to change actual teaching practice. This point echoes that made by Fink. Fullan goes on to argue that the 1980s and early 1990s was a period characterised by an emphasis on accountability and pressure on the one hand, but not accompanied by sufficient support for schools on the other.

Fullan’s discussion identifies the first level of reform as being across whole school districts and notes that, as might be expected, district staff perform a critical role and balancing act. He also notes the importance of district superintendents and ensuring that the strategies which they have put in place continue after their departure. Fullan reflects on one programme with 46 schools that had been going ten years: ‘now that more complex student performance is being worked on, can the district engage in the kind of edge-of-chaos activities that will support and sustain the knowledge creation process required to achieve deep learning for students?’.

From a review of ten large-scale programmes, and of 24 models reviewed by the American Institutes for Research, Fullan makes two general conclusions. The first of these is that large reform programmes are vulnerable to numerous factors such as negative climate, neglect of adequate training and support for implementation, and failure to build in systems and time for co-ordination and problem solving. No programme of school improvement can be made ‘teacher-proof’, ‘school-proof’ or ‘district-proof’. His second conclusion is that there is some evidence that programmes are better able to impact on student achievement when projects have greater definition and more specific implementation support strategies.

Fullan’s article then presents general impressions of how a school reform programme might be built. The first lesson noted by Fullan is that the goal of any large-scale reform is not only to establish change but also to sustain it. He provides a ‘rule of thumb’ guide to how long it may take before positive change occurs: two or three years for improvement in primary schools; five or six years for secondary schools; and seven or eight years for school districts as a whole. However, Fullan cautions that change can be easily undone if not institutionalised and that a change in leader (ship) can have an overnight effect.

The second lesson centres on what Fullan refers to as the integration of systems of ‘pressure and support’. By support he means the national infrastructure of agencies that provides support or back-up to schools and a nationally coherent set of programmes and policies designed to assist schools bring about positive change. Support also refers to good materials for curriculum, training and development and while such materials will not on their own create significant change, Fullan’s impression is that resources help reform go farther and faster. Pressure may involve such things as ‘lateral accountability’ across teachers, system-wide and school-level standards, targets which are linked to periodic cohort testing, and related incentive arrangements.

For successful large-scale reform a ‘critical mass’ of these systems is required whereby people experience ‘pressure’ and ‘support’ in multiple ways. Fullan cannot quantify this critical mass, but warns that coherence across these systems is vital.

Fullan makes it clear that the challenge for government agencies is immense and he states plainly that no country has yet managed successful large-scale reform. The tensions are obvious. Agency staff are key external agents to trigger the ‘outside in’ change, yet any reform has to be owned by teachers who may resist reform imposed from above.

Fullan and Mascall carried out a comprehensive literature review of human resource issues in education. These issues have been a significant focus of Ministry policy staff working in the area of school improvement. Importantly, Fullan and Mascall’s review focuses on policy options through government responses and interventions. Thus the reviewers consider how to ‘go to scale’ with schooling improvement policies that may be both system-wide and pursued in depth.

The authors stress that effecting school change takes a long time. As noted by Fullan, they conclude that it can take three years to turn around the performance of a primary school and five years for a secondary school (Paft, 1999). In addition, systemic change is necessary because schools can decline almost overnight if maintaining change has been reliant on a few key individuals. Fullan and Mascall’s review makes observations about education policy at the national level, but the principles still hold for policies such as Schools Support in New Zealand. In short, Schools Support is a core infrastructure that supports the wider infrastructure of the government’s education policy settings.

Some of the most relevant points to be drawn from this extensive review are that:

· the infrastructure has to provide a combination of pressure and support;

· schools have to become assessment literate, so that they know how to gather and interpret assessment data, as well as how to use this to learn about their teaching;

· a collaborative culture has to see meaningful collaboration within and across a school; and

· a culture of continuous improvement implies learning and revising teaching techniques and also a culture where learning and mistakes are viewed as appropriate professional behaviour.

Earl and Lee carried out an eight-year evaluation of a school improvement project in Manitoba which was based on a number of assumptions drawn from knowledge about school change and school improvement. The Manitoba project was funded by a non-Government foundation which selected schools to participate on the basis of the schools’ individual plans to focus on students ‘at-risk’. Because schools decided how their funds would be spent, the evaluation was of individual schools rather than the effectiveness of the Manitoba project as a whole. The evaluation nevertheless presents some general insights about school change and improvement  and is particularly relevant in the context of Schools Support because it is not framed in terms of what schools should do ideally, but rather summarises what they are actually doing, including understanding their progress.

Earl and Lee stress that identifying success and predicting how long it will take to be achieved is not straightforward. They report that, after five years, many of the schools in the project were endeavouring to effect positive change but that only a few had reached a point where there were obvious results that they had achieved ‘broad sustainable change’. Earl and Lee point out that ‘there are no shortcuts’, and that ‘plateaus’ in improvement will occur from time to time before further growth or progress resumes. They point out how important it is for a programme to engender a commitment to keep going, if change is to be sustained. Thus the core of a project is often about ‘changing hearts and minds’.

The Manitoba project comprised $5 million over eight years and across 31 schools in 13 districts. From the evaluation there did not appear to be any direct or equivalent relationship between the amount of funding and the success in the individual projects. Rather, the funds were a catalyst for pressure (expectations in planning, implementation and accountability), and support (personnel, support activities and relationships). Earl and Lee identify a ‘critical friend’ as essential to the process of offering schools knowledge and support, including helping them meet and overcome challenges and demands.

The authors reported that engagement in a school improvement programme is not a simple yes/no process but rather the result of negotiation and the development of proposals. They conclude that a programme has to be non-bureaucratic in that it cannot be a ‘top-down’ programme designed/imposed without external consultation. Thus, the ‘agency’ of those internal and external to the school, such as the parent community, was critical.

Success was less linked to funding, than it was to timing. An individual project was more successful when the right access to the right intervention was available at the right time. Success was also not associated with a particular kind of content, or type of project and the evaluators conclude that a fixed repertoire of options is to be avoided. The evaluators argue that this ‘just in time’ model implies that relationships between the project staff who are responding to schools have to be ongoing and informed.

Finally, for success, learning had to be an explicit focus and intention, although the evaluation/review acknowledges that student learning was the most difficult factor to assess. Earl and Lee stress that gaining the skills in collecting, analysing and using the data, is a complex and often slow process. It may also initially generate anxiety and even cynicism in schools. It can take several years of intensive training and support to grow confidence in these skills.

For the project as a whole to be effective the evaluators found that its organisers had to forecast and prepare for the needs of the schools. This implies that those in the project have to build up their own knowledge about trends and patterns in particular schools with particular problems.

Levin and Hopkins (2000) also carried out a review of the school improvement literature to highlight lessons of interest to policy makers. Some of the lessons they highlighted are particularly relevant to the work of Schools Support, and reinforce the findings from Earl and Lee (1998).

These include that a focus on learning in the classroom needs to be explicit and intentional, rather than a by-product of other initiatives. Levin and Hopkins also stress that context-specific factors are important and that interventions have to discriminate according to the specific needs of different schools. Thus, a strategy that only focuses on the curriculum and learning is incomplete in areas with high levels of poverty. Two further lessons are that it is not the level of resources but how they are used that matters and that the elements that build local capacity have to be explicit and linked.

Like many of the authors reviewed for this report, Harris and Young (2000) note that the ‘black box’ of school improvement means that we are poorly informed about how ‘effective’ and/or ‘improving’ schools came to be that way. Descriptions, let alone analyses, of such processes are rare. Harris and Young did a comparative analysis of the aforementioned Manitoba project in 31 schools, and a ten year university-led project called Improving the Quality of Education for All (IQEA) which involved 40 schools from England and Wales. Clear differences are noted. In the Manitoba project schools applied to a foundation for funding for their own programme to address ‘at-risk’ students and the foundation’s intervention was sporadic and reactive. In IQEA the schools were self funded and had an on-going relationship with a researcher and advisors who were expected to continually challenge the school.

However, in line with the findings presented by Earl and Lee (1998), Harris and Young identify what they believe to be the key success factors of a school improvement strategy:

· internal and external agency are important;

· a focus on specific not general teaching and learning goals;

· devolved leadership that is not represented in a single leader, but people taking responsibility for leadership in different areas; and

· formative and summative evaluation that is data-driven.

Harris and Hopkins (2000), writing about a number of approaches to schooling improvement also make some important observations. There is no panacea and neither a ‘top-down’, nor a ‘bottom-up’ approach will work. This is because policy cannot mandate change in what matters, and because any change programme has to attend to the unique elements in a school’s culture (a point also made by Hopkins and Levin on the importance on context). Harris and Hopkins stress that programmes of change need to incorporate multi-level interventions such as in the classroom, curriculum area or at a whole school level. The solution, they conclude, is building capacity from within.

Two recent conference papers are included in this international literature review because they focus on the role of a government agency in Britain, the Local Education Authority (LEA)
. In the first of these, Hodge (2000) observes that LEAs are not researched enough in their own right, and they often appear in the research only as part of the school context. Hodge’s paper is a case study of five schools’ perceptions of the work of their LEA, which serviced a city of approximately one million people, and over 400 schools, as it implemented its school improvement strategy.

The Chief Executive of the LEA is considered by Hodge to have had a significant influence because their approach was enabling, not directive and brought together the wider community and promoted the value of the city. More generally, the relationships between each of the five schools and the LEA staff were observed by Hodge to be non-hierarchical, interactive and proactive. The schools reported that these subtle and nuanced relationships were critical to effective school improvement. The final set of important relationships was the school networks that facilitated schools’ discussions of statistical work, as part of the shift to improving standards and targets, as well as sharing ideas, frustrations and successes.

Hodge identified a greater tendency for the LEA to provide ‘support’, rather than ‘pressure’, in the schools in her research and she argues that this reflects the individual and personal nature of the links between the LEA and the schools. School respondents noted that the processes allowed very specific intervention and help, often on a small scale.

Finally, schools reported problems with the LEA’s contribution. Hodge summarises these as being that: success is dependent on the quality of the people involved; advisory staff had to spend more time on other national education initiatives and so had less time for school improvement work; and schools felt that sustained improvement was threatened by the government’s policy that LEAs are less involved with succeeding schools.

Derrington (2000) examined the role played by LEA advisors or officers working with schools. Her case study of 28 schools in ten LEAs is particularly interesting, as there are a number of similarities with the work done by Liaison Officers in Schools Support in New Zealand.

Derrington found that school-advisor relationships were paramount. LEA advisors reported that there had to be a balance between desk-based data analysis for monitoring school performance, and routine visits, because there were factors influencing school improvement that could not be identified on paper. In her study, Derrington also notes that advisors felt they managed an ongoing tension between their roles of challenge and support, as well as the tension between pursuing national ‘top-down’ initiatives and addressing local priorities. School-based respondents, however, were more guarded, and suggested that more time and dialogue was needed to develop trusting and meaningful relationships with LEA advisors.

The role played by advisors is often sensitive and necessarily discreet and so a school’s staff may be unaware of the supportive relationship between the advisor and their Principal. The unpublicised nature of advisors’ work is consistent with Derrington’s finding that teachers felt advisors should be more visible.

Derrington cautions against attempting to evaluate the LEA contribution to school improvement in terms of its direct impact on student outcomes. Isolating the impact of the LEA is problematic because the LEA support is largely indirect and because an objective is genuine partnership. Rather, Derrington argues, the LEA’s work could be evaluated in terms of quality processes and relationships.

Harvey (2000) has drawn on insights from systems theory and organisational learning literatures as a precursor to his research into sustaining a systemic intervention within the school context. Harvey identifies some relevant lessons from these two literatures about the learning based nature of change. Harvey notes that issues around sustainability or innovation and change are under-developed and the processes through which sustainability are achieved are also unclear. To support the implementation of change, systemic policies must not only provide direction, but also must indicate what will be done to support the actions at the school level. At the school level there is a need to a shift from individual to institutional ownership. Finally, Harvey argues that there is often a tension between school culture and values on the one hand, and the supportive social and collaborative environment needed to foster organisational learning on the other.

A Summary of the Findings from the International Literature

This overview reveals a number of generalisable findings, and also provides a point of comparison to Schools Support in its current form. The first of the four overall findings is that sustaining ‘bottom-up’ change via an aggregate of individual school projects is not sufficient for large-scale school improvement. And, top-down implementation, unsupported by school-level ownership and change is similarly inadequate. To really succeed a schooling improvement strategy has to be developed at a number of levels, and be reinforced through other policy settings.

An oft-repeated reflection of those researching and commenting in the field of school effectiveness and school improvement is that we know what an effective school looks like, and to a lesser extent what an ineffective school looks like. However, it seems from our review of the literature that relatively little is known about the processes and steps but which an ineffective school can become effective. Even less is known about specific approaches through which government agencies can be instrumental in effecting positive change for these schools.

Our third overall conclusion is that there is no single procedure to be followed but there are process characteristics that are often common to school improvement approaches. There is an unavoidable tension to manage between ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ processes. School improvement is typically slow, taking from three to five years in primary schools and five to eight years in secondary schools. The improvement process is fragile and can be lost almost overnight, especially if leadership succession is not planned for.

Finally, there is no silver bullet, although the following success factors were often cited. Internal and external agency has to be fostered so that school and community based participants have autonomy. Similarly there needs to be a genuine commitment and processes which are jointly owned and negotiated. A further factor is teachers becoming literate in assessment and applying this to change practice. Both ‘pressure’ and ‘support’ are required and that must be coherently organised at the local and national level. Change has to be supported at multiple levels, i.e. at the level of the whole school, departments or syndicates, the classroom, and the level of individual teachers. Leadership is critical and this relates both to a key individual, as well as to leadership which is shared within or across schools. However, schooling improvement research tends not to quantify the required amount, or effect, of these factors.

This overview also offers us an opportunity to make some initial contrasts, albeit highly generalised, between the New Zealand and international contexts of Schools Support and schooling improvement approaches. Firstly, the policy or programme of Schools Support is not as prescriptive as many of the overseas models. For example, New Zealand's schooling improvement clusters generally require and provide a long lead-in time for schools to work together in initiation and implementation with the assumption that communities are unique. Elsewhere, the shape, structure and mechanisms of the model tend to be decided by the external (typically government) agency, and not decided with those at the school level.

A second contrast is that the New Zealand context assumes and pursues very high levels of parental involvement, as is consistent with the devolution of governance and management to school Board of Trustees and Principals under Tomorrow’s Schools. In contrast, community involvement in the governance of public schools overseas begins at a lower level, and, in international schooling improvement models, working with and building the capacity of the school community tends to be an optional means to an end.

Thirdly, the interventions within the aegis of Schools Support endeavour to achieve whole school reform, and to address the entire curriculum, classroom, governance, management and community issues that impact on education outcomes. Many of the international programmes talk of school improvement in a more limited sense. For instance, it is typical to address particular curriculum areas or groups of ‘at-risk’ students or one element of community links and so whole school change tends not to be pursued, especially at the outset.

Finally, empirical information about student achievement and school performance is comparatively under-developed and under-used in New Zealand schools. The international research suggests a greater expertise and reliance on statistical data and ‘statistical friends’, whether government or non-government providers, that draws on regional or national trends across different levels of schooling.

A Summary of Schools Support Project Evaluations in New Zealand

We found very little New Zealand research on schooling improvement that fell within the review criteria that we set. Two pieces commissioned by the Ministry are germane to this evaluation, however. In 1998 an evaluation of the Schools Support Project (Nolan and Wilson, 1998) was done based on 69 interviews with selected school and Board members (from 30 schools), and Ministry staff in National Office and regional offices. The research focus was threefold: the suitability of the Schools Support framework; the adequacy of Schools Support processes; and the extent to which desired outcomes were being met in the short and the long term.

Overall, the evaluation revealed the fine line that Schools Support staff have to walk. In empowering schools they felt that restraint was required to facilitate change, without imposing it on schools. From the schools’ perspective, there was a tension between the schools wanting to operate as self-managing schools, but also wanting to work alongside and with the support of the Ministry.

The School Support work was greatly appreciated, and the expertise of Ministry staff in Schools Support was highly valued by schools who were unanimous in affirming that the Ministry was the key agency in organising the services of Schools Support. Schools and Boards also wanted more assertive and proactive action by the Ministry. Schools and Boards with Action Plans endorsed these as the single most successful aspect of the process.

Outcomes were defined in the contracts between the school, the Board and the Ministry, with a large majority of the respondents believing that the outcomes were realistic, and nearly all feeling that they were being achieved. A large minority felt that it was too early to comment on whether the outcomes that had been achieved could be sustained.

Dissatisfaction with Schools Support was centred on the intervention being too late, and a feeling that the delivery of support to schools, especially where funding was involved, was too complex, time consuming and subject to delays. A ‘heavy personal toll’ was noted by those who had experienced a lot of disharmony and major stress in the process of improving their school. Suggested areas for improvement were earlier intervention, a better watching brief on the part of regional staff, and streamlining the slow and complex administration processes.

The second relevant evaluation is a three-year formative evaluation of a specific Schooling Improvement initiative called Strengthening Education in Mangere and Otara (SEMO). The first evaluation report (Timperley, Robinson, and Bullard, 1999) asked two questions: had the interventions impacted on the attitudes, skills and beliefs of schools to meet the learning needs of children?; and to what extent had SEMO developed mutually educative partnerships?

The report begins with some reflections on the ambitiousness and complexity of SEMO’s goals. The researchers note that the very high level of skills required by Ministry staff and the complexity of the goals means that the projects within SEMO are still responsive and emergent. For the researchers this means ‘[O]ne consequence of this openness and evolution is that aspects of our report will be out of date as soon as it is written.’ (1999:7).

After acknowledging these limits the researchers deconstruct the SEMO goals so as to develop a clear standard against which SEMO can be examined. Thus they separate people’s opinions about what is wanted, from their conceptualisation of facts about what is ‘objectively necessary’. The researchers also distinguish ‘needs’ from treatments. This explicit unpacking means that all participants know what the evaluators are looking for.

The researchers gathered baseline information about the capacity of schools to monitor and improve their children’s learning environment, and about parent-school communication. They also did a retrospective study of the FPAs. These revealed the cultures, understandings and practices in schools in relation to literacy.

The researchers conclude that there are four conditions necessary for a partnership that is genuinely mutually educative, and each of these conditions builds on the former. First of all, there needs to be a shared and explicit understanding about the current status of the achievement. Secondly, agreement is needed about the achievement that is desirable. Thirdly, the contribution and responsibilities of each partner in reaching these standards must also be accepted. Finally, partners must be able to review and account for the progress towards achievement.

Importantly, the researchers contextualise findings to reveal not only what is occurring but why. They argue that ‘criticism is much more likely to be constructive because it is coupled with understanding and a commitment to figuring out alternatives’ (1999: 15). The climate of the SEMO initiative is elaborated upon to help explain why its goals were compromised.

Schools were found to have a limited capacity to collate and interpret aggregated data. Also, the data was more likely to be used to look at an individual’s progress, not achievement, and used to indicate a programme’s success, rather than comment on its ineffectiveness. These weaknesses in using student achievement data are put in the wider context of an absence of national external benchmarks, a need for more tools with which to assess success and the greater tendency for these teachers to know individual students.

Some successes of SEMO were the schools’ growing focus on student outcomes and collecting achievement data, and a growing improvement in the capacity and preparedness of all partners to talk with one another.

Ministry process factors were also evaluated. In particular, the Ministry’s own goals of school development and self review were not made explicit, schools generally believed that extra funding was needed more quickly, and thus schools resented the Ministry questioning whether their solutions were appropriate. The dilemma for Ministry staff involved in SEMO is how to balance their role between ‘pressure’ and ‘support’ of schools and communities.

Robinson, Timperley, and Bullard, (2000) undertook a Phase Two evaluation of SEMO again using interviews with people from the Ministry, schools, communities and the ERO, as well as surveys, questionnaires and observations of a range of meetings. The authors iterate that a programme evaluation should not be limited to the terms or objectives of the programme because this risks the evaluation being a self-fulfilling prophecy. The authors develop a new conceptualisation of partnership based on the tension between a focus on tasks and on relationships and this theoretical construct then provides an objective benchmark or standard for the evaluation.

Four studies were undertaken from June 1999 to April 2000. Seen as a whole they found that the success of a partnership is heavily influenced by the skills of the parties in managing the tension between tasks and relationships. Tasks are key as they provide an external reference point against which processes and debates may be tested. However, the SEMO initiative revealed that there is a tendency to focus more on relationships than on tasks.

The authors also conclude that governance does not operate as intended in many of the SEMO schools. For instance Board of Trustees indicated high confidence ratings in their ability to interpret student achievement data, yet the quality of Trustees’ interpretation of the data was low. The researchers found that most of the Boards were not able to make independent judgements about the quality of teaching and learning in their school. Again, a contextual explanation is sought and the researchers make the case for the Boards task to be simplified by ‘creating a nationally co-ordinated infrastructure of assessment tools, benchmarks, administrative procedures and advisory services’ (2000: 71).

A Brief Literature Review of Cost Effectiveness Research

This very brief discussion of cost-effectiveness is based on two review articles and one text, and was done to explore the possibility of including a cost effectiveness analysis in this evaluation of Schools Support.
 As the term suggests, in this setting the costs of education would be compared to its effects. The typical goal of cost effectiveness studies is to provide a criterion of efficiency that can be used to compare alternative programmes or policies. In technical terms the most efficient programme is that with the lowest cost per unit of effectiveness.

King Rice (1997) notes that cost-based evaluations are a weak and underdone aspect of education research. She does, however summarise a number of major difficulties in identifying and calculating costs and effects.

This analysis requires that measures of effectiveness or goals (such as student achievement scores, income or employment rates) are stipulated. It is not necessary in cost-effectiveness studies to monetise the goal or effects but it is necessary to quantify these. To consider different alternatives, these quantifiable measures have to be standardised across the programmes being compared. Once some value is given to factors that can be examined across programme, then the effectiveness of programmes can be weighted or ranked.

There are conceptual and methodological difficulties with these requirements. The method used has to be sensitive to the variability across communities in estimating both costs and identifying agreed measures of effectiveness. The benefits of education may be direct (such as educational attainment) or indirect (such as employment mobility or community development). These benefits are influenced by a large range of factors that Schools Support cannot control for, but nevertheless has to accommodate. Also, there needs to be a basis for the weighting or ranking of the goals and in the case of Schools Support, this would require significant debate and consultation with a huge range of parties interested in each project.

An even more rudimentary step is assigning a monetary value to the costs of education. It is difficult to comprehensively identify the expenditure or financial cost of programmes that are incurred by government. Tsang (1997) concludes that it is challenging to simply provide an accurate estimate of the fiscal inputs of a programme, let alone providing information about wider costs of processes and outcomes as well. It is a further challenge to calculate the costs incurred by private parties.

Finally, it is problematic identifying the opportunity costs in monetary terms, that is, in assigning some dollar cost to not intervening or not implementing a programme.

Given the serious difficulties in identifying both costs and measures of effectiveness across a widely divergent range of Schools Support interventions, it was decided very early on not to include a cost effectiveness analysis in this evaluation.

An Exploration of the Parameters of Schools Support

To evaluate the overall effectiveness of Schools Support, it was important to identify what its intended outcomes were, and the necessary steps to achieve these outcomes. To thoroughly explore the parameters of Schools Support we used a method called Programme Logic. 

Programme Logic

Programme Logic is a method used to determine the intended objectives and outcomes of a programme, and to establish a common understanding of these across a range of stakeholders. It helps to clarify the thinking and assumptions that underpin a programme and provides a model of how a programme is expected to work. Chen (in Owens and Rodgers, 1999) state that:

[It is]…the creation of a model of how a given programme should work, the explication of how and why. (p.195)
By using Programme Logic a researcher can examine the relationship between a programme’s activities, success criteria and programme goals or outcomes, and identify how these are to be achieved. The method assumes that outcomes are cumulative in nature, with each outcome building on subsequent levels. Rather than using it to generate a description of the programme, Programme Logic is used to identify the processes involved in a programme.

Programme Logic leads to an ‘outcomes hierarchy’, and is similar to what some call a ‘logical approach’ to programme evaluation (Anderson, 1990:169). An outcomes hierarchy is a means of identifying the series of steps expected to ensure the effective delivery of a programme or project. As the term ‘hierarchy’ suggests, the order in which various activities occur is regarded as fundamental. The hierarchy is used to make clear what has to be achieved before the next step can be taken. Each activity or step is linked to outcomes and indicators or criteria for success are developed in relation to those outcomes. It is assumed that once an activity is completed or an outcome achieved the next step can proceed.

The Evaluation Management Group
 considered that using Programme Logic to develop an outcomes hierarchy for Schools Support was a valuable way of finding out about the perspectives of different parties involved in Schools Support project, and whether or not there was consensus about the parameters of Schools Support among the various parties.

We used the Programme Logic model developed by Sue Funnell (1997) to approach the task of a Schools Support outcomes hierarchy. Developing the hierarchy involved three processes:

· analysis of documents concerning Schools Support;

· consultation with Schools Support Team Leaders and with staff in the Treasury; and

· follow-up phone interviews with Schools Support Team Leaders and members of the External Reference Group for the evaluation
.
Document Analysis

The evaluation team developed an initial, draft outcomes hierarchy based on a detailed analysis of key documents including:

· Cabinet papers, Ministerial submissions, and policy documents (general unpublished documents);

· Schools Support documentation, purchase agreements, performance targets, the Schools Support desk file, examples of Business Cases and contracts and Funding Provision Agreements; and

· Ministry of Education annual reports, departmental forecast reports, addresses or speeches about Schools Support, evaluation reports on Schools Support, and the Ministry’s Briefing for the Incoming Minister (public documents).

The documents were examined for programme goals, objectives, the assumptions underlying the Schools Support programme and the rationale for the programme’s development. A sample of documents was analysed separately by each researcher (a method known as inter-rated reliability) to ensure that the same key themes, programme goals, and objectives were being identified.

The initial, draft matrix showed progressive levels of programme outcomes, activities/resources, success criteria, and factors (both within and outside the boundaries of Schools Support) which seemed to have a bearing on outcomes.

Initial Consultation with Team Leaders and with Treasury Representatives

The initial draft outcomes hierarchy was then discussed with Schools Support Team Leaders in a workshop session, and in two separate meetings with representatives from the Treasury.
 The Team Leaders completed a group exercise to identify what they believed to be the aims and outcomes of Schools Support. They were also asked specific questions about the categories around which the draft hierarchy had been organised, for example, what their views were of ‘indicators of success’, ‘activities’, and ‘factors within and without the control of Schools Support’. The Treasury representatives were asked to discuss their views on each level or stage in the draft hierarchy.

Feedback from Team Leaders and Treasury staff was analysed separately, and was used to revise the draft outcomes hierarchy.

Follow-up Interviews with External Reference Group Members and Team Leaders

A total of 16 Team Leaders and External Reference Group members participated in phone interviews about the revised outcomes hierarchy. The interviews with the External Reference Group members focused on the same broad questions that Team Leaders were asked in the workshop session mentioned above. In addition to these questions, they were also asked to comment specifically on the outcomes for Schools Support listed in the hierarchy.

Team Leaders were asked to focus on areas in the revised hierarchy that required further clarification or expansion. In particular, they were asked about the activities/resources needed to deliver Schools Support, the factors within the control of Schools Support programmes, success criteria, and outcomes.

On the basis of the feedback obtained from each of these groups, we made further amendments to the outcomes hierarchy so that it incorporated all of the elements that appeared fundamental to Schools Support programmes. However, it became apparent not only that such a hierarchy would become very complex and unwieldy but also that Schools Support overall, as opposed to individual programmes within Schools Support, does not always ‘fit’ well with the notion of hierarchy or linearity inherent in the programme logic approach. In part, this lack of ‘fit’ is because of the diversity of programmes involved and in part because there appears to be lack of clarity or definition around some aspects of Schools Support. Therefore, as explained on page 22, we instead developed a ‘simplified outcomes hierarchy’.

Findings from the Steps Taken to Establish the Parameters of Schools Support

It was evident from our investigations that Schools Support was evolving and developing, rather than being a static set of processes. Schools Support Team Leaders in the Ministry appeared to be questioning and learning about their work. They often noted where their own views had changed, and reflected on where they felt the Ministry had or had not been sufficiently flexible in working with schools and school clusters. They discussed the nature of ‘self-management’ and whether this was a meaningful concept for some or all schools. Their questioning suggests that there was a ‘learning culture’ among those working across, and within, regional offices of the Ministry.

The ‘Ideal’ Versus the ‘Real’

There was a gap between what people felt to be the ‘ideal’ and the ‘real’ outcomes of Schools Support. It became evident that people were talking about what they felt should happen in Schools Support, not necessarily what does happen, or even, at times, what is realistically achievable. For example, people referred to 'entry and exit criteria' when none formally exist. This, in turn, meant that it was difficult to establish a clear picture of whether people felt that such criteria should exist, and, if so, what they might look like. Another example was the tension between the expectation that schools will self-identify early, and the acknowledge​ment that there are often many barriers to this happening. In addition, there was no common agreement about what ‘early’ actually meant which had specific implications for the evaluation.

In particular, it raised the issue of whether it was reasonable to measure Schools Support against the ‘ideal’ when there are often many barriers in the way of achieving that ‘ideal’. On the other hand, we wanted to avoid limiting the evaluation to a sole focus on the ‘real’, given that Team Leaders recognised that there are existing gaps in how Schools Support operates and, as such, the potential for improvement.

Different Perspectives of Team Leaders and the Treasury

Team Leaders tended to focus on the activities in Schools Support, the implementation of these, and what it takes to get schools to a point where schools can successfully ‘self-manage’. In contrast, the Treasury interviewees focused more on the parameters of Schools Support and especially the need to identify ‘entry and exit criteria’, relating to how a school was ‘selected’ to become part of Schools Support, and the point at which Schools Support ‘exits’, or withdraws support from, a school. In addition, those from the Treasury were interested in whether or not there were ‘typical’ interventions in Schools Support which would enable general conclusions or ‘rules of thumb’ to be applied to new interventions, especially regarding cost, length of Schools Support involvement, and the most effective (including cost-effective) approach to interventions.

The Difficulties Inherent in a ‘Cause and Effect’ Model

Owens and Rodgers (1999) stated that:

Central to programme logic is the nature of causality, the ordering of events in such a way that the presence of one action leads to, or causes, a subsequent event or action. (p.194).
Contrary to the point made by Owens and Rodgers, many of the activities identified in the Schools Support hierarchy did not have directly related success criteria or outcomes. While it was relatively straightforward for Team Leaders to discuss what their work involved and to describe their many and varied activities, it was more difficult to link these activities directly to success criteria and desired outcomes. In part, this is because Schools Support outcomes tend to be high-level, long-term goals, such as ‘building the capacity of communities to contribute to education’. Because of the very broad nature of such outcomes, staff felt confident that their activities in Schools Support contributed in some way to these ultimate outcomes, but, on the other hand, such broad and often very complex outcomes mean it is difficult to articulate a cause and effect relationship between the activities of Schools Support and its outcomes. This is a truism which applies across all complex programmes.

The Flexible, Non-linear, Evolving Nature of Schools Support

Funnell (2000) described a ‘programme’ as:

… a coherent set of procedures, activities, resources and/or management strategies designed to achieve outcomes that will address significant needs. [our emphasis].
Our consultation with stakeholders instead emphasised the cyclical and non-linear nature of projects within Schools Support. Projects do not typically proceed in a linear fashion. Instead, tasks and goals are generated, implemented and met at varying speeds, and many are revisited during the lifetime of a project. Although the draft outcomes hierarchy that we developed acknowledged some ‘looping back’, it became evident that it implied more structure and linearity than is true for the Schools Support model in practice.
Many of the projects under the aegis of Schools Support are developed in consultation with schools, their communities and the Ministry. This ‘ground-up’ and negotiated approach was considered by Team Leaders to be one of Schools Support’s strengths. While Schools Support certainly is a programme ‘designed to achieve outcomes that will address significant needs’, its procedures and activities are negotiated with each school or cluster of schools and, as such, they tend to vary between individual projects and do not represent the common set of procedures, activities, and so on, that is usual with a single ‘programme’. Furthermore, Schools Support is a young and evolving policy which is deliberately responsive. This means that procedures, activities and management strategies are changing and developing as Schools Support learns. It therefore became clear that a single outcomes hierarchy cannot capture the diverse nature of Schools Support projects, without becoming extremely complex and potentially unwieldy.

A Simplified Schools Support Outcomes Hierarchy

Despite the realisation that a single outcomes hierarchy cannot adequately encapsulate Schools Support, the development of a hierarchy afforded us to a much better understanding of the parameters of Schools Support. More specifically, it enabled us to create a ‘simplified outcomes hierarchy’ (see Figure 1) which incorporates broad stages and activities we were able to identify as common across the many interventions within Schools Support, as well as indicating the higher order goals and objectives of Schools Support. We considered this simplified outcomes hierarchy to be a useful framework within which to obtain information from evaluation participants about their range of experiences and views of Schools Support.

Some Concluding Comments about the Conceptual Framework for Schools Support

In developing the hierarchy of outcomes, we had a problem directly linking early activities of a Schools Support initiative or intervention with the core, ‘higher level’, Schools Support outcomes, such as: improved student achievement; schools being able to successfully self-manage; and stronger relationships being established between schools and their communities. This problem was compounded when Schools Support Team Leaders emphasised that although Schools Support can contribute to certain outcomes, it cannot achieve them entirely on its own. For example, a goal such as bringing about positive changes in student achievement relies on a large range of family, school and community factors and policies that are often far beyond the influence of Schools Support alone.

This difficulty, and the fact that the processes of Schools Support are constantly being revised and developed, suggested that a priority for the evaluation was a need to clarify the general processes by which Schools Support operates, hence our creation of the simplified outcomes hierarchy. From our investigations we saw that Schools Support processes became clearer once a partnership between school(s) and the Ministry was underway. In particular, our attempts to develop an outcomes hierarchy led to discussion about the stages involved in a Schools Support project and how activities were undertaken in a progressive (but not necessarily a linear) fashion. Several broad stages were identified and these are discussed in more detail in the following chapter, which describes the evaluation itself and how it was implemented.

FIGURE 1:
Simplified version of an Outcomes Hierarchy for Schools Support, as at [image: image3.wmf]the history - policy management
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Chapter 3: The Evaluation

Chapter Overview and Key Points

This chapter describes the evaluation of Schools Support
 that was conducted focusing on the rationale, the research questions, who the participants were, and the methods by which information was obtained.

· The basis of the evaluation was information gathered through interviews conducted in September and October 2000 with 61 individuals who had direct involvement and/or interest in Schools Support Safety Net interventions or Schooling Improvement initiatives. Among the 61 participants were representatives from a range of education sector groups, Schools Support staff in the Ministry of Education Management Centres, individuals appointed as Schools Support project co-ordinators in schools, school principals and teachers, Board of Trustees members, and Schools Support and other staff in the Ministry’s National Office.

· Sixteen schools, involved in a range of intervention types (including Safety Net interventions and Schooling Improvement clusters), and Schools Support staff in four Ministry Management Centres participated in the evaluation.

· Unlike previous evaluations of Schools Support, the focus of this evaluation was on the Schools Support Project overall, rather than on particular interventions under the aegis of Schools Support.

· Because of Schools Support’s diversity and evolving character, an overall evaluation was considered to be important, in order that some general conclusions about Schools Support could be drawn.

· Chief foci of the evaluation were: to clarify the nature, scope, and processes involved in Safety Net interventions and Schooling Improvement initiatives within Schools Support; establish the extent of consensus among different groups about the parameters of Schools Support; and obtain feedback on how effective Schools Support was perceived to be by participants.

· Key themes explored in the interviews conducted for the evaluation included: the stages involved in Schools Support initiatives and interventions and the duration of each of these; the effort involved in Schools Support projects; the factors that influence the success and effectiveness of Schools Support; barriers to the success and effectiveness of Schools Support; and the extent to which Schools Support helped schools achieve in the five areas identified from the research literature as being vital for successful school improvement.

Purpose of the Evaluation

The Schools Support Project is a core element of the Ministry of Education’s work to support school development. As such, the Government and the Ministry of Education’s Senior Management Group and the Manager of Schools Support sought an evaluative study of Schools Support to inform future policy and resourcing decisions relating to this area.

Researchers in the Ministry of Education’s Research and Evaluation [Internal] Unit,
 in consultation with the Manager of Schools Support and the Advisory Group for the evaluation, defined three key research questions:

· What is the Schools Support Project doing?

· How is the Schools Support Project working — that is, is it effective?

· How much does the Schools Support Project cost?

Unlike previous Schools Support evaluations (Timperley et al, 1999, and Robinson et al, 2000), the focus of the present evaluation was to be on the Schools Support Project overall, rather than particular interventions under the Schools Support umbrella. An evaluation of Schools Support at the general level is made more challenging by the considerable diversity within the service. However, it is precisely because of that diversity that an overall evaluation of Schools Support was considered to be important, in order to draw some general conclusions about the service.

To meet the purpose of clarifying and evaluating Schools Support we required the following three kinds of information:

Clarification of Schools Support

Given the range of complex and diverse Schools Support projects in increasing numbers of individual schools and clusters of schools, and the evidence that Schools Support is steadily evolving, its nature and scope needed to be clarified.

Clarification of Schools Support involved two types of investigations. The first, explained in more detail below, involved interviews with Schools Support participants, while the second involved a descriptive overview of Schools Support such as how many schools were involved in different types of Schools Support interventions and for how long, derived from an analysis of data in the Schools Support database.
 Those findings were summarised in Chapter 1 with a more detailed discussion in Appendix 2.

The Effectiveness of Schools Support

Following on from the need to clarify the nature and extent of Schools Support, the evaluation needed to examine the effectiveness of Schools Support as a whole. The research sought out evaluative statements about the worth and the effectiveness of Schools Support. As noted above, these conclusions needed to be relevant to the many interventions that come under the aegis of Schools Support.

The Costs of Schools Support

The third and final type of information aimed to clarify the costs and expenditure trends of Schools Support, both as a whole, and in terms of different types of interventions. The analysis of the costs was conducted by a Chartered Accountant and the findings are presented in a separate report.

The Conceptual Framework: How it Shaped the Evaluation

The previous chapter described the development of a conceptual framework for the evaluation. Part of the process involved discussions with different interested parties about the ‘stages’ involved in Schools Support projects and how activities tended to be undertaken in a progressive, but not necessarily linear, fashion. This discussion led to our developing a standardised diagram (see Figure 2) that illustrated the processes apparent in both Safety Net interventions and in Schooling Improvement clusters.
 There are five main stages which generally seem to reflect the ‘flow’ of an initiative or intervention:

Stage 1: early Schools Support discussions;

Stage 2: scoping issues and needs;

Stage 3: firming up an agreement and/or approach;

Stage 4: implementation of an agreed approach; and

Stage 5: stocktake and exit phase.

As can be seen in Figure 2, a further ‘stage’, labelled ‘Stage 0’, was added to reflect events leading up to a decision to investigate the possible need for a Schools Support intervention and hence would precede preliminary discussions within the framework of Schools Support per se.

The diagram of the stages represented in Figure 2 was used as a basis for discussion during interviews with school personnel and others.

The Evaluation Method

The method used to collect data for the evaluation was that of individual interviews. It was felt that interviews with Schools Support participants would be the best way to help clarify the processes and to cast light on the effectiveness of Schools Support. The aim of the interviews was to provide detailed ‘snapshots’ of Schools Support, including the activities, effort and effectiveness of Schools Support.

A total of 61 in-depth individual interviews were conducted with:

· representatives from a range of education sector groups;

· Schools Support Team Leaders or Liaison Officers in Ministry of Education Management Centres (districts);

· Schools Support project co-ordinators/mentors in schools;

· school Principals and teachers;

· Board of Trustees members; and

· Schools Support and other staff in the Ministry’s National Office.

The interviews were conducted in September and October 2000. Each interview was between 30 and 60 minutes in duration. Four separate interview schedules were developed for the different groups within the sample (see Appendix 3):

· school respondents, including Principals and other school staff (32 respondents);

· Board of Trustees members and project co-ordinators/mentors (12 respondents);

· Schools Support staff in Ministry Management Centres (11 respondents);

· ‘other’ respondents such as Schools Support staff in the Ministry’s National Office, other Ministry staff in National Office, representatives from education sector groups, and the External Reference Group (6 respondents).

The rationale for developing separate interview guides for each group of interviewees was to ensure that Schools Support was discussed in ways likely to be relevant and meaningful according to the perspective, role, and experiences of each group of respondents. Therefore, although the subject was the same, the focus of the interviews was slightly different for each group.

For example, Liaison Officers or Team Leaders from the Management Centres were asked specifically about the range of Schools Support initiatives and interventions they had been involved in and were also asked about their perceptions of Schools Support overall. More specifically, they were asked for their views of the activities and effort involved in Schools Support and for their views on the effectiveness of Schools Support.

School Principals and teachers, Board of Trustees members, and those appointed as Schools Support project coordinators within the schools were asked about their individual Schools Support project, whereas External Reference Group members and National Office staff were asked about their perceptions of Schools Support overall.

The key themes explored in the interviews included:

· the nature of Schools Support, such as its stages and the duration of each of these;

· the effort involved in Schools Support projects;

· the factors that influence the success and effectiveness of Schools Support;

· barriers to the success and effectiveness of Schools Support; and

· the extent to which Schools Support is consistent with the five key themes identified from the schooling improvement literature (see Chapter 2).

To ensure consistency in the data collection, we developed a set of interview principles and guidelines to be followed during the research process which are reflected in the participants’ information and consent sheet (see Appendix 4). We conducted the majority of the interviews ourselves, but in instances where other researchers were involved in the data collection, a thorough briefing was provided. Interviews were also followed by a debrief with all of the interviewers involved.

Prior to the interviews, all participants received an information sheet that outlined the researchers’ obligations and responsibilities and explained participants’ rights under the Privacy Act. This sheet also acted as a consent form, and at the start of each interview, participants were asked to initial the sheet to indicate they were aware of, and understood, the research procedures (see Appendix 4).

Selection of Management Centres

Schools Support staff from four Ministry of Education Management Centres were asked to participate in the evaluation. These Management Centres each worked with sufficient numbers of schools from which to select a sample of schools.

Selection of Schools

A total of 16 schools from across the four Management Centres were invited to participate in the evaluation. Ten of these schools were involved in Safety Net Interventions and six were in Schooling Improvement Clusters (there were two schools from each of three separate clusters).
 The selection of schools with different types of Safety Net interventions was proportional to the total number of each type of intervention existing at the time the evaluation took place which resulted in the selection of five schools with Informal Action, three with Formal Action, and two with Business Cases.

Typically, three people from each of the 16 schools participated in the interviews, usually the Principal, a teacher, and the Board Chairperson. These people were invited to participate because they represented the people that Schools Support staff tend to work with when an intervention is underway in a school.

The researchers worked with Management Centre staff to make initial contact with schools (Management Centre staff contacted 10 Principals and the researchers contacted the remaining six). The information sheet was faxed to schools after initial contact had been made. Following this, the researchers sent letters to all participants outlining the purpose of the evaluation and what their involvement would include.

Selection of Other Participants

The four National Office staff members and two External Reference Group members in the evaluation were chosen for their ability to provide a strategic overview of Schools Support, reflect on its effectiveness overall, and identify key issues around schools’ entry into, and exit from Schools Support. The External Reference Group members had been interviewed as part of the development of the Schools Support conceptual framework. These earlier interviews were revisited to help select participants for the evaluation.

Presentation of the Evaluation Findings

The following four chapters summarise the findings from the interviews conducted with the four groups of respondents.

Participants’ responses to the interview questions have been organised according to the order in which the questions were presented during the interviews. The discussion of results in the chapters which follow include a considerable number of verbatim comments from participants. At the end of each quote, we have indicated the group to which the person commenting belonged, in other words, whether they were Schools Support staff from a Management Centre, another Ministry respondent, a school Principal, another school staff member, or a Board of Trustees member. 

For each question or topic, we have discussed the material in terms of themes that reflect the ‘majority opinion’, and at the same time have identified where we felt that the different experiences of various participants may have impacted significantly on the results.

Because of the generalised, thematic approach of the evaluation, we did not carry out an extensive comparison of responses across all four groups of participants. Instead, we felt it was legitimate to identify similarities or differences at two broad levels. We therefore compared:

· the responses of Ministry staff with those of school respondents (i.e., Principals, teachers, Board of Trustees Chairpersons or other members, and project co-ordinators/mentors).

· the responses of Schools Support staff in Ministry Management Centres with those of National Office Ministry staff.

Finally, participants’ responses are discussed in the context of the intentions and goals of Schools Support. This context allows the reader to see whether or not activities, events, or experiences are consistent with the direction and processes of Schools Support, as identified in the development of the conceptual framework for the evaluation.

Chapter 4: Participants’ Experiences of the Stages within a Schools Support Project

Chapter Overview and Key Points

Prior to the evaluation several stages were identified, through which, broadly speaking, each Schools Support intervention appears to pass. The stages encompassed: events leading up to the possibility of a Schools Support project being initiated; very early discussions between a school and Schools Support staff once a decision was made to begin a project; an analysis of the school’s needs; establishing goals and firming up an agreement or approach between the school and the Ministry of Education; implementation of agreed-upon strategies; and a stock-take phase, possibly leading to a reanalysis of progress and procedures or to a school’s exit from Schools Support. This chapter presents information from participants on their experiences and recollections of the different stages of the Schools Support intervention(s).

· Stage 0 – Leading up to a Schools Support initiative or intervention

· The evaluation found that it was often a long, slow process before schools were identified as having a Schools Support need. Participants felt that often things were known to be not well in a school long before any steps were taken to initiate a Schools Support intervention.

· There were many and varied signals that may alert the Ministry and schools to the need for support. These include: correspondence from staff and/or parents to the Ministry; negative media reports about a school; roll decline; poor ERO reports; information from education sector groups; community-school tensions; and financial concerns.

· In many instances it took multiple unfavourable ERO reports to trigger initial contact between a school and Schools Support.

· Often the initial interaction between a school and Schools Support could not be clearly distinguished from other interactions between the Ministry and schools, because there were multiple contact points.

· Schools Support staff expressed the view that Board of Trustees and school staff may initially underestimate the seriousness of the problems that they face.

· It is often difficult for schools to acknowledge that they have problems and to seek support from the Ministry. There is still a feeling that there is some ‘stigma’ attached to revealing a need for support, although this is lessening.

· Very early contact between Schools Support and schools in a cluster situation seems to take much longer than it does when only an individual school is involved.

· Participants from schools in Schooling Improvement initiatives reported that even once an initiative is underway, difficulties in inter-school relations can considerably hinder progress.

Stage 1 — Very Early Schools Support discussions

· This stage was often reported to be a time of great sensitivity, with schools feeling not only anxious about the problems they were experiencing but also negative or mistrustful about what a Schools Support intervention might mean.

· The nature of relationships between schools and Schools Support staff during Stage 1 is critical. That is, in order for Schools Support staff to ask the difficult questions necessary to establish the way forward for the school, they must be seen to be operating from a position of credibility and trust. Stage 1 is therefore resource and time intensive. 

· Developing a partnership and trust between the Ministry, schools and communities takes time and commitment to secure.

· This early stage is characterised by many discussions and meetings between the Ministry, school/s and Board as the structure of the partnerships and the project are negotiated.

· The ‘ground-up’ nature of the processes and the often-serious nature of issues meant that Stage 1 was described as ‘intensive’.

· At times, the fluid and negotiated nature of the Schools Support processes added to schools’ sense of uncertainty and their lack of clarity.

· Early discussions tended to focus on the issue which had been the initial ‘trigger’. In the majority of schools a poor ERO review was identified as a key trigger.

· Early discussions are often more complicated with clusters of schools where there may be a history of competition and mistrust. This can be further complicated by the numbers of people involved in cluster initiatives.

Stage 2 — Scoping the issues and needs
· The complex and extensive nature of scoping and needs analysis means that this process is perceived almost as an intervention in itself.

· Many respondents described Stage 2 as the most intensive of all the stages, because of the concentrated effort required by both schools and Schools Support staff to scope the needs and issues.

· During the needs analysis, a school often has to overcome challenges as a result of this process, despite not yet having formally begun to implement any intervention strategies.

· Schools acknowledged that they often felt defensive during Stage 2 and that it could be very difficult for all parties in the school to be open about their situation and their needs.

· Although participants from schools recalled Stage 2 as a very stressful and often frustrating time, the majority also felt that conducting the needs analysis was a very important and positive part of Schools Support, as it helped them to focus on strengths as well as weaknesses.

· Processes and methods remain flexible in Stage 2 — and while schools appreciate the flexibility, it can heighten the uncertainty that some schools feel at times. They felt that it was important to have a ‘known structure’ to help them through the early stages of a project. The flexibility of Schools Support was regarded as a strength by schools, although on the other hand, too little structure was seen to be counter-productive. 

· The quality assurance procedures required by the Ministry are often seen by schools as causing frustrating and unnecessary delays.

· Needs analysis is very ‘people-dependant’ and requires significant input from Schools Support staff, project co-ordinators, consultants and the schools themselves.

· Schools tended to see needs analysis as a cyclical process, that is, needs analysis should be conducted throughout a project to address different elements of a project plan or Action Plan successively.

· The difficulties involved in Stage 2 are magnified in an emergent cluster, largely because there were more people involved, so more issues were raised.

Stage 3 — Firming up an agreement and/or an approach

· Once a formal project plan was in place, schools felt more certainty about Schools Support processes and where they were headed. This was regarded as a particularly positive aspect of Stage 3. 

· This Stage included a significant number of meetings to develop the appropriate documentation. Often schools preferred to develop a series of Action Plans, so that the overall process was more manageable and issues could be addressed one at a time. 

· Developing these plans was frequently a challenge for schools as they were unfamiliar with Ministry requirements and processes such as Key Performance Indicators, milestones and funding arrangements.

· There were a number of tensions around processes at this stage. In particular schools felt frustrated by the time it took to get project approval and ‘sign off’ for funding. 

· However Schools Support emphasised the importance of robust quality assurance and accountability processes.

Stage 4 — Implementation of agreed approach

· Implementation of a Schools Support project meant some kind of tangible change. For many schools this included implementing a range of programmes such as Social Workers in schools, behaviour management programmes, Innovations funding pool, IT upgrades, outdoor education camps, and literacy programmes.

· The effort associated with Stage 4 was significant, especially for the Principal and school senior management who tended to be more involved in this stage. In particular, schools viewed the reporting requirements of Schools Support as heavy and complex.

· In contrast the Ministry viewed the reporting as an opportunity for schools to improve and develop their reporting and reviewing processes.

· The role of Schools Support staff was to support and monitor schools during this process of change and was in general less intensive than the earlier Stages.

Stage 5 — Stocktake phase

· There is a need for ‘exit’ to be further conceptualised in the Schools Support framework, as there are a number of issues around exiting which vary for Schooling Improvement initiatives and Safety Net interventions.

· Schooling Improvement focuses on building partnerships and supporting collaborative initiatives to develop communities. The concept of ‘exiting’ in these initiatives needs development so as to maintain a focus on partnership and sustainable improvements.

· In contrast Safety Net interventions require more structured and definite ‘exit’ strategies which need to be clearly communicated to schools and communities. Explicit strategies are likely to help clarify existing confusion around exiting practice.

· ‘Exit’ varies within the range of Safety Net interventions. ‘Exit’ from an Informal intervention may be more straightforward because the Ministry tends to have limited involvement, whereas ‘exit’ from Formal or Business Case interventions require structured and explicit ‘exit’ strategies.

FIGURE 2: Indicative overview of stages in Schools Support
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Using the diagram of stages in Schools Support projects shown in Figure 2, respondents were encouraged to discuss the ‘beginning, middle, and the end’ of their Schools Support projects. The purpose of the diagram was to illustrate the steps involved in a project, from its inception through to completion, so that it would prompt people to discuss not only ‘what was’, but also what they thought should or could occur during the life-cycle of a Schools Support project.

While we effectively asked different groups of respondents the same questions, in this case, concerning each of Stages 0–5, we sometimes paraphrased the questions a little differently to ensure they were relevant to the different groups. For example, whereas school respondents were asked how they first became aware of Schools Support, and to describe each stage, Management Centre staff were asked to think of a particular project they had worked in, when it became clear to them that Schools Support would have to get involved, and then how subsequent stages proceeded beyond that point. Finally, other Ministry staff and External Reference Group (ERG) members were asked to reflect more generally about each stage of Schools Support, identifying what they felt to be the key issues inherent in each stage.

Stage 0 — Leading up to a Schools Support Initiative or intervention 

As a general comment, because the majority of the projects had started at least two years ago, respondents found it difficult to define and recall the period we have called ‘Stage 0’. They explained their difficulty with this in a number of ways. First of all, time and ‘distance’ was a factor. Schools and Management Centre staff reflected that their particular projects had meant many steps, involving steadily increasing levels of effort, and it was these recollections that were more salient to them than any ‘specifics’ of Stage 0.

Another explanation for the indeterminate descriptions of Stage 0 was that many interviewees were relatively new to the school or to the Ministry and so had heard only second-hand about the origins of their particular Schools Support project. For example, only seven (out of 32) of the school staff had been involved in their school’s project from the start.

Even where respondents had been involved right at the start, they often could not clearly differentiate the first interaction between the school and Schools Support from a series of other interactions between the Ministry and the school. Typically, a school has multiple contact points with the Ministry over the course of a year, which made it difficult for school participants to distinguish the Schools Support component of these interactions from the school’s dealings with the Ministry regarding other business.

The Beginning and Length of Stage 0

Given that it was often difficult for participants to recall in detail what took place in Stage 0, it was also difficult for them to define how long Stage 0 was. Our question about the length of Stage 0 was variously interpreted, leading to the conclusion that schools and the Ministry experienced Stage 0 differently. For example, a participant in one school remarked that Stage 0 took 18 months, during which they debated how to deal with a problem concerning the Principal. In contrast, Management Centre staff referred to their initial discussions with this school as taking only about one or two months. Another example is the way in which the word ‘entry’ was used. While Management Centre staff frequently talked of a school’s ‘entry’ into Schools Support, which implies a discrete and identifiable starting point, only two (out of 11) could cite a clear starting point. By contrast, school respondents tended not to use the word ‘entry’ in relation to their very early contact with Schools Support.

In schools, it was apparent that there had usually been a history of difficulties, often compounding over a considerable period — anything from 18 months to three or four years. In the case of one participating school, both Ministry and school respondents felt that Stage 0 began prior to Tomorrow’s Schools (i.e., prior to 1989), and the school respondents felt the problems being experienced by the school had been exacerbated by the competitive climate that arose out of Tomorrow’s Schools.

It was often said to be a long, slow process before Management Centres became aware that a school (or a cluster of schools) was experiencing significant difficulties and for schools to come to a realisation of their own difficulties.

It was the view of Schools Support staff that Board of Trustees members and school staff may underestimate the seriousness of the problems their schools face, as the following quotation illustrates:

People misjudge their own experience. They don’t know who to access. They sometimes believe there is more goodwill in a situation than there is. A lot of schools hope the other party will be prepared to work with them to resolve [the problem]. (Ministry 58).
Schools may also be defensive about issues or problems. Principals in the study reflected that it can be very difficult to acknowledge that the school has problems, or that they personally are having problems. There remains some stigma for a ‘failing’ school that requires the support of the Ministry. While Management Centre staff noted that the problem of stigma is lessening as Schools Support tries to get into schools earlier and increasingly operates in a mode of ‘school effectiveness’, a number of school participants noted that it remains difficult to ask the Ministry for support.

It was felt that all these factors contributed to a considerable amount of time passing before Board of Trustees or schools approached the Ministry.

School respondents often stated that their schools had attempted to address their own issues, with three schools suggesting that the school had been able to deal with some of their problems. For other problems, their efforts had not been sufficient. In a similar vein, before becoming officially involved with Schools Support, some schools reported that they had already drawn on a long list of external help such as advisors and Principal mentors. In the experience of some of the Management Centre staff, this ‘plethora’ of people was a symptom of a school struggling to cope with problems, and could exaggerate the confusion it experiences. 

Not only had most schools in the study already attempted their own solutions before becoming involved in a Schools Support intervention, but Schools Support staff may also have called on back-up from other parts of the Ministry.

One school respondent from the school mentioned above described the stressful nature of Stage 0:

The school was in crisis such a long time. ERO and the Ministry knew, and no one did anything. Staff morale was low, teachers were leaving. I wasn't sleeping. No one knew where to get help and staff were vulnerable. Parents went to the Board and the Ministry wanting help. The Ministry must’ve had a huge file on the school. I think they’d been wondering when to intervene. For example, one teacher left and wrote to the Board and copied the letter to the Ministry with their concerns. As a parent and professional I’d known for years of trouble — staff being paid to leave, intimidation and bullying. The Board did get help, someone conducted interviews — but they were used as ammunition. (School Staff 46).
A significant finding in relation to the Stage 0 period is that respondents often believed that not only the school itself but the Ministry knew that things were not well in a school long before any steps were taken to initiate a Schools Support intervention. The signals were reportedly many and varied. Examples of these signals were email messages between the school and the Ministry, direct letters from staff or parents to the Ministry, Ministry awareness of community perceptions, negative media reports about the school, general concern over roll decline in a school or regional area, and evidence of the Ministry having received formal and informal information from ERO about the school’s problems.

Several Management Centre staff also raised an important process issue in relation to the above concern. They noted that an efficient communication system within a Management Centre is vital to enable staff to keep each other properly informed. They stated that it is very difficult otherwise to systematically pick up ‘vibes’ about a school in the community or from colleagues. The difficulty in keeping well-informed is a particular problem for Liaison Officers who spend a lot of time out of the office in school and community meetings. Most Schools Support staff commented that although there had been improvements in sharing information in Management Centres, such as through regular meetings with regional advisors, further improvements were still necessary, and they hoped that the new Monitoring Project would augment this process.

What or Who Facilitates Initial Discussions in Stage 0

A key finding from the interviews was that it appeared that it may be rare for a school, or cluster of schools, to ‘self-identify’ for Schools Support. Only one school in the study (which was in a Schooling Improvement initiative) was reported to have self-identified.

The great majority of school and Management Centre participants did not know or could not precisely recall precisely whether it was someone from the Management Centre or someone from the school who initiated early discussions about Schools Support. Rather, both parties simply said they became aware of the other. Some school respondents just assumed that the Ministry generally was their first point of contact when help was needed, while others had some specific knowledge of the role and work of Schools Support — for example, through contact with another school in Schools Support. One Principal noted that:

I saw a Schools Support pamphlet and rang the Ministry. [The Liaison Officer] rang back immediately, gave a supportive response and made it very easy to get into. I got the impression that they were glad we rang. (Principal 21).
One Board of Trustees member recalled that they had contacted the School Trustees Association (STA), who in turn suggested that the Board contact Schools Support. There was another instance in which the Liaison Officer recommended that the school contact STA to manage the issue of a personal grievance taken out by the Principal. Where there are issues with national implications, then the National Operations Division of the Ministry may initiate the involvement of Schools Support, as was the case in one of the Schooling Improvement initiatives in this study.

A related contextual point is that the Schools Support framework has incorporated formal arrangements and protocols between the Ministry and other agencies. Thus it is the intention of Schools Support for those such as the Schools Trustees Association, advisors, and ERO to regularly contact Management Centres about schools in the region.

Whoever contacted whom first, the majority of Management Centre and school respondents noted that an ERO report had provided a source of evidence that the school was in trouble. Ten out of the 16 schools in the study identified ERO as a trigger. More specifically, it seemed that it was often multiple poor ERO reports that acted as the trigger for contact between the school(s) and Schools Support. These reports could be: scheduled reports; discretionary audits, whereby ERO follows up on a poor, scheduled report; or ‘unscheduled’ ERO reports, that is, one that ERO initiated early, or one asked for by the school or the Ministry.

The other kinds of issues which provided the catalyst for Schools Support to become involved included serious concerns about school leadership (six schools), or about a school’s financial state (five schools). Four schools in the study were facing significant roll decline and the possibility of closure.

When asked who had mainly been involved in Stage 0, school respondents most often indicated the Schools Support Liaison Officer, the Board of Trustees Chairperson, and the Principal.

Cluster Dynamics and Stage 0

It is difficult to summarise trends in Stage 0 in relation to school clusters. Contact between schools about forming clusters may be initiated by the Ministry, or by the schools themselves. In one of the three cluster groups represented in the study, the Principal of one of the schools approached other local schools and spent over a year ‘convincing’ their Principals that there was a need for a co-ordinated approach to the Ministry. Schools in the other two clusters in our study reported that the Ministry was instrumental in bringing ‘like’ schools into contact, and arranging joint sessions with the schools.

For clusters this very early Stage 0 period of tentative contact seems to take much longer than it does when only one school is involved. Ministry and school staff recalled a lot of phone calls between Management Centre staff and schools, and between individual schools in the cluster before the people could even meet together. For example, one cluster took 18 months until all the Principals involved could meet together, raising doubts over how meaningful the ‘cluster’ descriptor is for this period.

All of the six ‘cluster schools’ which participated in the evaluation noted that the context of competition, or perceived competition, continues to work against schools talking and working together. One principal noted that:

I had intensive and long phone conversations with individual Principals leading up to the meeting together. People had lots to get off their chests. (Principal 53).
Schools reported that even once a cluster is underway, the tensions and history of competition still meant that inter-school relations were very difficult. The same Principal noted that there could be ‘some very tricky moments and vitriolic emails’.

Stage 1 — Very Early Schools Support Discussions

The diagram used in the interviews (Figure 2), described Stage 1 as ‘Very early Schools Support discussions’. Thus we were asking interviewees to consider a stage not dissimilar to Stage 0. As the development of a Schools Support project is emergent and continuous, we found an overlap between respondents’ views about Stages 0 and 1 and between their answers about Stages 1 and 2. Despite this, it is still possible to identify certain defining characteristics of Stage 1.

For Stage 1, respondents were asked about the effort, activities and effort associated with a closer involvement between a school, or schools, and the Ministry. Their answers illustrate the very early dynamics of Safety Net interventions and, to a lesser extent, Schooling Improvement initiatives.

Establishing a Foundation for a Schools Support Project

Schools Support staff develop projects assuming that they are working in partnership with schools, Boards and communities, and that all of these players need to have a sense of ownership of the project. This objective is made explicit in the Schools Support material and came up in the discussions with Schools Support staff about the parameters of the Schools Support Project (see Chapters 1 and 2).

From the interviews it was apparent that there is no formally specified method for developing a professional working relationship, building respect, familiarity and credibility. Rather, these are developed in a negotiated and flexible way. However, a desk file for Schools Support does highlight various steps, such as:

· encourage Board of Trustees to identify and report potential at-risk situations; and

· ‘ensure the school Board realises its responsibility’.

Responses from Management Centre staff demonstrated that there was no one ‘pro forma’ means of operating in Stage 1. The steps identified in the deskfile rely on productive and positive relations between the school and Liaison Officers, and Management Centre staff reported that developing such relations takes time and commitment to secure.

Deciding on the likely future approach can be very difficult and Liaison Officers noted that they were increasingly adopting a team-based approach in their Management Centres to help identify options and solutions. They also noted that institutional knowledge and patterns in Schools Support are becoming increasingly apparent, and that these could be more explicitly utilised.

The Critical Nature of Relationships at Stage 1

School staff reported that the Schools Support staff usually responded very quickly to any request for help, and worked hard to visit the school, talk on the phone, and be flexible enough to attend Board of Trustees and other after-hours meetings whenever possible. This early contact by the Ministry was important to school participants who felt that it demonstrated that the Ministry was serious in their intention to help. They even appreciated that this initial contact represented some ‘external acknowledgement’ that the school was facing difficulties. A quick response was also reported to generate some momentum and optimism at the start of a school’s relationship with Schools Support staff. Many of the school respondents reflected that Ministry staff began by ‘just listening to us’, and that they used the early contact period of Stage 1 to get to know Ministry people and systems.

The reliance on relationships is all the more important because the general tenor of Ministry–school relations was often not very positive in Stage 1. School respondents stressed that this was not because of any individual associated with Schools Support; and this sentiment was corroborated by Management Centre staff who felt that they were on the receiving end of more generalised dissatisfaction with ‘the system’.

Stage 1 is characterised by school and Ministry respondents as being tense, as schools were often negative about the Ministry and suspicious of its intentions. There was also often bitterness and anti-Government feelings involved. In addition, where a school already felt that it had tried its own solution, or where the Ministry had already been involved, then the context was also one of initiative fatigue.

Given all this, the Liaison Officers felt they were often in deficit during Stage 1 in terms of their relations with a school. Nonetheless they had to establish an ongoing relationship that would allow them to work with the school or schools in what could be a very challenging manner.

The Nature and Extent of Stage 1: The Roles of those Involved and its Duration

In Stage 1, discussions between Schools Support staff and the school tended to focus on the issue that had been the initial ‘trigger’. Often this was an issue highlighted by ERO, or an issue first raised with the Ministry by the school, such as a problem with a Principal or financial difficulties. Both Management Centre and school staff reflected that a project may begin ‘gently’ in the sense that more deep-seated or traumatic problems are not raised immediately, but become part of the more deliberate needs analysis typical of Stage 2 (see below).

Even though a school may ostensibly have a ‘single’ issue to be dealt with, it is nevertheless likely to be serious in nature, hence the involvement of Schools Support. For example, one school was facing potential closure, and five schools were in serious financial trouble including a school which had used all its operations and salaries grants monies and was paying staff from petty cash.

During Stage 1, Schools Support staff drew on all the relevant Ministry information. For example, they worked with different divisions and analysts within the Ministry to build a picture of the demographic trends in a school’s area, and reviewed previous ERO reports and Ministry information to consider the general health of the school. The Schools Support staff noted that they usually already had a general idea of the difficulties a school was facing and so their approach at this point was to clarify the critical issues and the wider context.

Due to the ‘ground-up’ nature of the processes, and given that the issue or issues to be addressed could be serious and long-standing, Stage 1 was described by some as ‘intensive’ even though, as will be seen from the discussion in the next section, Stage 2 is frequently described as requiring even more effort again.

It was very difficult to get any clear indication from respondents regarding the length of Stage 1. They variously reported that once there is ‘official’ contact and a decision is made by the Ministry for some type of intervention to begin, then discussions and meetings can happen either promptly or slowly and that this process can occur over a period of a few weeks to five or six months. Interestingly, it was also evident that views varied on what could be regarded as ‘prompt’ or ‘slow’: for example, two school respondents referred to a few months as being ‘quick’.
The key players in Stage 1 were the Liaison Officers, project co-ordinators, the Principal, and either the Board Chairperson or the Board of Trustees as a whole. It was noted that senior management, teaching staff, and the community were more likely to be involved in subsequent stages of a Schools Support intervention. As with Stage 0, a number of school staff, Board members, and Liaison Officers indicated that they had not been involved in the project from the beginning.

Some respondents reported that changes of Board Chairperson or Principal meant that Stage 1 had taken longer than either the school or the Ministry had originally anticipated. Conversely, however, some school respondents noted that a change in Principal or Board Chairperson, and, in one case, a change of Liaison Officer, had actually been beneficial because previous incumbents had lacked the will or skills to really get a change process underway.

Stage 1 from the Perspective of School Respondents

Just as Schools Support staff have to become familiar with the school, so the school has to get to know Schools Support, its working orientation and process requirements. While Schools Support staff have had practice at developing a Safety Net intervention or a Schooling Improvement initiative, school staff are often completely unfamiliar with the process involved. A significant number of school respondents found this uncertainty unsettling, as this comment from one participant illustrates:

It was a heavy workload in Stage 0 and Stage 1 because we wanted guidance. We wanted guidelines and no one gave us answers. We were floundering at this stage. (School Staff 22).
A second contrast with the Management Centre staff was that school staff were not always aware that the school had ‘entered’ Schools Support. Clarity about entry is especially tenuous in settings where the processes are very fluid early on. For example, when we approached schools to participate in the evaluation, two queried what we meant by the term Schools Support, and appeared uncertain whether they ‘were in’ a Schools Support project themselves.

The experience of Schools Support staff contrasted with that of school staff. Whereas Ministry staff were well aware that projects could become extremely stressful and challenging, and that the process tended to involve delving into many aspects of the workings of a school, school staff were much less likely to comprehend from the outset the potential depth and breadth of the scrutiny that a project might entail.

In a couple of participating schools, respondents expressed frustration that their efforts to alert the Ministry to their troubles had not been recognised earlier.

Cluster Dynamics in Stage 1

The difficulties of Stage 1 experienced by individual schools become more complicated when multiple schools are involved in a Schooling Improvement initiative. This usually means that, when there is a cluster situation, Stage 1 becomes more lengthy. For example, protocols have to be established so that both individual schools in the cluster and the Ministry know how they are to communicate with each other. Also, the size of some clusters means that it can take considerable time before each school identifies itself as being in the cluster.

Stage 2 — Scoping the Issues and Needs

As with Stages 0 and 1, we asked interviewees to think about their specific Schools Support project and describe what Stage 2 involved for them. We referred to the goals of ‘scoping the issues and needs’ and ‘building relations’ and ‘needs analysis’ to focus the discussion because these are a fundamental part of the change process in a Schools Support intervention or initiative.

The Nature of Needs Analysis and Scoping in Stage 2

‘Needs analysis’ was a term often used both by Management Centre staff and school staff to refer to a vast range of activities. In some cases, the needs analysis was reported to be very straightforward. One school, for example, completed its needs analysis in a few weeks, with the result that their local Ministry Management Centre funded the school with a few thousand dollars worth of Board training. In two other schools new Principals stated that they conducted their own initial needs analysis on behalf of the school.

For the majority of participating schools, however, the needs analysis was a comprehensive and complicated process involving a number of people. The more comprehensive scoping and needs analysis processes involved at least one of the following:

· one or more interviews with staff and Board members;

· repeated consultation with the community;

· student interviews or surveys;

· gathering and collating data;

· discussions with other local schools, both contributing and ‘competing’; and

· discussion of roll numbers and the implications for property, staffing and curriculum options.

In 11 (out of 16) participating schools, external researchers or experts were employed to undertake some of these aspects partly reflecting that the use of external expertise is required in a Business Case.

It was apparent that the senior management of a school became more involved in the Schools Support project during Stage 2, particularly when different parts of a school, such as the junior and senior school, syndicates, or departments, began to come together to discuss the school’s future. All of this work within a school has to be carefully managed so that the processes are, and are seen to be, fair by all parties. Principals and staff felt that making processes transparent was important if as many people associated with the school as possible were to have ownership of the entire project.

As is the standard procedure, independent consultants were employed to do ‘historical’ and ‘viability’ reports for the two participating schools undergoing a Business Case intervention. These represent a very thorough and time-consuming form of scoping and needs analysis. Producing the relevant reports for a Business Case intervention is the result of a lengthy contracting process and so the method and scope for the needs analysis which is involved is more standardised than is the case for other Schools Support interventions or initiatives.

As Business Case interventions are put in place for schools that may require significant financial support, there is a lot at stake in the scoping and needs analysis stage of such an intervention. A tendering process is used to select from a range of external consultants. Management Centre and other Ministry staff noted that it was often difficult to find consultants with sufficient expertise in the areas important to a Business Case intervention for a struggling school.

In addition, the relationship between successful consultants and the school also has to be cultivated and managed and the Schools Support Liaison Officers and project co-ordinators are key to this part of the process. Producing the final versions of the historical and viability reports may take anything from three months to more than a year. For a school facing roll decline and a parent community wary of potential closure, this can represent a very long time.

Finally, some schools tended not to see needs analysis as a one-off, but rather as something to be done on an ongoing basis. In other words, different elements of the school were addressed successively, and so at any point in time a school could be scoping professional development issues, doing a needs analysis of curriculum resources, and implementing the budget part of their Action Plan, as well as deciding how to carry out a needs analysis of their information technology or promotional activities. One respondent noted that:

We went through Stage 2 twice. The first time, the effort was four out of ten. We had lots of meetings, training and professional development for staff and the Board, for example, about the role of [Board of] Trustees [members] and the Principal. Then, a second time, once the personnel problems were dealt with, less effort was needed. The Board took ownership of the project. In the past, people came into the school offering assistance and it didn’t really work. We reassessed what needed to be done. Board work increased enormously but moved quickly. [The second] revisit of Stage 2 and Stage 3 took about a month. We were more hands-on than a Board should be. Effort was 6–5/10. (Board 41).
The complex and extensive nature of scoping and needs analysis means that this process is virtually an intervention in itself, a point noted by Schools Support Team Leaders during our early discussions (Chapter 2).

The Increased Complexity Inherent in Stage 2

Many respondents described Stage 2 as the most intensive of all the stages because it involved concentrated effort for both schools and the Ministry. From respondents’ descriptions we have characterised the needs analysis as a cumulative increase in the number of issues raised and the number of people involved. For some schools, the starting point and parameters of the needs analysis were limited to the issues raised by ERO, while other schools saw the ERO concerns as too limited. By way of example, a school may have stated that it was facing financial trouble, but closer inspection and debate revealed wider difficulties, such as the competency of teaching or administrative staff, and issues arising from deep-seated community factions.

At times, the process of needs analysis is very ‘people-dependent’, with schools relying simultaneously on Schools Support Liaison Officers, external mentors, and the input of members of their Board of Trustees. One Management Centre interviewee described the case in one school:

Stages 1 and 2 merged and took about two months, but not every day of two months. This school had problems. For example, the Board Chair was talking about resigning so there was a delay until the new person was appointed before they could really discuss the project …

Workload was heaviest at Stage 2 because we [the Schools Support team] were really trying to identify how we could support them [in the school]. In scoping, it became obvious it wasn’t a happy school and the Principal was not showing leadership. The Management Centre talked about providing a mentor. It took about ¾ a month with phoning, meeting, the Board Chair visiting the Management Centre to have discussions about how best to meet the school’s needs. (Management Centre 13).
As more people become involved, the issues to be dealt with seem to increase in both number and extent. For example, once co-opted, a financial advisor discovered that the school’s budget systems and infrastructure were ‘completely inadequate’, and another school realised that its financial deficits were even greater than first realised. Because a needs analysis can become an intervention in itself, a school may be having to tackle and overcome some challenges during this process, despite not yet having actually begun any intervention ‘implementation’.

A Liaison Officer described how Stages 1 and 2 had merged in one particular school:

[The initial stage of the project] was drawn out and it was relatively difficult to find an initial approach that was best in the long run. You can’t just ring up Principal and say, ‘Hey, we’ve got to do some research and analyse some data’. The Ministry employed a project coordinator because there were too many projects in the Management Centre. The Board was negative about the Ministry and the Ministry needed to gain the Board’s trust and establish a working relationship following a Commissioner who’d used funding for something less important to the school. It dragged because Board capability was about 1/10 and because the school had basic [fundamental] needs it went from crisis to crisis. The Ministry tried needs analysis but each time [it tried] it was interrupted by five or six crises — for example, theft at the school and a personal grievance [case]. These crises precluded the Board focusing on process and required Board training [to deal with these issues]. (Management Centre 3).
‘Pressure and Support’ in Stage 2

We considered that Fullan et al’s (2000) concept of an intervention approach as a balance of ‘pressure and support’ was an appropriate way of summarising the work of Schools Support Liaison Officers during Stage 2, and to a lesser extent Stage 1, especially as most schools in the study regarded the stages of scoping of issues and needs to be hardest, and more time-intensive.

The Schools Support staff exert some ‘pressure’ when they begin to meet with the school, its Board and staff, and ask the necessarily probing questions concerning the future of the school. This often brings to light uncomfortable issues for the school, and to perform this role, the Liaison Officers have to work from a position of credibility, hence their earlier emphasis on building trust and establishing relationships where issues and concerns can be shared openly. Management Centre staff noted that from time to time they had to assume a more challenging, ‘dictatorial’, or ‘in their face’ role. One Liaison Officer felt that although this could be difficult, it was nevertheless a positive aspect of Schools Support because it:

…encourages schools to look inward, self-review and ‘think smarter’ about achievement and what they’re doing. It makes it less shameful to need help. [It also] puts a face to the Ministry of Education — accessibility. Building relationships out of trust so schools will be more ready to hear the hard calls. (Management Centre 4).
The ‘support’ part of the equation is the experience, the tools, the connections and knowledge of the processes which give some form to the issues being addressed that Liaison Officers bring to the school. Management Centre staff mentioned that they draw on their own experience in education, as well as the Ministry and the community, and suggest to schools the names of possible researchers, consultants or experts to assist them.

As with Stage 1, the processes or methods can still be very fluid at Stage 2 and are contingent on the effects of various steps taken in the needs analysis process. Liaison Officers’ experiences varied during this stage because sometimes the project benefited from the ability of a Liaison Officer to be flexible and have the autonomy to drive a project. While this means that they can carve out a process that is acceptable or appropriate for a school, the converse applies if there is too little structure, as the following quote indicates:

Stages 1 and 2 blurred and involved raising ideas, scoping, then more discussions after the scoping. A scoping paper went to and from Wellington. The previous Liaison Officer was disheartened by this. Effort in scoping Stage 1 and Stage 2 went from 8.5/10 then to 3/10. If processes had been better (less general, our assumptions scrutinised, less woolly and a clearer steer from in the Ministry) then I should’ve been working at 6/10…. So we need clearer processes and more written guidelines. It’s ridiculous as there’s too much verbally and orally, too subtle and people don’t remember precise details. (Management Centre 11).
There is a large deskfile for Schools Support staff that records the steps and ‘pro forma’ guidelines for the many types of Safety Net interventions and Schooling Improvement initiatives of Schools Support. However, it is clear from respondents’ accounts of the myriad of events, crises and issues that call fall within a Schools Support project that not every step can be captured in one set of procedures or methods.

The flexibility of processes may also heighten the uncertainty for schools. In one example, a school stated they produced a scoping paper for a Ministry deadline, which then moved between various parts of the Ministry. Given that the process is already threatening for schools then this sort of variability is highly frustrating for the schools and the Liaison Officers concerned.

Any delays or variations in the processes that involve contributions from the Management Centre and National Office have to be seen in the context of the quality assurance processes that are applied in Schools Support. A scoping paper or submission may be assessed by the manager of Schools Support and, in turn, by their manager, and comment may be sought if there are resource, staffing or property implications. Thus, although the Ministry sees this as a robust quality assurance process, it may be seen by the school as a frustrating and possibly unnecessary delay.

Nature of the Effort Required from Schools During Stage 2

As was noted above, Stage 2 requires a lot of effort from those schools, Principals and Boards and communities which may be in serious trouble and may not have the positive relationships in place or the skills necessary to manage the tasks and processes of a Schools Support project. In particular, schools may find it a challenge to produce data about their objectives, the community’s needs, and about their status quo given that their financial or educational viability is at risk.

According to those involved, bringing staff into these debates and providing safe situations in which people can raise their concerns and hopes for a school is a risky but critical part of the process. An idea of the nature and extent of the effort involved is provided in the following comments from a school staff representative on the Board of Trustees:

Stage 2 merged with Stage 1. … It was very, very intense, the meetings with the Liaison Officer and with STA [School Trustees Association]. It involved colossal hours throughout the year [for Schools Support staff and] the Board would’ve met at least once a week. The Liaison Officer came in and listened then came back with suggestions … then clarified the issues and broke them into small, manageable pieces — for example, this enabled us early on to deal with an initiative involving a conciliator. S/he could highlight issues with the Principal that the Board had already identified. Effort was 7/10 as the Liaison Officer helped us identify problems, although finding answers was hard. Stage 2 was terrible, emotional and stressful and very worrying…Very intense because the further we went through the processes, the more the Principal disassociated himself from it. So we [Board] had to decide if we wanted him or not. We were half-way through the process before we realised we should ask him to leave. (School Staff 19).
Moreover, schools in Schools Support are also coping with the ‘background noise’ of other difficulties such as attracting staff, enrolment numbers, personal grievance cases and constrained budgets. The effect is that being in Schools Support requires a lot of time and energy from people who feel that they have little of these resources to draw on. This means that the procedural requirements of Schools Support may seem particularly tough on the school.

The procedural requirements were even more stressful because of the often emotional pressures and deep-seated needs and difficulties within the school which had prompted the procedures in the first place. Schools acknowledged that they felt defensive at Stage 2 and that it was very difficult for all players to be open and honest about their situation and their needs. The process also became more difficult because it was often perceived to be increasingly threatening by those involved in it, for example, in cases where staff, the community, and/or the Ministry may be involved in challenging a Principal, or when a school feels pressured by the timelines imposed by the Ministry or a forthcoming ERO Review.

The demands and pressures were exacerbated in situations where some of those involved may not have been honest about processes. For example, one school was reassured by the Board Chairperson that accounts had been processed when they had not. Another school found that the co-opted financial advisor was not receiving accurate information and a new Principal realised that an office staff person was intercepting their mail. A Principal in another school summed it up as relating to the:

…shock of unravelling the rubbish and every day there were new surprises and problems to deal with. (Principal 45).
Once all these processes were underway, and with many people involved, the project gained some sort of ‘critical mass’. The concomitant is that a greater amount of effort is needed on the part of the school and the Liaison Officer to maintain momentum in a project. This effort and momentum is crucial where the project may encounter crises, delays or unexpected turns.

Thus while Schools Support, specifically the Liaison Officer, ‘supports’ a school during Stage 2 by helping them cope with procedural requirements, it also encourages ‘effort’ on the part of the school to build the capability and skills of staff and Board members. In this way, needs analysis represented change management in a school, despite the fact that a solution had not yet been agreed upon.

Respondents noted that the senior management of a school became increasingly important through the project, and often lent some continuity to it. For example, the majority of the schools which participated (nine of the 16) in the evaluation had new Principals, but senior staff often remained through the life of the project. Those involved, especially Principals, Board Chairpersons and Associate or Deputy Principals, referred to not having a personal life, being at school every weekend, and having Schools Support meetings once a week for anything from two months to a year. For the Liaison Officers, even the ‘down times’ involved a fair amount of effort.

Finally, for one school in our sample, effort reportedly increased when there was a turnover in Schools Support Liaison Officers, as the following quotation indicates:

At the beginning of 2000 we got a new Ministry of Education person. It was really frustrating because I had to fill them in and then we got a third person so the effort was high – 7/10 time-wise in catching people up. (Principal 31).
Despite the many reflections on the difficulties and frustrations experienced during Stage 2, a great number of participating school staff and Board of Trustees members described the needs analysis as a positive experience. They said that it allowed them to focus on the school’s strengths as well as its weaknesses. Indeed, despite the stresses which could readily be brought to mind when recalling the events of Stage 2, respondents in general nevertheless concluded that the processes involved were an important and rewarding part of Schools Support.

Clusters Dynamics in Stage 2

As with Stages 0 and 1, the experiences of schools in clusters in Stage 2 were very similar to those of individual schools in Safety Net interventions. For clusters, the process of needs analysis became even more complex because more people, in more positions, were included, and naturally more issues tended to be raised. Thus the difficulties for an individual school were simply magnified in the context of an emergent cluster. Schools not only had to complete a needs analysis within their school, but some scoping and needs analysis across schools in the cluster was also required. Schools also attended one or more full-day meetings with other schools, and in cases where there had been a history of considerable competition among cluster schools, such meetings were often regarded as a significant achievement.

Respondents from schools in one of the three cluster groups represented in the evaluation stated that early meetings were primarily organised by a lead Principal. The preparation for this first meeting meant getting Principals, Board and community members to the point where they accepted that some change needed to occur. In the case of schools in the other two clusters, the local Management Centre staff arranged for Principals from the various schools in the cluster to meet, and for guest speakers or other Ministry staff to attend these sessions.

It is important that agreement be reached about the possible structure or mechanisms through which inter-school communications and decisions are made. This is no small feat when it is a significant achievement in itself to have Principals, Board Chairpersons and other key players from all the schools in the cluster, together in one meeting.

Stage 3 – Firming up an Agreement and/or an Approach

Interviewees were asked to discuss Stage 3 in terms of the production of some form of contract between the school, its community and the Ministry and/or the Minister. We referred to this stage as ‘firming up an agreement and/or an approach’ that could be formalised in, for example, a strategic plan, a financial planning agreement, or a project or management plan. Despite the diversity of Schools Support projects in our sample of 16 schools, interviewees could all discuss some agreed form of performance plan that was written as part of their project.

The Nature and Extent of Stage 3

School respondents referred to a variety of different types of agreements or contracts. These included an Action Plan, a Memorandum of Agreement, a Memorandum of Understanding; and, most frequently when funding was involved, a Funding Provision Agreement. Schools in two of the cluster groups in the evaluation did not have a single agreed ‘cluster plan’, rather, each school had its own separate Action Plan or financial planning agreement. Schools from the third cluster in the evaluation relied on Management Centre staff, over the course of one year, to organise intra-school meetings and develop the financial planning agreement in conjunction with all schools in the cluster.

Within these types of agreements the form of the document varied across schools in the sample, and this part of Stage 3 was sometimes inseparable from other stages in the project. Respondents noted that:

The Action Plan was in bite-sized pieces and each plan was one-page long. Stages 3 and 4 were linked; we bit off manageable chunks so the Board could see something into Stage 4 and then attempt another 'chunk’. (Management Centre 3).
We had to re-do needs analysis to get down to the mini-plan. Each year we had to produce another performance plan. It was a three-year plan in stages. (Principal 28).
Another school felt that the diagram of stages from Figure 2 implied a linearity in the project which did not reflect their own ‘action research’ approach, as the following quotation illustrates:

You can’t follow a linear plan. We did a curriculum delivery plan in 1999. It’s wonderful as it’s now consistent across the school. We got in an expert and did an assessment plan which is great. We’ve discussed the new NAGs [National Administration Guidelines for schools]. We’re also getting ongoing help from advisory services and we’ve revised our vision statement. (School Staff 9).
As the above quote suggests, the interviewees, and especially school teaching staff, also referred to their school’s plans in areas such as curriculum, professional development, assessment and information technology. A number of the teaching staff we interviewed raised these various ‘sub-plans’ when asked about ‘firming up an agreement or approach’ in Schools Support.

The signees of the formalised contracts were typically the Schools Support staff in the National Office of the Ministry and the school’s Board of Trustees Chairperson. In the case of integrated schools, the school’s proprietors were also co-signees.

The plans that were the basis of the agreement between the Ministry and the school/community were developed by schools in conjunction with Schools Support. School respondents often expressed relief at the level of experience and skills that their Schools Support Liaison Officer had in creating the document, as illustrated in the following comment:

[The Liaison Officer] would go away and one or two days later a document arrived with it all set out. The Action Plan was clear, huge and daunting. (Principal 21).
As with Stages 1 and 2, Stage 3 involved a significant number of meetings and phone calls within the Ministry, and between the schools and the Ministry. Many schools had formed a number of within-school project teams to formulate parts of their plan, but the work of these groups generally fed ‘upwards’ into the process. The writing of the actual document tended to involve the Liaison Officer and the Principal, and there was often significant help from school senior management, the Board of Trustees Chairperson and the staff representative on the Board as well. It appeared that Board involvement and ownership of the processes of Stage 3 was greater for schools in Safety Net interventions than it was for cluster schools in Schooling Improvement initiatives.

In addition to all of the above people, some of the schools also drew on researchers or external experts from local colleges of education, teacher advisory services, or the School Trustees Association to help write their plans, especially if specific expertise was needed for curriculum, assessment, or finance plans.

The Positive Aspects of Stage 3

From the perspective of participants from the 16 schools in the evaluation, the production of the document provided a key focus and a formal structure for discussions within the school, and discussions between the Ministry and the school. They felt that Stage 3 provided them with a greater sense of certainty, partly because the earlier stages had been itemised by processes:

When we finally got the financial planning agreement we felt more certain. There had been quite a period of uncertainty. A lot of work and discussion crystallised into a map in Stage 3 and then we had more certainty. (School staff 34).
Because of this certainty, the documents became even more important to schools when they were the contractual basis for securing a school’s funding.

Negotiation of the agreement presented opportunities for those involved. A number of the Management Centre respondents noted that an explicit objective of the process was to get buy-in or ownership of the change process from as many people as possible. Similarly, a number of Principals and senior management staff in schools noted that their goal was to build the school staff’s ownership of the need for change and of the proposed changes themselves. The Principals we interviewed who were new to their schools especially noted that the agreement provided a mandate and lent legitimacy to the need for change, and to the changes they were trying to effect. This is reflected in a comment from one new Principal:

Stage 3 took the six months up to July ’99 so the plan was in place for the best part of 1999. We had a range of meetings [including] two meetings with staff where we brainstormed for ideas and revised things. The project co-ordinator and I had to drive things. [The project] was behind the things I was trying to do anyway … Hence, a change process already underway. (Principal 16).
Respondents from several of the participating schools stated that they were pleased that the Liaison Officers and/or the Ministry could accommodate changes and that amendments could be made to their agreements. Changes were necessary either because needs in the school had changed, or because it was agreed that the needs identified at the start were no longer the top priority for the school. Two interviewees from one school noted that the latter situation was the case in their school and they valued the flexible and collaborative approach of the Liaison Officer with whom they worked:

[The Liaison Officer] is more in tune with how the school operates – they’re very supportive. Previously I didn’t have input into the key performance indicators, but this year s/he is working collaboratively. In Stage 3 the effort was huge. Once you get to know a school it gets easier. We can draw up a new agreement with the Ministry. The school is doing well but the roll is dropping. The focus on the roll is the wrong outcome. I understand it’s a Treasury outcome objective. (Principal 9).
Flexibility was also appreciated by the new Principal who said that:

… our strategic plan was supposed to be completed a month after I started – so we had to renegotiate that. (Principal 33).

Management Centre staff noted that recent changes to Schools Support processes meant that that they had some autonomy to negotiate aspects of the plans with schools. Autonomy of Management Centre staff in Schools Support also increased after Nolan and Wilson’s (1998) Schools Support evaluation identified the need for financial discretion to promptly approve small amounts of funding to schools in Informal interventions, and so preclude a more serious intervention. This resulted in funds being made available so that Schools Support Liaison Officers could allocate up to $5,000 to schools without the need for prior National Office approval. For example, in one of the 16 schools which participated in the present evaluation the Liaison Officer, in consultation with Schools Support colleagues, approved a grant of approximately $3,000 for Board training and for a performance appraisal of the Principal.

A final positive aspect mentioned by schools was that the agreed plans were developed and tackled in ‘bite-sized’ pieces, with room for revision. This is consistent with the Schools Support policy of using milestones and reporting to embed a process of continuous improvement and development.

Problems or Difficulties Encountered during Stage 3

The primary concern for the majority of school respondents, was the length of time it took to produce a signed agreement. Sometimes the agreement was finalised when the real issues had not been adequately identified. One principal noted that:

It became clear that financial issues were major. A financial audit hadn’t been raised by ERO in 1995 and after that any discretionary audits simply followed on from the first issues raised. Therefore financial issues were missed for ages. We had too much control over what was in or out of the Action Plan. Hard to say how to improve that though, for if the Ministry was too heavy handed, schools will say ‘no thanks’. So our scoping exercise probably needed more investigation of needs and in hindsight some issues were not the real issues. (Principal 21).

In the main both school respondents and Schools Support Liaison Officers felt that it took too long to produce a signed document, and, therefore, too long for funding to be delivered. Sometimes, when there were delays in signing documents, the schools made the case to the Ministry for interim funds or staffing. Respondents in schools where this occurred noted that this interim funding was done with the proviso that the Ministry deduct interim provisions from subsequent monies. Respondents in other schools said they were able to use their operations grant to carry the costs.

Respondents stated that delays in funding ranged from a few months to almost two years and that they felt frustrated when funding did not arrive on the promised date, or reasons for delays were not given. A number of school respondents could not understand why their agreement was taking so long to be confirmed, and noted that Schools Support staff could not offer what they felt were satisfactory explanations either:

The last year and nine months since the viability report has been tediously slow and I don’t feel the Board’s kept informed about things and why it’s so slow. Stage 3 has all been a burden of patience, doing ongoing progress reports that consume meetings and making sure we’re not slowing things down. No big, one-off tasks. I’m on the Board and two committees so I meet three times a month. For people on every committee it’s very time-consuming. Just keeping the information flowing has been quite a task — especially for the Principal and the Board Chair. (Staff 39).
From the Liaison Officers’ perspective, they were in an invidious position as the following comment about Stage 3 suggests:

It’s not too stressful and the Board and I are clear. But the paperwork is time-consuming. For example, it takes one to two and three to four days to verify contracts and write submissions. But processing these can take three to four months. It’s frustrating for the school. Until the funding ‘drop’ the school thinks nothing has happened. (Management Centre 7).
Of those schools faced with delays, many of the Principals and/or Board Chairs said their approach was to ‘keep hassling’ the local and the National Office of the Ministry. One Board Chairperson reflected on their experience and position in this way:

[It’s] been an interesting learning curve. I like to think the education establishment is organised with goals, etc. So I can have misplaced confidence that something will be done by this date. But you learn it’s only if you hassle, and that there are competing priorities. Being [Board] Chair you’re a layperson, but for example I’ve agreed to send emails to people in the Ministry about why we haven’t progressed. I work in an organisation and we work to plans and I thought the Ministry would have work plans. It shouldn’t be because of a grizzly Board Chair — it should be because work plans are in place. But I’ve had that rewarded — ringing up as a squeaky wheel. (Board 37).
Steps that were experienced simply as delays by schools were seen by Schools Support staff in National Office to be important to ensure a robust quality assurance process. Where funding was involved, and often even when it was not, the draft funding agreement with a school may have been discussed and commented on by a range of people. In the process of drawing up the funding agreement, Liaison Officers had, for example, consulted with staff in the Ministry’s Schools Support, National Operations, Demographic and Statistical Analysis, Resourcing, or Property Divisions, as well as with other agencies, such as local service providers and education officials in the Treasury. It is important to reiterate that the issues being debated by the Ministry and schools at this stage are often severe. For example, in the sample of schools in the present evaluation alone, the issues included the possibilities of removing a Principal, closing a school, and merging two or more schools.

Also, it is the practice of Schools Support that all funding agreements (except in the case of Informal interventions) over a certain amount be accompanied by a submission to senior managers for approval. In the case of requests for even more substantial funds, a submission must also go to the Minister of Education. Writing these submissions is a complex task. For instance, Ministry staff noted that each submission has to include a concise yet comprehensive background section, written for a reader unfamiliar with the school’s history and the issues that it faces.

There was some difference in perspective between those in Management Centres who felt that the submissions they produced were adequate, and those in National Office who noted that the quality of the submissions needed further work.

National Office Ministry respondents noted that a high level of written and analytical skills was required from ‘interventionists’ whose key skills are in building relationships. The Liaison Officers’ view on this was that the demands on their time were such that uninterrupted quiet at work was extremely hard to come by, making it particularly difficult to tackle the task of writing funding submissions. A number of Liaison Officers noted that improvements had been made in the production of generic templates for writing submissions for various types of funding allocations, but that the different kinds of interventions and the diversity of projects limited the production and the use of sufficient ‘pro forma’ templates. Some of the Liaison Officers interviewed were reasonably new to the Ministry and they commented that induction processes which included historical patterns and practices built up since Schools Support’s inception should be a priority.

Often the documents are highly complex and a number of schools noted that it was a challenge to develop a document with key performance indicators, milestones, and the technicalities of funding arrangements. Respondents from one school referred to the crucial help provided by the Liaison Officer in translating the ‘Ministry speak’.

Liaison Officers and school respondents noted their frustration at the combination of the many issues to be dealt with following scoping and needs analysis and associated procedural requirements of Stage 3. One Liaison Officer reflected that:

… it will always be a busy time because there are several stages within Stage 3. This school [for example] has [to tackle] a Section 64a [a procedure which compels that a nominee be appointed to the Board of Trustees], a submission for development money, a submission to institute a Business Case. There’s a lot of things to do that all need to be signed off and you can’t get to the next stage without completing the previous stage. (Management Centre 4).
Whatever the views and explanations about the time involved in getting agreements signed, it was apparent that agreements and submissions can move between the National Office and the Management Centre for many months. As such, there is a tension, because the consultation period tends to take longer, but cannot take so long that momentum and interest decreases. More seriously, some Liaison Officers noted that while a signed agreement can be delayed, the needs or problems of a school can change or grow. A Liaison Officer and Board Chairperson from one participating school reported that:

Stage 3 took a month of actual work, but took about three months to get it all going because the sub kept coming back from National Office requesting changes. The delay really affected the schools and Board and they felt like withdrawing from the project. (Management Centre 13).

Once the plan was in place we needed the funding confirmed by the Ministry. We nearly went off the rails because the Ministry decision took so long. … We expected the decision about the project to stick to the agreed timeline but it took a lot longer — i.e., six months. The Action Plan application went to the Ministry for a decision and took six months. People started to lose motivation because the project was put on hold. It was a concerning period and dangerous in terms of the success of the project. (Board 26).
Respondents recalled that drawing up and signing an Action Plan or a Funding Provision Agreement happened with the constant ‘background noise’ of growing problems in a school, roll decline, and turnover among Liaison Officers, Principals, Board Chairpersons, and teaching staff.

In addition, the Schools Support process could make the activities of Stage 3 even harder. For instance, the change process instigated in developing some of the Action Plans and funding agreements may lead to a number of school staff leaving. There are two perspectives on this. One is that, as some interviewees commented, the process created a welcome or necessary opportunity for change, and the other is that it resulted in still more issues for the school to address. Irrespective of the outcome, such developments often added stress, due to extra workload brought about by having to recruit new staff or handle personal grievance cases or staffroom conflict. While Management Centre staff stressed the importance of building good working relations with a school, and doing so early on in the Schools Support process, people turnover meant that relationship-building often had to be continued well into Stage 3.

Cluster Dynamics in Stage 3

The level and nature of the involvement of the Board of Trustees Chairperson appeared to vary for schools in the evaluation involved in Safety Net interventions and those involved in Schooling Improvement initiatives. Some Board Chairs simply signed documents in their official capacity, as the following quote illustrates:

I had to sign off the agreement. I was aware it had been scoped and discussed with Ministry, Principal and staff. I read the agreement and it looked like something we should be involved in. This approach to signing off agreements is fairly standard for Ministry and other contractors. (Board 18).
I signed the financial planning agreement yesterday. The Board role is tricky. Most initiatives in [the cluster] have been Principal-driven and there’s Board concern they’re left out of the process, but they still have to sign the documents. As Chair, I attended all meetings and am more involved than some Boards. (Board 24).
Some of the school or Board interviewees in two of the clusters noted that geographical distance meant it was difficult to get consultation and involvement across Boards.

Some Concluding Comments about Stage 3

Stage 3 continues the pattern of Stage 2 as being complex and demanding. As is the case with the earlier stages, there are strengths and weakness of the activities undertaken in Stage 3. The documents or agreements tend to very comprehensive but it is precisely this breadth that means a lot of work is required of many people who are already very busy. Similarly, the documents generate substantial interest in and momentum for a change process but, by the same token, any delay in completing the agreement can jeopardise both of these catalysts.

In the context of an increasing number of  in issues to be addressed, and an increase in the number and range of school, community and Ministry people who become involved, some degree of flexibility is needed in the approach taken by every school or cluster of schools during Stage 3. The planning documents appear to be a key means of imposing some degree of structure and crystallising the issues, without setting the parameters of the project, or locking all players into an exact prescription.

However, this evaluation found that the balance is not always successfully managed, with school staff and Liaison Officers experiencing frustration at what they felt to be unnecessary delays at times.

Stage 4 – Implementation of Agreed Approach

Participants were invited to comment on their knowledge or experience of Stage 4, or their intentions for Stage 4. In the interviews we described this Stage as the ‘implementation of an agreed approach’ which could involve, for example, ‘delivery of the programme’, ‘monitoring outcomes’, ‘milestones’, and ‘reporting’. We used these terms because of the diversity in implementation across the 16 schools, and because the schools were at various stages. 

Our definition of implementation meant that some respondents referred to an extensive list of new programmes underway in their school. Their answers are detailed here, however, because whether or not the activities were directly linked with the Schools Support project, the school or Board respondents regarded these tangible changes in the school as somehow associated with their Schools Support intervention or initiative. 

The programmes mentioned included ‘Social Workers in Schools’, behaviour management programmes, administration clusters, the Innovations Funding Pool, upgrades in information technology or property, outdoor education camps for students, literacy programmes, and Pasifika education programmes. It was apparent that some schools ‘rolled’ out their new programmes in a staggered fashion. 

Moreover, at the same time they are undertaking needs analysis in particular areas and designing and discussing the programmes to be implemented in following years. Thus, implementation of one thing could happen concurrently with a review or needs analysis of something else.

The Effort Required of Schools in Stage 4

The effort associated with the implementation stage of a Schools Support project was reported to be very significant for schools, especially for Principals and school senior management. Many felt there was a risk of people being ‘meetinged out’. Effort was also more widely spread by this stage, because teaching staff tended to be more heavily involved with the Schools Support project, or with the programmes tangentially associated with Schools Support. 

The practice of schools implementing multiple programmes and strategies means that often multiple documentation processes have to be completed. The reporting requirements of Schools Support mean that this process takes time. An oft-repeated comment was that the documentation work took staff away from their teaching or planning. On the other hand, there was a sense from schools that by Stage 4 the Schools Support project as a whole was beginning to move from focusing on the Board to focusing on curriculum and teaching. 
In contrast to school staff, the effort required of Boards in Stage 4 was more variable. Management issues remained the domain of the Principal, but in some cases a Board Chair took a greater role in managing the finances, deficits and loans brought about by the Schools Support intervention or initiative. Also, in cases where the Board has to handle a personal grievance claim from either a teacher or ex-Principal, this clearly has huge workload implications until resolution is achieved. 

As well as supplementary programmes, the change and implementation process involved the introduction of new management structures and processes whereby some staff moved on, and/or new staff were recruited. While requiring significant effort, these changes were invariably seen as positive. The change process was regarded as an opportunity or catalyst for those resisting change or, in cases of serious disharmony, for ‘well-poisoners’ to leave. 

The cumulative effect of the changes, programmes and effort involved was tangible change. A benefit was an increase in enthusiasm and commitment, and a boost in morale as a result of the changes. Evidence of momentum and change was seen as important to schools. 

A flexible approach was also appreciated. One Board of Trustees respondent had this to say about the implementation stage in their school:

We had new autonomy over funding. Amazing how flexible it is. Initially I thought we had to keep to the key performance indicators. Once the funding drop one was finished I saw what was spent. I talked to the Ministry and found that for anything under $1000 we had discretion. So I moved stuff around heaps. Once [the Liaison Officer] outlined the reporting descriptors I needed, then I could do what they wanted. (Board 32).
Difficulties for Schools in Stage 4

Just as tangible change was viewed with satisfaction, school respondents who felt that little change or implementation had occurred in their schools expressed considerable dissatisfaction about Stage 4. This was the view of a small minority who felt that they had put in the effort and the hours  including the personal and emotional costs involved without seeing results. One school expressed sadness that they had not been able to implement visible change at their school by the time parents had to decide where to enrol their children for the following year.
Some schools noted that delays in receiving funding could also occur repeatedly, and therefore hold up work, or compel the school to fund initiatives from their own operations grant monies. One principal described their difficulty and confusion associated with Stage 4 in this way:

The second lot of money came in when we were reporting on how we spent the first lot. The message from the Ministry to schools is to get the money quickly and sort out the details later. (Principal 14).
In terms of the schools’ capacity for implementation, it should be pointed out that a number of schools noted that new recruits were often inexperienced, young teachers, usually direct from teacher education. Thus while these staff could offer enthusiasm, they were seldom able to provide a great deal of the leadership necessary for implementing the change initiatives or for projects associated with Schools Support.

Schools themselves noted that implementing their agreement was a learning curve, and often a steep one, particularly when the school was starting from a low base. For example, sometimes management of the Schools Support reporting requirements involved both buying the computers and software needed as well as developing staff members skills to use them. At the extreme end, one school was still dependent on having a mentor to write out their milestone reports and on the liaison officer to enter these reports on the Schools Support database. The schools with external mentors or project managers noted that s/he had been key in helping them meet the Ministry’s reporting requirements.

Reporting on implementation and even the implementation processes itself becomes very difficult when the funding is delayed resulting in a deviation from current and subsequent milestones. Some schools are still in the process of learning to manage the often significant level of funds they have been granted or loaned, and the various means by which these loans are to be repaid or the deficits managed.

As with all the other stages, the implementation stage of a Schools Support project can take place against ongoing uncertainties, difficulties and interruptions. A school whose historic and viability reports had been late felt that it was still chasing up the Ministry, while at the same time it was:

…trying to build the roll which is hard to do when we don’t know if the Ministry will close us. (Principal 31).
In one school, although the Principal’s resignation came as a relief to the board, the inexperience of those filling the role of Principal in the interim created a number of subsequent difficulties for implementing their Action Plan. The new Principal of this same school reflected on the legacy s/he faced:

Implementation does not occur in a vacuum. There was no correlation between [the school’s] policies and what was actually happening. They were wanting leadership and although it’s not my style, I’ve had to be quite autocratic. I have a vision where I want us to go but there are issues with office staff, teaching and professional development that need to be sorted. Every time you open something, you have to sort it out first. I’m trying to sort out historic issues so we won’t be at Stage 5 till we’ve sorted out this legacy. It’s been challenging, entertaining and stressful but I‘ve enjoyed it. But I can’t sustain it much longer than half way through next year. (Principal 20).
As noted in relation to the earlier stages, instances of personal grievance cases or disharmony added to the general tenor of stress. These ‘crises’ appeared to continue into Stage 4 for many of the 16 schools in this study, suggesting that they were not so much ‘interruptions’ but rather the norm for schools operating within the ambit of Schools Support. 

The Effort Required by Management Centres in Stage 4

The effort for the Management Centres was described in terms of monitoring and supporting schools in the process of change. Liaison officers noted that the work is generally less intensive than earlier stages because the hard work of relation-building has been done. For Liaison Officers, the work in Stage 4 might include being very directive and compelling a school to present evidence that they were complying with the agreed plan. This challenging role is described by what one Liaison Officer described as being ‘in the[ir] face of schools’.

The Funding Provision Agreement, the contract between the Ministry and the school, and even the Liaison Officers’ monitoring, could all act as a catalyst for maintaining the implementation. It was acknowledged by Schools Support staff that they were occasionally more directive than they felt comfortable with. But they also felt that this increased ‘pressure’ was appropriate for a short time to shore up the working relationships with schools and set the ground rules for the delivery of the project and for sustainable change.

Finally, Management Centre respondents often expressed their dissatisfaction with the reporting requirements for Schools Support interventions under implementation.

Each time reporting and evaluation comes round it takes a lot of time. There’s far too much paperwork. For example, milestones and nit-picking which delays putting things into action. National Office insists we provide comments about every stage when we’ve got nothing to say. Monthly and milestone reports are very time-consuming. (Management Centre 13).
Cluster Dynamics in Stage 4

The implementation stage of a Schools Support project is varied among the many individual school projects, and appears to be even more diverse in schools in cluster initiatives. As a general comment, the staff in the six cluster schools which participated in the evaluation appeared to feel less clear about the parameters and impact of a Schools Support project than staff in schools which had a one-on-one working relationship with someone in Schools Support.

Stage 5 – Stocktake Phase

Interviewees were asked to comment on what Stage 5 involved for them and their project. However, the majority had not reached Stage 5 of their projects, so felt unable to comment about what it encompassed. In the evaluation, five Management Centre staff, and respondents from seven schools commented about Stage 5.According to the Management Centres, three of the 16 sample schools had officially exited, although two of these schools were not clear about their status suggesting a need for greater clarity:

My main concern was we didn’t realise that we’d finished. We rang the Liaison Officer and said ‘When will we see you again?’ and they said ‘You’re finished’. … In fact if we had done the stocktake we’d have gone back and revisited things, for example in Stage 2. (Principal 21).
Notwithstanding this, all of the respondents did discuss the concept of ‘exiting’ from Schools Support and what this might imply for their project.

The Nature of ‘Exiting’

Like ‘entry’ into Schools Support, respondents found ‘exiting’ from Schools Support difficult to define and describe. Ministry respondents viewed exiting as complicated because the variety of Safety Net interventions and School Improvement clusters within Schools Support, require a range of exiting options and strategies. However, they felt that opportunities to reflect on current exiting practice and to develop planned exit strategies had been limited by the urgency of ‘entry’, and the implementation and delivery of Schools Support. As one respondent said:

Management Centres are forced to focus on the front-end rather than looking at exiting. We do it [exit] badly because we’re overwhelmed with priorities at the front. (Ministry 58).
Ministry respondents acknowledged a need to think further about the various issues that surround Schools Support’s exit from schools and suggested that there are a number of challenges the Ministry currently faces. In particular they suggested that the Ministry needs to consider whether exiting is always appropriate, and, if so, what the most suitable exit strategies are, given the range of interventions and initiatives. Furthermore, respondents identified various issues to do with timing, particularly the time it takes to effect sustainable change in schools, and how this may influence the timing of exit, and the nature of school–Ministry relationships.

An added ‘operational’ consideration that impacts on all of these issues, and is also influenced by them, is the growth of Schools Support and what this means in terms of staff workloads.

When discussing their Schools Support project, school respondents tended to focus on the implementation of project tasks, and discussed exit in terms of completing these tasks. Rather than focusing on a final and complete exit from Schools Support, they concentrated on exiting aspects of Schools Support.

The Time it Takes to Effect Sustainable Change

Management Centre staff felt that, by Stage 5, their effort in building relationships and trust with the schools they were working with had really paid off. They reported that their work with schools had become simpler, and that it was no longer an effort to continue to build relations.

A view commonly expressed by Ministry and school respondents was that real and sustainable change takes many years to achieve. Ministry respondents acknowledged that there was an element of naiveté in early expectations that individual Schools Support projects would be completed within three years. In fact, experience to date demonstrates that embedding sustainable change in schools takes much longer than this.

Similarly, school respondents stated that the process of implementing change was often so slow, and required such focus and commitment, that they found it difficult to think about ‘the end’ of their involvement in Schools Support. They emphasised the need for time to consolidate what they learned so as to inform change and ensure its sustainability.

Some schools were using the momentum achieved through all the hard work, and continuing to build on that with reviews of programmes, or policy documents. Once the more ‘dysfunctional’ elements or the ‘hump’ of procedural effort has been dealt with, then the school is in a position to think strategically. Respondents from a couple of schools stressed the need to consolidate, and to pause and consider where they were going. Some Principals reflected that having experienced the downward side of implementing a Schools Support intervention or initiative, they were now thinking differently about their own career progression.

Some Management Centre respondents stated that they struggled to ensure planned, reflective and conscious development was embedded in schools. They felt that this was partly to do with issues of capability in schools and communities, but also suggested that it was a reflection of schools’ desires to have ‘quick fixes’ rather than persevering with implementing sustainable changes.

Given the time that it takes to effect real and sustainable change in schools, respondents felt that current project timelines of three years are too short for Safety Net interventions and School Improvement clusters.

Differences between Exiting Requirements for School Improvement Clusters and Safety Net Interventions

Ministry respondents suggested that the length of Schools Support’s involvement in schools, and its subsequent exit from a school, was likely to vary depending on whether it was a Safety Net intervention or Schooling Improvement cluster. They described a shift in focus for Schooling Improvement clusters towards building partnerships and supporting collaborative initiatives that develop the local education infrastructure. As such, they felt that relationships between Schools Support and schools in clusters were likely to be long-term:

We’re now talking more about the concept of bedding in and sustaining partnerships long term … I don’t think the Ministry should withdraw as it can do lots with these partnerships. (Ministry 56).
In contrast to School Improvement clusters, Ministry respondents suggested that Safety Net interventions required structured and concrete exit strategies. They recognised an existing need to develop exit strategies and criteria that meet the needs of the range of Safety Net interventions, and felt that developing explicit strategies would help clarify current confusion around exiting practice. For example, the uncertainty of the respondents from two schools regarding whether or not the school had actually exited from Schools Support, could have been prevented had the school been through a formal exit process.

However, there was some disagreement about whether exit strategies should also include specific exit dates. Some Ministry staff felt that there was a risk that schools would become increasingly dependent on the Ministry if they were not given an exit date, whereas others expressed concern that without continued Schools Support funding and involvement, many interventions risked ‘falling over’. Despite these differences in opinion it was agreed that whatever the exit strategy and criteria, schools need to be fully informed about them and that they should be built into their funding provision agreements as the following comments note:

We don’t think about exiting enough … there is no finite time. It builds dependency if they don’t know it’s going to end. Schools need to be informed about the exit strategy and criteria that will be examined at the exit point. There needs to be maintenance but this would diminish over time. This would be part of the exit strategy, but the funding should stop after a given time. (Management Centre 4).
[The Ministry] Haven’t addressed this enough or directly. [There is] no strategy for exit – they simply continue till the team says ‘we can cross them off’. Schools should know in advance ‘this is what we’re doing, in x months we’ll exit and there’ll be a review point’ … Is it right to fund for three years then leave? It’ll be a challenge for the Ministry to exit from large cases. (Management Centre 5).
While Ministry respondents viewed exit strategies and criteria as important, especially for Safety Net interventions, they expressed concern that these are currently not well-structured, and as such see it as an ongoing challenge for the Ministry.

Timing of Exit and Schools’ Readiness to Exit

Ministry respondents felt that a key issue about exiting from schools in Safety Net interventions was identifying the appropriate time to do it, especially given the variation between interventions:

The key issue is timing the exit right, as each exit point is different for each project … we’ve got to monitor before we exit. We have to be confident they’re [schools] self-managing with, say, a six monthly check in. (Management Centre 3).
They expressed a need to feel confident that changes were embedded and could be sustained, and identified a number of ‘signs of readiness to exit’. Some of these indicators were concrete examples of change such as project milestones being met, roll growth, sound ERO reports, completion of a strategic plan and charter review. Other indicators were less tangible but equally as important, such as improved leadership, changed public perception, improved student/staff morale, improved relationships/unity within the school(s) and community, and improved consultation practices.

Ministry respondents stated that formal and systematic monitoring of a school’s progress was the best way to identify their readiness to exit Schools Support. As schools worked their way through their project plans and met the goals identified in their plans, Schools Support could gradually reduce its level of support. Two respondents likened this to ‘removing the scaffolding bit by bit’.
In contrast, school respondents talked about meeting the criteria and goals in their Action Plans, rather than exiting from Schools Support. While the indicators of success they identified were the same as those listed above, school respondents did not necessarily view these as signs of readiness to exit Schools Support. Instead they viewed their projects as ongoing, with cycles of review and revision:

We’ll be reflecting and reviewing and going back to needs analysis so we can plan for the next three years. (Principal 20).
They believed that the nature of Schools Support meant tasks could be implemented at different times, rather than simultaneously, and as such not all goals were achieved at the same time. In other words, schools could ‘exit’ parts of Schools Support at various times. Moreover schools fully expected to broaden their goals and to develop new plans as part of the cycle of review. For these reasons, most schools in the study felt that a complete and final exit from Schools Support was a distant goal.

At the same time, however, schools were quick to assert their independence and their ‘ownership’ of their Schools Support project. Respondents from eight of the schools stated that they would continue implementing project tasks and working towards their goals, even when Schools Support funding ceased. The activities and plans that were initiated by Schools Support’s involvement tended to become core parts of schools’ modes of operation:

We’ll be expanding further what we’ve started — e.g. ICT development. We’ll review, revise and revisit Stages 1 to 4 without Schools Support. We’ll keep the cycle going and do the same thing. (Principal 28).
Respondents from schools and the Ministry felt that once Schools Support had exited from a school, Schools Support staff should maintain contact and continue to provide a basic level of support and advice. In particular, Ministry respondents felt that it was important to maintain close relationships with schools to monitor their progress, identify any potential problems early, and also to provide reassurance and advice when and if necessary.

In the case of School Improvement clusters, Ministry respondents suggested that rather than exiting, their aim was to create ongoing, collaborative partnerships. Therefore they felt that any discussion about exiting must involve schools, the community, and the Ministry. However they acknowledged that the Ministry needed to think further about defining its long-term role with School Improvement clusters, and develop appropriate systemic responses to exiting.

.

Chapter 5: Successful Aspects of Schools Support

Chapter Overview and Key Points
This chapter discusses participants’ comments in response to the question ‘What factors contributed to making Schools Support successful, and why?’

Overall, there was strong support for Schools Support. Schools felt positive about their involvement in a Schools Support project and were able to identify many positive aspects.

Schools Support encourages schools to reflect upon ways to achieve a ‘learning culture’ by encouraging them to conduct a through needs analysis, identify shared goals and strategies, and to monitor and review their progress against agreed outcomes. Through these processes, Schools Support provides schools with focus, direction and clarity. Furthermore it helps schools identify their strengths and weaknesses, as well as the necessary steps to achieve their goals.

Schools Support provides schools with access to a variety of support structures e.g., Management Centre staff, other Ministry staff, education sector groups and external experts. It encourages schools to build a network of support and contacts within the Ministry and with education sector groups that can be maintained when they are no longer part of a Schools Support project.

Schools Support promotes and enhances relationships between the Ministry and schools, between clusters of schools, schools and sector groups, and schools and community.

It is an explicit and deliberate intention of Schools Support to involve communities as partners who are consulted and canvassed throughout projects. In this way Schools Support encourages schools to have a strong sense of ownership of their project and fosters local support.

At a project level, Schools Support funding provides a range of opportunities. In particular, financial support allows schools to make environmental changes that they felt positively impacted on morale and attitudes of staff and students, and also positively influenced community perception.

Funding also allows schools to buy in the expertise of a range of consultants and advisors who provide professional development, advice on leadership, management, teaching practice, curriculum delivery and assessment.

Ministry respondents felt that Schools Support is a formative policy which means that there has been room to redevelop its approach, although it was suggested there is room to improve its review processes. There is evidence of critical self-awareness in Schools Support’s approach, as it continually lifts its expectations to ensure its processes foster sustained improvements in schools.

Following the questions about the stages involved in the Schools Support project(s) they were involved in, respondents were asked to reflect on how they felt Schools Support was working, and whether or not, and why,  they considered it to be effective. To help focus the discussion, participants were asked to discuss ‘effectiveness’ of Schools Support in terms of the following questions:

· What factors contributed to making Schools Support successful? Why?;

· What were the barriers to the success of their Schools Support project? Why were these seen as barriers? What were the impacts/consequences of these?;

· What positive or negative changes occurred as a direct result of Schools Support?;

· What [do you suggest] schools [can] do to make their projects more effective? What can the Ministry do to make Schools Support more effective?; and

· How (if at all) did Schools Support help schools achieve the five key factors for school improvement?

The present chapter discusses what participants felt to be the successful aspects of Schools Support while Chapter 6 discusses the barriers to the success of Schools Support projects, along with suggested improvements. Chapter 7 then presents participants’ views on how well they thought Schools Support facilitated schools’ achievement of each of five factors identified in the research literature as being key ingredients of successful Schooling Improvement initiatives.

School respondents were asked to comment on the most successful aspects of Schools Support specifically in relation to their school’s particular project, while Ministry staff were asked to reflect on the successes of Schools Support at a more general level.

On the whole, respondents were very positive about Schools Support and identified a number of success factors including: the funding support provided; focus and direction; access to advice and support; quality staff; enhanced relationships; and Schools Support ‘learning as it grows’.

Enhanced Relationships and Collaboration

Respondents felt that an important feature of Schools Support was that it promoted and enhanced relationships on a number of levels. For example, it enhanced relationships between the Ministry and schools, Boards and Principals, Principals and staff, schools and sector groups, and schools and communities. It also enhanced relationships between schools in cluster groups. The net effect of these multiple relationships, if successful, is a platform for the implementation of projects.

Ministry and school respondents felt that Schools Support had helped to strengthen Ministry–school relationships, with Schools Support being referred to by respondents from two schools as ‘the friendly face of the Ministry’. The visible and active presence of Schools Support in schools meant that respondents perceived the Ministry to be more accessible and less threatening.

School respondents appreciated Schools Support’s holistic approach, which they felt aimed to build relationships rather than impose structures upon them. Its emphasis on partnership rather than compliance was seen as a strength of the programme. Rather than deciding upon an approach unilaterally, Schools Support, in collaboration with schools and communities, looked for local ways of responding to the issues. By fostering negotiation and partnership, Schools Support  achieved greater build-in support for their involvement:

The ability to say ‘this is where we’re at’ and have ownership of that and develop our own starting points … so we can work towards goals we think are important – the goals aren’t imposed on us. We have the ability to negotiate a stance with the Ministry and I feel confident that our views are being heard and our needs addressed. (School Staff 9).
While school respondents valued Schools Support’s collaborative approach they also asserted that they were the ‘drivers’ and owners of their projects. They felt that while Schools Support supported their intended changes, it was not solely responsible for the ‘turn-around’ of a school. Schools felt that it was important not to give Schools Support ‘all the credit’ for improvements and changes that they themselves had initiated and implemented:

The school improvement project is part of a wider change process. It [Schools Support] enabled us to drive the change more effectively. (Principal 16).
Schools Support also encouraged within-school changes by encouraging schools to conduct a thorough needs analysis and identify shared goals and strategies at the start of a project. For example, respondents in one school described how Schools Support had enabled them to develop a culture where junior and senior teachers worked together towards common goals, replacing a former climate of animosity and tension:

The vision. Before people had different visions but now everyone has the same vision. It brought the school together. (School Staff 22).
Schools Support fostered a collaborative approach and encouraged partnerships in various other ways. For example, the variety of sector representatives and consultants who were involved in various interventions. They were reported to be of help both through the changes they had made and also through the lasting partnerships they had created:

It’s less threatening for schools because it’s not just the Ministry – it’s other people and sectors. (Management Centre 2).
Through Schooling Improvement clusters, Schools Support actively promotes an approach of shared leadership rather than competition.

Access to Advice and Support

Schools Support’s efforts to establish effective working relationships between schools, the Ministry and education sector, has meant that it has been successfully able to provide schools with access to a variety of support structures. Specifically, school respondents talked about the high level of ongoing support and advice, for example, phone calls in the evening, that was provided directly by staff in the Management Centres in helping to identify needs and appropriate solutions.

Respondents also described how Schools Support staff helped them to navigate through the Ministry system, and build a network of support and contacts within the Ministry, as well as in the wider education sector, that can operate independently of Schools Support:

We’re interacting with the Ministry of Education on a number of levels — for example, Property. (Board 18).
In many instances Schools Support staff were said to provide guidance about appropriate external consultants that schools could employ, such as financial advisors, curriculum consultants, education consultants, management advisors, and project co-ordinators. In some cases, Schools Support appointed an external person themselves, on behalf of the school. This external support was seen as particularly helpful, especially the vital role played by project co-ordinators during a Schools Support intervention:

Bringing in expert outsiders has been a big success. They are knowledgeable in their fields and have the ability to motivate people. They have a fresh approach to situations. (Management Centre 13).
Through Schooling Improvement Clusters, Schools Support actively encouraged the development of professional support networks and peer support, for example, Principals working together. In Safety Net interventions, there were also examples of enhanced networking as a result of Schools Support being involved. In particular, one Principal noted that  he was asked to act informally as a mentor for a new Principal in a nearby school.

The Focus, Direction and Clarity Provided

The advice and support provided by Schools Support staff, external experts and professional peers assisted schools to clarify the key issues. Respondents felt that one of School Support’s important functions was to help schools identify their strengths and weaknesses, focus on what needed to be improved, and identify the necessary steps to achieve their goals. They also felt that School Support’s involvement in this process validated their concerns and gave them a clear focus, purpose and direction:

Schools Support was successful because they were outside the school environment and could help us focus without being personalised … we felt we knew what the issues were but they were validated by Schools Support. Schools Support made things happen. (Board 47).
Being able to identify strengths and weaknesses of the school. Celebrate and build on the things we’re good at and come up with a plan to develop the areas we’re weak in. (Board 37).
In addition to clarifying the issues and processes, Schools Support also helped clarify roles within a school, specifically governance and management roles. Clarifying these roles helped schools identify their tasks and assign appropriate responsibilities in terms of school management, and also in terms of managing the Schools Support project itself. It provided more certainty for schools:

Establishing the exact role of the Board and Principal meant everyone knew what was supposed to be happening. (Board 41).

We have processes and procedures in place and there is no room for personal antagonisms. (Board 48).

The Development of a ‘Learning Culture’

Linked to defining and clarifying focus, roles and tasks, was the job of identifying longer-term goals and encouraging schools to be reflective and review their progress which would assist in developing a sustainable ‘learning culture’. Respondents felt that the use of external experts, consultants and advisors, and the professional development they provided, impacted significantly on leadership and management, teaching practice, curriculum delivery, and assessment:

The use of specialist teachers and staff like primary and secondary teachers and teachers aides [is a success of Schools Support]. It could not have happened without funding from Schools Support. (School Staff 17).
Ministry and school respondents felt that Schools Support had encouraged schools to reflect on ways to achieve a learning culture. For example, it reinforced the importance of self-review so that schools became more reflective about teaching practice, considered educational outcomes for students, and planned for the longer term. Schools provided examples of where they believed a learning culture was developing. Respondents from one school referred to their own data collection, which showed students achieving at the national average and in some instances higher than the national average. Three schools also talked about change being evidenced by roll growth and positive ERO reports:

At a simple level our second discretionary audit was very positive. We’ve gone from 18 to four issues with two being very minor. The other two are bigger — school-wide assessment and Board self-review. We only now understand the latter, previously we just had ‘systems’. But we’ve done a very clear financial review, identified key issues and got onto them. Since the Schools Support process we have got to the point we can do it — be reflective. Now we look more long-term and the Board spends more time on the bigger issues, not the detail. We’re getting there. (Principal 21)

Morale and curriculum changes that weren’t there prior to Schools Support. Staff are more professional with more commitment to educational planning and delivering with appropriate resources and activities. It was a bit scratchy at first but better now. Assessment of kids was big. It was an ERO criticism originally. We’ve had a contract with Massey since 1998, working with staff on this. Schools Support came in fortnightly to assist with this. (Principal 42)

The Importance of Quality School Staff

Respondents acknowledged that a vital ingredient of a successful Schools Support project was quality school staff. School respondents felt that while clear processes were important, a project also required good leadership, and supportive management and staff to be implemented successfully. For example, six schools said that their projects were successful because they had a new Principal. Similarly, some respondents felt that staff needed to be enthusiastic, and willing to look at their practice and take on the challenges of a Schools Support project. In fact, they suggested that Schools Support can be a useful catalyst for staff who are resistant to planned changes to move out of the school:

It required people to pull together and be certain they all want to go the same way. Because it’s laid out clearly what’s ahead, if it’s not what enthuses you about teaching then it’s a process to let you move on. It’s also a process to get behind the Principal and reaffirm leadership and direction. (School Staff 39).
The Opportunities Afforded by Funding Provisions

Many of the positive changes and successes reported to have occurred in schools were said to have been made possible by the financial support that Schools Support provided. Schools Support allowed schools to implement changes ranging from environmental changes to professional development opportunities for staff. Respondents were pleased to receive Schools Support funding because it freed up money to buy resources, provide extra courses and training, and make a range of other improvements in the school. Money was regarded as a major key to making things possible although respondents from a couple of schools that had not yet received funding at the time of the interviews said that Schools Support had already impacted positively on the school by raising morale:

Professional development. Having money to get resources for kids. Everything had been left to run down so the money had a huge impact on the environment and teaching resources … huge benefits from Schools Support and the money involved. (Principal 9).
Quite a range of success factors. Access to resources to address our shortcomings in our ability to deliver objectives. Stimulus for staff in terms of professional development and job satisfaction. It allowed the school to lift its profile in the community and we (be)came to be seen as a school showing a proactive and leading edge approach to education … Schools Support allowed us to justify the extra expenditure. (Board 26).
In particular, respondents from eight schools talked about the variety of ‘cosmetic’ improvements they were able to make, such as upgrading the physical environment and purchasing extra resources. According to these schools, having the financial support to make environmental changes impacted significantly on the morale and attitudes of staff and students, and lifted their public profile, thereby positively influencing community perception.

As well as physical changes, eight schools stated that financial support from Schools Support allowed them to provide professional development and training for staff, extra courses/programmes for students, and to ‘buy in’ expertise, advice and support from consultants.

However school and Ministry respondents recognised that funding alone was not enough to bring about positive and lasting changes in schools. Rather, it was how the money was used and the opportunities it allowed which impacted significantly on schools.

Schools Support ‘Learning as it Grows’

A success factor identified by Ministry respondents was that Schools Support’s formative nature meant there has been room to learn as it has grown. They suggested that Schools Support has become more conscious and deliberate in its efforts to build analytical capability and as a result, staff better understand the theoretical constructs and key dynamics of supporting schools. Through Schools Support, the Ministry has been encouraged to think about the nature of interventions and has become increasingly proactive and involved. An outcome of this has been an increased knowledge of what is happening in the education sector and schools. At a more strategic level, respondents felt that Schools Support helped the Ministry think further about the government’s role in supporting schools long-term.

Schools Support has also impacted on ‘in-house’ relationships. Respondents suggested that research and evaluation which has come about through Schools Support, has not only informed approaches to its own interventions and initiatives, but has also informed policy development and created linkages within the Ministry. They believed that Schools Support has become well integrated with policy development and has now become a core part of the Ministry.

Chapter 6: Barriers to the Success of Schools Support and Suggested improvements

Chapter Overview and Key Points

As a continuation of a series of questions about the effectiveness of Schools Support, participants were asked to identify what they thought were the barriers to successfully achieving planned outcomes of a Schools Support project. This chapter discusses the barriers that they identified and also discusses their suggestions for overcoming identified barriers or weaknesses in Schools Support processes.

Many of the barriers identified had already been raised by participants when reflecting on their experiences of the various stages of Schools Support (see Chapter 4).

School respondents felt that an initial barrier, and perhaps the most difficult step, was admitting that they had problems and that they required help to find appropriate solutions. Part of the initial reluctance was due to feelings of failure, and a fear that the Ministry might adopt a prescriptive approach.

Once a project was underway, the most commonly identified barriers to its success were Schools Support processes. Schools and Management Centre staff expressed frustration about the lack of clarity around the processes, and felt that decision-making processes were too slow and time consuming. Management Centre staff felt this could potentially weaken relationships with schools. Schools were seemingly unaware that National Office had a quality assurance process.

Of these processes, approval for interventions or initiatives, and approval for funding were the most significant. 

Funding delays impacted on the momentum of the project. There is a need to clarify process and clearly communicate requirements and expectations.

These processes can be further complicated by confusion about the status of the financial support they received e.g. whether the funding was a loan or a grant.

Implementation and management of projects placed additional demands on schools when they were already struggling with existing responsibilities. Schools felt that the management and reporting requirements of Schools Support were complex and time consuming. National Office is concerned that schools may see the reporting as a compliance burden rather than an opportunity to build capability and an integral part of development.

Because interventions and initiatives are reliant on key people to drive them, there are workload issues for schools and for the Ministry. It is often difficult to find the people with the right mix of skills for the job.

There are relationship tensions with the variety of stakeholders involved in a project, and reaching consensus can be difficult. 

Schools and the Ministry face some legislative barriers and a limited range of intervention options.

All respondents were asked to identify what they thought was the main barrier to the success of Schools Support and to give reasons why they perceived it to be a barrier. They were then asked to identify the one thing they felt the Ministry could do to make Schools Support more effective. School respondents were asked an additional question: namely, what they thought the school could do to make its Schools Support project more effective.

Respondents commonly identified more than one barrier and suggested more than one improvement they felt the Ministry could implement. In general, however, school respondents found it difficult to identify what schools could do to make their Schools Support project more effective because they felt that many of the problems or issues, particularly process issues, were under the control of Schools Support.

Schools’ Initial Reluctance to be Part of Schools Support

As discussed in relation to Stages 0 and 1 of a Schools Support intervention (Chapter 4), respondents from nine of the 16 schools in the study felt that the most difficult step was admitting that there were problems and they required assistance to cope with them. They said that their reluctance to acknowledge the existence of problems was largely due to feelings of failure, and a fear that the Ministry would adopt a prescriptive and controlling approach. These factors initially increased their resistance to Schools Support’s involvement, and often meant they were less willing to openly identify all of the issues:

Defensiveness from me, the Chair and the Board. Not the Ministry — they must meet it all the time. You feel like you’re trying so hard all the time and it’s very hard to say it’s not working … so it’s a barrier even asking for help and identifying the real issues. (Principal 21).
In spite of their expressed reluctance to be initially involved in Schools Support, school respondents acknowledged the importance of a thorough needs analysis early on in a project to ensure all relevant issues were identified.

One of the ways schools felt they could have overcome their initial concerns, was to have been more proactive in learning about Schools Support. In particular, they suggested that visiting other schools in Schools Support would have been an effective way to learn about what was involved and what Ministry expectations and requirements were. However, they also felt that Schools Support could have facilitated this by encouraging schools in Schools Support to network more, and by providing teacher release time to make this possible.

Schools Support Processes

The ‘bureaucratic’ nature of Schools Support processes was commonly identified as a barrier. Both school and Management Centre respondents expressed concern that decision-making processes were too slow and too time-consuming, especially in the case of Formal Action and Business Case interventions, and for Schooling Improvement initiatives, which often required more documentation (e.g., submissions and financial planning agreements), than Informal interventions.

Management Centre respondents described a lengthy and complex process that followed the identification of a school as having a Schools Support need. For example, this typically involved writing submissions or financial planning agreements, getting these peer reviewed and approved in the Management Centre, and going through a quality assurance cycle in National Office before the project and/or funding was finally approved and ‘signed off’. They felt that due to the high number of cases that each Management Centre is responsible for, a ‘bottleneck’ often occurred when submissions and financial planning agreements reached National Office. Management Centre respondents were frustrated about the time these processes took and felt that they potentially risked weakening their relationships with schools as a result:

Time. [This school] is an example of how things can’t get done quickly. For example, assembling all the information and getting it through the Wellington pipeline. When we [Management Centres] develop a sub, another team member peer reviews it, then it goes to [Management Centre manager]. Then it goes to Wellington and goes through a process there. So getting to a decision point takes a long time. It makes our relationship with the school very shaky. (Management Centre 6).
The timeliness of the Ministry response — it’s embarrassingly slow for us [Management Centres]. Ministry accountability or bureaucratic systems and paper trails, and putting together financial planning agreements means that [School B] was left in limbo for a period. (Management Centre 5).
While Management Centre staff appreciated the need for accountability and quality assurance processes, they believed that the processes would become more streamlined and manageable if Management Centres had more discretionary power and autonomy to deal with cases.

Schools also expressed frustration about the red tape of Schools Support’s processes and the time it took to finalise decisions. For example, they were disappointed with the time it took to get funding approval and subsequent funding ‘drops’, with some respondents saying that they experienced lengthy funding delays. In the case of two schools, respondents said they were required to report on how the school had spent the funding only a matter of weeks after they had received it, due to the funding drop being late:

The proposal for funding went into [the Ministry of Education] in October ’99 and we were told it would be six weeks. Then it had to go to the Minister. It affected the training and the school had to pick up the bill in the interim. The money came at the end of Term 1 2000. The Ministry bureaucracy took forever regarding the funding. Every process was totally bureaucratic with ‘right hand, left hand’ problems. (School Staff 27)

There were set milestones but the funding didn’t come through until six months later. We had to go into our Operations money or had to hold up the programmes till the money arrived. (School Staff 52)

It was evident that school respondents were unaware a core part of the Schools Support process is a quality assurance check conducted by Schools Support staff in National Office. As such, they tended to view the time this took as a procedural delay. This was exacerbated by what they perceived to be mixed lines of authority between the Management Centre staff they had direct contact with and those in National Office.

These tensions were further heightened by confusion about the status of the financial support they received. At the time they received funding, four schools were uncertain whether it was a grant or a repayable loan. Respondents from one of these schools said they were unaware that the funding they had received was a loan until Schools Support began collecting repayments.

School respondents felt that the uncertainty caused by Schools Support processes such as those outlined above added to the stress of their projects. Moreover, they felt that funding delays impacted on the momentum and implementation of their project. In some instances the time taken to approve a project and/or funding negatively impacted on schools. For example, one school described how their needs had significantly changed during the time taken to formalise their project. Representatives of another school felt that the delay in funding contributed to uncertainty about the school’s future and impacted negatively on their ability to actively recruit and retain students:

I thought we were supposed to start [Schools Support] this year and it’s been delayed until next year. It’s difficult to ‘sell’ your school to prospective parents. (Principal 31).
One school felt that Schools Support tended to listen to ‘squeaky wheels’, that is, they felt that schools were more likely to get support and funding if they were persistent in bringing their concerns to Ministry attention. They believed that if schools had access to higher up people in the Ministry, or in government, they would be more likely to get their concerns aired, and consequently their projects and/or funding would be approved more promptly.

In contrast to other respondents, staff in National Office felt that schools and Management Centres did not fully appreciate the necessity of Schools Support’s processes. They suggested that these processes were required to ensure consistency in Schools Support’s approach and that they provided accountability across all projects. However they acknowledged that there was a need to clarify the processes and communicate their expectations and requirements to schools and Management Centres more clearly.

Like staff in National Office, schools and Management Centres also identified a need to clarify Schools Support’s processes and clearly communicate requirements and expectations. However, the main improvement they felt that Schools Support could make would be to streamline its processes. Management Centre respondents suggested that one of the ways to do this would be to ‘decentralise responsibility’ and give Management Centres more discretion to make decisions about projects and funding, with final approval given by National Office. Respondents from two of the Management Centres said that the recent change which gave them discretion to allocate funds up to $5,000 was a constructive attempt to improve processes and had made their work more straightforward.

Workload and Capacity Issues in Schools

School respondents felt that the implementation and management of a Schools Support project placed additional demands on them when they were already struggling with existing responsibilities. They suggested that Schools Support required a significant level of effort from people who sometimes lacked the capacity and experience required, but it did not provide adequate support and training for this:

Not having the expertise in the school to run the project … I would have loved a mentor to sit beside me once a week to provide support and advice. (Principal 9).
Respondents felt that the day-to-day management of Schools Support and its reporting requirements were complex and time-consuming. This work was often viewed as additional to core work and respondents were often forced to complete it in their personal time. For school staff who felt they are already over-committed, Schools Support processes was sometimes seen as a burden. Furthermore, some staff felt that the time Principals spent on Schools Support tasks and reporting made it more difficult for them to fulfil other leadership functions within the school.

A concern identified by Ministry and school respondents was that Boards were often ill-prepared to deal with some of the more complex or contentious responsibilities involved in governing a school. For example, they stated that Board members were not trained to deal with human resource issues such as personal grievances, which nine of the sixteen schools in the study had experienced. In addition, Board members were having to complete their Board tasks over and above their own personal and work commitments. These factors, combined with the frequent turnover of Board members, meant that schools often lacked effective and supportive guidance from their Board of Trustees.

Respondents suggested that many of these problems could be overcome by providing a range of training. For example, schools suggested that training and/or mentors could be provided for new Principals, and financial training could be provided to assist schools with management of their budgets and Schools Support funding. Schools also identified a training need to help them cope with Schools Support reporting and administration requirements, although ideally they would prefer project administration assistance to ensure reporting requirements could be met.

Respondents also suggested that Board members be provided with training so that they can learn about their roles and responsibilities. They recommended that this training include practical assistance and guidelines such as checklists for the selection of Principals.

Workload and Capacity Issues for the Ministry

Respondents suggested that many Schools Support projects were reliant on project co-ordinators to ‘drive’ them because schools were usually not in a strong enough position to manage and implement the projects on their own:

They [the Ministry of Education] thought if they put it on paper, the systems would also be in place. But there’s still a human factor and things can fall over without the right combination of people. Processes may not work without good people. (Principal 20).
However, the diversity of schools in Schools Support and the complexity of their problems has meant that it has been difficult to find people capable of dealing with the range of issues a school may face. Ministry respondents felt that the nature of Schools Support required a flexible pool of expertise and resource to conduct work, which ranges from the day-to-day core School Support work to more intensive project work. They stated that it has been a challenge to find consultants with the right mix of skill, capability and experience.

There are huge capability issues. There is a huge gap in the number of consultants. They lack the knowledge of the education sector so we have to teach them as we go each time … People don’t have the depth and breadth of skills and knowledge required. There are huge complexities to come to grips with. Finding a consultant who covers all the dimensions, for example, property, legislation, demographics, roll change, funding, community links, education knowledge, Mäori and Pacific Island issues — they are like hens’ teeth. (Ministry 58).
This is also the case for Management Centre staff whose roles, are at times, generic and operational, and at other times require very specific skills relevant only to particular projects. In addition, key elements of Schools Support such as building relationships and trust take a long time and require specific skills, so this early work is time consuming and resource intensive. However, given the number of projects each Management Centre is responsible for, and the effort required for each, Management Centre staff often felt ‘overloaded’ and concerned that these pressures made it more difficult to conduct their work effectively.

An issue identified by schools is that turnover in Schools Support staff has meant that projects lacked continuity at times. For example, one school in the study had had three Management Centre staff overseeing their project, which they believed had negatively impacted on its momentum and implementation.

In addition, some respondents felt that some Schools Support staff did not have the relevant experience they believed was necessary for co-ordinating their projects. For example, Schools Support staff may be former secondary teachers but be responsible for a project with a primary school. While respondents were positive about the skills and efforts of Schools Support staff, they reinforced the importance of continuing to lift the capability of these staff and provide ongoing training so they best meet the needs of schools.

Relationship Tensions

Relationship tensions were reported to make it difficult at times for stakeholders to work together effectively. Respondents gave a range of examples, referring to relationship dynamics between teachers and Principals and/or staff and Board members, between schools in a cluster situation, between the Ministry and schools, and between National Office and Management Centres, all of  which had added to the complexity of a project.

Respondents in three of the schools suggested that Schools Support could have listened more attentively to their concerns and made a greater effort to understand the kaupapa of their schools. They were disappointed that Schools Support seemed to have a ‘top-down’ approach which meant it primarily dealt with Principals and Board members. To avoid some staff feeling excluded from the process, and to increase ‘buy-in’ they felt that scoping the needs and issues should ideally have included all staff. Some school respondents also felt that Schools Support’s interest was often too focused on ensuring that they met project milestones. While they appreciated the importance of the milestones, they wanted a deeper, ongoing, interest in the school once these milestones had been met.

Ministry respondents stated that building relationships with schools was a constant and ongoing challenge. In the early stages of a Schools Support project, schools were often distrustful of Ministry involvement, however once in Schools Support, schools viewed the Ministry’s role as one of providing a support structure that prevented them from ‘falling over’. While they wanted the Ministry to take an active and educational lead, they also wanted to retain a strong sense of independence, autonomy and control.

This desire for autonomy and independence also impacted on relationships between schools, particularly those involved in Schooling Improvement clusters. One respondent gave an example of schools in a cluster receiving media coverage for an aspect of their project, without acknowledging Schools Support’s role in this, or the other schools in the cluster. The respondent felt it illustrated that schools were ‘not on Board with the collective approach’.

Legislative Barriers

Respondents felt that Schools Support had a limited range of intervention options available, and did not have the legal authority to operate decisively in some cases. While respondents recognised the existence of these legislative barriers they still wanted Schools Support to be more proactive. This was particularly so with regards to the management of poorly performing Principals. Respondents would like Schools Support to have the ability to dismiss an ineffective Principal. This was identified by a number of school respondents and Management Centre staff as a common problem, but one where they felt their hands were bound by legislative restrictions.

Little Time for Schools Support to Reflect

Ministry staff valued the fact that Schools Support is emergent and developing because it allowed changes to be made along the way. However they felt that there was little time for staff to analytically reflect on the direction of Schools Support, which in turn impacted on their ability to be strategic. While there is an acknowledgement that Schools Support is ‘learning as it grows’, it was also recognised that, partly because of its actively responsive approach and partly because of the heavy caseload, there has so far been little time to fully absorb the ‘learnings’.

Chapter 7: The Extent to Which Schools Support Contributes to Educational Change

Chapter Overview and Key Points

At the time this evaluation was being planned international research on both core principles and processes for successful school improvement was reviewed. From this we synthesised five factors which were commonly associated with successful school improvement programmes, and with changes in educational outcomes. 

1. Identify shared goals and strategies: Respondents agreed that identifying shared goals and strategies across the whole school, was an important and necessary task. Conducting a thorough needs analysis at the start of a project helped schools define their goals and strategies, however they felt that this was rarely a one-off task. The majority of schools were either developing or reviewing their goals and strategies as part of their involvement in a Schools Support project.

2. Make external connections: A range of people tended to be involved with schools as part of a Schools Support project. For example schools may have utilised the expertise of Principal advisors, researchers, consultants, universities, project managers/mentors, financial advisors, agencies such as Skill NZ, and an array of programme specific connections. Schools Support staff were often essential in providing expertise and guidance, or providing access to external expertise. Schools also had existing professional links and informal networks which became more deliberately utilised in Schools Support projects.

3. Develop strong leadership: In the school, leadership is seen as important to the success of a Schools Support project and ensuring changes are sustained. However there is a tendency for Schools Support to initially focus of the leadership on the Principal and Board, with less attention being paid to the leadership potential of senior management. Influencing school-wide leadership was seen as difficult because of the indirect nature of the levers available to Schools Support.

4. Increase teachers’ knowledge in and use of student achievement data: It was suggested that this has increasingly become an explicit focus in Schools Support projects. Schools noted they were more aware of the importance of student assessment and outcomes. A number of prompts had encouraged them to improve their knowledge and use of student achievement data, however Schools Support was mentioned less frequently than other triggers such as ERO reviews. Respondents felt that schools had a long way to go in terms of the systems and skills to gather, monitor and use student achievement data that was standardised across the whole school. In addition they suggested it remained a challenge to develop benchmarks that are appropriate for student groups such as Maori and Pacific immersion settings.

5. Ensure that change occurs at multiple levels within a school: Respondents acknowledged it is very difficult to effect whole school change given the complex nature of schools. Schools Support tended to focus on Principals and Boards, whereas change at levels within schools tends to be the responsibility of the Principal.

Earlier in the report (see Chapter 2), we outlined how the research literature on schooling improvement has identified several factors that appear crucial for effective, sustainable school improvement. These factors are:

· identify shared goals or strategies;

· make external connections;

· develop strong leadership within the school;

· increase teachers’ knowledge in and use of student achievement data; and

· ensure that change occurs at multiple levels within a school — e.g., at the whole school level, as well as at the teacher and classroom levels.

At the time of the interviews, the majority of school respondents felt that, for a number of reasons, Schools Support had not significantly impacted on these five factors. For example, given the length of time it can take to effect sustained change (c.f. discussion in Chapter 2), respondents felt it was often too early to reflect on the impact of Schools Support as they had been involved in Schools Support for a relatively short period. In other instances, school respondents felt that the initial impact or momentum of the project had not been sustained in their schools.

As well, some school respondents found it difficult to comment on Schools Support’s contribution towards meeting the five factors because schools are very complex organisations. They said that while on the one hand they felt that Schools Support had contributed in various ways to progress in each of the five factors, on the other hand, it was the schools themselves that had effected these changes.

How has Schools Support Helped in Identifying Goals and Strategies?

There was general agreement that shared goals and strategies, especially across the whole school, were vital for providing a school with a strong direction. Among the 16 participating schools, a minority had developed or were developing goals and strategies independently, the remainder relied on advice, support, or impetus from Schools Support to identify goals and strategies. Some schools had just reached the point of identifying their goals and strategies, while others had already revisited and reviewed their earlier plans. There were also a small number of schools that had not yet identified goals, although they recognised that they needed to.

As well as providing the initial impetus and advice and guidance on the process involved in developing shared goals, Schools Support was reported to help schools by enabling them to acknowledge, within a supportive framework, that there was a problem. As well, Schools Support was said to be valuable in that it helped Boards and staff see that change is possible.

The mechanism through which Schools Support helped schools identify goals and strategies was that of ‘pressure and support’, as well as sometimes providing resources. With the assistance of Schools Support, schools tended to identify their goals through processes of consultation and prioritisation, leading to a review of their charter or development of a vision and a strategic plan. The strategic plan was cited as an important means of focusing Board and school staff discussions. Some schools held ‘brainstorming’ or ‘vision-setting’ days, or staff workshops.

External researchers or consultants and project co-ordinators for Schools Support were often appointed as ‘impartial advisors’ and asked to undertake community consultation, including surveys about views on what goals and priorities should be established for the school.

External helpers were sometimes also brought in to act as mentors to Principals, carry out performance appraisals of Principals, or to gather data or an information base for the strategic plan. As this variety of mechanisms, processes and participants suggests, the task of helping schools identify goals and strategies often takes many meetings and a lot of work for all involved.

Barriers to successfully identifying goals and strategies occurred when schools felt suspicious of the Ministry, especially if there was any hint of schools closing in the area. A further barrier arises when tension is created over disagreements about goals, for example, sometimes suggested goals may be favoured by the Ministry and the Board, but not by the school staff. Also, the goals may assume there is some infrastructure in place which has not yet been secured, for example, a school may be required to meet information technology goals where there is no information technology infrastructure in the school.

Schools felt that although Management Centres are getting better at consulting with them more, for example, working together on submissions and financial planning agreements, workloads are a barrier to doing this better.

An additional barrier in the process of helping schools identify goals and strategies is that schools often first need to develop skills in gathering sound data on school performance.

Identifying goals is rarely a one-off task. Usually, schools need to re-assess and possibly revise, their goals and strategies on an ongoing basis. The school and/or the Ministry may identify goals because of subsequent changes to objectives, or because the initial goals were not sufficiently relevant, or because of rapid success in meeting earlier goals. An example is the case of one school that re-prioritised its goal of ‘changing the school environment’ to ‘making the provision of professional development opportunities for teachers’ its main priority.

An effect of schools working with Schools Support to identify shared goals is that communication systems and relationships are enhanced. Relations between various parties that were formerly ‘them and us’ are reported to become more positive.

Further advantages of developing shared goals are that whole-school change is more likely, and that when goals are made explicit, staff with conflicting views may choose to leave. Also, when Schools Support involves all staff in the task of identifying goals, staff buy-in is lifted as a result.

Finally, the process is reported to boost morale, as it is often described as ‘valuable’, ‘exciting’ and ‘positive’. And the process often gives the Board more assurance, a new or struggling Principal more confidence and a mandate for change, and provides the school with a greater capacity to plan and develop.

How has Schools Support Helped in Making External Connections?

A whole range of people tend to be involved in Schools Support and there is strong evidence that the vast majority of schools are part of a large and diverse ‘education community’. Schools already have a number of professional and other links before entering Schools Support. Management Centres also draw on their combined knowledge about a huge range of people and providers that can support education provision.

Once ‘in’ Schools Support these existing informal networks may become focussed or deliberately utilised. In particular, Principals rely on their own extant professional links and connections for more professional development-focused assistance. Principals sometimes offer their help to schools requiring support. Schools in individual or cluster projects see Schools Support as an opportunity to ‘share ideas’ and good practice with those in other schools. A school may link-up with a ‘like’ school, and clusters may involve sharing teachers as a resource, or staff in cross-school committees focused on aspects of education.

Schools establishing links with one another is a priority for the Ministry and schools are therefore strongly encouraged to consult with other schools. Management Centres may suggest specific strategies to facilitate this process, for example, making connections with local early childhood centres, and local primary, intermediate, and secondary schools. Given that schools in Schools Support often face falling rolls, these are challenging but important links. Establishing links within clusters, in particular, require a long time to develop, possibly two or three years.

Whether new or extant, these links with external players tend to become formalised in a Schools Support project, because the project allows schools to purchase specific programmes, packages and advice. Examples of these are: training for office staff; development of benchmarking or assessment expertise; getting teachers on the internet and communicating with other teachers; and running behaviour management programmes such as Eliminating Violence.

Through Schools Support, a school often links in with schools in other Ministry-funded programmes, and this in turn allows external connections and interactions with ‘experts’ those schools have used. Sometimes the Ministry staff are themselves the external connection and resource and schools are able to draw on their knowledge of Ministry employees in resourcing, staffing. In turn, the schools can become part of other networks or projects the Ministry is facilitating such as clusters in administration and ICT. The net effect is that both staff and Boards become aware of the possible connections to be made.

Often the external connections are focused on managing, raising and improving the profile of the school in the local community or market. Schools are conscious of the importance of community relations, and so extra resources are used to survey perceptions and needs, to understand community cultures, and to cultivate the community relations. The funding from Schools Support may allow a school to produce newsletters, hire cultural liaison staff, or provide food at community meetings.

Whether schools draw formally or informally on the wider education community, the data indicate that the community is diverse, important, and also relied upon. Often, schools remarked that they could not have coped without an impartial and professional expert. One school noted that the benefits are so great they will deliberately try to forge relationships with powerful people in the community.

The list of external connections is very large. It includes advisors and Principal mentors, researchers and/or consultants from universities, colleges of education, and agencies such as Skill NZ and Specialist Education Services. Also popular are local consultants with experience of carrying out performance appraisals of Principals, assessment, education service centres, financial management and systems, and information technology. An array of programme-specific connections such as ‘Social Workers in Schools’, information technology cluster representatives, and Mäori and Pacific liaison workers were also called upon for assistance.

Information gathered during the interviews also suggested that schools’ external connections were not highly localised, with schools in the study reporting that they often made links with ‘like’ schools elsewhere in New Zealand or internationally. As well, clusters were not necessarily composed of schools from just one geographical area.

There is a certain momentum in the links schools make with ‘experts’, system officials and other schools, and each of these can potentially lead to still more links being made. The risk, borne out in a couple of cases, is that schools rely too heavily on finite ‘add-ons’, rather than addressing their own capacity to manage and then sustain improvements. One school had a prolific number of mentors and experts, which in retrospect they felt was too many and had added to the confusion they experienced.

Finally, the huge range of links and expertise that is drawn on implies that it is problematic finding consultants with multiple skills. Some Management Centres reflected on the lack of consultants with knowledge about industrial relations, education outcomes, the legislation or financial management. Some schools noted that they were not always happy with the work of researchers or performance appraisal consultants. This gap will grow as people are increasingly needed to fill the roles of section 64A, whereby the Secretary of Education can require a Board to obtain assistance from one or more individuals or organisations for a specified period.
How has Schools Support Helped in Developing Leadership?

Strong, effective leadership is frequently identified in the research literature as vital for achieving ‘successful’ schools. The Ministry and Schools Support perspective underlies the importance of leaders for school-level change to be sustained.

There has been a tendency for Schools Support to focus primarily on the leadership of the Principal, Board Chair, or the entire Board as the people most often integrally involved (they are also signees) when Schools Support draws up a contract between the schools and the Ministry.

There are two possible limitations to this focus. The first is that Board turnover is frequent and hence the need for leadership training for Boards is ongoing. The second limitation is that relatively less attention is paid to the leadership potential in senior management and among heads of department, even though turnover among this group is usually a lot lower than that of the Board. Even less of a focus by Schools Support is the leadership of classroom teachers or school staff. These staff groups are important as they promote ‘buy-in’ among other staff, and reorganising school structures. The data suggest that Schools Support works with the Principal and Board Chair, and developing leadership within the school is the task of the Principal.

Respondents felt that developing leadership across more than one school is very difficult yet ultimately rewarding. Schools in clusters have had to think about what their leadership, governance or management structure will look like. As with individual schools, there are committees and formal arrangements being made across Principals or across teachers from cluster schools.

This question indicated that Schools Support develops leadership through calling on a nearby Principal or Board Chair to work as an informal mentor or advisor for a struggling or new Principal whose school is involved in a Schools Support project.

Influencing school-wide leadership is difficult not only because of the indirect nature of the levers available to Schools Support, but also because teachers and staff who are over-committed at work are reluctant to lead particular projects. In many respondents’ views, Schools Support is more effective when it deliberately seeks to involve more school staff. For example, leadership has been aided through new or amended governance and management structures such as pastoral care arrangements, deans, junior and senior schools, heads of department and departmental structures.

Schools Support projects are also an opportunity to develop leadership within-schools in areas such as budgeting, assessment, literacy, music and technology. Mechanisms for developing leadership include funds to allow senior management release time to plan and talk, funds for a mentor for the Principal, professional development for the Principal and training for Board of Trustees members. In some projects new governance structures or new school management structures had been created.

There was wide agreement that the Principal is key, but that there is a leadership continuum from ‘effective’ to ‘ineffective’ Principals. Schools Support’s ability to develop the leadership of a Principal also varies. If a Principal is not performing well, then improvements are slow to come, whereas if a Principal is highly effective, then improvements are realised much more rapidly. In some projects, the mechanism has been to remove a Principal, with the new Principal (and/or new Board Chair) representing the ‘solution’. ERO may also trigger this focus on the Principal as an education leader. Where the education leadership of the Principal is identified as a problem then Schools Support staff face an obvious dilemma. Finally, if a Principal is the key focus then their time may be committed to the Schools Support project, with less time and energy available to operate as an education leader.

Some respondents felt that there were more opportunities for teachers to develop their leadership in small school, and that this may happen regardless of Schools Support. Yet at the same time without a middle management structure the Principal may also tend to just do the work.

Leadership also referred to changes in encouraging senior students as leaders. Some schools referred to deliberate attempts to develop student leaders, with courses and mentoring systems.

How has Schools Support Influenced Teachers’ Knowledge and Use of Student Achievement Data?

Schools Support has tended to focus on governance and management and the project appears to assume that this leads to changes in student achievement. The other assumption embedded in this approach is that Boards are always capable of discussing and interpreting this data. However, the Boards are often reliant on the school staff’s expertise and information about achievement data.

Recently a shift has been occurring. Over time, the knowledge and use of student achievement data in the classroom, and latterly across the school, has become a more explicit focus of Schools Support. However, the uneven capacity of schools, especially primary schools, to produce and use such data means that schools and Schools Support’s understandings in this area are emergent. Management Centres felt that this is one area in which the Ministry could significantly improve.

There were three kinds of responses to the query: ‘how has Schools Support influenced knowledge and use of student achievement data?’. A minority of schools were already recording and using data, and have not been influenced by Schools Support at all. Some of these schools reflected that ERO had described them as ‘over assessors’ who had to cut back. For a second group of schools their Schools Support project has provided an opportunity to get work underway and some have even made tangible progress this area. A third and sizeable group recognise they are weak and struggling in this respect, and that there is significant work to be done.

However, it is noticeable that schools and Management Centres were all aware of the importance of this, and of the need to continue to make improvements in this area, and to get the time to reflect on the data that they had collected. They had the language to articulate their position, and it was felt that increasing attention is being paid to creating the systems around student achievement data.

One effect of using this data is an improvement in the knowledge and so the self-esteem of the teachers. Also data act as a springboard for additional programmes such as behaviour management and barriers to learning programmes.

One of the triggers for this articulation and attention seems to be ERO requirements and discussions about assessment profiles. Other new developments have catalysed school discussions, for example, value-added tests, literacy programmes, National Certificate in Educational Achievement, and had information about unit standards.

Where Schools Support has been an influence, the mechanisms have been through funding outside researchers to generate debate and catalyse change and resourcing professional development or in-service training (especially funding costs of the courses and travel). Schools Support resources are allowing the school to buy assessment experts, software to manage and gather information across subject areas, and reporting systems or forms, and arranging mentor schools. Management Centres have also offered support through talking to Principals in this area.

As with other aspects of school improvement, change across a whole school is very difficult. This is especially the case in an aspect of education which relies on information being standardised across a school, and which is relatively new so that some schools have yet to develop the necessary resources and tools. Standardising information across subject or learning areas is even more challenging. Some Principals reflected that teachers had become accustomed to their particular forms of assessment or approaches to assessment. For that reason, external catalyst and support has been important for many schools in the sample.

One final area presenting a challenge is students developing benchmarks which are appropriate to student groups, such as Mäori and Pacific or Mäori immersion settings.

Given these difficulties it is unsurprising that gathering standardised information across schools in a cluster is extremely difficult.

How has Schools Support influenced change at multiple levels?

Given the complex nature of schools, there is a tendency for Schools Support to focus on the Principal and the Board or, in a few cases, also involve senior management, especially Deputy Principals. Schools Support is beginning to reflect the importance of change from the ‘top-down’, as well as the ‘bottom-up’, classroom-driven change. Ministry staff recognised that this is a key challenge for Schools Support.

Change at levels within the school tends to be the responsibility of the Principal, senior management or the school in pulling together. This kind of change is very hard to quantify and respondents gave a wide variety of answers based on anecdotal evidence. In the main they referred to gradual attitudinal or intangible change.

For those schools where their problems have been to do with relationship difficulties or divisions between levels or parts of the school, their changes were couched in terms of improved staff and student morale, for example, ‘the boys are now proud to be here’. People referred to being happier and receiving positive feedback from ERO. The tone or culture of the school may have improved through changes in student behaviour, for example, less bullying, and these behaviour management strategies and techniques were often mentioned as influencing change at the whole school level. Even just the fact of having received extra funds through being in a Schools Support project had raised the morale of some schools.

Change in another school was described as a whole-school shift from being a teacher-centred to a student-centred school. A concomitant shift was that there had reportedly been changes in attitudes and understandings about teaching and learning. Changes to Special Education policy were another trigger for a more student-centred approach.

External experts, such as researchers, or staff from Specialist Education Services or the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA) were cited as providing assistance with the tone of a school. A number of schools noted that they had had to address the culture and behaviour in a school before they could tackle teaching and learning within the classroom.

These less tangible changes were often related to more concrete changes deliberately undertaken at different levels or parts in the school. For example, a mentor for the Principal, Board training, professional development for staff, new furniture and computers, outdoor tables and other changes to the physical environment of the school. Other tangible processes included: a myriad of training programmes, sometimes for the entire staff of a school (including office staff); an entire restructuring of the school or new management structures; a focus on building relations between the Board and teaching staff; and build relations between the Junior and Senior schools to encourage the sharing of resources and ideas. Promotional activity and changes in community perceptions were also noted, although these are very slow to change.

Despite this list of changes that schools may have done or Schools Support may have contributed to, all respondents noted that change in schools is very slow. Some staff had hoped it would have been quicker, but had revised their expectations. Schools noted that ground or momentum was often lost as well as gained, and that there was a lot more to be done. A number cited the research finding that change took at least five years.

Given the problems that schools may be facing, attempts at more holistic and far-reaching change are all the more noticeable. On the other hand, it is because they are in trouble that they are compelled to address a huge range of issues. For all these reasons schools appeared to be ‘biting off’ small and more manageable pieces, in their attempt to change different aspects of the school.

The difficult and gradual nature of change is also evident in the lack of progress experienced by some schools. Some felt that ‘implementation’ had not begun because no funding had been delivered yet, so felt it was too soon to see any progress. Alternatively, even just the discussions of problems meant that change had begun in a school.

The same lack of progress was reported on the work belonging to student achievement data which some schools had noted as the area they would most like to see changed.

Finally, for some schools, Schools Support was seen to have little influence as the school was achieving change on their own. A number were confident that any governance or management problems had not impacted at the level of classroom delivery. This confidence in a school’s education delivery is especially the case where the school enjoys a quality staff and Board. Also, in a very small school, such as a two-teacher school, working together in one direction was more readily achieved.

Chapter 8: Overall Conclusions

This section offers some overall conclusions which attempt to consider Schools Support strategies in the following ways:

Firstly, these conclusions are higher level because they are not specifically drawn from any particular interview question, but reflect our synthesis of all the data gathered from interviews, documents and the Schools Support database. That synthesis reflects the huge scope of Schools Support which means that no issue can be properly dealt with in isolation.

Second of all, unlike the earlier chapters that reported the interview data, this chapter is our interpretation of the significance of the findings. We have attributed significance in light of three things: the goals and objectives of Schools Support; the New Zealand evaluations of Schools Support and the international literature on school improvement discussed in Chapter 2; and our discussions with the client about the emerging priorities and context for Schools Support. We have done this so that this evaluation can contribute to wider thinking about Schools Support and what Schools Support should do.

The third strategic dimension is the inclusion of implications for the Ministry as a whole, not just its Schools Support component. Schools Support work with schools encompasses a wide range of issues. An individual project typically represents a microcosm of issues, many of which have national implications. Thus, where these conclusions and their implications are germane not just to Schools Support but also to the Ministry we have included brief discussion of what and how Schools Support might add to the Ministry’s policy and operations debates.

Fourthly, in these strategic conclusions we have identified five key themes. The first four themes relate to issues common to Safety Net interventions and to Schooling Improvement initiatives. We have also included a fifth theme relating to issues of special importance to Schooling Improvement initiatives.

Finally, as signalled in Chapter 1, this report was written in early 2001 but uses Schools Support’s nomenclature of the period 1995 to mid-2000 (e.g., we refer to Schools Support, not its recent title of Schools Monitoring and Support). We have done this to remain consistent with the terms most interviewees used, and also because this evaluation looks at the effectiveness of the form and scope of Schools Support as it developed from approximately 1995 to 2000. These conclusions offer an evaluative stocktake of Schools Support as it developed, and also offer some evaluative statements about where these developments need clarification or consolidation.

Schools Support is a Learning and Innovative Policy – But these ‘learnings’ need Consolidation

Summary of Findings

Our first overall conclusion is that Schools Support is a policy that has both incorporated some major learnings and grown into a very large project. Schools Support began with four schools in 1995 and since then has worked with a total of 242 Safety Net schools. The growth in clusters has gone from one eight-school cluster in 1995 to over 300 schools in clusters of some form in 2001. Internationally, Schools Support is a significant sized project. As noted in Chapter 1, Fullan (2000) defined large scale reform as a minimum of 50 schools, and, as a point of contrast, there are 40 schools in the Improving the Quality of Education for All in the United Kingdom, and 31 schools in the Manitoba School Improvement project.

Schools Support has not just grown in size, but has redeveloped its approach at the same time. There are now four different types of Safety Net interventions, each with their own processes. Clusters, too, have diversified into a range of Schooling Improvement initiatives. In some cases these initiatives have developed into Iwi Initiatives or partnership negotiated between the Crown and Iwi. This growth reflects the capacity of Schools Support to ‘rebuild the ship at sea’. Some examples of other major developments in the Schools Support framework follow:

· At its inception Schools Support established formal education networks in each of the regions comprising representatives from up to 20 education and community-related organisations. These people meet regularly with the Ministry regional staff to discuss what is happening in schools in that region. Representatives from education sector groups are also in a National External Reference Group. These groups provide Schools Support with a strong national and local focus and links;

· Schools Support has also created formal Government networks via reporting to two groups. One is the External Programme Management Group that invites attendees from agencies such as Te Puni Kokiri, the State Services Commission, the ERO and the Treasury. The second is an Internal Programme Management group comprising of operational and policy units in the Ministry;

· The Funding Provision Agreement (FPA) and the Schools Support Reporting (SSR) Database were specifically created for Schools Support. The FPA database allows schools to note the achievement of milestone objectives records so that the National Office can action funding for milestones accordingly. Schools also use the FPA database to note progress towards Key Performance Indicators, again providing National Office with school-specific or general information. The SSR database was created to allow regular reporting from Liaison Officers in the regional offices to Schools Support in the National Office;

· Following an earlier evaluation (Nolan and Wilson, 1998) the financial discretion in Ministry regional offices has increased and this has allowed faster and more timely Schools Support funding for Informal, Formal and Statutory interventions. This change is especially valuable for Informal interventions, which account for at least half of all Safety Net interventions, and for which there is consensus that early support is more efficient and effective; and

· A Schools Support monitoring project is currently under construction to provide local information earlier about the situation that a school or schools are in. While the monitoring project was not part of this evaluation, it represents a systematic attempt to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of Schools Support.

At the same time as these processes and interventions have been created and expanded, the objectives and expectations in Schools Support are continually being raised. There is strong evidence of Schools Support’s critical self-awareness. This is seen in the following examples of key innovations and challenges that have fed into the development of Schools Support’s framework:

· The focus has grown from ‘at-risk’ schools to school effectiveness in conjunction with other parts of the Ministry. The result is a continuum of Schools Support ranging from interventions with schools facing long term severe problems, schools that require short term low-level support, through to clusters of schools in Schooling Improvement initiatives. Schools Support also has a focus on community needs and community development, especially in its cluster initiatives. The evolution in Schools Support’s approach reflects the steadily wider emphasis in the approach of Schools Support, and also a greater challenge as the number of issues to be addressed has also grown;

· While a needs analysis has long been done at the outset of a Schools Support project, the understanding of needs analysis have grown in Schools Support. In our programme logic discussions with Liaison Officers in regional offices, they stressed that they now had a better understanding and appreciation of what needs analysis can entail. A formative evaluation of a Schooling Improvement initiative (Timperley et al, 1999; Robinson et al, 2000) has highlighted that a first comprehensive needs analysis is necessary but not sufficient in a Schools Support project. Thus there is an expectation that needs have to be identified both at the beginning of a project and in an ongoing role;

· Communities are increasingly part of Schools Support as they are viewed as partners to be consulted and canvassed before, and during, a Schools Support project. This explicit and deliberate involvement of the community represents a huge challenge for Schools Support. This is ambitious given that international projects, such as IQEA and Manitoba’s project are often smaller and require no community involvement. In less devolved education systems, multiple levels of intervention usually refers to the district or LEA level (Fullan, 2000);

· The legislative and policy context of schooling in New Zealand means that Schools Support tends to become involved in a school via the Principal or the Board of Trustees. But improvement and change is often sought not just at the Principal’s level or in one curriculum area, but with school senior management, multiple curricula and for the whole school. And while a Board may be the initial contact point, Schools Support clusters involve multiple Boards, or multiple proprietors in the case of integrated schools, and sometimes involve the creation of entirely new governing entities. These Schools Support innovations bring with them greater challenges; and

· Change and improvements are not only implemented, but the processes of Schools Support are required to foster sustained improvement. For instance, the problems in the long-term capacity of school staff or leaders and the succession of the Board(s) have to be considered. There is also an emergent shift in Schools Support from ‘intervening’ to a change management process.

These quantitative and qualitative developments in Schools Support are all the more significant given that its growth has been rapid, and that it operates in response to often urgent problems in schools. These developments represent a clear shift in direction for the Ministry after its first five years of Tomorrow’s Schools, and illustrate more varied and relationship-based ways of working with schools. Finally, in the above respects Schools Support appears to be working in line with, if not ahead of, international endeavours for schooling improvement.

Implications and Questions about Consolidation

Our interpretation of these findings about innovation and learning is that there is further potential to review or consolidate what Schools Support entails. To capitalise on these changes, some kind of policy stocktake is an imperative for Schools Support and the Ministry. This tension between growth and consolidation is apparent at a number of levels. Some school respondents (particularly teaching staff interviewed) were not aware that they were part of a ‘Schools Support project’. And, while National Office respondents referred to the shifts to school effectiveness, this shift was not clear to those in Schools Support in regional offices, who were still bedding in their understandings of working with ‘at-risk’ schools.

From the data we have characterised Schools Support as a ‘bow wave’ policy and project. That is, one of its many strengths is forging ahead and, along with other parts of the Ministry, pushing the boundaries of the Ministry’s intervention framework. While it is important to retain this innovation and momentum, the evidence in this report points to a number of areas still in its ‘wash’ where Schools Support needs to consolidate or ‘catch up’.

Firstly, it is important to avoid confusion and/or inconsistency around the principles of Schools Support. An issue for Schools Support is how to reconcile assumptions and principles that can seem incompatible at times, and Ministry interviewees, in particular, were often well aware of these questions. For example, how does the concept of schools’ self-management align with the development on-going partnerships between the Ministry and schools? Similarly how does the concept of ‘exit’ fit with on-going relationships between the Ministry and a school, and how is ‘exit’ conceptualised in the partnerships between the Ministry and entities created in a Schooling Improvement initiative? There are, presumably, implications for other parts of the Ministry where these partnerships are wider than the ambit of Schools Support.

Another question arises around the issue of ‘sustainability’. Ensuring sustained improvement is likely to take time, so how can this be reconciled with funding timelines of one, two or three years, and what are some reasonable expectations about timing and funding in the diversity of Schools Support interventions?

These more conceptual questions could be complemented with further debate and clarity about the roles and responsibilities expected of those in schools, communities, regional offices or National Office who are involved in Schools Support projects. Consolidation for Schools Support could involve a clear articulation and then communication of these expectations.

In short, while there is evidence of Schools Support reflecting upon its policy and practices, further system-wide consolidation of learnings would support the changes and developments in Schools Support. More broadly, Schools Support could contribute to a Ministry debate about the need (or otherwise) for a more strategic approach to school effectiveness. The challenge for Schools Support to date has been operating as a ‘bow wave’ policy while at the same time ensuring that its effects for Schools Support and for the Ministry are not dissipated. The following four questions reflect our view that consolidation is more likely to result from a systematic rather than ad hoc approach:

· How can the learnings to date and future direction of Schools Support be more effectively shared throughout those working within Schools Support?;

· What systems are in place (or should be developed) to ensure the Schools Support has a systematic, and not an opportunistic, approach to critiquing and assessing its framework, rationale and direction?;

· What should a national framework for Schools Support look like, in relation both to interventions in individual schools, as well as to more general school improvement or effectiveness?; and

· How best can the learnings from Schools Support be shared throughout the Ministry as part of its wider strategic for policy development and organisational learning?

Implications of the Issues Facing Schools

Summary of Findings

A key finding was that while there are problems which are unique to a school, a great many issues, such as teacher retention, roll decline and community resources, are common to many of the schools in the evaluation and are consistent with those identified in international studies. Thus, our second strategic conclusion is that Schools Support, or a wider school improvement strategy, has to manage a balance and an integration between system-wide infrastructure or policies, and school-specific interventions.

Furthermore, from this evaluation it is clear that any approach has to accommodate the extreme and multiple difficulties that can be the reality for schools in Schools Support. Research in New Zealand has described the compounding effect of roll change and decline, and student mobility as ‘turbulence’ that in turn puts additional pressure on some schools (Hughes et al, 1996). Respondents did not raise their problems in a ‘complaining’ fashion, nor cite student intake or a school’s community as a reason for these problems. Rather, they acknowledged their own responsibility and role in addressing these challenges. But, in the interviews, school staff and Principals who were new or had previously been in higher decile schools noted that they had been surprised by the severity of their school’s situation. Some facts illustrate the cumulative nature of schools’ difficulties:

· One new Principal began work only to learn that the school was operating without accreditation from NZQA. Therefore one of their first tasks was to get accreditation;

· Seven of the ten safety net schools had been or were involved in at least one Personal Grievance (PG). Whether a PG is pre-empted or disputed, it can reflect significant issues with personnel management or disharmony, and it is lengthy, very costly and often requires school staff and Board members to deal with difficult and stressful matters such as affadavits and court hearings;

· Financial difficulties were often extreme, such as in the school which paid staff from petty cash. Financial mismanagement can be a cause or an effect of a PG and so can threaten a school’s viability, and a school’s capacity to survive the resultant aftershocks or difficulties from the PG;

· There is an on-going recruitment issue in schools considered in this report. For example, nine of the 16 Principals were new, and five of these were first time Principals. A school with a roll of 160 had six new staff in 2000, and for five of these it was their first teaching job. Furthermore, the challenging, unsettling or protracted nature of the Schools Support process could sometime prompt teachers or senior management to leave. This can sometimes be positive in the long run, but in the immediate term it creates additional ‘turbulence’ and recruitment work for Principals and Boards;

· Poor staff morale is typically an issue and often schools were embroiled in extremely confrontational divisions. For example, two of the schools had divided into factions that either did or did not support the Principal. In another school the community was deeply split over the dismissal of the Principal and some members of the Board took a PG against other Board members;

· Resolving problems was often not helped by a school’s environment and their limited resources. For example, in a two-teacher school the Principal did not have an office, just a computer tucked into the extremely small staff-room. Another Principal said they had just got their first computer; and

· There is often very real concern about roll decline and closure, beyond just vague worries about ‘competition’ or what ‘might be’. For two of the three clusters there had been explicit discussions in the past with the Ministry about the viability of one or more schools associated with the cluster. And at the time of interviews, three of the ten safety net schools were not certain what the outcome of Ministry discussions about closure would be. One of these said it was the first year in many years that they had not had a staffing review and a redundancy following their roll decline.

Implications and Questions about the Issues Facing Schools

The implication from these findings is that problems, interruptions and crises may be the norm and reality in a Schools Support project over time. Any individual project has to accommodate this constant ‘turbulence’ and Liaison Officers are faced with providing both ‘pressure’ and ‘support’ without the luxury of a steady situation upon which to build school improvement. ‘Stability’, if present, is partial and temporal, but the Schools Support process nevertheless has to be able to deal with such issues. It seems from this evaluation that there are no ‘quick wins’ but rather schools with less or more complex problems.

While the problems are not dissimilar to those identified in international literature, they do have to be understood and addressed in New Zealand’s regulatory and policy context of significant devolution of governance and management, and the attendant effects of nearly a decade of school choice. It is not possible to identify from this evaluation the size of the ‘backlog’ of schools in difficulties, but the Monitoring project will be a significant tool to identify the extent of needs faced by many schools. Further clarification is needed on the appropriate goals for school effectiveness or school improvement given the status quo, and given New Zealand’s emerging policy context. We have noted four key implications from the findings which reflect emerging priorities for Schools Support.

· Many of these problems are ‘larger’ than Schools Support and require a response at the level of national frameworks or policies. School Support cannot be expected to solve all these issues but rather to improve its reporting to policy in a systematic and on-going manner; 

· More is needed to assess the relative benefits for the Ministry from the following four methods of school improvement: system-wide policy settings; targeted interventions for individual schools in difficulty; diffuse informal or low level support; and a comprehensive monitoring system?;

· Schools Support has highlighted the importance of ‘pressure’ and ‘support’ to achieve sustainable school improvement and these are evident at the individual school level. Work is needed to understand how ‘pressure’ and ‘support’ could  be further balanced and integrated in the wider Ministry’s approach to school improvement?; and

· By their nature many of these issues and their downstream effects are not easily anticipated or identified. This is a challenge for Schools Support, and further ‘entry’ issues are discussed later in this chapter. A strategic question is how an explicit framework (or frameworks) can best clarify the sequencing and change management within Schools Support interventions, while also being relevant to the particular dynamics or time required in an individual project.

The Focus on Student Achievement Data and Student Achievement Outcomes — Still a Long Way to Go

Summary of Findings

An important finding was that recognition is growing among the Ministry, schools and Boards about the need to focus on student achievement outcomes.

While student achievement has been a focus of Schools Support since its inception, a number of Liaison Officers contrasted the growing emphasis on student learning with the earlier relative emphasis on governance and management. Furthermore, the methods and processes of Schools Support increasingly rely on student achievement data. This reliance is an increasing strength of Schools Support as it contributes to schools (and communities) becoming assessment-literate (Fullan and Mascall, 2000), and provides a shared focus for ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’ processes as highlighted by Fullan (2000) (see Chapter 1). On the smaller scale of Liaison Officers working with schools, a focus on improving student outcomes is a way of dovetailing their work with teaching staff and Boards.

Interestingly, a minority of schools said that their Schools Support project, or the staffing or financial difficulties that had prompted the project, had had no impact on this part of their school. According to Alton-Lee and Praat’s (2000) review of the literature, this is consistent with studies that reveal much more of the variance in student outcomes is attributable to teachers (40%) than to schools (16%).

School respondents noted that they were starting to think more, and more widely, about student assessment and student outcomes and listed catalysts for this. Schools Support was mentioned less frequently than other catalysts such as ERO reviews, the Literacy and Numeracy funding pool Assessment for Better Learning (in the forms for either Maori or non-Maori students), and the changes via National Certificate for Educational Achievement and unit standards.

The majority of schools were trying to improve their skills in thinking about, gathering and using student achievement data. In the schools in this report, this involved buying software, sending staff on courses, participating in Ministry projects, or purchasing systems such as the value-added schemes and a testing regime from New South Wales. 

However, despite this growing level of awareness, most of these schools reported that student data was a new focus, and they were a long way off gaining the systems and skills to gather, manage, monitor and use data that was standardised across the whole school, or schools in the case of clusters. Ministry interviewees in regional offices echoed schools’ estimate of their limits.

Finally, there was an apparent divergence in school and Ministry views. Ministry respondents appeared to be informed by the Schools Support evaluation research such as SEMO which articulated and advocated for an assessment-literate culture in schools. In contrast, school respondents were more akin to the position of those schools in Mangere and Otara before the SEMO intervention was implemented. They commented on student achievement data in terms of the need for additional programmes and more Professional Development, and the extra funding that would be needed for these add-ons or external experts. Some of the research associated with SEMO has foreshadowed the need to examine the ineffectiveness of practices, programmes and spending.

Implications and Questions about Using Student Achievement Data

The prominence and importance accorded to student achievement outcomes is a key to the effectiveness of Schools Support. This is seen in the outcomes information noted in ERO’s follow-up audits, and in the priority given to outcome information in the emerging Monitoring project. There are, however, methodological difficulties in linking an intervention in progress with changes in learning outcomes, especially early on. Thus, the Schools Support framework could be augmented with a monitoring and evaluation approach (either across or within types of Schools Support interventions) that:

· identifies, and then highlights progress towards, those preconditions or factors critical for improvements in teaching and learning;

· focuses on the effectiveness of the various phases or activities that are common to interventions; and

· gathers information on the effectiveness of one or more Safety Net interventions or Schooling Improvement initiatives that can be aggregated.

There are also implications that are beyond the ambit of Schools Support and its framework. Increasing the awareness and skills in student achievement data is an example of an issue which is a focus of Schools Support, but which is also a key priority for the Ministry with its range of assessment initiatives. The implications are, therefore, not only how Schools Support can build the capacity of individual schools but more importantly how Schools Support learnings and practices can be integrated into wider Ministry policy. We have noted four questions relating to these Schools Support/Ministry implications:

· There need to be deliberate feedback loops whereby National Office updates Management Centres about new policies, and vice versa. What systems would best inform the wider Ministry of the realities for Schools Support schools in gathering, managing, monitoring and using this data? What is the role of the Research Division in doing this?;

· If Schools Support wants to influence capability around student achievement data, what ‘re-engineering’ needs to occur? Specifically, how might this focus be viewed consistently in Safety Net interventions, Schooling Improvement initiatives and the Schools Support framework or frameworks?;

· How should this student outcomes focus in Schools Support link with a school improvement strategy, and with related Ministry strategies and initiatives?; and

· Alongside framework development, what operational strategies or arrangements can ensure Schools Support’s Liaison Officers and schools are not ‘reinventing the wheel’ in this area?

The Challenges in Implementing Safety Net Interventions and Schooling improvement Initiatives

As noted in the introduction to this chapter, Schools Support comprises principles and processes that do not easily separate out into discrete conclusions. However, this section focuses on some conclusions about three key inter-related levels of Schools Support implementation.

Summary of Findings about Implementation at the Level of Single Projects

‘Entry’ into a Schools Support project remains a complex phase in which the Liaison Officer has to build a relationship and credibility with the Principal. As did Nolan and Wilson (1998), we found that the Ministry typically knew for some time of the problems in many of the schools in this evaluation. Again, echoing Nolan and Wilson, Liaison Officers in this evaluation noted that this early period of ‘entry’ continued to be a grey area for Schools Support. Respondents did, however, stress that the Monitoring project under development would lead to much earlier information about the ‘at-risk’ status of schools, as well as assist in identifying clusters of schools that could be part of a Schooling Improvement initiative.

Despite Schools Support staff making references to ‘entry criteria’ and the deskfile noting in broad terms who can signal that there are issues in a school or schools, Management Centre respondents noted the lack of formal entry criterion. It was not clear from the interviews what entry criterion might look like, nor how such criterion might differ across types of intervention or initiatives in Schools Support. Defining entry, and therefore indicators of whether to enter is problematic. For example, some of the Liaison Officers interviewed had a working relationship with schools that predated any discussions about Schools Support. Entry is a problematic concept in a school that had been in a Formal intervention for some years before any funding had been delivered. Entry criterion and the point or points at which they are applied are also unclear given the time lag between initial contact, scoping and funding in the three clusters looked at in this evaluation.

All types of interviewees considered that needs analysis was critical and this is a strength of Schools Support projects at the school level. Liaison Officers use this period to ensure the key issues are raised before designing an agreement and its implementation. Schools reported that undertaking needs analysis had been a hugely valuable experience, for example, new Principals noted that it was a vehicle for wider school debate. At a more strategic level, there is evidence that needs analysis provides an opportunity for building relationships and for a focus on task, two dimensions which were fundamental to successful partnerships in SEMO (Timperley et al, 2000). This approach to needs analysis is a good example of where ‘pressure’ and ‘support’ are used at the local level and it is consistent with international research that emphasises flexible solutions for ineffective schools.

A second key finding was that needs analysis was often characterised in these schools as a spiral whereby more issues and people are steadily included and the project grows in breadth and complexity. For example, an Liaison Officer begins working with a Principal and Board Chair, then the rest of the Board and school senior management become involved, and eventually some or all of the school teaching staff are included along with wider community involvement. Team Leaders felt that, in this way, the needs analysis could actually be an intervention in itself, suggesting that Ministry resources and expertise are especially critical early on, compared with the more visible subsequent resources via Crown funding.

Needs analysis was typically repeated in the life of one project, and other projects repeated the exercise in subsequent areas, or at a later implementation stage. Thus, it is more likely to contribute to sustained improvements via a culture of self-review. This iterative nature is reflected in the review or restructuring of Action Plans that is built into the Schools Support deskfile. Also, the fact that needs assessments are repeated is consistent with international research that finds that ‘readiness for change’ can oscillate within even one school and also change over time as schools face on-going crises or staff turnover (Stoll and Fink, 1998).

There are some much wider implications about this key part of an individual project. First, the operational requirements for Liaison Officers cannot be overstated. They challenge schools to undertake comprehensive needs analyses in consultation with school staff and communities, while also constructing these projects in a ‘bottom-up’ way that is consistent with Schools Support’s national principles and goals.

This work commonly takes place against a background of a series of crises, as noted in the previous section of this chapter. Thus, the Action Plan and its implementation is reliant on getting the priority needs raised  and then allows other needs to emerge subsequently. The implication, and the message from schools, was that the systems of Schools Support have to allow for flexibility over the scope and attendant funding in a project.

For Liaison Officers, achieving a balance between ‘pressure’ and ‘support’ is made more difficult when the meaning of partnership is not necessarily or readily made explicit to schools or communities. Our interpretation of the data is that Schools Support staff are very conscious of the tension between providing both ‘pressure’ and ‘support’, and endeavour to keep a balance here. Schools too were able to reflect on this difficult position that Liaison Officers occupied.

Finally, further clarity is required about what a good needs analysis involves, in terms of its principles or objectives and the expectations of people’s roles and responsibilities. These might be clarified in a framework or frameworks of Schools Support, and given effect in further resources such as explicit templates, guidelines or formal procedures consistent across the schools. They are needed to avoid an over-reliance on one Liaison Officer for the cohesion in a single-school project, and to facilitate transition when changes in school or Ministry staff occur through the life of a project.

Finally, exit from a project is less developed than entry and is relatively undeveloped in conceptual and practical terms. Liaison Officers and National Office Ministry respondents noted that exit is not discussed enough with schools at the start of a project, nor is it explicitly built into the Action Plan or implementation of a project. Some respondents suggested that there had been limited time for Schools Support to fully consider what exiting might mean, and that the pattern was that schools and projects were being added to Schools Support, with fewer actually exiting.

Further work on exit is also needed to clarify what it means in different types of interventions. For example, where Schools Support adopts a very light handed approach exit may be differently defined and operationalised than it is in an intensive complex project such as a Business Case.

Implications and Questions about Implementation at Level of Single Projects

The Monitoring Project is to provide an ‘early warning system’ and so more people will be aware of potential problems. However, this evaluation reveals that being more aware does not necessarily facilitate Schools Support involvement in a school. Further consideration needs to be given to the processes or operations that follow the work of the monitoring project so that the necessary steps between ‘awareness’ and ‘action’ are more clearly articulated and followed.

Some key questions include:

· What is the rationale for requiring entry criteria in Schools Support, and which types of intervention are a priority in terms of the need to identify entry criteria? What are the definitions of ‘entry’ in Schools Support? These same questions might be asked regarding exit criteria, and complement questions about exit in the Schools Support framework(s) we noted in the first strategic conclusion.

· How does the Schools Support framework(s) accommodate change management which leads to change, but not change fatigue? What should the role and resources of Schools Support be in those projects where or when stabilisation is appropriate? Similarly how is ‘pressure’ and ‘support’ effected differently in Safety Net interventions compared with Schooling Improvement initiatives?

· Once the Schools Support framework(s) are clarified what needs analysis guidelines might be subsequently developed, and how might they differ for different types of Safety Net intervention or Schooling Improvement initiatives? What is the relationship between these nationally consistent principles, and a wider Ministry strategic goal for school improvement?

Summary of Findings about the Challenges of Resourcing the Implementation of Schools Support

The next strategic conclusion is that the skills of a range of people are crucial to the success of a Schools Support project, and that the work of Liaison Officers, other Ministry staff, and external providers tends to be both resource-intensive and ‘unobserved’. This section considers the effectiveness of the human resource strategy that underpins the work of Schools Support. The need to constantly respond to operational imperatives means that a strategic approach to managing the many components of Schools Support as a whole, as well as individual projects or clusters procedures in particular, is critical. The issues of workload and skills are addressed in turn here.

It is difficult to quantify the numbers of Ministry staff involved in Schools Support, and how this has grown since the mid-1990s. This is because projects may variably involve staff from Schools Support, National Operations, the wider Ministry (such as Research, or Property), and their involvement may vary over the life of a project. From formal documentation we estimate that National Office staff in Schools Support has grown from one person in 1995 to approximately five in mid-2000 (excluding two staff on the Monitoring Project). In the mid-1990s there were three Schools Support regional ‘Team Leaders’. By mid-2000 the numbers had grown significantly to encompass 15 Liaison Officers working in Schools Support, part-time or full time, depending on the needs identified by regional office managers and by Schools Support. Also, there was approximately 14 people working in Schooling Improvement initiatives, such as those on the East Coast, or in the Far North. Subsequent reorganisation in late 2000 saw these National and regional numbers change again, and they are expected to change after 1 July 2001 as part of a phased in restructuring of the regional offices.

Schools Support staff in the regions repeatedly raised the issue of workload. At the time of the evaluation each Management Centre we dealt with managed at least one cluster, and individual staff in Schools Support were responsible for anywhere between one and 23 Safety Net interventions, including Informal, Formal, Business Cases and Statutory Action. Liaison Officers often noted that they also kept up with developments in more than one school because they often had to act as interim contact with a school, or to take up primary responsibility when another Liaison Officer left their position.

The intensity of the Liaison Officers’ effort and involvement varied depending on the type of intervention/initiative and the stage of a project’s lifecycle. Staff workload was invariably high in the early stages of a project as much work goes into the groundwork of relationships and clarifying roles and responsibilities. Because the early workload is high, the tendency in Schools Support to add on projects has workload implications. Liaison Officers, in particular, queried the sustainability of Schools Support should the rate of adding new projects, or redesigning the direction of existing projects, continue to increase faster than the rate at which projects were completed.

We found that Schools Support projects are typically intensive in nature. Staff were working with urgent and sensitive cases often entailing stressful and emotional disputations with people in schools, Boards and communities. These qualities, combined with the ratio of adding and exiting projects, present the risk of ‘burnout’ for staff and a number of Liaison Officers did question whether the work of Schools Support’s sustainability as a whole could be better considered.

The Liaison Officers’ workload can often be a mix of Schools Support and National Operations work, because Liaison Officers working in Safety Net interventions are generally funded from within the baseline of the Ministry’s National Operations section and so are part of its staffing. Thus Liaison Officers working in Schools Support may have to accommodate extra projects when a more urgent issue in either Schools Support or National Operations emerges. For example, Liaison Officers we spoke to had variously had to contribute to new Schooling Improvement initiatives, projects that have evolved out of existing Schooling Improvement initiatives, urgent crises in schools needing support, and National Operations needs, such as explaining to schools the impact of changes to bulk funding or to legislation.

Respondents in regional offices, as well as National Office, underscored the fact that a very high level and wide set of skills is needed by Liaison Officers. The complexity of Schools Support means that people are required to know about, or have access to knowledge about legislation, specific education programmes, budgets, Ministry resourcing policies and community relations and programmes.

Moreover, as contact points with schools, the Liaison Officers must keep pace with all the funding, policy, regulatory and legislative changes as they occur. Certainly it was clear from the interviews that schools expect to work with Liaison Officers who have knowledge of the relevant issues, particularly those facing low decile schools and serving Maori and Pacific students and communities. School respondents also expect Liaison Officers to know about or have experience as school Principals in primary and/or secondary schools. Finally, Liaison Officers are required to produce submissions and FPAs for projects, which typically need to be written to ministerial standard. It was apparent from Schools Support staff interviews that they are well aware of the problems they face in attracting and keeping ex-Principals for this type of work with schools, and ensuring they are able to also manage the procedural requirements of the Ministry.

A less tangible yet crucial skill is the ability to have ‘learning conversations’ where perspectives and assumptions are made explicit, and roles, responsibilities and processes negotiated. Effective relationships and relationship management are stressed as being vital components of a Schools Support project, although Liaison Officers also stressed that they used their personal and professional networks in education to facilitate or to ‘smooth’ their Schools Support work. Liaison Officers’ responses suggest that the importance of these networks should not be underestimated, yet the very ‘low key’ nature of the Liaison Officers’ networks can mask their significance. Low key contact is viewed as especially important when very sensitive issues are being dealt with, and Liaison Officers may invest a lot of time in supporting a Principal who is dealing with very sensitive staffing issues, before the project is widened to include Board and school staff. Thus, nationally the effectiveness of Schools Support may be reliant on Liaison Officers’ personal qualities and networks, as well as the more explicit procedures.

The breadth of skills an experienced Liaison Officer needs means that they may be sought-after or have the ability to undertake a range of work in the Ministry. While this gives Schools Support and National Operations some flexibility, networks need to be developed and maintained in other ways so that Schools Support is not vulnerable to staff mobility between projects or within the Ministry.

Schools Support is often supplemented by external contractors. The competence and skills required of Liaison Officers are brought into relief when external contractors are used who may require training and support, sometimes to manage only a small part of one project. Similarly, the recent appointment of Ministry project managers and staff in substantial Schooling Improvement initiatives indicates the significant expertise and resources needed to implement a change management process there. A range of Ministry interviewees noted there was a shortage of external experts who have the requisite knowledge, background and skills required for Schools Support projects. Some Liaison Officers noted that this shortage will grow as the recent legislative change to section 64A could see more projects added to Schools Support.

These findings about skills, workload and staff mobility underscore the need for sound training and succession planning in Schools Support, a conclusion that many Ministry interviewees had already reached. The risks in staff turnover are especially serious in Schools Support, where often projects are reliant on the relationship and credibility of the Liaison Officer providing both ‘pressure’ and ‘support’ in relation to the school and Board.

Schools Support, as with any healthy organisation or programme, needs to reflect a balance between its people and its systems. It is apparent that Schools Support has endeavoured to manage the risks in its human resources. For example three of the Management Centres described a more team-based approach to managing projects, whereby one Liaison Officer may have primary responsibility while the others provide ‘backup’ and support. Another example is the development, and increasing reliance on professional networks, such as education network advisors or ERO, to assist earlier identification of schools in need of support. Change managers are being used who offer specialised skills to move projects through certain stages. This more strategic approach to human resources has been supported in part since 1999/00, as Schools Support is no longer funded annually as a stand-alone project but an on-going work..

The range and complexity of work that Liaison Officers are required to conduct should ideally be supported by robust and explicit induction or training. From the interviews it was apparent that Liaison Officers often have significant autonomy or discretion in working with schools, a position many enjoyed but felt could be better supported by clearer and consistent procedures which are currently only broadly sketched in the deskfile. Management Centre respondents acknowledged past efforts, such as the development of the deskfile, communications via Team Leaders, and passing on research to staff via conferences. They suggested further improvements. For example regularly updating the deskfile, developing submission templates, providing good examples of background or scoping papers, and developing more explicit quality assurance criteria and an explicit quality assurance process.

These human resource issues are all the more crucial because demand for Schools Support will continue to grow. It is apparent from Liaison Officers in the regions that many schools are only just realising that Schools Support exists, and that the Ministry has more of a proactive role in school improvement in particular. Obviously, the more Schools Support’s role is promoted, and its caseload increases, the greater the strain on its resources and people.

Finally, the low key or intermittent nature of much Schools Support work in these 16 schools raises issues for future evaluations. Even with in-depth interviews with Liaison Officers, it is impossible to precisely identify all the effort, time and activities that comprises their work. The interviews with Board and school members revealed a very large list of community members, contractors and wider-Ministry contributors who were considered crucial to the success of the project.

Our rationale for seeking all Schools Support’s relevant components was to avoid explanations for effectiveness or success that are limited to only parts of Schools Support. In a similar vein we did not want to miss success factors that were a by–product of Schools Support, or indeed were unrelated to the Schools Support. However, it is clear from this evaluation that there are very blurred boundaries between the resources or inputs from Schools Support and the resources or inputs from the community, associated experts and elsewhere in the Ministry. That these contributors are engaged can be seen as a significant success of Schools Support. However, it also means that evaluators cannot necessarily say what an intervention comprised of, and thus, could not say if change or an outcome is related to Schools Support and only Schools Support.

Implications and Questions about Resourcing the Implementation of Schools Support

It is apparent that the rapid growth in the ambit and number of projects within Schools Support (both Safety Net interventions and Schooling Improvement initiatives) has seen a growing requirement for national systems and procedures and staffing arrangements. In addition to these pressures, Schools Support faces a tension between allowing these systems to bed in and staff to become familiar with them, and also to maintain flexibility to incorporate insights from projects and their procedural implications.

Schools Support will need to consider a human resources strategy that increases the available pool of skilled staff, and continues to grow capacity and capability. The priorities for the latter should be decided in light of the wider Ministry’s strategy and approach for school effectiveness or school improvement.

A stocktake may be required to identify the limits of existing resources, such as templates, the deskfile and models of submissions or training procedures. A ‘needs analysis’ of these bases for Schools Support work should be consistent with the emergent direction or directions of Schools Support.

Subsequent evaluations of Schools Support as a whole, or of projects within the ambit of Schools Support, should address key method issues. For instance, how should an evaluation allow for the blurred boundaries between the direct or indirect intervention of Schools Support, or between the role of Schools Support and the work of other Ministry staff? How should an evaluation allow for changes to Schools Support or parts there-of during the course of an evaluation? How should an evaluation framework identify and allow for relevant events that lie outside the control of a Schools Support intervention?

Summary of Findings about the Effectiveness of Systems for National and Regional Offices

We found that, as is the case in any organisation, there is a balance in Schools Support between its reliance on systems and people. The previous discussion focussed more on the people and their training and skills. The main strategic conclusion here is that further growth, development or change of direction in Schools Support has to be underpinned by concomitant attention to the systems and procedures to operationalise these changes. There is an opportunity for further consolidation of the system changes made following the 1998 evaluation of Schools Support. To re-use the ‘bow wave’ analogy, the interviews with National and regional office staff highlight the need to further bed in the communication systems that are critical to the work of both.

We have highlighted communication for three reasons. Schools Support operates as a rapidly innovative policy, and is reliant on a well-informed but large network of staff in National Office and regional offices, along with wider-Ministry and non-Ministry participants. Secondly, looking across Schools Support from 1995 to 2000 it is apparent that changes to its framework and assumptions have often been very subtle, and have been the result of a constant learning process, such as the formative evaluation of SEMO. These subtleties are a strength as they indicate a steadily improving yet growing programme, but they can also be difficult to convey. Finally, the constant growth in Schools Support staff and its wider circle of participants underscores the importance of explicit communication so that ideas and processes endure beyond an individual’s involvement.

Liaison Officers working in Schools Support highlighted the importance of explicit and written communication on a number of levels. It underpins their discussions and the documentation of the diverse projects Liaison Officers in many Management Centres are working on. Current methods of communication, such as monthly Team Leaders meetings could be supplemented by more written communication about the development of Schools Support framework(s) and processes.

In particular, it was apparent to us that there is a need for more communication, written and otherwise, about the roles and responsibilities of multiple players, especially given the ‘nuanced’ and contingent processes of Schools Support projects. Where subtle shifts in strategic direction are not made explicit then there is a risk of inconsistency, or of the subtleties being missed in their implementation. Moreover, Liaison Officers represent the face of the Ministry to stakeholders, and their work is an opportunity to promote more widely the direction of Schools Support and of the Ministry.

Improved communication systems, both verbal and written could improve not just the work, but the understandings of those in the National and regional offices. For example, Liaison Officers noted that at times there is a ‘bottleneck’ in National Office and, as a result, a submission may take a long time to receive direction or approval. From the National Office perspective, time may be needed to ensure that all submissions cover the necessary background and meet quality standards. Another example is the divergence in views about the Schools Support database. National Office interviewees note that information could be entered more regularly and fully. Barriers to this for Liaison Officers included their time pressures, a mismatch between the database’s format and the projects rapid and complex nature, and its interface.

There are some implications for communication that lie ‘behind’ these viewpoints. On one level a communication system could allow the expression of perspectives and their explanation such as the accountability and school pressures faced by National Office and Liaison Officers respectively. Next, in purely operational terms, the system could better provide the knowledge to both offices about the status of work in progress, or procedures and expectations. Thus it is important to communicate where a submission is in the queue and why this is so, and, as noted in the previous section, the quality expected in a submission has to be communicated. Finally a more strategic communication system would allow for timely discussions about the relative levels of National and regional office autonomy, reflections of when timing has either impeded or facilitated the work of Schools Support, and how to ensure that these insights are built into the Schools Support training in the future.

There is also an opportunity to consider how feedback from Liaison Officers to National Office could be more systematically built into Schools Support’s self-review processes. The processes of development and review have to accommodate the natural ‘time-lag’ for framework developments and accompanying processes to be operationalised, let alone bedded in and their effectiveness assessed. This feedback from regional offices to National Office is especially important in those priority areas of Schools Support, such as the work in influencing and measuring changes in student achievement outcomes, or those for which the role of Liaison Officers is pivotal.

In reality, ‘institutionalised’ communication systems have to be complemented by more rapid and expedient communication. Often the acute problems facing a school and its community require immediate support from the National Office. It was accepted by Liaison Officers that the reality of many Safety Net interventions is that National Office decisions may ‘redirect’ a project, or might respond to a direct plea from a schools, but Liaison Officers highlighted the importance of National Office relaying this as early as possible. This is critical to maintaining their credibility with schools and communities which is a bedrock for supportive and challenging relationships.

Finally, recent improvements to communications outside the Ministry could be further built upon. If the role of Schools Support is to provide both ‘pressure and support’ then this has to be better communicated at a number of levels. It requires early honesty and openness as an Liaison Officer works with a school and its community, and it also requires explicit recognition in Schools Support’s public documents.

Similar honesty and openness is required about expectations at the outset and in the course of a project. Given that a project is so susceptible to contingencies, this ongoing communication is critical but very difficult to manage. National Office, Liaison Officers and schools have to express and revise realistic expectations about their roles, the timing or levels of funding, and their capacity to meet demands and expectations. Because Liaison Officers are often positioned ‘between’ the centre and the school, clarity of timing is especially important to them. From the schools’ perspective, as borne out in this evaluation and Nolan and Wilson (1998), it is the schools that feel vulnerable and especially disgruntled by unexpected timelines.

Our final aspect is the communication and relations being cemented between the Ministry and external agencies and sector groups. It was clear from this evaluation that Schools Support’s deliberate and consistent investment in these formal and informal working relationships is returning benefits. Improvements were highlighted by all types of interviewees, as was the need to build on this to gather ‘soft’ data about when and how best to intervene earlier in schools.

One of the most fundamental relationships is that between the ERO and Schools Support which takes a number of forms. Given recent recommendations for wider Ministry-ERO relations, we have highlighted the most significant elements of the current Schools Support-ERO relationship. Informally, Liaison Officers often work closely with ERO reviewers to build the Ministry’s understanding of the situation of schools in their region. More formally, Schools Support may ask ERO to undertake a review of a school prior to entering, and requires discretionary reviews by ERO of schools with a FPA. The potential of these post-intervention reviews is currently under consideration. ERO information at an aggregate level is feeding into the indicators of risk used in the Monitoring project. ERO reports may provide a mandate or catalyst for Schools Support to enquire about the status of a school. A previously poor ERO report makes Schools Support’s involvement both legitimate and/or necessary and also prompts schools to discuss their difficulties or accept that external support is needed.

Implications and Questions about Effectiveness of Systems at National and Regional Offices

· How would a strategic approach to communication within Schools Support be developed?;

· How is the Schools Support framework, or frameworks, best expressed in written form?;

· What are the strategic dimensions of the various players’ roles and responsibilities entailed in Schools Support that are most important, and thus need to be reflected in internal and external written communications?; and

· How would communication changes readily improve current barriers, such as the periodic ‘bottleneck’ in National Office, or the quality of submissions?

Clusters – Where Implementation Issues and Dynamics are Magnified

Summary of Findings about Cluster Dynamics

The strategic conclusions to this point are applicable to Safety Net interventions and Schooling Improvement initiatives. Our final strategic conclusion looks at dynamics specific to clusters, and is based on our interpretation of data from six schools, two from each of the three clusters that were small to medium in size (from five to twelve schools). Our findings are consistent with other research into clusters such as Robinson et al (2001) on SEMO, and MacGibbon et al (2000) on School Administration Support Clusters. For example, MacGibbon et al found that one quarter of the Principals were new and were therefore having to catch up with their new school, as well as work within a project that had been started and shaped by their predecessor. They also found that schools were often also involved in multiple clusters, and used these arrangements to develop further networks and especially to build a joint case for more funding. Both of these findings were reinforced in our evaluation.

Schooling Improvement initiatives are a significant innovation in Schools Support, and one which in many respects is ahead of international endeavours in models of school improvement. For example, in clusters, Schools Support aims to hear the concerns and issues of not just multiple schools but multiple communities. There cannot, therefore, be any prescriptions or foregone conclusions and the approach has to be consultative and responsive to needs. This mode of working conjointly with schools is especially significant and challenging in the context of where schools feel they have to compete for student numbers, or where community factions need to be brought together.

The issues and dynamics that are problematic for single-school projects are significantly magnified and in the context of a cluster and we have identified four key dimensions. First of all, we were struck by the fact that progress in clusters is much slower and much harder work because there are many more people and issues involved than in single-school projects. Where processes are implicit or unwritten, as they appear to be, early in the construction of a project, then the Liaison Officer, or an external co-ordinator tends to be pivotal. From the Liaison Officer’s perspective their working relationships are stretched five or ten ways (depending on the cluster size) and it is hard to initiate and sustain these. Clearly a Liaison Officer cannot manage personal relationships with everybody, and thus it takes time to identify how best to build the right kinds of relationships, and with which Principals, Boards, staff and community members. Moreover, for Liaison Officers these relationships are subtle because they relate not to ‘crisis management’ but rather to catalysing and sustaining innovation.

Secondly, our interviews with a range of people suggest that it may take years for different types of school participants to become meaningfully involved in a cluster. This is significant given that our sample involved reasonably small clusters of two to four years in duration. We found that the relevant Ministry staff perceived these three particular clusters to be well underway, and offering many benefits to schools. In contrast, we found that teachers, Boards and even Principals felt as if they were just beginning, and somewhat removed from their cluster, and that their perceptions reflected the type of contact that they experienced within their cluster. There is evidence in this evaluation that the views of teachers, Boards and Principals differed somewhat.

Just as we found that teachers in single school projects tended not to identify with Schools Support, so too in clusters did teaching staff not always identify with their cluster. Rather, they were more knowledgeable about the effects of their extra funding, the new programmes they had adopted, or the new committees they were on. They did not generally feel that their classroom practice had changed as a result of being in a cluster, but noted that classrooms had benefited from more resources, better information technology or behaviour management programmes.

The role of Boards in clusters is unclear, with the Liaison Officer and schools having to develop their own mechanisms and principles for Board involvement. While this makes sees clusters built from the ‘bottom-up’, it also allows procedural uncertainty, especially early on. As with Safety Net interventions there was a high degree of variability in the extent of the Board’s participation, which could range from a lot, to negligible amounts, as one Chair described it. Thus it is possible that a Board Chair may sign a high level contract, yet they can still consider their role as being minimal or a formality, or they downplay their role compared with the effort required of their school’s Principal. While it is possible to predict that the Board’s engagement may increase over time, it may also decrease as their term comes to an end. The regular turnover in Board members was raised by Principals and Liaison Officers as a real challenge to sustainable schooling improvement and change in clusters.

In the school and Board interviews, clusters tended to be most associated with the schools’ Principals, and a forum for Principals’ discussions. But, interestingly, some Principals in a cluster identified just as much, or more strongly, with being part of Schools Support, than as part of their cluster. This makes sense in our sample where the Principal’s most frequent contact point is with a Liaison Officer, and where time and distance mitigates against inter-school sessions.

A related key finding was that just as school senior management are crucial in a Safety Net intervention, they are particularly crucial to the momentum and implementation of a cluster. We found that senior management who held teaching positions (and in schools experiencing falling rolls this is likely) have a keen sense of the links behind the overall approach of the cluster and its translation into the classroom, and are able to identify where there are schisms between these two. The involvement of senior management is required by Schools Support and there is further potential to develop the input and involvement of senior management further in clusters, a point raised by some Liaison Officers.

Thirdly, while it is not necessarily the Ministry’s or Schools Support’s primary intention it was apparent that clusters can be a vehicle for schools to attract more resources so as to ‘add on’ more programmes. Schools noted that they were sharing knowledge about where possibilities for funding lay, and seizing the opportunities to apply for grants, contracts and contestable funding in a whole range of areas. For them, Schools Support had offered the skills and contacts to work proactively with other schools for this end.

This propensity for ‘add-ons’, and the blurred boundaries between clusters and these added on programmes, has implications for developing cluster exit strategies. An exit strategy also has to take into account the range of perceptions about what the Schools Support cluster involves, its ongoing growth in scale and complexity, as well as schools’ possible reliance on short term funding.

The fourth conclusion about clusters is that despite recent change to policy and legislation, the schools perceive themselves as often working in competition with other schools in their cluster. As a consequence there is resistance to sharing ideas, or to improving the capability of their ‘competitors’. More seriously, inter-school relationships are often bitter and ingrained, for example, a cluster Principal may be unwilling to even attend a meeting where another Principal is present. As with the single school projects these negative relationships can continue throughout the process rather than simply being dealt with once and for all. The challenge for the Liaison Officer is to navigate these rifts, while also gaining ground in progressing the cluster.

Implications and questions about Cluster Dynamics

Despite these challenges Schools Support is continuing to facilitate Schooling Improvement initiatives and their links between communities and schools. As with single-school projects, the addition of new Schooling Improvement initiatives should be seen in light of the long time it takes for clusters to get underway.

· These clusters were relatively small, and the evaluation raises questions about how to ensure that clustering is meaningful to schools that are in clusters of, say, 40 or even 80 schools. There may be a need to create opportunities for consolidation, rather than expansion of a cluster. For example, is it timely to generate resources and agreed processes for initiating, supporting and managing a cluster?

· Given this emergent and complex process, especially early on, progress in a cluster may rely on the perseverance of particular individuals or more than one individual. While SEMO can be viewed as a successful model for the future, this has to be seen light of the significant staff and funding committed to that project since its inception. To manage the balance between systems and people, systemic insights need to be identified. At a strategic level what are the generic and the unique aspects or methods in initiating and, importantly, sustaining clusters, and how might Schools Support further identify and trial these?

· Connecting with and influencing what goes on in the classroom is especially challenging for clusters, and there are implications for Schools Support and the wider Ministry in doing this.
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Appendices

Appendix One: Diagrams of the history of monitoring and interventions and policy management in Schools Support
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Figures 1–3 are overheads from an August 2000 presentation to Schools Support Staff by Mary Sinclair.
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Appendix Two: Detailed findings from Schools Support Database

This appendix discusses the findings based on the information gathered from the Schools Support User Profile (SSUP) database. The findings are presented as a series of ‘descriptive statistics’. The analysis was purely quantitative; we have not interpreted or explained the findings, but simply present them as the figures and calculated trends based on the database. The overall trends and their implications, and the limitations of this analysis are discussed at the conclusion of this appendix.

A description of the Schools Support Database

The School Support database was established in 1998 and it is a means of recording a profile for the schools involved in Schools Support.
 The database also provides a tracking and reporting tool whereby Ministry staff in each Management Centre can outline their work or interactions with each school. It is typically updated by Management Centre staff on a monthly basis. 

As staff in the Management Centres and the National Office can enter information, the database is also a means of communication between these staff. The information entered may be quantitative or qualitative. For example, the type of intervention may change, say from an Informal Action to Formal Action. Or the National Office Manager of Schools Support may ask for certain action to be taken, either generally for all those working in Schools Support, or specific to a Safety Net intervention or a Schooling Improvement cluster.

These database profiles mean that the Manager of Schools Support in the National Office, along with her staff who are managing the financial payments or monitoring the achievement of milestones, can keep abreast of the situation in the schools.

There is a significantly more information on the database about Safety Net interventions than there is about Schooling Improvement clusters and this reflects their different nature. Safety Net interventions often involve frequent contact between schools and the Schools Support staff. This is because the interventions involve either significant support, e.g., a Business Case with Historic and Viability Reports that may end in school closure or its merger with another school. Consequently Liaison Officers may find it necessary to record issues following this more frequent or serious contact.

The database records information about Safety Net interventions in a number of ways. At the time the information regarding a school is loaded into the database the school is classified into one of the four Intervention types: Informal, Formal, Business Case or Statutory. It is expected that the database is updated or amended when appropriate. For instance, a school may start as an Informal intervention, but, should it be changed to a Formal intervention because a more regular or formulated approach is required, then the school should be re-coded on the database as such.

In addition, each school is also recorded on the database as being a certain phase, and there are five phases that describe the status of the school in a Safety Net Intervention. The first phase is referred to as ‘Alert’. The four other phases are, in order, ‘Initiate’, ‘Implement’, ‘Monitor’ and, finally, ‘Financial Monitoring Only’. It would be expected that a school would move through phases over time and that the database would reflect this.

In contrast to Safety Net interventions, the interactions with schools in clusters are less frequent, and as a more recent and complex initiative there may be less ‘concrete’ or frequent developments to record on the database. Moreover, Schools Support staff tend to use the database to only record the ‘lead’ school and/or the school receiving the funding that will be administered to all schools in that cluster.

Findings from the database regarding Safety Net Interventions 

Trends in the number of schools in Safety Net Interventions

Since the establishment of School Support approximately 242 schools have been involved in a School Safety Net intervention.
 Of these, 94 records have been closed.
 As at 1 September 2000 there were 148 schools involved in a Safety Net intervention. Of these, nine schools have been on the database twice.

There has been a steady increase in the number of schools participating in the Safety Net interventions over time.
 This has been driven by the increase in the number of Informal interventions, which have grown at a faster rate than other types of safety net intervention (Formal Action, Business Case and Statutory Action). In particular, there has been a large number of cases (41) added since May 2000, with 29 in July 2000 alone. The majority of these new cases (27 of the 29) have been Informal interventions.

Table 1:
 Number of schools entering Safety Net intervention by fiscal year

Type of Intervention
1995/96
1996/97
1997/98
1998/99
1999/00
2000/01*
Total to
Oct 2000

Informal 
2
4
25
46
50
27
154

Formal 
1
10
13
19
8
2
53

Business Case
0
3
13
0
0
0
16

Statutory 
1
1
6
6
5
0
19

Total 
4
18
57
71
63
29
242

*  At October 2000

Table 1 shows the number of schools by type of Safety Net intervention and their year of entry onto the Schools Support database. (Note that Table 1 also appears in Chapter 1).

It is apparent from Table 1 that the number of Informal interventions is steadily increasing, consistent with the view of Schools Support that a move to earlier intervention is most effective and cost efficient for all involved. Informal interventions are also well over half the total of all Safety Net interventions.

Table 1 also reveals that Business Case and Statutory Action are an infrequently adopted intervention.

Table 2:
 Annual Safety Net intervention caseload by fiscal year (as at October 2000)

Type of Intervention
1995/96
1996/97
1997/98
1998/99
1999/00
2000/01*

Informal 
2
6
30
46
66
80.4

Formal 
1
11
19
31
31
42.6

Business Case
0
3
16
16
12
20.5

Statutory 
1
2
8
12
16
19.8

Total 
4
22
73
105
125
163.3

*  At October 2000

Table 2 shows a cumulative record of the new interventions being entered on the database, minus those interventions which have been closed and removed from the database.
 It is, therefore, a yearly balance and highlights that the annual net total has increased over the last six years.

Duration of Safety Net Interventions

Calculating the average length or duration of cases from the database information is very difficult. This is because about 60% of the interventions Schools Support has been involved in are currently ‘open’. However with an artificial ‘end’ date of 1 September 2000, the average duration of open cases is 15 months.
 Duration is highly variable with schools being involved in Safety Net interventions for any length of time between one month and 58 months. It is interesting to note that the longest running intervention, a Business Case of 58 months, is still open.

Formal, Business Case and Statutory interventions are significantly longer in duration than Informal interventions. On average Informal interventions are nine months long. In contrast, Formal, Business Case and Statutory interventions are an average 20 months in length.

The apparently low average for the duration of Informal interventions is partially because a significant number of these were added in 2000. Specifically, with an artificial end-date of September 2000 the 27 Informal interventions entered on the database in July will appear to have a duration of only three months.

The average length of interventions (not schools) that have been ‘closed’ on the database, was 13 months.

Safety Net Interventions by Type, Status and Exit

Types of Safety Net Interventions

Here we have used the term ‘type’ to refer to whether an intervention is an Informal Action, Formal Action, Business Case or Statutory Action.

Table 3:
Type of Safety Net Intervention at point of entry onto the database

Intervention
Informal
Formal
Business Case
Statutory

242
168
52
11
11

%
69
21
5
5

In general, the majority of interventions will be recorded as only one type of intervention over their life cycle. In fact, 80% (197) of all cases have been in only one type of intervention. This means that these interventions will be closed as the same type of intervention in which they were entered on the database.

One trend noticeable from the database is that typically a case will begin as Informal. As seen in Table 4 (below) 70% of all cases (168) have begun as an Informal intervention.

Safety Net Interventions and their Status

People can also record on the database the phase or ‘status’ of the intervention so as to indicate how far the intervention has progressed. There are five indications of status: ‘Alert’, ‘Initiation’, ‘Implementation’, ‘Monitoring’ and ‘Financial Monitoring Only’. The Schools Support staff should ideally update database records when the status of an intervention has changed.

The analysis of the database revealed that the majority (96%) of interventions were recorded as having a maximum of two phases over their lifetime. More precisely, 66% (154) of all interventions were recorded as only one status or phase, and a further 30% (73) have had two. The remainder (4%) have been recorded as having more than three.

Table 4:
Status of Intervention when entered onto database

Status of Intervention
Alert
Initiation
Implementation
Monitoring
Financial Monitoring only

237
76
99
50
10
2

%
32
42
21
4
1

As can be seen from Table 4, the most common starting point at which an intervention is entered on the database was Initiation, with 40% (99) of all interventions. This was followed by Alert with 30% (76), and Implementation with 20% (50).

Closed Safety Net Interventions on the Database

Because the majority of interventions will move through two phases at most, then the status of interventions at the point they are ‘closed’ on the database is fairly evenly spread over the four statuses from Alert through to Monitoring. More specifically, this means that 20-25% of the interventions are recorded as having exited with the status of Alert. 20-25% of the interventions are recorded as having exited with the status of Initiation, and the percentage of interventions had exited with the status of Implementation and of Monitoring.

The final phase, Financial Monitoring Only, accounts for just 5% (14) of all interventions at the point of closure.

Comparison of Open and Closed Cases

A comparison between the trends for ‘open’ and for ‘closed’ interventions on the database was undertaken so as to identify trends in Schools Support’s mode of operating. This analysis should be seen in light of a limitation due to reasonably small numbers (approximately 150 open interventions, and 94 closed interventions). A further limitation is the fact that the open interventions are still subject to change.

Trends in Type of Intervention and Phase

Open interventions are slightly more likely than closed interventions to have more than one intervention type in their lifecycle. That is, one fifth (29) of open cases have been categorised as two types of intervention, compared to 12% (11) of closed cases. However, the overall number of cases that are recorded as more than one intervention is still low.

Informal interventions are the most common type of intervention in which schools are entered on the database. Around 70% of open (100) and closed (68) cases are entered as Informal interventions, which reflects the intention of Schools Support to work with schools earlier, and before more serious interventions such as Business Cases or Formal interventions are required.

A comparison of open and closed cases reinforced the earlier finding that nearly all interventions (approximately 95%) will have a maximum of two phases.

Discussion of the trends in Safety Net Interventions 

In general, a ‘typical’ case will begin its life as an Informal intervention. After moving through a maximum of two phases, the intervention will be recorded as closed on the Schools Support database as an Informal intervention. It is equally likely that at the point of closure the intervention will have any of four kinds of status; Alert, Initiation, Implementation and Monitoring.

Table 1 reveals that the rate of growth has slowed in all four types of Safety Net interventions. One likely explanation for the high percentage increase in interventions in the first three or four years of operation Schools Support faced a ‘back log’ of schools that had been growing since the 1989 shift to Tomorrow’s Schools.

The type of intervention in which the growth is most significant is Informal, which reflects the view of Schools Support that Informal interventions are likely to be the most efficient means of working with schools. The growth in Informal interventions also follows the evaluation of Schools Support in mid 1998 that highlighted the need for earlier and low level intervention by Schools Support.

School Improvement Initiatives

There are a number of difficulties analysing the Schools Support database for information about the Schooling Improvement Initiatives. Above we noted that Schools Support interacts with Schools in clusters less frequently, and these schools typically require less intensive support. Moreover, because the database is also used to record financial transactions, the Schools Support staff may only enter the ‘lead’ schools in a cluster, that is, the school from which funds to other schools in the cluster are administered.

There are currently approximately 16 Schooling Improvement initiatives or clusters. This encompasses some 300 schools in the clusters. Of these schools, 18 schools are recorded as being in more than one cluster.

The clusters, with number of schools, are as follows:


Far North
78
SMAD
7


Gisborne
41
West Coast
5


SEMO
32
Wairoa West
5


Tuwharetoa
23
Flaxmere
5


East Coast
19
Waiau
2


AIMHI
9
Ohai
3


Paerangi
7
Taita
2


ICAN
8
Kelston Van Asch
2

The SSUP database contains fewer than half (122) of the total 300 schools in Schooling Improvement initiatives. Of these 122 schools, 72 are identified as being in School Improvement clusters
. The remaining 47 schools are on the database as a type of Safety Net intervention rather than as a Schooling Improvement Initiative. This means that the Ministry is working individually with these schools on a School Safety Net basis as well as in the context of the Schooling Improvement initiative.

Of the 75 Schooling Improvement schools on the database, the majority (69) were entered as Schooling Improvement, while six schools started as a type of Safety Net intervention (Informal, Formal, Business Case or Statutory) before being placed in a cluster. 

According to the Schools Support Database, only one school has left a Schooling Improvement Initiative cluster and this school may have originally been entered onto the database as in a cluster in error.

Limitations of the Schools Support Database analysis

All duration calculations are based on four Management Centres because the Auckland and Christchurch Management Centres had their historical data, i.e. pre-1998, loaded automatically. During this loading process the actual start date of these cases was replaced with the date that the historical data was entered on the database. For example, a case which actually began in 1997 will appear on the database with a start date of 1998. This has resulted in calculations being undertaken on 145 cases out of a possible 242 cases.

Therefore, some care must be taken with interpreting the data relating to duration as the data assumes that the Auckland and Christchurch cases will follow the same pattern as the other centres.

Allocation of a 1998 start date for Auckland and Christchurch cases may account for the large number of cases in total that have a start date in that year. This can be seen in the time series data set out in Tables 1 and 2. This also happens to coincide with the actual creation of the database.

The final limitations are related to the fact that the database may be used in variable ways by Schools Support staff in the Management Centres and in the National Office. This means that some gross trends can be observed, but more finely grained differences should be treated with caution.

First of all, where there is any turn over in Liaison Officers then more than one person may be responsible for entering information about one intervention. Thus, at the level of a single intervention consistency may be affected by people’s reporting style, definition of terms and frequency of using the database.

More generally, the individuals who enter information may not necessarily apply such categories as ‘Alert’ or ‘Exit’ in the same way. Because Schools Support involves so many very different interventions in schools, it is likely that, for example, different staff may identify the phases or changes of an intervention differently. An intervention may gradually change or move from one ‘phase’ to another and the timing or the tracking of this change may be difficult to identify.

Consistency may also be undermined by differences within a Management centre, between the Management Centres and between the Management Centres and the National Office. The latter tends to use the Database to keep up to date with the Safety Net interventions. The Manager of Schools Support may query progress in an intervention and this may trigger some interaction with a school.

In addition, the Manager may query a Liaison Officer, and this may prompt the Liaison Officer to update the records of all the schools they are working with at that time.

The final limitation concerns the very real pressures faced by staff in the Management Centres and in the National Office. The frenetic and frequent nature of their work with schools, often schools in crisis, means that all interactions cannot be recorded at the time of change. A Liaison Officer may be working with 10 or 20 schools on an ongoing basis, and keeping an accurate record is problematic. Thus staff are relied on to highlight what they consider to be the most salient information. Recording interactions ‘in bulk’ relies on staff having the time to do this. The Schools Support Manager’s capacity to seek updates on interventions may also vary over time.

Appendix Three: Examples of interview guides

Interview guide for Schools







Date:……………………………

Time:……………………………

School:…….………………….

Interview code:………………...

Introduction

Hello I’m ………………….and this is ………………………….. who will be taking notes during this interview. If it’s OK with you we’d also like to record the interviews to use as ‘backup’ to the notes.

The tapes will be erased at the end of the research.

[Go through Participant’s Information Form]

The interview should take about an hour – [confirm they have set aside the time].
Everything that you tell us today will remain confidential i.e. you and your school will not be identified in the final report. We will be writing up the information in terms of themes related to Schools Support.

Before we get started, we’d like you to please sign the Information Sheet as our record that you’ve seen it. Have you got any questions?

[Record questions/comments]………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

Please feel free to ask questions as we go.

Introductory questions
1. To begin with, how long have you been involved in this schools support project?

2. Often a schools support project is organised or overseen by a team of people. Who are the key people who have been involved in your project?

Prompt: 
Have some been involved more significantly than others? E.g. has the Board been involved? If so, how much?

How many other school staff have been involved?

Consultants?

[Questions about project stages and effort]

[Show card]

This diagram gives a simple overview of how a Schools Support project might work over time – although we’re aware that often it may not be as linear as this diagram suggests. And the stages are not as distinct as this.

Foundations laid
Agreed processes underway

Stage 1

Very early Schools Support discussions

Ministry or school raises initial concerns
Stage 2

Scoping the issues and needs

Building relations

Needs analysis
Stage 3

Firming up an agreement

Formal

Informal

Needs analysis

FPA

Vision statement
Stage 4

Implementation of agreed approach

Delivery of the programme

Monitoring outcomes for students

Milestones

Reporting
Stage 5

Stocktake phase

Reaching a point to:

Review

Revise

Expand

Monitor

Exit

3. In terms of your project, what stage has your school reached?

4. What this diagram doesn’t show, is how you first became aware of Schools Support – we could refer to this as Stage 0. Can you tell me a bit about Stage 0?

Prompt:
 Who did you talk with first?

Was it something minor or major that was raised?

How long was this stage?

Now I’d like you to think about the effort involved for your school at each of the completed stages.

We’re interested to hear about:

· What was involved for your school at each stage (e.g. meetings) – and I’d like you to rate this effort on a scale of 1-10 (where 1 is very little effort and 10 is a lot of effort).

· The length of time each stage took

[Start at Stage one and go through each stage re effort].

Questions about the effects of Schools Support

5. Now we’d like to talk about effectiveness. Are there any changes (positive or negative) that you’ve noticed in your school that are a direct result of being involved in the Schools Support?

[Show other side of card]
We’ve listed five things here that are important for school improvement:

a) Identifying shared goals or strategy.

b) Making external connections (e.g. with community, researchers, other schools or external ‘experts’).

c) Developing leadership within a school.

d) An increase in teachers’ knowledge and use of student achievement data.

e) Change at multiple levels i.e. whole school, teacher and classroom levels.

6. Is Schools Support helping your school achieve any of these five things? If so how?

1. What do you think has been the most successful aspect of the school’s involvement in the Schools Support project?

Prompt:
Why?

2. What has been the main barrier to the success of your project?

Prompt:
Has anything jeopardised or put the project at risk?
If so, in what way?



What did you do about it?

3. If your school could do one thing that would make your project in Schools Support be more effective what would that be? If the Ministry could do one thing?

Prompt:
Why would that make it more effective?

10. I’d like to refer to the diagram again. Where do you expect your school to be by this time next year (if on the diagram at all?). And in two years time?

That’s all my questions for now. Have you got any further comments you’d like to add?

Interview guide for Management Centres







Date:……………………………

Time:……………………………

MC:………….………………….

Interview code:………………...

Introduction

Hello I’m ………………….and this is ………………………….. who will be taking notes during this interview. If it’s OK with you we’d also like to record the interviews to use as ‘backup’ to the notes. The tapes will be erased at the end of the research.

[Go through Participant’s Information Form]

First, everything that you tell us today will remain confidential i.e. you and your school will not be identified in the final report. We will be writing up the information in terms of themes related to Schools Support.

The interview should take about an hour [confirm they have set aside the time].

[Recap the overall purpose – this is an evaluation about the Schools Support Project overall].

So in this interview I’ll indicate when we’re asking you about the School Support Project in general, and about the particular project that you’ve been involved in.

Before we get started, we’d like you to sign the Info sheet as out record you’ve seen it.

Have you got any questions before we get underway?

Record questions/comments………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

Introductory questions

1. To begin with, can you tell me how many projects you have primary responsibility for?

Prompt: How many of which type – Informal, Formal, Business Case and Clusters?

2. How many other projects do you contribute to, or are involved in?

[Questions re project in stages]

[Show card]

Foundations laid


Agreed processes underway



Stage 1

Very early Schools Support discussions
Ministry or school raises initial concerns
Stage 2

Scoping the issues and needs
Building relations

Needs analysis
Stage 3

Firming up an agreement
Formal

Informal

Needs analysis

FPA

Vision statement
Stage 4

Implement-ation of agreed approach
Delivery of the programme

Monitoring outcomes for students

Milestones
Stage 5

Stocktake phase
Reaching a point to:

Exit

Alter, amend or review

Expand

This diagram gives a simple overview of the stages of a Schools Support project in general. We’re aware that the process is not as linear as this, and the stages aren’t as distinct as the diagram suggests.

What this diagram doesn’t show, is the work involved prior to Stage 1, we could refer to this as Stage 0. I’d like you to think about this stage in terms of a particular project that you’ve been involved in.

3. Tell me how it became clear to you that Schools Support would have to get involved?

Prompt: 
How long was Stage 0?

Questions regarding Effort

4. We’d like to know about the effort involved in the Schools Support project you’ve been involved in. Take us through the 5 stages and explain where your work was heavy or light.

Prompt:
What was the length of time in each of the stages?

On a scale of 1 to 10 can you tell me how much effort was involved in each of the stages?
Questions regarding Effectiveness

5. Now we’re interested in effectiveness, and we’d like to turn that card over. We’ve listed 5 ways that school improvement programmes can impact on a school. Do you think that Schools Support has helped the school achieve any of these 5 things? And if so, how?

a) Identifying shared goals or strategy.

b) Making external connections (e.g. with community, researchers, other schools or external ‘experts’).

c) Developing leadership within a school.

d) An increase in teachers’ knowledge and use of student achievement data.

e) Change at (not just working with) multiple levels i.e. whole school, teacher and classroom levels.

6. What do you think is the most successful aspect of the Schools Support project in general?

Prompt:
Why?

7. What has been the main barrier to the success of the Schools Support Project in general?

Prompt:
In what way?

8. If the Ministry could do one thing that would make the Schools Support project in general be more effective what would that be?

Prompt:
Why?

9. Finally, in that diagram at Stage 5 we’ve noted an exit from Schools Support. What are the key issues around exiting for Schools Support in general? Why?

That’s all the questions I have for you. Are there any final comments or questions you’d like to make?

Appendix Four: Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form

We are very grateful to you for agreeing to participate in this interview for the evaluation of the Schools Support Project. This Information Sheet is a record of the researchers’ obligations to those participating in the evaluation.

Purpose of the Evaluation

The purpose of the evaluation is to describe the diverse range of projects that comprise the Schools Support Project, and identify the costs and intensity of effort that goes into realising these projects.

The Evaluation Team

Two researchers, Susannah Roddick and Lisa McCauley from the Ministry’s Research and Evaluation Team are conducting the interviews. The interview will involve one researcher, assisted by a note-taker. The notetaker will be either another researcher from the Ministry’s Research Division, or Cheryl Henshilwood from the Ministry’s Internal Audit Division.

Confidentiality and Privacy

This evaluation will be conducted in accordance with privacy and ethical research standards. Your responses will remain confidential and neither you nor a specific school or project will be identified in the final report, as it will be written in terms of themes related to schooling improvement.

With your permission we would like to tape-record the interviews. These tapes will not be transcribed; rather they will be used as backup to the hand-written notes. Only the Research Team will have access to the notes and tapes. The tapes will be erased upon completion of the research.

We hope that you feel free to say everything that you wish to place on record. However it is important that you are aware of your rights under the Privacy Act (1993). The Act is to protect the rights of individuals when information is recorded about them. Thus:

· You have the right not to participate in the interview and to withdraw consent at any stage.

· You may request a copy of your interview notes to check for accuracy. Given our timeline we ask that amended interview notes be returned within two days of receipt.

DATE…………………………………………

PARTICIPANT’S SIGNATURE………………………………………………………
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�	The many components of Schools Support have evolved over time and terminology has changed as policies have developed. At the time of writing this report, Schools Support had been re-titled Schools Monitoring and Support, which took effect from September 2000. This evaluation covers the period from mid-1995 through to late 2000 and so the bulk of the discussion relates to what was then known as Schools Support. In addition, the design of the evaluation took place in August 2000 predating the title change. For purposes of consistency ‘Schools Support’ (or sometimes the ‘Schools Support Project’) is the term used throughout this report.


�	‘At-risk’ situations may be any of the following: the safety and well-being of students is in jeopardy; the quality of education is below the expected minimum; there is concern about school governance or management; disharmony between Board of Trustees, Principals, staff, and the community; or the school’s viability is at risk due to factors outside the control of Board of Trustees. (Sinclair, Mary (1999) Skill New Zealand presentation).


�	From: Ministry of Education (1999). Briefing for the Incoming Minister Part B: Project Summaries p.60.


�	The Schools Support framework now has three core elements. In addition to the Safety Net and Schooling Improvement strategies, the Schools Sector Monitoring Project was initiated in late 2000. The goal of this project is to create an integrated, sector-wide, web-based system that will provide comprehensive information about student and school performance. 


�	From: Sinclair, Mary (1999). Skill New Zealand presentation, pp.2–3.


�	Informal, Formal and Statutory interventions were part of the initial Safety Net strategy, which was extended in 1996 to include Business Case interventions.


�	Statutory Action was extended in 1998 to include interventions that use Section 64A. 


�	Now called the School Improvement and Effectiveness Strategy.


�	These may be geographical clusters, clusters of like structures, or clusters catering for a similar type of student (Sinclair, 1999, Skill New Zealand presentation).


�	See Appendix 1 for an overview of these changes to the Schools Support framework.


�	See Appendix 2 for a more detailed discussion of these trends, identified from the Schools Support database.


�	It should be noted that due to irregularities in the way in which information is recorded on the Schools Support database — often because of differing views on when a school can ‘formally’ be regarded as having entered or exited from a Schools Support intervention — this figure should be regarded with caution. The issue of when schools enter and exit Schools Support is discussed later in the report.


� Appendix 1 in internal document Overview of Schools Monitoring and Support. 


�	Refer to the evaluations carried out by Nolan and Wilson (1998), Timperley, Robinson and Bullard (1999), and Robinson, Timperley and Bullard (2000) referenced at the end of this report. These evaluations are also briefly reviewed in Chapter 2 of this report (pp.22-24).


�	Longer-term goals are those described as the core goals of Schools Support in Chapter 1: improving student achievement; improving school performance; and strengthening school and community relationships.


�	See Figure 2 for this diagram.


�	In the late 1990s the British Labour Government signalled that the LEAs’ role in schools was to shift from one of maintenance to that of improvement. Recent legislation and the Code of Practice requires LEAs to raise standards in schools, and to provide evidence of the impact of their contribution to improved student performance. 


�	There are many kinds of cost analyses. Tsang distinguishes between 1) Costing or feasibility studies, 2) Behavioural studies of costs, incentives and economies of scale and 3) Cost-output studies. The most common cost-output studies are: cost-benefit studies where both the inputs and the benefits are monetised; and cost-effectiveness studies, which are discussed here.


�	The Evaluation Management Group for the evaluation comprised representatives from the Ministry’s Research Division, Internal Audit and Schools Support.


�	The process of developing the outcomes hierarchy was informed by examples provided in evaluation literature: Chen, 1990; Funnell, 1997, 1999; Patton, 1997; Posavac & Carey, 1997; Scriven, 1991, and Owen & Rodgers, 1999.


�	The External Reference Group consisted of representatives from a range of education organisations. These organisations, such as teacher unions, Mäori, Pacific and other community groups, and professional associations, work with the Ministry’s Schools staff at a regional level.


�	Documents were analysed by two Ministry of Education staff members: a research analyst (Research and Evaluation [Internal] Unit) and the Senior Advisor Business Assurance (Internal Audit). Analyses and interpretation of the data were then scrutinised by managers within the Research and Internal Audit Divisions to ensure that they reflected the main emphases of Schools Support.


�	Comment was sought from The Treasury because the evaluation of Schools Support was to contribute to a joint paper to the Ministers of Finance and Education on the future direction of Schools Support.


�	Note that the evaluation focused on Schools Support as it was between mid-1995 and August 2000 and does not take into account more recent initiatives in Schools Support such as the Monitoring Project, and Complex Reorganisations.


�	These five areas are: identify shared goals or strategies; make external connections (e.g., with the community and ‘experts’ outside of the school); develop strong leadership within the school; increase teachers’ knowledge of and use of student achievement data; and ensure that change occurs at multiple levels within the school.


�	The researchers were Lisa McCauley and Susannah Roddick, both employees in the Ministry of Education’s Research Division. Initially, the Ministry’s Research and Schools Support Divisions, in consultation with the Treasury, debated the relative merits of the evaluation being conducted by Ministry researchers or by external contractors. An ‘in-house’ approach was agreed to because of the importance of the researchers having some considerable familiarity with Schools Support, in light of its complex and sometimes implicit nature, and because developing its capacity to evaluate education policies is a priority for the Ministry. 


�	The analysis of data from the Schools Support database was found to be problematic because of inconsistencies in the way the data had been recorded, a function of the developing nature of Schools Support and of the database itself. The report that was produced, however, has usefully signalled where changes may need to be made to data recording systems and conceptual understandings within Schools Support in the future.


�	See Chapter 1 (pp 5-6) for an explanation of Safety Net Interventions and School Improvement clusters.


�	‘Project co-ordinators’ (sometimes also referred to as ‘Principal mentors’ and ‘project leaders’) were external or independent consultants or advisors appointed by the school or the Ministry to oversee the Schools Support project.


�	The names and specific locations of the schools are not included in this report so as to ensure confidentiality.


�	Tomorrow’s Schools refers to the considerable changes that took place in the administration of education in New Zealand schools in late 1989. Among other things, the reforms involved the devolution of a significant amount of governance responsibilities to locally elected school Board of Trustees, and significant devolution of management responsibilities to school Principals.


�	As noted in Chapter 1, Schools Support has recently (i.e., in 2000) introduced a Monitoring Project the purpose of which is to collect data about the status of schools in a more comprehensive and systematic fashion. However as this Monitoring Project is still under development at the time of writing this report, and because the schools in our sample were not involved in the Project, this study does not reflect its impact.


�	As with the recent creation of the Monitoring Project, our sample will not capture the more recent efforts to improve inter-agency contact. It is likely that Stage 0 is, therefore, now managed more systematically than these interview findings suggest.


�	MIDYIS – Middle Years Information System.�YELLIS – Year 11 Information System.


�	This is a legislative change which allows the Secretary of Education to direct a Board to appoint, for a specified period, one or more persons or organisations who can provide the Board with appropriate assistance. 


� Historical data for cases prior to 1998 have also been loaded on the database.


� This evaluation did not look at any of the information from the part of the database known as Financial Performance Agreement Milestones (FPAM). This is a detailed financial record in which the Management Centres and some schools enter the achievement of agreed milestones. Accurate reporting of this is critical because the National Office’s release of funding to schools is contingent on it. However, as this evaluation was not a scrutiny of Ministry processes and because FPAM does not record information about the effectiveness of Schools Support it was not investigated. 


�	1994 was a ‘development’ year for Schools Support, and the Project was then known as ‘Schools At Risk’. The earliest start date for a school on the database is November 1995. 


�	This figure of 94 actually represents 93 schools because one school has been in a Safety Net intervention twice, and each time the intervention was recorded as being closed.


�	There are some data difficulties or anomalies surrounding 1998. It appears that there was some revision of cases at this point, with the stage or type of intervention being changed in a number of cases. The Manager of Schools Support has noted that a reminder went from National Office to all Management Centres in 1998. 


�	It should be noted that the type of intervention is determined by the last entry on the database, so it is possible that, for example, a school that is categorised as Formal, may have in fact been initially entered on the database as Informal. However, this possible distortion is offset by the tendency for cases to remain in only one type of Safety Net intervention. 


� Calculating the duration of current cases is problematic for two reasons. First of all, the figure of 15 months is based on a total of only 155 cases. This is because figures entered at the Auckland and Christchurch Management Centres are excluded because of problems with the validity of their start dates of cases in 1998. Secondly, 15 months is a conservative estimate of duration, given that many interventions will, of course, continue on beyond the artificial end-date of Sept 2000. 


� In part this is due to only the lead school of a cluster being loaded. However, schools, which have a Funding Provision Agreement with the Ministry, may also be placed on the database. 
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Figure 4: Examples of Insights from Three Key Inputs


Previous Evaluation’s Findings


It is perceived that:


i) general SSP process is effective, adequate &
appropriate


ii) the Ministry is agency best suited to manage
SSP


iii) timing of funds & of Ministry
involvement is a concern.


iv) Action Plans single-most successful
process component.


(Nolan & Wilson, 1998)

Overview of Schooling Improvement (SI) Literature


i) SI approaches often described — but little analysis of what works and why.


ii) Most international reform initiatives include some, but not all, the key principles of SI.


iii) Surprises grab attention, but factors linked with long term sustainable change are harder to observe.


iv) International move to overarching SI strategy that can be adapted to specific contexts.


v) External agents are critical to provide the pressure & support that is
    fundamental to SI.



Outcomes Hierarchy for SSP


i) There is a stake-holder generated + agreed sequence of action. (NB not viewed as cause & effect theory of action.


ii) Teaching & learning considered a priority focus for SSP at many stages.


iii) ‘Needs Analysis’ may be an intervention in itself.


iv) Difficult for Hierarchy to capture ‘intangible’ elements, e.g. school improvement culture & the SSP rationale.



Developing�‘Pragmatic�Ideal’ of SSP�Processes & Outcomes
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Longer term benefits to community are achieved







Improvements/benefits
maintained/sustained







School successfully self-managing







Short term tasks/goals/ improvements progressively achieved







Implementation of programme or strategy







Appropriate action or strategy identified







Needs Analysis & assessment







Foundations for Needs Analysis ie: building relationships







Identify schools with potential SSP needs
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Schools Support





the history - policy management





1994


1995


1996


1997


1998


1999





· Project Manager appointed (National Operations)



· Team Leaders appointed



· Protocol agreed with National Operations/ Management Centres



· External Reference Group established.


· Project Management redefined (reporting to Group Manager)









· National Office team development



· Appointment of Senior Adviser



· Appointment of Project Accountant



· First full annual budget appropriation for Safety Net and Schooling Improvement.



· Proposals for financial assistance approved by the Treasury and Ministers.






· Second annual budget appropriation for Safety Net and Schooling Improvement



· Evaluation of the effectiveness of the policy (Nolan and Wilson)



· Budget preparation for strengthening the policy framework






· Third Budget appropriation agreed:



(i)
Safety Net baselined



(ii)
Schooling Improvement baselined



(iii)
Monitoring Project scoping agreed



· Full scale evaluation of effectiveness and level of ongoing resourcing required scheduled for completion in December 2000.



· Financial delegation for additional monies moved to the Ministry of Education.









Schools Support





the history - monitoring and interventions





1994


1995


1996


1997


1998


1999








Intervention framework for Safety Net initiated:



1. Informal Action



· Local Networks established.



2. Formal Action


· Action plan process agreed



3. Statutory Action


· Commissioners



· Financial Managers






Intervention framework extended:



4.
Business Cases



· Methodology established



· Pilot business cases commenced



· Budget paper prepared


5. Schooling Improvement


· Methodology established



· Pilots established



· Budget paper prepared


Intervention framework further clarified:



· SSR database designed for reporting



· FPAM database designed for establishing:



· outcomes;



· performance plans



· monitoring and evaluation regimes






Intervention framework extended:



· New legislation – S64



6. Iwi Initiatives piloted


· Tuhoe



· Ngati Porou






Intervention Framework strengthened:



· Additional resource to Management Centres for local monitoring, networking, informal action



· Additional Financial Advisors appointed.



7.
Monitoring Project scoped.
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