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ABSTRACT

The thesis investigates the proposition of Professor Sam Stringfield of Johns
Hopkins University, Baltimore, Maryland, U.S.A. and of Professor Dawvid
Reynolds of the University of Newcastle upon Tyne that some of the practices
adopted by Highly Reliable Organisations can aid effectiveness and improvement
in schools.

The proposition is based on three fundamental components. Two of the
components are supported by research evidence and the third i1s the component
which, deriving from belief rather than knowledge, gives the project its distinctive
features. The first component deriving from knowledge is that schools can make
a difference. The second component deriving from knowledge is that there is
considerable departmental variation in most schools. The third component, the
one that derives from belief, is that schools can improve significantly if they adopt
the strategies of highly reliable organisations and have very few targets and only
have targets that are statistically measurable.

The thesis examines the features of high reliability theory, which 1s well defined as
a theory in engineering and as a branch of statistics, and its use in organisations
that are described as Highly Reliable Organisations. High reliability theory
provides the structure for the third component of the proposition. The thesis
suggests that whilst schools do not have all the essential characteristics to be
described as Highly Reliable Organisations, nevertheless, some of the procedures
for ensuring reliability might be capable of aiding school improvement.

The thesis examines the impact of adopting the two compulsory project targets of
value-added examination performance and attendance together with two further
measurable targets of reading ages and homework on the improvement of an
inner-city comprehensive school. The thesis describes the steps taken at the
school in the introduction of the project so that the project could be replicated.

It concludes that improvement in examination performance had already started
before the adoption of the project at the school, but possibly because the main
elements of the targets proposed by Reynolds had already previously been
adopted by the school. It concludes that the Highly Rehable Schools project had
a significant influence on optimism for further improvement and that the initial
statistical evidence supports this optimism.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE CONTEXT OF THE STUDY

1.1 Introduction

This chapter describes the origin of the proposition of the Highly Reliable School,
abbreviated to HRS 1n this thesis. It describes its evolution to a school
improvement project in 1999 involving a university department of education,
twenty secondary schools, one thousand five hundred teachers and twenty

thousand school students in England and Wales.

It describes how school effectiveness research and school improvement research
have begun to merge and have been able to provide a knowledge base and vehicle
for the proposition that strategies used to avoid catastrophic failure in highly
reliable organisations might influence school improvement. It considers some of
the earlier work of Reynolds, in particular, which provided a foundation for his

acceptance of the HRS proposition.

It describes how target-setting, benchmarking requirements and other government
initiatives  have influenced the need for school improvement strategies. It
describes how the LEA which serves a city in the north of England, and the
author, the headmaster of a comprehensive school in the city, became involved in

the project.
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It considers some of the criticisms that have been made about the proposition, and
some of the controversies and limitations that need to be resolved. The next

section describes the origin of the highly reliable schools proposition.

1.2  The origin of the Highly Reliable Schools proposition

The propostition that the characteristics of a highly reliable organisation might be
applicable to school improvement has a quasi-academic origin. The proposal
originates from a casual and random encounter between two adjacent passengers
on a flight in 1990. The adjacent passengers were Professor Sam Stringfield, a
Principal Research Scientist at the Johns Hopkins University Center for the Social

Organizations of Schools, in Baltimore, Maryland, U.S.A., and a safety officer of

unknown name from a nuclear power plant.

Stringfield took sufficient interest in his fellow passenger’s description of his
profession to read about the characteristics of highly reliable organisations and to
compare those charactenistics with the charactenistics of high schools in the
U.S.A. He concluded that American schools had only two of the thirteen
significant characteristics of highly reliable organisations present in schools that
were the most effective and the remaining eleven characteristics were either not a

feature of schools, needed more research or were a distant dream.

Despite his unfavourable comparisons with U.S.A. high schools, Stringfield
presented a paper on the comparisons to The International Congress for School
Effectiveness and School Improvement (ICSEI) in Vancouver, Canada, in 1992.

The paper made the proposition that schools might improve if they adopted some

14



of the strategies that highly reliable organisations use in order to avoid failure 1n

their key tasks.

David Reynolds, who at that time was a Lecturer in Education at the University
of Wales, College of Cardiff, became interested in Stringfield’s proposition. He
invited some schools in the south west of England and in Wales to be involved in
a ‘highly reliable schools’ project that was intended to influence school
improvement. The project requires schools to adopt a small number of
measurable targets and then attempt to meet the targets by using some of the

strategies that highly reliable organisations use to reduce the risk of catastrophic

failure.

On Reynolds’ appointment as Professor of Education at the University of
Newcastle upon Tyne he invited schools in the north of England to join the
project, twelve months after the first-phase schools had joined. The project 1s a

practical proposition with a pragmatic basis rather than a philosophical basis.

The quasi-academic nature of the proposition arises therefore from the academic
posts of Stringfield and Reynolds rather than from a theoretical proposition, and
indeed the hypothesis i1s not supported by Stringfield’s imitial comparisons with
the characteristics of schools in the U.S.A. The hypothesis has neither been
supported by any firm evidence of its influence nor by any theoretical justification,
other than by evolved school improvement knowledge which supports the
principles of the proposition. Stringfield has not involved any schools in the

U.S.A. in the hypothesis. In spite of this, there are now twenty schools,
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approximately 1,500 teachers and approximately 20,000 students in England and

Wales involved in a school improvement project based on the hypothesis.

The soundness of the high reliability school proposition arises from its similarities
with existing propositions of school improvement, though its differences give it
some unique characteristics. The absence of a theoretical ongin i1s compensated
by evidence from school improvement research that the project has identified
strategies that will influence school improvement. The next section describes the

basic characteristics of highly reliable organisations.

1.3  The characteristics of highly reliable organisations

The most quoted examples of highly reliable organisations, in addition to nuclear
power, are air traffic control and the operation of aircraft cammers [Roberts,
1990b, p.103; Weick, 1987, p, 119]. The examples tend to have the potential for
obvious catastrophic failure, though Weick proposes [p.119] that “‘most situations
that have constant outcomes — such as a marriage, or social drinking, or an
alcohol rehabilitation program — collapse when people stop doing whatever
produced the stable outcome. And often what produced the stable outcome was

continuous change, not continuous repetition’.

The Highly Reliable School proposition develops the argument that some of the
strategies that are used to reduce the risk of failure in operations where failure can
be catastrophic, might also reduce the nisk of failure in education. It also builds
on the proposition [Reynolds and Packer, 1992, p. 173] ‘that early beliefs that

effective or ineffective schools stayed so over quite considerable time periods of
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five to seven years were invalid, since 1t now appears that school performance can

vary quite rapidly, over two or three years’.

Stringfield [1995, pp. 7-13] identified thirteen characteristics of HROs (Highly
Reliable Organisations) and these are considered in chapter 3. It 1s only the
second and fifth charactenistics that Stringfield concluded are present in more
effective schools 1n the U.S.A. and Stningfield even concluded that clanty of
goals, the first characteristic, 1s a novel idea for schools. The thirteen

characteristics are:

1 HROs require clanty regarding goals.

2 HROs extend formal, logical decision analysis, based on
standard operating procedures (SOPs).

3 HROs recruit and train extensively in order to compel
adherence to SOPs.

4 HROs have initiatives that identify flaws in SOPs.

5 HROs are sensitive to the areas in which judgement-based,
incremental strategies are required. They, therefore, pay
considerable attention to performance, evaluation, and analysis
to improve the processes of the organisations.

6 Monitoring is mutual (administrators and line staff) without

counterproductive loss of overall autonomy and confidence.
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7 HROs are alert to surprises or lapses. The expernence of
HROs is that small failures can cascade into major system
failures, and are hence monitored carefully.

8 HROs are highly hierarchically structured, but during times of
peak loads, HROs emphasise a second layer of behaviour that
emphasises collegial decision-making regardless of rank.

9 High Rehability Organisations regularly respond to potentially
disastrous situations as being far too important to trust to rules
alone.

10 Especially during times of peak performance, staff are able to
assume a close interdependence.

11 Equipment 1s maintained and kept in the highest working
order.

12 HROs are invariably valued by their supervising organisations.

13 Short-term efficiency takes a back seat to very high reliability.

The next section describes how school effectiveness research has provided

a knowledge base to support the highly reliable schools proposition.

18



1.4 The school effectiveness knowledge base as a foundation for the concept

of the Highly Reliable School

School effectiveness research, and in particular the work of Reynolds over the last
two decades, has provided a knowledge base for the HRS proposition. It
provides the knowledge that it is possible for a school to be more eftective than

other schools that serve similar areas with a similar intake of students.

At a basic level, school effectiveness research has compared schools with other
schools at that moment in time, whereas school improvement research has
compared schools with their own previous positions. The validity of the
proposttion that schools can make a significant difference has strengthened in
recent years through greater access to data and there 1s now evidence for the
difference that can be achieved. The HRS proposition strives to provide a reliable

strategy for improving effectiveness.

Reynolds drew attention to the capacity of schools to influence student
performance as early as 1979. In an article about the core beliefs of society he
wrote [Reynolds, 1979, p.46, 47]. that ‘he wished to acknowledge...the
substantial independence which individual schools and teachers have in their

choice of the precise organisational forms that are to be employed’.

At a 1983 conference Reynolds [Reynolds, 1985, p.1] said that ‘a decade ago
there were very few people engaged in the study of schools as institutions for

learning’. He added that ‘school effectiveness research has arisen in part as a
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reaction and a challenge to the allegations that schools are not important

determinants of pupil characteristics’.

The evidence base from research that schools can make a difference to the
progress of their students has grown significantly in the last decade. Hargreaves
and Hopkins [1991, p.109] wrote that ‘certain internal conditions are typical in
schools that achieve higher levels of outcomes for their students’. They
concluded that the charactenistics of ‘effective schools’ in the Rutter [1979] study
were similar to those reported in the HMI survey reported in Ten Good Schools.
HMI proposed that an effective school has ‘quality in its aims, in oversight of
pupils, in curriculum design, in standards of teaching and academic achievements
and in its links with the local community. What they all have in common is
eftective leadership and a “climate” that is conducive to growth’ [DES, 1977,

p.36].

Hopkins et al [1994, p.45] quoted the findings of Reynolds [1992, p.3] and Gray
[1981] that the difference in achievement of students between the most effective
top 20% of state secondary schools and the least eftective 20% was ‘equivalent to

one and a half of the old O-level public examinations per child’.

Reynolds [1992, p. 11] lists Mortimore’s findings of the characteristics of schools
that are ‘effective in both academic and social areas’ [Mortimore et al., 1988].
The twelve factors they identify are:

1. Purposeful leadership of the staff by the head.

2. Involvement of the deputy Head.

3. Involvement of teachers.
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4. Consistency among teachers.

>. A structured day.

6. Intellectually challenging teaching.
7. A work-centred environment.

8. A limited focus within sessions.

9.

Maximum communication between teachers and pupils.
10. Thorough record-keeping
11. Parental involvement

12. A positive climate.

The HRS project focuses on the third, fourth, fifth and sixth of these
characteristics. Support for the eighth characteristic 1s implied i1n that the LEA
meets the expense of the project. There 1s nothing in the HRS project to
contradict that the above eight are the key characteristics of effective schools, but
it does make the unique proposition that a means of achieving these
characteristics i1s by adopting some of the strategies of highly reliable

organisations.

School effectiveness research has tended to focus on demonstrating that schools
can make a difference without demonstrating how to achieve that difference. The
HRS project does not make any challenges to the school eftectiveness knowledge
base. The next section describes how the project, as a ‘vehicle’ for school

improvement, 1s supported by recent research evidence in school improvement

knowledge.
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1.5 The school improvement knowledge base as the vehicle for the concept of

the Highly Reliable School

School improvement research has provided a ‘vehicle’ for the HRS proposition.
It provides the evidence that it i1s possible for a school to improve from its
previous position. It provides evidence that a significant difference can be made
at the institutional level, more at the departmental level and the greatest difference

at the classroom level.

It might be a reasonable proposition that improvement would be an aim of an
effective school. It might therefore be a reasonable assumption that school
improvement studies would be a branch of school effectiveness studies.
However, this 1s not how the two studies have developed. The exploration of the
effectiveness of intervention in schools has developed as an independent study
under the title of ‘school improvement” rather than as a study of the strategies for

increasing the effectiveness of schools.

The International Congress for School Effectiveness and School Improvement
(ICSEI), in which Reynolds has a significant role, has attempted to initiate
collaboration between researchers 1n the two fields of effectiveness and

improvement studies. It was at an ICSEI conference that the HRS project was

concelved.

School improvement, as a discipline of educational study, has only emerged since
the mid-1980s. As such, school improvement research has two dimensions. The

first dimension investigates historical improvement - how has the school
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improved? The second dimension looks at intended improvement - what policies
and strategies might move the school from its present position to a future desired
and improved position? The HRS project provides policies and strategies for

‘second dimension’ school improvement.

Recent research studies on school improvement have tended to focus on the
potential difference that can be made at the institutional level. Pennycuick [1992,

p.2] observed that ‘quality is important’. Referring to work by Creemers, Peters

& Reynolds [1989] and by Raudenbush & Willms [1991], Lockheed & Verspoor
[1991, p.19] state that °‘recent research on the effect of schools on learning
provides clear evidence that varniations in the charactenistics of schools are

associated with variations in student outcomes’.

The emerging evidence in the potential difference that can be made at the
institutional level has resulted in a considerable number of initiatives to raise
school improvement in recent years. Barber et al [1996] listed sixty urban
educational initiatives [p.59]. The list was produced before the introduction of
Reynolds’s Highly Reliable Schools Project and of Brighouse’s ‘Success for

Everyone’ project in Birmingham.

Barber was still arguing in the late 1990s (1998, p.18) that ‘the knowledge that
schools make a difference is a liberation’. He argued that accepting this would
aid the ‘argument for teaching to become a profession of ambition and status’ and

that the ‘shift towards school improvement’ is ‘perhaps irreversible’
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Hopkins et al (1994) suggest that there are two ways in which the term “school
improvement’ is used (p3). ‘The first is the common-sense meaning which relates
to general efforts to make schools better places for pupils and students to learn
in’. The second meaning is ‘a distinct approach to educational change that
enhances student outcomes as well as strengthening the school’s capacity for
managing change’. The HRS project is a school improvement project in the sense

of Hopkins’ second meaning of school improvement.

OFSTED (1994, p.6), with 1ts use of bold type, uses the word ‘improvement’ to
‘describe the ways 1n which schools:

e Raise standards;

e Enhance quality;

o Increase efficiency;

e Achieve greater success in promoting pupils’ spiritual, moral social

and cultural development; in a word, the ethos of the school.”

The HRS project targets the first of these four OFSTED characteristics of school
improvement. It builds on the proposition [Reynolds and Packer, 1992, p. 183]
that school improvement strategies should draw from the best of the ‘top down’
earlier strategies for improvement and the later ‘bottom up’ strategies. It

combines two project-wide targets with two school-chosen targets.

Hopkins et al go on (p.3)* to quote Barth’s (1990, p.38) proposition that ‘schools
do not have the capacity or the will to improve themselves; improvements must
therefore come from sources outside the school’. However, 1t could be argued
that there i1s no school that does not have the intention to improve. The wish to

improve would normally be present even if the capability and knowledge to move
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from a wish to a proposed action is not there. The HRS project uses sources
from outside the school to impart the most up-to-date knowledge of school
improvement and school and departmental effectiveness. It also prowvides

comparative and value added performance data to aid the setting of challenging

targets.

The HRS project 1s founded on the following basic principles that are firmly
supported by the evolution of the knowledge base of school improvement in the

last twof decades:

] Schools can make a difference.

2 Making schools ‘data-rich” will enable them to make better
decisions.

3 Improvement 1s more likely to take place if the focus i1s at the

classroom level and at the departmental level, rather than at the
institutional level. The project therefore seeks to impart the most
up-to-date school effectiveness and improvement knowledge to all
the teachers at the school and departmental effectiveness

knowledge to all the departments in the school.

4 The schools will modify their practices to avoid a ‘trailing edge’ of
achievement.
5 The schools will be willing to compare their practices with the best

practices within the school and between the schools in the project.
6 The schools will be willing to take part in evaluation of the

effectiveness of the project so that it can be improved.
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The project has the characteristics of ‘second wave’ school improvement projects
identified by Stoll et al (1996, p.140) which have:
e Focused more closely on classrooms and have been more
prepared to utilise teacher effectiveness literature;
e Been concerned to ‘pull all relevant levers’ by operating with
outside-school, school and classroom levels simultaneously;
e Been concerned to address ‘reliability’ issues, as well as 1ssues
of validity, by ensuring that innovations are reliably spread
throughout the project schools, to ensure cohesion and
consistency,
e Been concerned to relate programmes very closely to the findings of
the existing research base, both in being conceptually rigorous in their
use of that material and being sure that there 1s ‘fidelity’ in the

implementation of the programmes and the research literature.

This section has demonstrated that the HRS project does not in any way
contradict recent findings of leading researchers in school improvement. The
 HRS project does, however, have some unique characteristics including its use of
theoretical propositions from another academic discipline. The willingness of
schools to be involved in the project has been influenced by government

legislation. The next section considers some of the ways in which government

legislation has influenced school improvement.
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1.6 Government influence on school improvement

Government influence on school improvement has developed in the last decade
through a variety of strategies. These include the publishing of examination
results, and particularly the publishing 1n a league table form in newspapers with
the highest percentage obtaining five or more GCSE passes at Grade C or above
at the top of the table regardless of any measure of the starting point for the
students in the institution. It includes the published inspection reports of schools.
It includes the September 1997 ‘naming and shaming’ policy of the Labour

Government. It includes national target setting.

Section 9 of the Education (Schools) Act 1992 requires inspectors to report on:
e the quality of the education provided by the school;
e the educational standards achieved in the school;
e whether the financial resources made available to the school
are managed efliciently; and
e the spintual, moral, social and cultural development of pupils
at the school.
The inspectors’ report must:
e evaluate the school according to the ‘Framework’,
o 1dentify the strengths and weaknesses of the school; and
e give the apprdpriate authority (normally the Governors) for the

school a clear agenda for the action required to improve it.

Since every school 1s given targets from the inspection, some targets are viewed

by headteachers as ‘acceptable’ and not 1n themselves critical in either sense of
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the word. An example would be a target to ensure that the law 1s followed with
collective acts of worship. Other targets, however, might be seen to imply public
criticism. Examples might be targets to raise examination performance or
attendance or behaviour or the quality of teaching. It would be naive to imagine

that OFSTED inspections have not had a very significant impact on school

improvement, and on the willingness of schools to be involved in school

improvement projects such as the HRS project.

Woodhead keeps the pressure up with his annual reports. His 1997 report said
that ‘there is too much vanation in the performance of schools with broadly
similar intakes of pupils. This 1s true both of inner-city schools serving
disadvantaged communities and schools in leafy suburbs that draw their pupils
from affluent homes. The problem in each case i1s the same: expectations are too

low, complacency and/or defensiveness is rife.” [OFSTED, 1998, p.12].

Woodhead’s 1998 report [OFSTED, 1999, p.16] said that °‘the gap 1n
achievement between schools serving similar communities continues to be too

wide’ and that ‘there is still substantial underachievement in about one i1n ten

secondary schools’.

The inspections have had a direct influence on LEA support for effective

schooling. LEASs quickly realised that one failing school might be considered to

be an accident, but two or more quickly moved into the bounds of carelessness.
The Education Bill published in December 1997 gave the Secretary of State for

Education and Employment considerable powers to take action with LEAs that he

deems to be failing.
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OFSTED itself has a very clear image of its influence on improvement. It says
[OFSTED, 1995, p.16] that ‘the process of inspection and action planning had
helped a significant number of schools to begin to make immediate improvement
in teaching methods’. Others are less convinced. Fitz-Gibbon [1996c¢, p.6] says
that ‘some kinds of inspection and some kinds of management ... are quite
possibly not just useless but actually damaging; practices which not only take
resources out of education but also mislead and hinder efforts to promote quality,
thus providing negative value for money’. Fitz-Gibbon 1s particularly cnitical of
OFSTED but finds a possibly positive feature in that [p.205] ‘perhaps inspections
have good effects, encouraging a new collegiality in the face of an external threat

or encouraging people to look at data’.

A response to a Commons question [Barnard, 1998] that ‘GCSE results in
inspected schools improved no faster than in non-inspected schools’ resulted in
the suggestion that OFSTED °‘does not help schools improve’. However, it could
be suggested that schools have greater incentive to make improvements before
the OFSTED inspection and that a lack of further increase following the
inspection 1s not evidence that the inspection process has not had a significant

impact on improvement.

Schools often had a long period between notification of inspection and the actual
inspection in the first round of OFSTED inspections. At the case study school,
the school was made aware in the summer of 1995 that the date of inspection
would be November 1996. At the stage of notification the previous GCSE

examination results in 1994 had been 9% of students with five or more passes at
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grade C or above. The school was well aware that this level of performance
would put it into a potentially difficult position in the inspection. The results
improved to 13% in August 1995 and to 17% in August 1996 just before the

inspection. Although the results were still below 20%, the increase in the results

was sufficient to avoid this being an issue at inspection.

The results increased by a further 4% to 21% in the year of the inspection. There
1s no evidence to suggest that this was due to the OFSTED inspection process,
but there 1s no more reason why the post-inspection period should have a greater
impact on improvement than the pre-inspection period if the school had already

correctly identified targets which would most likely lead to improvement.

However, Maden and Hillman [1996, p. 351] say that OFSTED’s mission
statement ‘Improvement through Inspection” does not ‘appear to feature strongly
in the development’ of any of the National Commission of Education study of

effective schools in disadvantaged areas.

The answer to the Commons question said that ‘comparing the results of the 800
schools inspected in the first year, 1993/94, it found point scores went up by 2.1
points between 1993 and 1995, while those that had not been inspected improved
by 2.6 points’ [Barnard, 1998]. These statistics would have to be considered
alongside some explanatibn of what improvement in average points scores might
mean in a norm-referenced examination system. If the intention 1s to imply that
there would still have been improvement if the examinations had been critena-

referenced then this proposition needs to be tested. Improvement due to a change
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of criteria would not have the same meaning as improvement over time with the

same criteria.

The notion of continually keeping the school under review 1s not new. The Inner
London Education Authority, where Mortimore did much of his early research
work as director of their research and statistics branch, published criteria for
keeping a school under review over twenty years ago. This included [ILEA,
1977, p.10] a ‘comparison from year to year’ of the ‘attendance rates for pupils’
and the ‘results in public examinations, related to the intake at 11+ if possible’.
Note the reference to value-added examination performance and that we have still

not reached agreement twenty years later about how this might be measured and

published.

Jesson [1996], in a study for the DfEE on two thousand Year 11 students from
twelve schools, investigated how Key Stage 3 Assessments might be used to
predict performance two years later in GCSE examinations. He concluded [p.12]
that ‘Key Stage Assessments form one possible basis for evaluating differences in
performances by pupils and their schools in GCSE outcomes some two years
later’. Jesson, however, concluded that this did not provide a reliable measure of
value-added performance since ‘we do not have independent’ (his italics) °
measures of pupils’ ability or achievements other than those provided by the Key
Stage 3 Assessments. What is clear, however, is that GCSE performance appears
highly correlated with the assessments made of pupils two years earlier, and to
that extent, use of the Key Stage 3 Assessments represents a considerable

opportunity for comparative evaluation of institutional performance using a

common ‘starting point’.’
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The case-study school was concerned to demonstrate that it was ruthlessly
identifying strategies for improvement before its first OFSTED inspection and this

clearly had some influence on the willingness of the staff at the school to accept

the proposals of the HRS project.

The change of government in May 1997 has not produced any significant change
in direction on target-setting from the previous government. In March 1996,
under Gillian Shepherd as Secretary of State, the DIEE wrote [DIEE, 1996, p.5]
that ‘target-setting 1s effective in schools which have taken a firm hold on school
improvement matters generally while giving high priority in particular to action
designed to raise pupils’ expectations of themselves and hence their attainment’.
Fifteen months later, and only four weeks after the change of government SCAA
[SCAA, 1997a, p.2] was ‘consulting’ schools on the use of value-added
indicators following a report which Gillian Shepherd had requested, and how this
might be used to ‘provide measures of value added in due course’. It concluded
[p.14, para.63] that the Secretary of State °‘has indicated that he expects to

announce decisions on the proposals soon after Chnistmas’.

From September 1998 there has been a legal requirement for all govermng bodies
‘to set and publish targets each year for pupil performance in the core subjects
(English, mathematics and science) at the end of each Key Stage. Regulations for

this will be published in spring 1998, and will specify a common content and

layout for publication’ [DfEE, 1997a, pp.3, 4].
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In July 1997 the Government produced a White Paper, ‘Excellence 1n Schools’,
seeking ‘the full involvement of everyone in education and the wider community,
working in an effective partnership to stimulate constant improvement and tackle
underperformance’. Selective responses to this, such as [DfEE, 1997b, p.4] ‘You
emphasised that everyone concerned with education is committed to doing better.
I welcome that. Many of you also supported our view that, first and foremost,
schools must take responsibility for raising standards’, were used to justify

extensive legislative proposals.

The proposed legislation included:

¢ maximum class sizes of 30 for six and seven year old students,

e Education Action Zones which ‘will normally cover two or
three secondary schools and their feeder primaries, and will be
set up for 3-5 years in the first instance’ [p.7],

e duties on LEAs in raising standards in their schools,

e duties for LEAs with schools causing concern,

o the setting up of a General Teaching Council,

e a new framework of Community, Foundation and Voluntary
schools,

e increased parental representation on governing bodies,

e a simpler arrangement for LMS funding in which the Funding
Agency for Schools will cease to operate,

e admission appeals which are more independent of LEAs and
governing bodies,

e a requirement for LEAs to set up a School Organisation

Commuttee,
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e a requirement for schools to have written home-school

agreements,

e a requirement for LEAs to publish an Early Years

Development Plan.

This section has outlined some of the recent legislation that has influenced
school improvement. Some recent legislation requiring schools and LEAs
to agree on future examination performance targets has had a particular
influence on the willingness of schools to adopt strategies form
improvement and for LEAs to support school improvement strategies.

The next section describes some of the proposals for target setting and

benchmarking.

1.7 Target setting and benchmark proposals at the case study school

In September 1997 SCAA produced its last publication before becoming the new
Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) on 1 October 1997 following 1ts
merger with NCVQ. This last publication, another ‘consultation’ paper, sought
views on [SCAA, 1997b, p.1] ‘target setting proposals, and on the nature of the
benchmark information which will be provided to support this process.” Just a

few weeks later, on 4 December 1997, the Government produced its new

Education Bill.

On 13 January 1998 the Secretary of State announced his intention ‘to introduce
new, more flexible arrangements for the curmiculum in primary schools from

September 1998’ [letter from QCA dated 13 January 1998 to all Headteachers of
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Key Stage 3 and Key Stage 4 schools in England]. A separate letter from the
Secretary of State on the same day outlined proposals to remove ‘the statutory
requirement for primary schools to follow the Key Stages 1 and 2 programmes of

study in the non-core national curriculum subjects of design and technology,
history, geography, art, music and physical education for two years from

September 1998°.

In January 1998 the QCA [QCA, 1998] published 1997 ‘benchmark information’
taking up the HRS philosophy of low tolerance of failure. It said [p.3] that ‘there
are many high-performing schools which secure good results in areas of relative

disadvantage. These high-performing schools tend to have a very low tolerance

of failure’.

For schools with more than 35 per cent eligible for free school meals, which is the

position for the case study school, it produced the following statistics:

e ] oh Parcentile | U Median
5 or more GCSE 39 27

AC

)
76 68

88 82

5 or more GCSE 91 83
A*-G

1 or more GCSE
A*-G

93

|\
-
-
o
==}
:
o

GCSE results for schools with more than 35% entitled to free meals

TABLE 1

The corresponding data for the case study school for 1997 was:
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5 or more GCSE A*-C | 214 %
5 or more GCSE A*-G | 73.0 %

1 or more GCSE A*-G | 81.1 %

1997 GCSE results for the case-study school
TABLE 2

Although the percentage with five or more GCSE passes at grades A*-C 1s above
the median, the percentage with five or more GCSE passes at grades A*-G is only
half way between the lower quartile and median. The percentage with one or
more GCSE passes 1s just below the lower quartile, probably a reflection of some
students exercising the final opportunity in 1997 of Easter leaving in Year 11, but
appearing on the examination statistics having been on the DfEE Form 7 school

statistics on the third Thursday in January 1997.

This statistical exposure and a requirement to set targets based on the benchmark
information 1s likely to influence and to produce a focus for improvement. In
February 1998 the LEA wrote to all its secondary school headteachers proposing

‘negotiable targets’ for 1998 — 2002. The proposed targets were:

Case Study School Key Stage 3 performance at Level 5 and above from 1995 to

1997 (and note that this figure of 51%%* 1s correct):

EnglishMaths Science
1995 S1* 33 29
1996 24 42 25
1997 15 48 23
Three year average 30 41 26
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Negotiable future Key Stage 3 targets for the Case Study School pfoposed by the

LEA.
EnglishMaths Science
1998 37 50 37
1999 42 55 42
2000 47 60 47
2001 52 65 52
2002 57 70 57

Case Study School GCSE performance from 1994 to 1997.

% 5+ A*-C % 5+ A*-G % 1+ A*-G
1994 9 59 70
1995 13 70 82
1996 17 69 83
1997 21 73 81
1998 14 78 85

Negotiable future GCSE targets for the Case Study School proposed by the

LEA:
% 5+ A*-C % 5+ A*-G % 1+ A*-G
1998 24 76 83
1999 27 79 85
2000 30 82 87
2001 33 85 89
2002 36 88 91

Negotiable targets for 1998 — 2002
TABLE 3
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The case-study school failed, by a wide margin, to meet the 1998 target of 24%

with five or more GCSE passes at grade C or above and achieved only 14%. The
school had anticipated a small drop but was very dismayed that the drop was so
large. However, the target of 76% with five or more passes at grades A* to G

was exceeded by 2% and the target of 83% with one or more passes at grades A*

to G was also exceeded by 2%.

The school declined an offer from the LEA to renegotiate a lower target for the
percentage with five or more passes at grade C or above in 1999 and has retained
the target of 27%. The school 1s more optimistic that it will get much nearer to
the 1999 target than it was about the 1998 target, and i1s even more optimistic

about the 2000 target of 30%.

The year 2000 target of 30% of the students with five or more GCSE passes at
grade C or above contrasts with the school’s HRS target for the year 2000 of
50%. The LEA target 1s, however, more realistic though the HRS target adopts
the strategy of setting very demanding goals so that ‘tinkering with the margins’

1s quite insufficient to meet the targets.

The LEA felt that 1t was very exposed to being inspected in the next round of
LEA inspections whilst many of its schools are performing below the level of
equivalent schools in other areas of the country. It is being inspected in the spring
and summer terms of 1999 and some schools, including — as a volunteer — the

case-study school, will be visited by the OFSTED inspection team in the summer

term of 1999.
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One of the city’s schools in the HRS project, described as School 3 in chapter 6,
has compared the predicted GCSE performance from the cognitive ability test
results on intake into the school with actual results for the last three years and
with the LEA proposed targets for the next five years. The comparison 1s shown

in the following table:

Predicted GCSE Performance Actual GCSE Performance

1990 Intake 17.4% 25.2%
1995 Examinations

1991 Intake 19.8% 27.1%
1996 Examinations

1992 Intake 23.0% 28.1%

1997 Examinations
Predicted GCSE Performance L.E.A. Proposed Target

1998 Examinations o
1999 Examinations
2000 Examinations
2001 Examinations
2002 Examinations

GCSE Predictions for School 3
TABLE 4

There 1s a clear conflict between the LEA proposed targets and the historical
differences between the actual percentage of students obtaining five or more
GCSE passes at grade C or above and the predictions from NFER cognitive
ability testing on intake to the school. The average increase in the actual
percentage over the predicted percentage during the last three years has been

6.7%. The LEA proposed a difference of 9.5% for 1998 and a difference of
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21.3% for the year 2000. Whilst an increase of 9.5% might seem to be an
ambitious but realistic target, an increase of 21.3% seems to be unrealistic and
probably unachievable. There 1s also a difference in the way in which the school
1s calculating its results compared to the LEA statistics. The percentages in the
table above are the percentages based on its examination entries and not a
percentage o<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>