Story 2: Using ERO review in an area school

This story describes a range of actions taken by a first-time principal to focus a school on improving teaching and learning. The importance of information to underpin decision making and targets is highlighted, and ways to improve processes in the school are identified. It also describes how the principal’s appraisal can be linked to the school’s plans and actions for improving teaching and learning.
School two is a decile 5 area school with 363 students and 26 teachers. An Education Review Office (ERO) report in July 2004 had followed on from a supplementary review early in 2003, and earlier reviews in 2000 and 2001, which had identified long-standing issues in relation to the establishment of strategic planning and self-review processes.

Following are quotations from the 2004 ERO review.

The period from 2002 to 2003 was a time of significant change for [the school]. During this time the principal and new senior managers were appointed and there were a number of other staffing changes. Since his appointment, the principal has successfully built a cohesive management team and is now developing useful management systems with a strong focus on school improvement. He acknowledges that while he has made significant progress there is further work to be done. At the time of his appointment the school had a deficit budget. This has been remedied. However, the need to repay debt has constrained school development.

Strengthening school management 

The principal successfully built a cohesive management team and all staff began working collaboratively with a clear focus on improvement. Where possible, staff strengths and interests were identified and used. The senior management team began developing and strengthening administration and management systems. Committees responsible for curriculum, human resources, and administration and finance clarified their roles and developed effective policies and procedures.

Reporting to the board

The board received an extensive range of reports, including financial reports, prior to each monthly meeting. The principal’s reports were comprehensive and informative. Staff provided a range of reports relating to curriculum and student achievement.

Performance management of the principal

This principal was appraised against an annual performance agreement by an external consultant. The principal’s appraiser consulted extensively as part of the process. However, the current performance agreement did not include performance or development objectives linked to the school’s strategic goals, or recommendations from the previous appraisal. It was important that the board ensured that such objectives are identified, together with performance indicators and the resources to achieve these. The principal’s performance should then be appraised against the objectives as well as the professional standards. The principal should self-appraise as part of his performance management cycle.

Assessment

The principal and senior managers became aware that the quality of assessment practices across the school varied greatly between individual teachers and between curriculum areas, and also became aware of the need for a more consistent approach to the collection and analysis of achievement information. To assist improvement in this area, senior managers sought external advice to help them determine the data that they should gather, the tools that they should use, and how the information could best support student achievement and inform self-review. 

When he took up his new role, the principal found there was little information in the school to help him to set targets for improvement of student learning, although the 2000, 2001, and 2003 ERO reports indicated that a wide number of areas needed to be addressed. Through consultation, the new senior management team and the principal decided to focus on lifting literacy levels across the school, improving numeracy knowledge of years 0–8 students, and improving on Level One NCEA results.

The school’s goal was:

… to continue the school-wide focus on literacy across the curriculum, particularly reading. All teachers to identify and target at least three students with poor comprehension or decoding skills. At least one should be Māori unless there are no Māori students on low ability in the class. 

Following are the improvement targets for literacy.
· Comprehension: For all children to improve by one stanine level or at least 20 percent.

· Decoding: To achieve at least two guided or one-month incremental level(s) closer to the median score/level for their peers than before the initiative began.

· Recognition: 25 per cent improvement in recognition of high frequency words or at least six-month increase in BURT reading age, or 25 per cent increase in students’ ability to read non-words.

In 2003 the school was involved in the Literacy Enhancement Programme and the year 5 and year 6 teachers attended a reading course. Outcomes were comprehensively but not clearly reported for all levels.

The numeracy target was: 

· All year 0–8 students assessed using Numeracy Development Project (NDP) assessment tools.

This is an assessment target, not a teaching and learning target, and outcomes and analysis referred to the process that the school engaged in rather that the outcomes. 

For example:

Students in year 1–8 were assessed using NDP assessment by the teacher aides who now knew how to use it. Teachers of years 1–7 were given a morning’s internal professional development on the NDP assessment. Information from numeracy assessments informed some planning and teaching. Groups of lower achieving students, two from year 5 and one from year 8, were withdrawn for NDP-related numeracy work with Teacher Aides. (For 2004, Formal Numeracy project professional development was planned for staff teaching years 1–8 through a Ministry contract.)
The NCEA target was:

· At least 50 per cent of all students (including Māori) to achieve 80 credits or more at first attempt.

Sixty-one percent of all students and 50 percent of Māori achieved 80 credits at their attempt.

The 2004 annual plan had a stronger focus on targeting outcomes and associated assessment. This was supported by the 2004 ERO report which noted the following:

Annual planning

The school has successfully met charter requirements. Student achievement targets, based on achievement information, provide a focus for improving teaching and learning. The annual plan for 2004 has large number goals organised under the National Administration Guidelines. An action plan has been prepared for each goal that identifies intended outcomes, responsibilities and milestones. This thorough planning system provides a useful framework for monitoring progress towards strategic goals and facilitates self-review processes.

The principal identified the need to develop an understanding of the different curriculum areas, particularly in the primary school. He set this as a key goal for his performance appraisal, and has timetabled regular classroom visits to achieve it.
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