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HIGH PERFORMING SPECIALIST SCHOOLS: WHAT MAKES THE DIFFERENCE?

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Aims and Objectives

This summary sets out the major findings of an NFER project investigating the
success factors underlying high performance in Specialist Schools, based on
fieldwork in 20 case-study schools. The study had the following main aim:

+ the identification of those features of schools’ practices and characteristics
which appear to make a significant difference in terms of student performance
gains, in a sample of high-performing and improving Specialist Schools.

Main Fieldwork Findings — Identifying Success Factors

In each of the 20 featured schools, the research team interviewed, In most cases,
the headteacher, one or two senior managers, two heads of department, a
governor, two classroom fteachers, and two student groups. The interview
schedules featured open-ended questions, asking respondents what they felt were
the main success factors in their own schools. The responses to these questions
were categorised under the following broad headings:

high-quality teachers and teaching
school ethos and culture
monitoring and evakluation
leadership and management
curriculum improvements
extra-curricular activities
FeSOUrces.
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High-quality Teachers and Teaching A sitrong theme in many case-study
schools was the importance of high-quality teachers and teaching to the
achievement of whole-school success. This point was made by senior staff,
students and teachers alike, whose comments suggested that dedicated teachers,
carefully-focused teaching strategics and changes to class size and composition
can be influential upon performance gains. The interview data also suggested that
improvements in teaching had been facilitated by certain organisational factors
such as careful recruitment, quality assurance schemes, and support for teachers
to focus on teaching and to share good practice.

School Ethos and Culture The detailed case-study research confirmed the
importance of school ethos and provided the opportunity to further ‘unpack’ this
success factor. In all, 20 of the case-study schools, headteachers, members of
staff and students emphasised that they worked and studied in schools, where high
expectations were present and the ethos of success was accepted by all, including
parents. On being asked what general advice members of staff would give to
schools that had just taken on Specialist status, the need to adopt a whole-school
approach was identified as key.
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Monitoring and Evaluation Comments from the interviewees, especially from
headteachers and senior managers in the 20 case-study schools, suggested that
these institutions, without exception, were well advanced in terms of applying
systems of monitoring and evaluation and in making active use of performance
data. The mterview data suggested that the following aspects of monitoring and
evaluation were important:

detailed use of value-added data

data used and not just collected

regularity in tracking student progress

student involvement in data use

monitoring and evaluation of staff and increased accountability.

* > + > &

Leadership and Management The need for an effective approach to leadership
and management was identified as an important aspect of success in all of the
case-study schools, Headteachers were described by their staff in a number of
ways:

+ all displayed self-belief in understanding how to improve their own schools;

+ all were very focused on their goals and committed to bringing about success
(however that was measured) in their schools;

¢+ more than half the headteachers featured were considered somewhat
unconventional in their approach;

¢+ a common feature was the approachability of headteachers — enabling new
ideas, generated by management teams and teaching staff, to be taken on
board;

+ all had experience in securing extra funding for their schools, from a number
of different sources.

It did not matter whether the school was urban or rural, in a deprived context or in
a socially advantaged location, the vision of the headteacher appeared to be a
critical factor in the school’s success. Usually this vision was shared amongst
senior managers and teaching staff.

Curriculom Improvements  Staff in several of the case-study schools saw
curriculum improvements (or ‘curriculum freedom’) as an important factor behind
their performance gains. These improvements included:

¢ curriculum extension — the provision of new courses beyond the existing
curriculum;

+ curriculum change — the introduction of new cross-curricular dimensions
within the existing curriculum;

¢ curriculum tailoring - the modification of the existing curriculum for
particular students’ needs.

Extra-curricular Activities The 20 case-study schools had well-developed
programmes of extra-curricular activities for their students to take part in, The
types of activities schools had made available to their students were wide ranging
and took place before, during and after school bours. Interviewees felt that taking
part in activities outside the regular curriculum helped to:

+ improve students’ confidence and self-esteem;
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+ motivate students and raise their expectations,
+ contribute to the ethos and culture of the school;
+ case the transition from primary to secondary school.

Resources All the case study schools visited by the research team had benefited
from one or more of the following extra resources within the school:

+ construction or modification of new on-site buildings and facilities — these
included ICT suites, maths and science blocks and sports halls;

+ extra staffing and the ability to offer more competitive salaries for more
experienced, qualified staff;

+ provision of new ICT equipment, including personal computers, laptops for
teachers and students and new software,

What makes the Difference?

There has already been some work on the identification of the factors or
characteristics that represent best practice in Specialist Schools (Tooley and
Howes, 1999; Gillmon, 2000; Wicksteed and Hagen, 2001). Some of these
previously identified habits or characteristics resonate with what the present
study found, but the research also indicated a need to go beyond the ‘key
characteristics’ approach. The NFER team reflected on the question of ‘what
really makes the difference?’ and identified a number of recurring success
factors as highlighted by interviewees. These were:

interconnectedness
whole-school ethos
management styles

teachers going the extra mile
nnovative use of staffing
active use of performance data
a focus on the individual

a broad and flexible curriculum
resources and status.

L R . R R IR Y 2

Interconnectedness The need for all the various essential factors to be
implemented together, in a coherent and ‘joined up’ way, is in itself one of the
most important requirements for a Specialist School to be successful. The
managers of these schools have to achieve a balance between the broad
aspects of a ‘school system’ and a focus on the individual student. Achieving
this balance, and appreciating the interconnectedness of the various strands of
school improvement, may be the key to sustaining success. Despite the
difficulties with this term, it is important to recognise the significance of
interconnectedness. It is about the whole being more than the sum of its parts.
The basic message from the interviewees was that the success of a school does
not simply depend on putting in place a number of easily identifiable strategies
or a checklist of required activities: there is no simple ‘recipe’ for success.
There 15 a need to move from a ‘shopping list” of success factors towards
whole-school approaches, multiplicity of inputs, integrated vision and wider
implementation. The headteachers at the case-study schools had to be multi-
skilled and had to constantly keep in mind ‘the whole picture’. All the factors
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listed above have to be pulled together into a coherent whole to produce an
institution that ‘buzzes” with success.

Whole-school Ethos Sometimes the whole-school ethos is the ‘glue’ that brings
about the interconnectedness described above. Our study found evidence that in
high- performing schools there usually exists a positive, definable ethos that
permeates the entire institution from top to bottom. This will involve things such
as ‘superb student — teacher velations’, ‘a shared sense of vision® and ‘genuine
working together’. Several respondents stressed linkages between the academic
and the pastoral, and there were ways of doing things that were agreed at all
levels of the school: for example, walking between lessons, writing down targets,
talking to visifors and so on.

Management Styles This was, in some respects, not a particularly new finding,
though some of the strategies being used by headteachers were definitely
innovative.  What does strong leadership actually mean in the context of a
Specialist School? In the case-study schools, there generally appeared to be a
democratic and facilitative kind of leadership. A very successful Specialist
School has to have clear leadership, but also there must be a framework where
teachers (and even students) can contribute new ideas. In particular there must be
‘vision’ and what headteachers called ‘spirit® or ‘energy’. Some of the
headteachers deliberately, and justifiably, presented themselves as being radical
and innovative. Two principals, for example, described themselves as being
‘maverick’ in their approach to leadership. One of these said that Specialist
School managers ‘should always be looking at what's on the horizon’. Generally,
these headteachers seemed to be particularly good at involving themselves in
initiatives, at networking and at identifying what comes next and what is ‘round
the corner’ in terms of school improvement.

Teachers ‘Going the Extra Mile’ Without exception, the senior mangers
mterviewed were positive about the quality and commitment of their teaching
staff. It was not just that these schools had good-quality classroom teachers —
they appeared to have teachers who were highly professional, vibrant, enthusiastic
and inventive. Teachers, including, in some cases, Advanced Skills Teachers,
demonstrated their enthusiasm by making themselves available to help students,
by presenting lessons in a variety of ways (often using new technology) and by
voluntarily devoting many extra hours to extra-curricular activities, revision
classes, and so on. One senior interviewee said ‘they don't just go the extra mile;
they go for an extra three miles!”

Innovative Use of Staffing In several schools, the skilful use of support staff
was in evidence and was commented upon. Many of the administrative,
preparatory and bureaucratic tasks of classroom work had been taken over by
support and technical staff, ‘leaving teachers free to teach’. This contributed to
enhancing the quality of teaching and learning. The headteachers of schools
where this was happening gave their support staff training and relatively high
status. These staff were encouraged to make full contributions to, and to be fully
involved in, the life of the school.

Active Use of Performance Data  Sophisticated monitoring and evaluation
systems were in place in all of the schools featured. These included, in most
cases, the use of value-added data, generated by the school itself, by the LEA, or
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as a ‘bought in’ package. Not only were systems in place, there was also a good
deal of evidence to show that these were in active, regular use, and that
monitoring was feeding directly into teaching and learning. Staff at a variety of
levels were involved in these processes as, in many cases, were the students
themselves. As a result of this, accountability became more prominent within
these schools.

A focus on the individual The case studies included some of the largest schools
in the country, and 12 of the schools featured had over a thousand pupils on roll.
In this kind of environment it is very easy for students to be ‘fost” to the system.,
In all the case-study schools, however, measures were in place to ensure that
individual students did not become anonymous. These included academic and
pastoral mentoring, regular consultations with staff, house systems and a variety
of extra-curricular opportunities. The student discussions indicated that generally
these young people felt that most, if not all, of their needs were being met by the
school. Their teachers treated them with respect and acknowledged their
individual needs.

A Broad and Flexible Curriculum (and Extra-curriculum) Several
headteachers, and a number of other respondents, stressed the importance of
giving students a wide range of learning experiences and of the need for
flexibility in the curriculum. Flexibility and variety were manifested not just in
the formal cwmiculum on offer, but also in the number of extra-curricular
activities available and in the provision of additional subjects, such as GNVQ
Information Technology, an extra language, music, drama, art or physical
education. In some of the schools, ICT, in particular, was being used across the
curriculum in very innovative ways. Having a range of activities enabled the
students to develop their confidence levels and extend their interpersonal skills.

Resources and Status Many of the senior managers acknowledged the
importance of extra funding, saying things along the lines of ‘funding obviously
helps’. Often the extra money acquired through the achievement of Specialist
status was for capital projects, such as the building of a sports hall, or the
installation of an ICT network, but funding was also used for staffing — for
example, for the employment of Advanced Skills Teachers, Sports Development
Officers, extra technicians and so on. In addition, many respondents said that the
new sfatus was important. This was not just a case of having a plaque on the
wall: it was about improving community standing, working with others and
sharing best practice. Some respondents said that the community status of the
school was even more important than the funding.

Conclusion

These were some of the most important ‘success’ factors identified by
Specialist School headteachers, staff and students. It must be stressed once
more, however, as is now well established in school improvement research,
that there are no easy solutions, no ‘quick fixes’ and no instant recipes for
success, even for schools of this quality. One of the main ingredients of
success in any school 1s the continued hard work of staff and students, and the
interconnectedness of all these activities. Without these key ingredients, the
other factors listed are unlikely to make any significant impact.




