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ABSTRACT

The aim of this four year longitudinal study was to identify the contributory factors
that brought about rapid improvement in an especially challenging urban school. A
two-phase sequential mixed-method strategy was used to identify underlying

statistically derived factors within a post-positivist paradigm

In phase |, Principle Components Analysis was used to reduce an initial 90-item
questionnaire, administered to 302 students, to identify a three factor multilevel
school improvement model that comprised 17 sub-factors. The derived factors
were: i. leadership at the whole school level; ii. teaching and learning in the
classroom and iii. the development of students and teachers as part of a unified

learning community.

During phase I, Principle Axis Factoring, Multiple Regression and MANOVA were
used to test the hypothesis that 22 school improvement variables, derived from a
review of the 3 factors and 17 sub-factors from phase |, did in fact comprise a

single coherent school improvement model with 3 levels.

A detailed analysis of the perceptions of 104 students, gathered via a 22-item
questionnaire, yielded a coherent model based on 4 factors (levels) that were
interpreted as: context; leadership; learning & teaching and ethos & relationships.
In addition, 22 sub-factors were identified within the model. The statistical findings
were triangulated with the literature, external documentary evidence about the
school and focus group interviews with a stratified random sample of students,

parents and teachers.

This thesis proposes a new dynamic multilevel rapid school improvement model

together with a new paradigm for schools operating in challenging urban contexts.
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1 INTRODUCTION

SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT AGAINST THE ODDS

1.1 The Research Problem

Existing literature and ongoing research indicate a strong negative correlation
between school achievement and most measures of social disadvantage (Harris
and Chapman, 2002; Chapman and Harris, 2004; Muijis et al., 2004; Potter et al.,
2002). Some schools facing difficult and challenging circumstances, however, are
according to Maden and Hillman (1993), able to add significant value to student
achievement. Research suggests the need for different improvement strategies in
these specific challenging contexts as compared with those in more advantaged
circumstances (Muijis et al., 2004). There is an emerging evidence base (Chapman
and Harris, 2004; Harris and Chapman, 2002; Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003;
Muijis et al., 2004; Potter et al., 2002; West et al., 2005) to suggest that leadership,
a focus on learning and teaching and changing the school culture have been
demonstrated to have a positive impact on improving schools in difficult and

challenging urban contexts.
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This research study aims to statistically derive the contributory factors, both
individual and specific combinations, which are critical to rapid school improvement
in an especially challenging urban context. Importantly, the research aims to
identify these factors through the detailed analysis of the perceptions of the cohort
of students who have ‘lived’ through this experience. Implicit in this study is the
intention to develop and test a theoretical conceptual school improvement model

that can be applied to schools in similar contexts.

This thesis captures the lived experience of a headteacher in ‘turning around’ a
failing school in 15 months and then to be faced with the threat of its closure while
continuing the transformation process. Set in this context, the research provides
the opportunity to analyse the impact of the school improvement and school

effectiveness paradigms on schools in challenging contexts

1.2 The School Context

This research is framed within a four-year longitudinal case study of a high profile
Inner London Comprehensive Secondary School with a highly diverse ethnic
composition, which "... operates in an extremely challenging urban environment
and (where) many of its pupils come from disadvantaged socio-economic
backgrounds” (OFSTED, 2005: 1). The period covered by the study is typified by
an above average number of students for whom English is not their mother tongue,
with increasing numbers at an early stage of learning the language. The proportion
of students with learning difficulties and/or disabilities, and the proportion of those
with a statement of educational need is above average. Moreover, there has been
a growing number of students that face "considerable social challenges” (OFSTED,

2008a) and multiple disadvantage.

Rock Bottom

In March 2004, prior to my appointment, the school was judged to be failing and as

a result to require special measures, in accordance with section 13(7) of the
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School Inspection Act 1996 (OFSTED, 2004). The overall quality of education was
deemed to be poor, resulting in student's achievements being well below National
averages. Consequently, the school failed to meet the newly introduced
Government ‘floor examination target’ that required at least 25% of students to
achieve 5 or more GCSE grades A* to C, reaching only 20%. Furthermore, the
school had clearly lost the support of the local community and was frequently

vilified in the press.

Following the special measures judgement a further deterioration in the school
context was evident, not helped by a fatal stabbing that occurred in close proximity
to the school in July 2004. Whilst not directly related to the school the incident
occurred at the end of the school day and further contributed to the feeling of
chaos and helplessness surrounding the school. This was further exacerbated by
damaging press coverage. | took up the post as headteacher in September 2004

following a successful tenure as a headteacher in a similarly challenging context.

Back from the Brink

Initial school improvement efforts were focused on improving student behaviour
and tackling ineffective teaching and management. However, according to the
monitoring HMI inspector, matters deteriorated significantly during my first two

terms at the school — contrary to our observations on the ground.

The turning point occurred towards the end of my second term at the school when
a further detailed review of the internal context was conducted. The subsequent
development and implementation of a high quality school improvement plan proved
to be the key to unlocking the potential for improvement. The ‘what’, ‘how’ and
‘why’ questions arising from this process form the central aspect of the narrative in

this thesis.

Fourteen months later, in November 2005, the school was judged by Ofsted to be

‘rapidly improved’ with ‘rapid improvement in test and examination results’ and
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consequently it was judged that the school no longer required special measures. In
2006 the school significantly exceeded the government floor target, with 34% of

students achieving at least five A* to C grades.

A Period of Political Defiance and Class Warfare

In September 2006, the newly elected Conservative Council, supported by the
Local Authority, brought forward a proposal to close the school and launched a
concerted and undermining campaign in the press. In response the school, in the
shape of the headteacher, staff, parents, students and governors, decided to fight
the proposal. Despite overwhelming community support for the school during the
informal consultation period the Council issued a formal notice to close the school

in December 2006.

During February 2007, in the midst of yet more objections from stakeholders and
the local community, and following legal advice, the school attempted to stop the
closure in the High Court based on the argument that the Council decision was
founded on incorrect and misleading data. Lord Justice Sullivan judged that the
school had an opportunity to correct the information at the School Organisation
Committee, which at that time formed part of the appeal process, and hence the

due process should take place.

In March 2007, a public meeting of the Schools Organisation Committee (held after
a protracted period of campaigning and lobbying) refused to support the Council
and the matter was subsequently referred by the Council to the Independent
Adjudicator. At almost the last moment in April 2007 the proposal was withdrawn in
the face of likely defeat at adjudication. In order to save political face the Council
established a Commission, chaired by Baroness Perry of Southwark, to report on
the future structural arrangements for education in the local area. One of the
recommendations in the report was the ‘continued development’ of the case study
school. However, this recommendation was coupled with a suggestion that the

school seek to form a partnership with the French government to deliver bi-lingual
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education. With undue haste, the Council attempted to drive through a proposal to
turn the school into a French-English bilingual Academy. On the basis that there
were hardly any French speakers in the school this was again an incorrect
decision. Following yet more public consultation by the Council the matter was
finally dropped in December 2008, albeit after a final flurry of concern and a
measure of lobbying when the Council excluded the school from their plans for a
sixth form in every secondary school. The school was subsequently included in the

proposal.

Rapidly Improved Standards and Effectiveness

Against this backdrop of continuous and sometimes politically motivated threats to
the school’s existence, standards of attainment rose rapidly, with the proportion of
students achieving 5 GCSE grades A*- C rising from 20% in 2004 to 78% in 2008.
The improvement in the proportion of students achieving 5 A*- C grades, including
English and Mathematics, rose from 12% in 2004 to 42% in 2007 resulting in the
school being highlighted as the second most improved school nationally and the
most improved in London over this period. More importantly, students were now
judged to make ‘very good progress in relation to their capabilities and earlier
achievements" (OFSTED, 2008a) as evidenced by the Key Stage 3 to 4 contextual
value-added measure that placed the school in the top 2% of schools nationally for
achievement in 2007.

In January 2008, the school was judged to be ".. a good and rapidly improving
school with outstanding features” (OFSTED, 2008a). A further specialist OFSTED
Survey Inspection into Every Child Matters and promoting equality of opportunity in
October 2008 resulted in an ‘outstanding’ judgement. This journey from Special
Measures in March 2004 to 'outstanding' in October 2008 indicated high levels of
effectiveness in all key areas of the school. The school now had the overwhelming

support of parents and the local community, student numbers were rising and

teachers were actively requesting to work at the school.
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Improvement simply ‘get in the way’ of rapid transformational change as a result of
their confused and competing methodologies. | therefore argue for a new, more

‘optimistic’, post-positivist paradigm for schools in very challenging circumstances.

A focus on raising educational standards lies at the core of the public policy
agenda in many developed countries (Chapman and Harris, 2004), most notably
England, with increasing pressure on schools to raise levels of attainment amongst
students (West et al., 2005). However, despite improvements in overall attainment
levels, progress has been limited in a number of schools in challenging urban
contexts. Consequently, “The educational reform agenda in many countries reflects
a renewed interest in improving schools in difficult or challenging circumstances”

(Muijis et al., 2004:149).

School improvement, however, is a complex and ‘messy business’. The “odds
seem stacked against schools in poorer areas” (Gray, 2000: 1) and the link
between disadvantage and educational performance appear to be as strong as

ever (Chapman and Harris, 2004).

The dominant paradigms of School Effectiveness and School Improvement both
deal inadequately with ‘schools in challenging circumstances’ (Wrigley, 2006)
leading to the theoretical and practical inadequacy of recent interventions (Harris et
al.,, 2006). Whilst these paradigms are intimately related, they are fundamentally
different in their methodology and have common limitations for schools serving
disadvantaged communities. Despite producing endless lists of improvement and
effectiveness factors, both paradigms are still searching for the relative size, effect
and most efficient mix of these factors. Consequently, neither have produced
adequate theoretical models for improving schools in challenging contexts and very
few studies have explored how schools in disadvantaged circumstances engage
with their local community. Neither paradigm has paid adequate attention to
pedagogy and educational aims and priorities (Wrigley, 2006). It is not surprising

therefore that the failure of recent Government initiatives in education in terms of
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schools facing challenging circumstances represents a great challenge to both

paradigms.

This study differs from most others in the field in that the research has been
conducted from within a school whilst rapid improvement was actually taking place
and with the headteacher as the researcher. Through carefully considering the
perceptions of students, the research provides an in-depth statistical analysis of
what ‘works’ to bring about rapid improvement in the most challenging and hostile

of environments.

The benefits to the case study school are obvious in terms of school self-evaluation
and improvement planning, but through combining rigorous academic research
with practical school improvement strategies, the intention of this study is to make
a significant contribution to the wider professional and academic communities. In
particular, the findings will have significant implications for: school improvement
programmes in challenging contexts; the specific training of headteachers in
especially challenging contexts; central Government policy in relation to
challenging urban schools and academic researchers and lead professionals in the
school effectiveness and school improvement fields. These themes will be critiqued

using a review of recent literature and the outcomes of quantitative research.

The impact of producing a simple and easy to implement conceptual model within
a new theoretical framework would have a far reaching impact on practical school
improvement efforts in schools that find themselves in difficulty. Similarly it will
provide academic researchers with a theoretical model that can be robustly tested

in other similar, or possibly wider, contexts.

1.4 Other Studies that have addressed the problem

There is extensive school effectiveness literature, both in the United Kingdom and

internationally, that has sought to establish:
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e That schools can and do make a difference (Reynolds and Creemers,
1990:1) for the better (Edmonds, 1979; Mortimore et al., 1988; Rutter et al.,

1979) or even for the worse (Myers, 1995);

e Correlates of effectiveness that are central to the development of an

effective school (Sammons et al., 1995; Thrupp, 1999);

e A number of indicators by which school effectiveness can be measured
accurately and consistently (e.g. attainment, attendance rates, exclusions
and teaching quality) that now underpin the OFSTED framework for the

Inspection of schools (reported in Barber, 1998:18).

Consequently, school effectiveness research has had a major impact on
policymaking at national, local and school level (White and Barber, 1997).
However, whilst such effectiveness factors may be associated with good
performance there is not necessarily a direct correlation (Davies, 1997: 33). Hence,
the assumption that findings about successful schools can be used as a blueprint
for improving ineffective schools is 'flawed' (Wilmott, 1999: 6). Despite the claim

3 n

that 'the core mission of school effectiveness was to overcome poverty’, ” very little
attention has been paid to schools serving disadvantaged communities” (Wrigley,
2006). As a consequence School Effectiveness research currently offers little
specific advice for schools operating in very challenging contexts and is open to
the criticism that it has been exploited to underpin government attempts to “...

blame teachers for the relatively slow progress of pupils growing up in poverty”

(Wrigley, 2006).

Only recently have a number of school improvement researchers (Harris and
Chapman, 2002, 2004; Potter et al., 2002; Muijis et al., 2004; West et al., 2005;
Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003) turned their attentions to schools in difficult and

challenging circumstances but as yet there has not been an in-depth analysis of
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'factors' that can be statistically claimed to be correlated to school improvement in
such contexts. Muijis et al. (2004) argue that there is an urgent need for
‘quantitative research that tests the strength of all the elements and links this to a

differential contextual model”.

1.5 Contribution to New Knowledge

The intention of this study is to respond to the common weaknesses of school
improvement and school effectiveness research. A specific intention is to identify
statistically the size, effects and mix of factors that lead to improvement in
challenging schools to create a theoretical multilevel model that can be tested in
similar contexts. In addition to school improvement and school effectiveness
research, this study will also draw upon literature from educational research
methods, multivariate statistics, multilevel modelling and texts that address

criticisms of school improvement and school effectiveness research methodology.

Research into school improvement in especially challenging circumstances has
concentrated predominantly on large-scale literature reviews, small scale projects,
single case studies, such as those documented by OFSTED, and reports of
practitioners (Potter et al., 2002; Harris and Chapman, 2002; Chapman and Harris,
2004; Harris et al.,, 2003). In England there is little empirical evidence about
improving schools in challenging circumstances (Chapman and Harris, 2004) and
no known studies have focused on the consumers of, and the largest number of
participants in, the education provided, namely: the students. To date there has not
been an in-depth analysis of 'factors’' that can be statistically claimed to be

correlated to school improvement in such contexts.

A number of features make this study unique, most notably:

e The adoption of a methodological framework that attempts to identify
statistically derived correlates of improvement in an especially challenging,

but improving, context through bringing together the use of student voice
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and looking at the problem through a mathematical lens that seeks to
develop and evaluate a conceptual rapid school improvement model over
time. This approach focuses on student perceptions as ‘consumers of’, as
well as ‘participants in’, the school improvement process. Furthermore, no
known studies have applied a statistical analysis to identify improvement

factors that are relevant to the context, then interpreted and tested them.

My role as a headteacher-researcher provides a unique positioning on the
inside of the case study school context. No one has previously given the
narrative from the inside. This positioning is highly significant in school
improvement terms since | was able to make the big decisions and then

measure their impact through empirical research.

During the period of this study, from September 2004 to October 2008, the
case study school continuously operated in the most extreme and
challenging environments it is possible to imagine. There is very little
research evidence to date about ‘context specificity’ (Reynolds and
Teddlie, 2000) and therefore an implicit aim of this study is to attempt to
identify those improvement factors that are specific to the case study
school and those that can be applied elsewhere in similar contexts

(Reynolds et al., 1994).

An interrogation of the literature to present a paradigm shift and a novel
positioning through challenging existing paradigm structures and current

ideas about school improvement and school effectiveness.

The study is important because it responds to the two recurring criticisms in the

literature: the lack of detailed research into ineffective schools (Brown, Duffield and

Riddell, 1997; Reynolds, 1994) that have improved (Gray et al., 1993; Stoll, 1993)

and the necessity to attempt to identify the means by which some schools in
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especially challenging contexts succeed 'against the odds' (Maden and Hillman,

1993).

1.6 The Purpose Statement

The purpose of this two-phase, sequential mixed methods study was to analyse
student perceptions in an effort to identify the size and strength of the contributory
factors, both individual and in specific combinations that are critical to rapid

improvement in an especially challenging urban school.

This four-year longitudinal study employs quantitative data obtained from large
scale surveys of student perceptions of what had caused improvement,
triangulated with documentary evidence and in-depth interviews to deconstruct and

interpret these results.

In the first phase, results from a large scale survey of student perceptions were
subjected to Principle Components Analysis (PCA) to reduce the resultant large
number of variables through identifying the underlying components, or latent
variables, most strongly associated with school improvement. The interpretation of
the PCA was enhanced by the insight gained from documentary evidence and
findings from the research literature in the field. This analysis was used to develop

a tentative conceptual multi-level rapid school improvement model.

In the second phase, results from a further large scale survey of student
perceptions, using a refined questionnaire, were subjected to Principle Axis
Factoring (PAF) to test the robustness of the conceptual school improvement
model developed in phase 1 of the research. The inclusion of a measure of
students perceived understanding of the extent of improvement in the school as a
dependent variable enabled the use of multiple regression to measure the
relationship between this dependent variable and 21 independent school
improvement variables. Additionally, the combined use of factor scores and

multiple regression was used to identify the relative size and effect of the factors
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extracted using PAF. Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) was used to
ascertain whether there were any significant differences in student responses due
to gender, ethnicity or social circumstance or a combination of these personal
characteristics. A more detailed insight was gained from focus group interviews
conducted with a small but representative sample of students, parents and

teachers.

The rationale for using both quantitative and qualitative data was that useful
questionnaires could only be developed after a preliminary exploration of student
perceptions. Furthermore, the outcomes of the multivariate statistical analyses
used could only be effectively interpreted following a more detailed exploration of

the issues with stakeholders.

1.7 The Research Question

Having established the broad purpose and central direction of the study, the focus

can be narrowed to a specific research question:

What are the contributory factors that cause rapid improvement in an

‘especially challenging’ urban school?

However, | will contend that the on-going debates between the separate school
improvement and school effectiveness traditions has clouded professional
judgment and stopped a proper alternative re-examination of this question.
Consequently, the complexity of the context within which this study is conducted
dictates that four fundamental supplementary questions must to be considered in

order to effectively frame the research design:

(a) How does the specific context of especially challenging urban schools
impact on school improvement efforts and what is the relationship to

improvement factors?
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(b) What do students perceive to be the size, effect and definition of
contributory school improvement factors and what specific

combinations of factors impact most on rapid school improvement?

(c) What would a new conceptual school improvement model for schools

in especially challenging urban contexts look like?

(d) What might a new theoretical framework (paradigm) for schools

operating in challenging circumstances look like?

The fundamental threads (context, what makes a difference, conceptual models
and theoretical framework) associated with these questions are woven throughout
the study in combination with the unique methodology (researching students
perspectives, multivariate statistics, theoretical perspectives and personal insight)
as shown schematically in figure 1.2. This study is unique because the
methodology used to answer the research questions was also integral to the

school improvement process.
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Figure 1.2: The Links between the Fundamental Questions and Methodology
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Children only get one chance at secondary school regardless of the social
circumstances in which they live and grow up. It is vital for their economic and
social well-being that the schools where their futures are shaped, are as good as
they can possibly be. The overriding priority, to speed up the pace of
transformation and improvement in schools serving significant levels of
disadvantage, has never been more urgent. This study aims to make a major
contribution to addressing this priority with the starting point being the perspectives

of students.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW

THE FAILURE OF COMPETING PARADIGMS

This chapter will consider findings from the plethora of school improvement and
school effectiveness studies and their impact on the distinctive subset of
institutions that | will define as ‘especially challenging urban schools’. Four
fundamental questions will be used to search the literature in order to address the
central research question: ‘What are the contributory factors that cause rapid

improvement in an ‘especially challenging’ urban school?’

i. How might we define an effective school operating in a challenging
context?
ii. How can we define an especially challenging urban school?
fii. What does the existing literature tell us about the critical aspects of
school improvement in especially challenging urban contexts?
iv. What are the convergent findings and common limitations of school
effectiveness and school improvement that help us to move forward in

developing conceptual improvement models?
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The findings from this review of the literature will not only help to frame the
research design but will also facilitate the effective interpretation of the quantitative
analysis of student perceptions conducted in chapters 4 and 5 and enable the

findings to be located within existing theory.

2.1 Introduction

The field of education is dominated by the school improvement and school
effectiveness paradigms and consequently this study is framed within the
seemingly endless debate between the two. Essentially, school effectiveness is
concerned with analysis and seeks to answer the question: what characterizes
effective schools? On the other hand, School Improvement is about processes,
action and change. It seeks to answer the question: how can schools improve?
Effectiveness and Improvement are intimately intertwined (Wrigley, 2006) and their
best known protagonists frequently write together. At its simplest level, this
relationship would appear to be a pre-requisite, since: if we don’t know what an
effective school is, then how can we frame the school improvement agenda?
However, despite the overlap and blurred edges, formal links between the two

paradigms are still fairly tenuous (Harris, 2001).

In attempting to identify successful improvement strategies in challenging contexts,
findings from both school improvement studies and elements from school
effectiveness research, upon which many school improvement efforts are based
(Reynolds et al.,, 2000), are examined. Consequently, a pragmatic approach
involving the use of different and mixed methodologies (Potter et al., 2002;
Tashkkori and Teddlie, 1998) has led to material from both qualitative and
quantitative perspectives being included (Muijis et al., 2004). The relative failure of
both the school effectiveness and school improvement paradigms to improve
schools serving disadvantaged communities (Wrigley, 2006), dictates a careful

consideration of literature that critiques both positions.
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From a purely pragmatic point of view there appears to be remarkable
convergence between many of the findings from school improvement and school
effectiveness research, with much of it making good professional common sense.
For this reason we should not discard the findings from School Effectiveness or
School Improvement research. However, there are common limitations to both
paradigms. The lack of understanding of the impact of context, confused (and in
some cases misleading) methodology and the absence of the students voice has
resulted in a paucity of theoretical and conceptual models that explain how some

schools succeed against the odds in challenging contexts.

Central to this argument is that the theoretical and methodological debates
surrounding the two dominant paradigms of School Effectiveness and School
Improvement have led us to a position where they ‘get in the way’. The debate has
become a raison-d’etre in itself, stopping researchers and practitioners from
returning to first principles. More worryingly in some cases, the debate draws
school leaders into thinking in the wrong direction. To identify a more appropriate
way forward, the convergent themes and common limitations of school
effectiveness and school improvement are considered. In order to understand the
debate more fully in the context of especially challenging schools it is necessary to
see it through the eyes of different people. For this reason the implications of
researching students will be discussed as a precursor to identifying a unique

methodological approach.

2.2 School Effectiveness in the Context of a Challenging School

School effectiveness emanates from the premise that the socioeconomic
background of pupils makes far more difference to their educational outcomes than
the nature of schooling itself (Coleman et al., 1966; Jecks et al., 1972). However,
subsequent school effectiveness research (Rutter et al., 1988; Mortimore, 1988;
Scheerens, 1997; Teddlie and Reynolds, 2000) confirms the existence of a school
effect. Consequently, contemporary school effectiveness studies have focused on:

the size of school effects (Gray et al., 1990; Daly, 1991); the continuity of school
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effects (Sammons et al., 1995); the nature of differential effects (Goldstein et al.,
1993); the characteristics of differently effective departments and teachers
(Creemers, 1994a; Sammons et al., 1997; Harris, 1999) and the consistency of
school effects on different outcomes (Thomas et al.,, 1997; Goldstein and

Sammons, 1995).

The overwhelming conclusions are that schools do make a difference because
they “operate more as an organic whole and less as a loose collection of disparate
sub-systems” (Harris, 2001: 11) typical of less effective schools. However, there is
contradictory evidence about teacher effectiveness with Flecknoe (2005)
determining that outstanding teachers made no significant difference to their pupils
progress, whilst Harris (2001: 11) concludes that “Teachers are the important

determinants of children’s educational and social achievements” (Harris, 2001:11).

School Effectiveness has significant weaknesses (Hopkins, Reynolds and Gray
(2005: 11): there is too narrow a definition of achievement; the lack of information
about the characteristics of effective teaching and learning in classrooms; its
inability to transfer its insights to practitioners; its ‘one size fits all’ orientation which
fails to take account of different school contexts and its focus on schools that

became effective rather than ‘how’ they became effective.

The current strengths claimed by school effectiveness research (Hopkins,
Reynolds and Gray, 2005) can be categorized into three strands: the
characteristics of effective schools; the measurement of pupil progress using
“value-added measures’ and attempts to measure the school effect by
demonstrating that some students make different progress in different schools and
in different subjects in the same school (Hopkins, Reynolds and Gray, 2005;
Luyten, Visscher and Witziers, 2005: 249; Sandoval-Hernadez, 2008: 31). Each of

these strands will be analysed in turn.
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The School Effect

There are inherent difficulties in defining an effective school (Mortimore, 1991,
1998) and reaching consensus on relevant criteria (Schereens and Bosker, 1997).
Hence it should be recognized that the identification of effective schools is based
on a limited view of what a good school is (Rowe, 2000: 78; Watson, 1996).
Nevertheless, a consistent finding from school effectiveness research is that: ‘The
effects of educational interventions are quite small’ (Reynolds, 2005: 15) with most
of the difference between schools taking place at the individual classroom teacher
level (ibid.). The variance in student outcomes, once the effects of their
backgrounds are taken into account, ranges from 8 - 10% (Daly, 1991) to 12-18%
(Creemers, 1994). Nevertheless, whilst these differences are quite small in
percentage terms, the impact on student outcomes can be quite large (Thomas
and Mortimore, 1994). Deprivation is “still by far the biggest determinant of

educational success” (Reynolds, 2005: 6).

Multilevel techniques now allow investigation of differential effectiveness:
specifically whether some schools are more or less effective for particular students
groups (boys or girls, low or high ability students, those from specific ethnic groups
(Sammons et al., 1995). In comprehensive school systems, within-school variation
in student attainment is much greater than between-school variation — at Key
Stage 3 it is 11 times greater and at Key Stage 4 it is 14 times greater. However,
school and teacher effects are reduced as children get older (Horay, 2005: 22).
The effect of different departments (Luyten, 1994) in the same school (Smith and
Tomlinson, 1989; Harris, Jamieson and Russ, 1995; Thomas, 1995; Sammons,
Thomas and Mortimore, 1997) and different subjects (Sammons, Thomas and

Mortimore, 1997) were found to have a greater effect than the whole school effect.

An important contextual factor concerns pupils themselves (MacGilchrist et al.,
2004). Schools can have different impacts on different pupils and the ‘social mix’

within schools is increasingly seen to have an important influence on pupil
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progress and outcomes (Willms and Kerr, 1987; Nuttal et al., 1989; Sammons,

Thomas and Mortimore, 1997).

MacBeath and Mortimore (2001:12) found that: “the longer that pupils stay in
school the more pronounced becomes the influence of social class”. They ask the
question: is this a school effect or a background effect. In other words does the
social background that pupils bring with them exert itself more strongly over time,
or is a school constructed in such a way as to accentuate the difference

progressively? (ibid; MacGilchrist, 2004).

The interrelationship between social class, ethnicity and gender is very significant
(MacBeath and Mortimore, 2001; Gillborn and Gipps, 1996; Gillborn, 2002) but
school effectiveness researchers have been criticised for not paying enough
attention to the importance of social mix (Thrupp, 2001). Thrupp (1999: 183)
argues that student backgrounds and their communities play a crucial role in
defining school culture. Consequently, Teddlie and Reynolds (2000) conclude that

more attention needs to be paid to a wider range of contextual factors.

Measuring Student Achievement

Attainment is the subset of achievement that can easily be measured and that has
been privileged over other forms of achievement in England by OFSTED. One
problem with the development of such indicators of student performance is that
schools may not be able to measure what is important in education. A US report,
Education Counts (1991), quoted in MacGilchrist et al. (2004: 24), suggested that
“we should learn to measure what we value rather than value what we can easily
measure”. Indeed, White and Barber, 1997: 51) state: “Most of the educational
aims which parents, teachers and ordinary citizens think important — happiness,
personal autonomy, moral goodness, imaginativeness, civic-mindedness ... do not
appear to be measurable”. Hargreaves (ILEA, 1984) suggested at least 4 aspects
of achievement (capacity to remember and use facts; practical and spoken skills;

personal and social skills and motivation and self-confidence) but we have
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continued to become good at measuring the first aspect, whilst still having some

way to go in measuring the other three (MacGilchrist et al., 2004).

The definition of an effective school as ‘one in which pupils progress further than
might be expected from consideration of its intake’ (Mortimore, 1991: 9) and one
which ‘adds extra value to its students outcomes in comparison with schools
serving similar intakes’ (Sammons, Hillman and Mortimore, 1995: 3), have led
directly to the emergence of value-added and contextual value-added measures of

student progress (MacGilchrist et al., 2004).

There is some consensus that value-added and contextual value-added
comparisons are desirable (Fitz-Gibbon, 1997; Fitz-Gibbon and Tymms, 1993;
Goldstein, 1997a,b,c; Hill, 1995; Rowe, 1996a; 1999a,b; 2000a,b; Saunders, 1999)
but there are ‘serious and inherent limitations’ to the usefulness of such indicators
for providing judgments about schools (Goldstein and Thomas, 1996; Goldstein

and Spiegelhalter, 1996; Rowe, 1996b, 20003, b).

Given ‘what is known about differential school effectiveness’ (Rowe, 2000: 80;
Nuttall, Goldstein, Prosser and Rasbash, 1989; Hill and Rowe, 1998; Rowe, 20003a;
Hill and Rowe, 1998) it is not possible to provide simple summaries that provide all
the information about a school (Rowe, 2000: 80). The use of educational
performance indicators in the form of test or examination scores ‘“tends to be
narrowly focused on a comparative ranking of schools rather than identifying
factors that explain effectiveness” (Rowe, 2000: 79). Consequently, there are
serious limitations to using a performance indicator framework for evaluating
school effectiveness (Watson, 1996: 110) due to the complexity of educational

provision that has multiple objectives, multiple inputs and multiple outcomes (ibid).

Value-added and contextual value-added measures are ‘backward looking’
performance indicators that refer to ‘cohorts’ of students who entered the school

several years previously (Rowe, 2000: 80) and by the time an analysis is complete
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may have left the school. Consequently, they have limited value in judging school

effectiveness (Goldstein, 1997c).

Furthermore, value-added and contextual value-added estimates have too much
uncertainty to provide reliable league table rankings (Rowe, 2000: 80).
Consequently, the publication of annual league tables has attracted much criticism
(Goldstein and Myers, 1996) for their unreliability (Sandeval-Henandez, 2008) and
even the government that introduced them has accepted they can be misleading

(Rowe, 2000). As Sammons et al. (1995: 9) conclude:

“It is not appropriate to produce detailed rankings of value added estimates
(residuals) of effectiveness (without taking note of confidence limits)
because the confidence limits overlap (Goldstein et al., 1993; Sammons et

al., 1993b, 1994b, 1994c; Thomas and Mortimore, 1994).

At best, ranked value-added estimates can be used to identify outliers which could
form the basis of follow up but they cannot be used as definitive measures of
school effectiveness (see Goldstein, 1997a, b, ¢; Saunders, 1999, Sandeval-
Henandez, 2008). Such ranked estimates are relative ones in that ... they position
each school in relation to other schools with which they are being compared, and
at a particular point in time” (Rowe, 2000: 81). Consequently performance
indicators based on the ranking of schools average examination and test scores,
have little to offer in terms of shedding light on school effectiveness (Rowe, 2000)
and consequently judgments of effectiveness or ineffectiveness can be very

misleading, problematic and irresponsible (ibid).

Recent Government policy in England has been heavily influenced by school
effectiveness research and is dominated by a focus on educational accountability
and standards monitoring that have had significant impact on schools (Rowe,
2000). External pressure has emanated from the implementation of a National

Curriculum, National testing arrangements, an external school inspection system
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administered by OFSTED and the publication of comparative league tables to
show every school’'s average achievement scores on tests and examinations under

the Parents Charter (DfES, 1991).

The use of ranked value-added estimates has the potential to cause serious
individual and institutional harm (Rowe, 2000: 77; Goldstein, 1997a,b,c; Goldstein
and Cuttance, 1988; Myers and Goldstein, 1996). Behind the publication of league
tables is the allocation of blame or credit. The underlying assumption is that if a
school is deemed to be effective or ineffective in terms of its ranked position, the
reason for this lies within the school (Rowe, 2000: 86). This is not to say that
schools shouldn’t be held accountable through relevant performance indicators;
“‘Rather it is suggested that it is highly unsatisfactory to attempt this, principally and
indirectly by invoking ‘evidence’ based on the achievement scores of their
students” (Rowe, 2000: 83). In a test dominated curriculum there has been an
emphasis on curriculum content that can be easily tested (Rowe, 2000: 76) with
corresponding pressure on schools to teach to the tests (Christine Gilbert, Chief

Inspector for Schools) and thereby reducing curriculum breadth.

Increased selection has emanated from headteachers of non-selective schools
lobbying Government ministers to enable them to select up to 20 per cent of their
intake to improve their league table rankings. For the same reason, there has also
been a reluctance to enroll ‘low achievers’ and a concentration in some schools on
those students thought capable of improving their test and examination scores
(Rowe, 2000: 76). Parents choosing to enroll their children at schools on the basis
of league table rankings, have heavily influenced the difference between the more
advantaged and disadvantaged schools by seeking to get their children into the
‘perceived’ best schools. This becomes a self-fulfilling proposition as the ‘market’
takes hold and more affluent parents move into catchment areas of schools with

higher league table rankings (Rowe, 2000).
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Characteristics of Effective Schools

In a literature review commissioned by OFSTED, Sammons, Hillman and
Mortimore (1995) noted 11 characteristics that are present in schools that “add
value to their pupils’ (MacGilchrist et al., 2004), namely: professional leadership;
shared vision and goals; a learning environment; concentration on teaching and
learning; purposeful teaching; high expectations; positive reinforcement; monitoring
progress; pupils’ rights and responsibilities; home-school partnership and a

learning organisation (Sammons, Hillman and Mortimore, 1995: 8).

In the field of school effectiveness and school improvement, researchers as well as
practitioners often complain about the absence of theory to guide their work.
Following work by Goldstein (1987), Creemers (1997) developed a conceptual
multilevel model based on a review of educational effectiveness. The levels
contained within this model include: the student level; the classroom level; the
school level and the contextual level. The higher levels in models such as that
described by Creemers provide the conditions for what happens in the preceding

levels. Creemers (1997: 118) further argues:

“Factors at the higher levels contribute to the outcomes or are conditional
for what happens at the lower levels. This means that not just one level

induces results, but a combination of levels”.

According to MacGilchrist et al. (2004), three key questions emerge from the

factors of effective schools identified by Sammons et al. (1995):

i. Are they all of equal value or are some more central than others?
i, Are they important/valid in isolation from, or in relation to, each other?

iii. How can a school develop these characteristics?

MacGilchrist et al. (2004) conclude that these factors do not have equal weighting.

They place pupils’ rights and responsibilities at the centre of school improvement
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efforts, concluding that there appear to be three core essential characteristics:
professional high quality leadership and management; a concentration on teaching
and learning and the professional development of staff. In seeking to answer the
third question, MacGilchrist et al. (2004) identify nine intelligences (ethical,
spiritual, contextual, operational, emotional, collegial, reflective, pedagogical, and
systematic), which it is argued are used by schools in addressing simultaneously
the core business of learning, teaching, effectiveness and improvement. This work
(McGilchrist, Myers and Reed, 2004) draws parallels between Gardner's (1999)

multiple intelligences and the corporate intelligences of the improving school.

It is suggested that the nine intelligences have at least three important implications
for school leaders: they are interdependent; they have maximum impact when
used in combination and they each have the potential to be developed and
improved. The challenge for school leaders therefore is to establish a collective
understanding of the range of intelligences being used and identify those that need

to be further developed (MacGilchrist et al., 2004).

However, it must be acknowledged that the distillation of the 11 characteristics of
effective schools (Sammons et al.,, 1995) does not tell the whole story (Durrant,
2006). They gloss over social and political issues of equity and diversity, the
complexity of processes of school and systemic change and the uniqueness of
context (MacGilchrist et al., 2004). It is now widely recognised that there is no
simple combination of factors which can produce an effective school (Wilims, 1992;
Reynolds and Cuttance, 1992). Indeed there is very little research “especially in
Britain, which is explicit about ‘turning round’ so called ‘ineffective schools” (Gray
and Wilcox, 1994). These authors go on to argue that “in the search for the
correlates of effectiveness, the correlates of ineffectiveness have been assumed to
be the same. It is by no means clear however that they are. “How an ineffective
school improves may well differ from ways in which more effective schools

maintain their effectiveness” Ibid.: 2). As Sammons et al (1995: 2) conclude:
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. School effectiveness research results do not provide a blueprint or
recipe for the creation of more effective schools (Reid, Hopkins and Holly,
1987, Sammons, 1987, Mortimore et al., 1988; Creemers, 1994;

Sammons, 1994).

It is important to note that, as school effectiveness and school improvement studies
have become more international, not all concepts, such as leadership, travel
across all cultures easily (MacBeath and Mortimore, 2001). However, Mortimore et

al (2000:142) conclude from a study of London and Singapore schools that:

e “There is no single recipe for turning schools around but there are common
elements which include motivating staff, focusing on teaching and learning
and enhancing the physical environment and changing the culture of the

school;

e Improvements must fit in with the grain of society rather than go against it;

e Resources in themselves do not guarantee success but do help convince
staff, students and parents that society believes in the school and is willing

to invest;

e Change has to be carried out by the school itself. Friends are important but

change has to come from within”.

Depending upon the research considered there are potential dilemmas in
reconciling different aspects of school effectiveness research. To illustrate this
point, Ouston (1999) notes that school outcomes are quite similar when adjusted
for social factors and states: “... if schools don't differ, or we can’t measure these
differences reliably, the list of the features of effective schools have little

Jjustification” (Ouston, 1999: 169).
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Having examined the findings from school effectiveness research it is now
important to consider the most challenging subset of ineffective schools and the
limited findings from school improvement research into schools facing extremely

challenging circumstances.

2.3 Defining an Especially Challenging Urban School

The literature (Harris and Chapman, 2002; Muijis et al., 2004; Potter et al., 2002)
strongly suggests that performance measures alone cannot indicate whether a
school is in a 'challenging context' (Chapman and Harris, 2004). Contextual
indicators such as free school meals, socio-economic status, parental education
and occupation offer a more accurate picture of the degree of challenge. An
especially challenging urban school is therefore characterised by a complex and
potentially intransigent set of antecedents (Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003). In
seeking to define an especially challenging urban school more closely, three
different strands emerge from the literature: the disadvantaged nature of the
student cohort (incorporating urban issues), external pressures brought about by

external monitoring and internal school conditions.

Low Socio-economic Status and the Urban Dimension

Leithwood and Steinbach (2003) define especially challenging schools, as those
serving a large proportion of families typified by low socio-economic status and
weak family education cultures, which have a "very large and direct impact on
student outcomes that far outweigh everything schools do" (ibid.:.25). Variation in
the strength of family education cultures affects a student's ability to be successful
at school because "it exerts a powerful influence on their acquisition of, and access
to, social capital" (Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003: 25). A succession of studies
have suggested that socio-economic status of families explains more than half of
the variation in student achievement (Coleman, 1966; Jenks et al., 1971; Rutter et
al., 1979). Furthermore, the influential Plowden Report (HMSO, 1967) found that

the great majority of variance in attainment between schools could be explained by
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family background and parental attitudes. The urban dimension is characterised by
high levels of unemployment, physical and mental health issues, high student

mobility (Muijis et al., 2004) and falling roles (Gray, 2000).

External Pressure

Significant additional pressure on schools emanates from two key government
initiatives that ultimately contribute to the challenging nature of the school:
OFSTED monitoring and the Schools Facing Challenging Circumstances (SFCC)

initiative.

The Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED) defines a school to be ‘in need of
special measures' where the registered inspector concludes that it is "failing to
provide its students with an acceptable standard of education”. The impact of this
judgment (Crawford, 2002) is significant, with external pressure emanating from: a
requirement to submit an action plan for improvement to the Secretary of State for
Education; regular additional monitoring by Her Majesty's Inspectors (HMI) and the
Local Education Authority (LEA) and, most importantly, an expectation to improve

and provide an acceptable education for its students within two years.

Ferguson et al (2000) note that schools in disadvantaged areas are more likely
than those in stable communities to be judged harshly, with only one in a hundred
schools serving a high proportion of socially disadvantaged children receiving 'very
good' OFSTED reports, compared to one in five schools with only a small
proportion of such children. Furthermore, schools serving high levels of social
deprivation usually take more than the two years allocated in which to be removed

from special measures (Gray, 2000).

In 2004, approximately 600 'Schools Facing Challenging Circumstances' (SFCC)
remained at the core of the Labour government’s drive to raise standards (TES, 30
August 2002). These schools had been identified because they were failing to

meet uniform ‘'floor targets' - at least 30% of students achieving 5+ GCSE grades
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A*-C. This SFCC group of schools contained a high proportion of those serving
communities with low socio-economic status, urban areas (OFSTED, 1999) and
schools serving inner city communities (Gray, 2000). Many of these schools are
also identified by OFSTED as requiring 'special measures' or having 'serious
weaknesses' (Chapman and Harris, 2004). The Department for Education and
Skills (DfES, 2000) exerted pressure on such schools, in the form of increased
OFSTED monitoring visits, to meet 'floor targets' in return for extra financial support

through the 'Leadership Incentive Grant' (Chapman and Harris, 2004).

Following significant progress by the London Challenge, the National Challenge
(DCSF, 2008), launched by the Secretary of State on 10 June 2008, provides a
£400 million support package to schools who do not meet an increased floor target
of 30% of pupils achieving at least 5 GCSE grades A*-C, including English and
mathematics. Again financial support and that of a National Challenge Advisor is
provided in return for the development of a school improvement action plan. By
2011 the National Challenge intends to achieve: a sharp drop in underperforming
schools, particularly focusing on English and mathematics; more outstanding
schools and significant improvements in educational outcomes for disadvantaged
children (DCSF, 2007). The DCSF claim (ibid.) that the number of schools failing to
meet the National Challenge floor target had fallen from 638 in 2007 to 440 in
2008. The timing of the launch was significant however, coming after the 2007-
2008 cohorts of students had already completed their GCSE examinations. The
National Challenge initiative could not therefore have been responsible for this

improvement.

Internal School Conditions

Schools in Special Measures often fail as a result of not identifying weaknesses

with sufficient rigour (Ofsted, 2000) or significant changes in staffing, particularly

the loss of a good headteacher, coupled with difficulty in recruiting new high quality

staff (Crawford, 2002). These schools in ‘trouble’ also have troubled histories

(Gray, 2000: 10) and this is particularly true for especially challenging urban
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schools, where internal conditions greatly exacerbate the challenge, being troubled
by: poor leadership, poor teaching, poor facilities, high staff turnover, challenging
student behaviour, high absence rates, a poor physical environment, poor
relationships, a lack of trust, poor industrial relations, a lack of public and parental
support, falling roles, budget problems, high Special Educational Need (SEN) and
English as an Additional Language demands (Chapman and Harris, 2004; Muijis et

al., 2004, Potter et al., 2002).

There is little data to suggest whether these three strands are equally important.
However, socio-economic factors are clearly dominant when seeking to define a
challenging urban school. The ‘extremely challenging’ element derives from a
combination of all three, mutually reinforcing, sets of antecedents outlined above.
Schools within this small subset of schools in difficulty are almost always at the

very bottom of the school performance cycle and under serious threat.

2.4 School Improvement in Especially Challenging Contexts

The strengths of school improvement research (Hopkins, Reynolds and Gray,
2005: 10) include: a clear understanding of the importance of school culture; its
emphasis on the importance of headteachers, teachers and pupils needing to
accept, embrace and own the reforms; its focus on the professional ‘deep cultures’
of values, beliefs and socialisation. However, in common with school effectiveness,
school improvement is characterised by weaknesses that include: ‘one size fits all’
solutions; a lack of evidence about the effect of its interventions and by the
absence of any focus on the process of teaching (ibid.: 12). This section will focus

on schools in challenging circumstances.

The steps required to ‘turn around’ a challenging school are ‘significantly less well
researched’ (Barber and Dann, 1996: 20) than the characteristics of ‘good’,
‘improving’ and ‘effective’ schools (Sammons et al., 1999; Hopkins, 2001).
Consequently, this chapter will consider the relatively recent research related to

improving ‘failing’ or ‘ineffective’ schools (Barber and Dann, 1996; Gray, 2000;
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Harris et al., 2003; Hopkins et al., 1997; Maden and Hillman, 1996: Stoll and

Myers, 1998) in especially challenging urban school contexts from within the UK

(Chapman and Harris, 2004; Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003; Muijis et al., 2004;

Potter et al., 2002; West et al., 2005) and internationally (Eimore, 2000; Louis and

Marks, 1996; Louis and Miles, 1990).

In the field of school improvement, a significant amount of time is wasted

reinventing the wheel (Muijis et al., 2004). However, the literature highlights a

surprising degree of convergence in the content of effective school improvement

programmes. These include:

Securing effective leadership through the appointment of a strong
headteacher (Potter et al., 2002) to provide the firm directive leadership
that is needed at the start of any attempts to 'turn around' schools in

difficulty (Chapman, 2003);

A multi-level approach that brings a ‘synergy’ to all school improvement
efforts by simultaneously focusing on whole school, classroom and

individual needs (Creemers, 1997; Goldstein, 1987; Potter et al., 2002);

A clear focus on a limited number of ‘high impact' goals and priorities
(Hopkins, 2001; Muijis et al., 2004; Potter et al., 2002; Reynolds et al.,
2001) with a single school improvement plan lying at the heart of this

approach (Maden and Hillman, 1993; Muijis et al., 2004);

The use of 'reengineering' principles (Davies, 2003) as an alternative to
traditional incremental school improvement strategies (Potter et al., 2002).
This involves the “fundamental rethinking and redesign of processes to
achieve dramatic improvement in critical measures of performance”

(Hammer and Champy, 1993: 32);
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e The adoption of whole school "...standard operating procedures (SOP’s)
and policies, including an agreed teaching model and consistent
implementation of agreed actions in teaching, managing behaviour,

attendance, etc" (Potter et al., 2002).

When considering all of the research literature surrounding schools that succeed
‘against the odds' in improving against a background of significant pupil and
community disadvantage (Potter et al. 2002; Chapman and Harris, 2004; Muijis et
al., 2004), there exists a problem of how different researchers articulate and
catalogue internal school improvement strategies under specific headings. This is a
vital question if headteachers are to make sense of how the various strategies are
to be brought together to form a coherent school improvement programme. It is
clearly evident that three recurring and convergent themes emerge: strong
purposeful whole school leadership; a focus on teaching and learning in the
classroom; and the development of individuals in the organization to create a

positive culture and ethos.

Leadership

The importance of clear, strong, positive and purposeful headteacher leadership is
a common feature within school effectiveness literature (Sammons et al., 1995),
particularly in improving especially challenging urban schools (Chapman and
Harris, 2004; Mortimore, 1993). It has been claimed that successful leadership has
a direct influence on student attainment (Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003),
accounting for up to 25% of school level variance in student achievement
(Hallinger and Heck, 1998). Although more democratic forms of leadership are
required once a school begins to improve (Chapman, 2003), firm directive
leadership is needed at the start of turning around schools in difficulty (Chapman

and Harris, 2004).

The key attributes of successful leaders in especially challenging urban schools

include honesty, openness and trust (Chapman and Harris, 2004) together with an
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ability to collaborate (Lein et al., 1996; Stoll, 1999) and generate a belief in a
culture of improvement and a more positive climate for learning. This involves
setting clear and high expectations; sharing a vision for improvement couched in
academic terms (Potter et al., 2002), which is reaffirmed with students and staff on
a regular basis; and by encouraging respect for others (Chapman and Harris,
2004). Clear and open communication by the headteacher is a characteristic of
improving and effective schools (Harris and Chapman, 2001; Hughes 1995; Muijis

et al., 2004), being correlated to gains in student achievement (Berends, 2000).

Other important leadership strategies identified in the literature include the
modeling of appropriate behaviours for staff and students; instilling a sense of
urgency for maintaining high academic standards and exerting pressure on

students, staff and parents to excel (Chapman and Harris, 2004).

Effective leadership in improving schools in difficult and challenging contexts
requires both 'transformational' and 'instructional’ leadership (Potter et al., 2002) as
opposed to transactional leadership, which is characterised by exchange
relationships (Harris and Chapman, 2001; Reynolds et al., 2001). Transformational
leadership involves satisfying higher needs and engaging the full person as
follower and is better able to cope with complex situations such as schools in
socio-economically deprived areas (Chapman and Harris, 2004). Bass’s (1985)
conceptualisation of transformational leadership contains the following
characteristics: idealised influence or charisma; inspirational motivation; individual

consideration and intellectual stimulation.

Instructional leadership focuses on teaching and learning issues (Hallinger and
Heck, 1998) more than administrative aspects, which distinguish less effective
schools (Chapman and Harris, 2004; Connell, 1996; Stoll, 1999; Teddlie and
Stringfield, 1993). In addition, Leithwood and Steinbach (2003) suggest that
'emancipatory leadership' is essential in especially challenging schools. This

involves building on the social capital that students do possess and implementing
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equitably those policies that are most likely to bring success with children from low
socio-economic backgrounds. Schools must therefore ‘rediscover a sense of
purpose' (Gray, 1999) underpinned by the desire to break the link between social

disadvantage and attainment

Headteachers in especially challenging schools place significant emphasis on the
proactive and extensive (Potter et al., 2002) recruitment and retention of a hard
core of the highest quality teachers, who are suited to the school context. This
includes recruiting staff that are prepared to spend time talking to students, both
formally and informally (West et al., 2005), and have positive attitudes to parents
(Coleman, 1998). In order to safeguard the consistency of approach, those staff
unwilling to change are 'encouraged to move on' (West et al, 2005). The
development of an effective 'staff team' is underpinned by a focus on teaching and
learning that includes targeted training (Barth et al., 1999; Henchey, 2001;
Reynolds et al., 2001) on the delivery of agreed teaching methods (Joyce and
Showers, 1995; Potter et al.,, 2002), together with a redefinition of roles and
responsibilities and new interpretations of "working relationships, management
arrangements, teams and duties amongst senior staff and teachers” (West et al,,
2005). Teachers are encouraged to work collaboratively as teams with shared
targets (Chapman and Harris, 2004). In particular, the building of an effective
leadership team that 'motivates, raises morale and sustains performance over time'
(Chapman and Harris, 2004) has an important role in gaining commitment to the

vision, direction and strategy (West et al., 2005).

The use of data, particularly value-added measures (West et al., 2005), is strongly
identified (Reynolds et al., forthcoming) as a key component in improvement in
challenging schools, particularly in relation to teaching and learning, the curriculum
and the culture and image of the school (Chapman and Harris, 2004, Potter et al.,
2002; West et al., 2005). Data can be used as a catalyst for improvement whilst
appearing to be non-threatening (West et al., 2005) but can also be used by heads

to demonstrate and celebrate success (West et al., 2005) and identify good
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practice (Potter et al., 2002). Effective schools in challenging circumstances collect

and centralise (Muijis et al., 2004) large amounts of data including:

e Examination results, standardised and teacher marked test results (Muijis
et al., 2004);

e Surveys of student, staff and parents satisfaction (Potter et al., 2002;
Etheridge et al., 1994),

e Qualitative data on school conditions (Hopkins, et al., 1996; Chapman and
Harris, 2004);

e Data derived from monitoring and evaluation activities such as classroom

observations and work scrutiny (Chapman and Harris, 2004).

Data richness is not just about the collection of large amounts of data but also its
effective use so that data can be turned into information that forms the basis for
school and classroom decision-making (Joyce et al., 1999; Hopkins, 2001a; Potter
et al.,, 2002). The effective use of data involves target setting to spur on school
improvement (Reynolds, et al.,, 1996), planning and evaluating appropriate
programmes of study (Chapman and Harris, 2004) and analysing the effectiveness

of other initiatives such as teaching styles and mentoring methods (Connell, 1996).

Furthermore, data rich, "enquiry minded" (Barth et al., 1999; Earl and Lee, 1998)
schools use performance indicators to continuously interrogate data and track
progress over time (Potter et al., 2002) to evaluate whether initiatives are working
(Muijis et al., 2004). Similarly the tracking of student's progress enables schools to:
identify particular problem areas; evaluate the effectiveness of subject departments
(West et al., 2005) and measure the progress of specific populations of students

according to factors such as gender, ethnicity or prior attainment (ibid.: 159).

All schools in the UK are now required to engage in a process of school self

evaluation (OFSTED, 2005). As part of this process “Schools must listen to and do
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something about the views of their stakeholders” (A New relationship with Schools:

Improving Performance through School Self-Evaluation’, para. 2). Furthermore:

“Experience shows the most effective schools are those which are well
organised to collect, analyse and evaluate evidence drawn from ...
gathering and considering the learners’, parents’, teachers’ and other
stakeholder views and perceptions about the quality of the schools

provision” (ibid., para. 21).

This development is significant in that schools, and the inspectors who inspect
them, are now specifically required to consider their contextual situation, together

with the views of their students.

Improving the environment (Potter et al., 2002) has both a symbolic and a real
purpose as it demonstrates to staff, students and parents that the school is
changing and improving (Chapman and Harris, 2004). This involves allocating
resources to painting, repair work, new furniture, new reception areas, display
boards and improving the staffroom. (ibid.: 221). Emphasis is also placed on litter

removal and eradication of graffiti.

External intervention, through networking with other schools (Hopkins and
Reynolds, 2002), support from Local Authority consultants and advisors (Watley,
Hopkins, Harris and Beresford, 1998) or external monitoring via OFSTED
inspections (Freeman, 1997), is another factor that has been found to be important
to school improvement in disadvantaged areas (Reynolds, 1998; Stoll and Myers,
1998; Potter et al., 2002). However, accountability is different from improvement
(Muijis et al., 2004) and if combined will inevitably cause tensions and
contradictions (Earley, 1998). The evidence casts doubt over claims supporting the
role that OFSTED inspections play in school improvement (Chapman, 2002).

Additionally, Local Authorities in deprived areas are sometimes a major factor in
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the failings of schools (Potter et al., 2002) since they themselves suffer from the

same endemic problems as schools.

The literature suggests that schools in difficulty are often subject to a wide range of
external interventions whose demands can be counter-productive, particularly in
schools with additional problems of social disadvantage. One solution is to focus all

improvement strategies on teaching and learning (Harris and Chapman, 2004).

The role of Governance in school improvement is less clear. A number of official
documents (DFE/BIS/OFSTED, 1995; DfEE, 1996, 1997a, 1997b) have
established that the principle purpose of governance lies in improving schools.
Resultant legislation (Education Act, 1998) and the Guidance to the Law, DfEE,
2000) requires the Governing Body to conduct the school ‘with a view to promoting
high standards of achievement’ (Ch. 5: 1). Three distinctive roles have been
identified for governing bodies: to provide a strategic sense of direction for the work
of the school; to support the work of the school as a critical friend and to hold the
school to account for the standards and quality of education it

achieves.(DFE/BIS/OFSTED, 1995; OFSTED, 1999).

Scanlon et al. (1999) found a strong association between inspector's judgements

of school effectiveness and judgements of the quality of governance:

“It appeared as though there was a positive relationship between effective
schools and effective governing bodies though the causal direction could not be

determined” (Earley and Creese, 2003: 3).

However, some researchers (Ranson et al.,, 2005) have implied a causal
relationship, concluding that, “better governance sharpens the practice of
management, which in turn generates improved standards of attainment”.
However, OFSTED (1998) has issued warnings about the wide variation in the

quality of school governance and a paper, based on findings from school
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inspections during 2000/2001 (DfES, n.d.), reported that “governance was less
effective in schools where there was a higher proportion of students receiving free
school meals”. Schools serving disadvantaged communities find it difficult to recruit
suitable governors, particularly parent governors. Consequently such schools are
more likely not to be representative, particularly in terms of social class and ethnic
background (Scanlon, Earley and Evans, 1999). Furthermore, there are potential
difficulties for governors in fulfilling the role set out in Governing Bodies and

Effective Schools (1995), who according to Carrick, 1996):

“... may lack the necessary skills, confidence and knowledge that would enable
them to give a clear sense of direction to the school while also acting as a

critical friend”.

In particular, working class parent governors may lack ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu,
1977) and hence be more reluctant to question teachers professional knowledge

(Hood, 2003), or to interrogate judgements.

The role of the Governing Body in improving schools and raising standards has
until recently been neglected in research (Scanlon et al., 1999; Earley and Creese,
2003) and ‘there is, at present, little empirical evidence of how governing bodies
actually contribute school improvement in practice” (Earley and Creese, 2003: 3).
Recent research (OFSTED, 2002; Scanlon et al., 1999) has begun to identify an
association between governance and school improvement but has “refrained from

assessing the causality of the correlation involved” (Ranson et al., 2005).

The Better Regulation Task Force (2000) suggests that, “the government agenda
for raising standards is accompanied by too much ‘red tape’ and that the lines of
accountability between headteacher, governing bodies, LEA’s and the DfEE have
become too blurred”. 1t further argues, “... a Governing Body can create a
considerable burden for the headteacher while providing little in the way of overall

direction or real accountability (Earley and Creese, 2003). A key responsibility for
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governors must therefore be to ensure that the headteacher and senior staff are
“enabled to do as good a job as they can” (Earley and Creese, 2003). The Task

Force report argues for:

* A reduction in the size of governing bodies to increase their effectiveness
and efficiency;

e The Governing Body to be seen as a board of non-executive directors with
responsibility for appointing headteachers, monitoring his/her performance

and endorsing the school’s broad strategies and policies (Carver, 1990).

Such changes, along with appropriate training and induction, it is argued would
allow governing bodies to focus more closely on the three areas of responsibility

envisaged in Governing Bodies and Effective Schools (DFE/BIS/OFSTED, 1995).

A Focus on Teaching and Learning

Recent research in especially challenging urban schools has identified a central
focus on teaching and learning as being at the heart of successful school
improvement strategies (Muijis et al.,, 2004; Potter et al; 2002; Chapman and
Harris, 2004; Herman, 1999; Reynolds et al., 2001). This includes developing a
common and coherent framework (Newman et al., 2001) for instruction that
includes: the organisation of the school day; a strongly structured curriculum;
student grouping arrangements; an agreed teaching model; the re-skilling of
teachers in a limlited but specific repertoire of teaching styles; extra academic
support for students a focus on mentoring and tracking of student progress and

effective management of behavior.

Reviewing the school day and using creative timetabling strategies enables the

school to maximise teacher’'s use of time and enable additional courses, options

and workshops aimed at raising attainment to take place (West et al., 2005).
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The literature highlights the importance of developing a strongly structured
curriculum (Ledoux and Overmaat, 2001), that is more integrated across years and
subjects (Connell, 1996) with learning connected to ‘real-life’ experiences relevant
to student’'s everyday lives and stressing practical applications (Chapman and
Harris, 2004). Research evidence is divided on curriculum content (Muijis et al.,
2004), with some findings highlighting the need for an emphasis on basic skills
(Berends, Bodily and Kirby, 2002; Teddlie and Stringfield, 1993), particularly
English and Mathematics (Barth et al., 1999; Hallinger and Murphy, 1986), whilst
some argue that students from low socio-economic backgrounds should be
exposed to a rich curriculum (Borman, et al., 1998; Guthrie et al., 1989; McHugh
and Stringfield, 1998; Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003). However, a range of
modular, vocational and applied GCSE courses have been found to be more
appropriate for some students in such contexts (West et al., 2005). Two important

studies have emphasised the Arts (Connell, 1996; Maden, 2001).

The four main purposes of the National Curriculum in England are: to establish an
entitlement; to establish standards; to promote continuity and coherence and to
promote public understanding. The National Curriculum also requires that:
“Teachers, individually and collectively, have to reappraise their teaching in
response to the changing needs of their pupils and the impact of economic, social
and cultural change”. (QCA, 2007). Smith (2000) explores four distinct ways of

approaching curriculum theory and practice:

i.  The Curriculum as a body of knowledge to be transmitted - syllabus;
il. Curriculum as an attempt to achieve certain ends in students — product;
iii. Curriculum as process - the interaction of teachers, students &
knowledge,

iv. Curriculum as praxis - makes an explicit commitment to emancipation.

When considering the four different approaches to curriculum theory and practice

(Cross, 2008) we have to accept that we are currently operating within a policy
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environment that prizes the productive and technical. However, in the context of
the especially challenging urban school the process and praxis approaches are
vital to unlocking learning for children from low socioeconomic backgrounds.
Particular attention must be paid to the social context in which the curriculum is
created and delivered. One criticism of all the curriculum approaches is the
insufficient emphasis placed on context (Smith, 2000). In this respect curriculum is
what actually happens in the classrooms, that is, “... an ongoing social process
comprised of the interactions of students, teachers, knowledge and milieu”
(Cornbleth, 1990: 5). Curriculum is therefore contextually shaped. Of special
significance here is the notion of the hidden curriculum (Kelly, 1988: 8) and the

impact of class, race and gender relationships.

The adoption of smaller class sizes (Biddle and Berliner, 2002; Finn et al., 2001) in
the early years can be accommodated at the expense of larger classes in later
years or with more able students (Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003). The use of
heterogeneous, rather than homogeneous groups (Oakes, 1985; Yonezawa, et al.,
2002) is unambiguously shown to benefit students from disadvantaged and low
socio-economic backgrounds due to higher expectations, faster pace of instruction

and a more challenging curriculum (Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003).

An agreed teaching model is vital, particularly where it supports and builds on
models of excellent teaching (Potter et al., 2002; Newman et al., 2001) in which
lessons are ‘highly structured, with curriculum delivery in smaller packages,
followed by rapid feedback’ (Ledoux and Overmaat, 2001; Muijis et al., 2004).
Effective teaching should be “teacher led and practically focused, but not low level
or undemanding” (Mortimore, 1991) with provision of opportunities for “student-
initiated and student-orientated activities” (Chapman and Harris, 2004: 222).
Teddlie and Stringfield (1993) and Teddlie et al. (1989) advocate that students
from low socio-economic backgrounds generally need more instruction at the start

of school improvement programmes.
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The professional development of staff must focus on the re-skilling of teachers in a
limited but specific repertoire of teaching styles (Potter et al., 2002; Hopkins, 2001;
Joyce, Culham and Hopkins, 1999) through focused and sustained staff
development opportunities (Muijis et al., 2004; Newman et al., 2001). This ensures
a consistent and continual emphasis on improving the quality of teaching and
learning (Chapman and Harris, 2004) through developing an understanding of how

children learn (Potter et al., 2002).

The literature suggests that students should be provided with extra academic
support in preparation for examinations through: a wide variety of extra-curricular
activities; homework and coursework clubs; Easter and summer schools and
residential programmes (West et al., 2005). A focus on mentoring and tracking of
student progress (Chapman and Harris, 2004) with targets for individual students
(West et al.,, 2005) must be linked to the choice of appropriate courses and
intervention strategies. High expectations can be transmitted to students through
monitoring of pupil work, positive feedback, and the setting of demanding but

realistic pupil targets (Maden and Hillman, 1993).

The introduction of a firm, clear and consistent behaviour policy is necessary to
create an orderly learning climate (Potter et al., 2002; Maden and Hillman, 1993)
with an emphasis on positive reinforcement from teachers and external rewards
(Chapman and Harris, 2004) that help to overcome the low self-esteem of many

students (Brophy, 1992).

In economically deprived areas coherence (Muijis et al., 2004), high expectations
(Lein et al., 1996; Montgomery et al., 1993) and consistency (Chapman and Harris,
2004) are common to successful school improvement efforts (Maden and Hillman,
1993) being strongly linked to student achievement. in such contexts “Pupils need
to know what to expect, and have the right to experience high quality teaching in all

lessons” (Muijis et al., 2004: 159).
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Culture, Ethos and Relationships

Emancipatory leaders in successful schools in challenging circumstances make
concerted efforts to change the school culture by working with individuals across
the institution to change values and beliefs (West et al., 2005). This involves
building positive relationships, strengthening morale and raising expectations (ibid.:
82). Leithwood and Steinbach (2002) argue that a key factor in changing the ethos
is to implement all policies and initiatives equitably and to “Build(ing) on forms of
social capital that students do possess rather than be restricted by the social
capital they do not possess” (ibid.: 40). This requires leadership for equity,
democracy and social justice (Larson and Murtahda, 2002) that raises awareness
of unjust situations and how they affect the daily lives of students and their families
(Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003), providing members of the school community
with the capacity to actively resist situations that generate inequities (Ryan, 1998).
Racism underpins many ‘cultural insensitivities’ in schools (Carr and Klassen,
1997a, 1997b; Walcott, 1994; Shields, LaRocque and Oberg, 2002: 117) and
school leaders must therefore engage in ‘antiracism education’ (Dei, 1996) as an
ethical and moral imperative to eliminate marginalisation and cultural and racial
deficiency (Wagstaff and Fuserelli, 1995). Above all, building a successful school
culture involves focusing primarily on the education of students and their

achievement whilst retaining an emphasis on their social needs (West et al., 2005).

Building a shared sense of community is central to successful improvement efforts
in schools facing challenging circumstances (Muijis et al., 2004; Chapman and
Harris, 2004; Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003; Potter et al., 2002). The effective
bonds between students, teachers and parents are crucial in engaging and
motivating students to learn (Lee, Bryk and Smith, 1993). In improving challenging

schools:

“An emphasis was placed upon breaking down social barriers and creating
a climate within school where staff, students and parents had more
opportunities to talk” (Chapman and Harris, 2004: 222).
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The organisation of staff-student committees, student councils, extra-curricular
clubs and trips all provide opportunities to improve relationships between staff and

students (Chapman and Harris, 2004).

The most successful schools in economically deprived areas have very strong
community outreach programmes, including links with local businesses and
parents (Borman et al., 2000). Despite being especially difficult to achieve (Maden
and Hillman, 1993; Connell, 1996; Henchey, 2001; Muijis et al., 204; Griffith, 2001;
Hatton, 2001), parental involvement is critical to school improvement (Seeley,
1990). The specific involvement of parents in raising achievement can be achieved
through broadening their knowledge of the curriculum and strategies to help their
children (Barth et al., 1999). In socially deprived contexts, it is also necessary to
establish family education programmes and integrated social services (Leithwood
and Steinback, 2003; Montgomery et al., 1993; Mortimore, 1991) as well as
English language classes (Borman et al.,, 2001); social, sporting and charitable
events (Chapman and Harris, 2004) and opportunities for parents to come into the

school to discuss their child’s progress.

In addition to the broad community of staff, students, parents and the local
community, students benefit from the development of a more specialised
‘professional learning’ sub-community of teachers (Bryk and Drisoll, 1988, Newman
and Associates, 1996; Louis and Kruse, 1995; Louis, et al., 1996) that promotes
instructional programme coherence and stimulates teachers’ instructional skills.
Conceptually, two sets of conditions contribute to a professional learning
community (Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003) — structural conditions and human
and social resources (Louis, et al., 1996). Structural conditions include: small
school size - evidence suggests 600-700 students is optimal for secondary schools
(Lee, 2000); simple and informal forms of school organisation, such as having
small teams (Joyce et al., 1999); time for lesson planning, observing each others

lessons and enquiry (Connell, 1996; Guthrie et al., 1989; Seeley et al., 1990); and
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opportunities for teachers to make decisions about teaching and learning
(Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003). Critical human and social resources include:
openness to innovation and enquiry (Joyce et al., 1999); feedback on instructional
performance and opportunities for professional development (Chapman and Harris,
2004; Freeman, 1997; Henchey, 2001; Reynolds et al., 2001; Barth et al., 1999;
Herman, 1999), such as sharing good practice within the school (Connell, 1996),
visiting and networking with other schools (Muijis et al., 2004), and having time for
reflection and personal coaching (Chapman and Harris, 2004). Supportive
leadership is vital (Louis, Marks and Kruse, 1996), including facilitating time for
creating a learning community by reserving all staff meetings for professional

development activity (Piontek et al., 1998).

A final strand that supports a more positive school culture is to focus on students at
risk of failure (Potter et al.,, 2002) resulting from poor attendance, anti-social
behaviour (in or out of school) or poor academic progress. This includes targeted
intervention within the school through Special Educational Needs, mentoring
support or alternatively through close collaboration with external agencies, such as

social services, education welfare, pupil referral units and local colleges.

2.5 Convergent Threads but Unresolved Issues

There is remarkable convergence in the literature to suggest that a number of
strategies have been consistently associated with school improvement in
especially challenging contexts. It has already been argued that these strategies
can be located within three broad themes: leadership; learning and teaching and
culture, ethos and relationships. Critically, however, there are no conceptual
models that seek to bring the research findings in the literature into a single
coherent framework within which schools and headteachers can guide school

improvement efforts. The dictionary definition of a model constitutes:
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A schematic description of a system, theory, or phenomenon that
accounts for its known or inferred properties and may be used for further

study of its characteristics.

Many researchers in this field have highlighted the need to concentrate on
developing and testing school improvement theories and models which are
contextual rather than attempting to produce one overriding school improvement
model, which does not take into account school context and structure (Muijis et al.,
2004). Consequently, the primary purpose of this study is to develop a theoretical

school improvement model for schools in challenging urban contexts.

However, the creation of a school improvement model is not straightforward for two
reasons. Firstly, whilst the literature suggests a high degree of convergence in the
findings, there are a number of serious problems and inadequacies. Secondly, if
school improvement were as straightforward as implementing the list of convergent
strategies identified in the literature, then there would not still be a large number of
schools in difficulty and the ‘attainment gap’ would not be widening. The common
limitations of school improvement and school effectiveness will now be discussed

under three distinct headings: context, methodology and student voice.

Context: How schools interact with the communities they serve

Schools in especially challenging circumstances often take insufficient account of
the socio-economic contexts in which they operate (Slee et al., 1998).
Consequently, when addressing improvement, an important requirement of
headteachers is to analyse the context as quickly and accurately as possible
(Chapman and Harris, 2002) since, while there are common ingredients to school
improvement strategies, the relative strength, order and mix of these components
varies according to the context (West et al., 2005). Schools should therefore be
"highly discerning in selecting specific improvement strategies and approaches”

(Chapman and Harris, 2004: 227).
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This presents a significant dilemma since, the application of a finite number of high
impact strategies (Hopkins, 2001; Muijis et al., 2004; Potter et al., 2002; Reynolds
et al., 2001) requires the strength of character by headteachers to ignore many of
the plethora of central and local government initiatives frequently imposed on
schools from outside. This position was recently supported in a report by OFSTED
(2008) who identified 14 “failed” and dysfunctional schools that had suddenly
become successes. The common thread of improvement was leadership
underpinned by the maxim known as Ockham's razor. It states: “Frustra fit per
plura quod potest fieri per pauciora,” or do not apply many things to a task that can
be done with few. It was brilliantly “razored” by the American marines to KISS,
‘keep it simple, stupid” (The Sunday Times, 15 June 2008). The inspectors found

that school improvement:

“... all depended on the courage, risk-taking and autonomy of one person,
the head teacher, and on that person being left alone. Indeed, ‘outside help
can actually make things worse ... with a potential to create more problems
and slow the pace of improvement'. Local councils do best to disengage

or, as the report put it, manage robust exit strategies” (ibid.).

Similarly, Wirigley (2006) argues that schools which had succeeded against the
odds in very challenging situations had done so on the basis of “eclectic and
idiosyncratic leadership which made very little difference to the official agenda”

(ibid.: 282).

One of the key limitations of the School Improvement and School Effectiveness
movements, particularly for schools facing the greatest challenge, is their almost
universal detachment from students as participants in change and to the wider
context in which they operate. Such contextual factors are often relegated to

‘background factors':

“Family background, social class, any notion of context are typically
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regarded as ‘noise’, as ‘outside background factors’ which must be
controlled for and then stripped away so that the researcher can

concentrate on the important domain of school factors” (Angus, 1993: 361).

Consequently, the dominant paradigms of School Effectiveness and School
Improvement both deal inadequately with ‘schools in challenging circumstances’
(Teddlie and Reynolds, 2000; Sammons, 1999; Harris et al., 2006; Wrigley, 2006)
leading to the theoretical and practical inadequacy of recent interventions (Harris et
al., 2006). Despite the claim that “the core mission of school effectiveness was to

overcome poverty, very little attention has be paid to schools serving
disadvantaged communities” (Wrigley, 2006). As a consequence School
Effectiveness research currently offers little specific advice for schools operating in
very challenging contexts and is open to the criticism that it has been exploited to

€“®

underpin government attempts to “... blame teachers for the relatively slow
progress of pupils growing up in poverty” (Wrigley, 2006). Only a few British texts
have considered such schools seriously (Blair and Bourne, 1998; Cotton et al.,
2003; Riddell, 2003; Wrigley, 2000a) and these are rarely reference by

contemporary school improvement researchers.

The review of recent research suggests that School Effectiveness and School
Improvement have common limitations for schools serving disadvantaged
communities. Very few studies have explored how schools in disadvantaged
circumstances engage with their local community. Neither have paid adequate
attention to pedagogy and educational aims and priorities (Wrigley, 2006). They
have become entangled with public policy and practice to the extent that: “School
Improvement has too frequently adopted the outcomes prioritised by the state

(which are the same as those which SE has become skilled at measuring)” (ibid.:

279).
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Wrigley (2006: 280) further argues that these limitations are weaknesses for school
improvement theory as a whole but have particular resonance for schools serving

disadvantaged communities:

i ‘Relationships with parents and the local community are potentially more
problematic, and require more effort, where there is a greater social and
cultural gap between teachers and parents, where the community is in any
way troubled, or if parents have reasons to be disillusioned with or
antipathetic towards schools;

ii. A centrally prescribed curriculum might need greater adaption in order to
engage working-class or ethnic minorities in meaningful learning;

fil. A deeper and better theorized pedagogical enquiry is needed to help

underachieving pupils’.

School improvement can be viewed as a paradigm challenge to school
effectiveness but the failure of recent Government initiatives in education in terms
of schools facing challenging circumstances, therefore, represents a great

challenge to both paradigms:

“... there is a cause to challenge them for their inability to explain and
respond to the educational underachievement of young people from
manual worker or ethnic minority backgrounds, especially those

experiencing high level of poverty and deprivation”. (Wrigley, 2006: 276)

Notions of School Effectiveness and School Improvement connect research, policy
practice and administration to the extent that they exclude alternative ways of
thinking (Fielding, 1997; Wrigley, 2003; Elliott, 1998; MacBeath, 2004a). As a result
a number of researchers have articulated the need for a paradigm shift in
education; most recently, Wrigley (2006: 284), who argues that the report Success
against the Odds (National Commission for Education, 1996), subtitied Effective

Schools in Disadvantaged Areas represents a ‘lost opportunity’ of adopting an
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alternative paradigm based on the notion of ‘empowerment involving five
complementary aspects of school life’: “Curriculum; Pedagogy; Ethos (internal
relationships); The wider community and Leadership and the process of change”

(Wrigley, 2006: 284).

When considering school improvement and school effectiveness literature, it is
important to recognise (MacBeath and Mortimore, 2001) that not all concepts travel
across cultures easily. For this reason, the literature is consistent in highlighting
that ‘one size fits all' solutions are unlikely to be consistently successful in
improving school performance. Instead school improvement efforts should
‘carefully consider the power of site or place’ (McLaughlin, 1998; Miles, 1998).
However, it is important to note that in the context of this study the uniformly
disadvantaged nature of the student cohort means that socioeconomic status
becomes a constant variable leaving me to largely concentrate on school level

factors, particularly in phase |.

School Effectiveness and School Improvement emanate from fundamentally
different positions in terms of their methodology and interests but they are also
intimately related and their ‘best known proponents frequently write together
(Wrigley 2006). Wrigley (2003) argues that school improvement, which has the
characteristics of process orientation and qualitative emphasis, seems to have
been subsumed into school effectiveness rather than to challenge its reductionism

(Durrant, 2006).

Methodological Weaknesses

Confusion over methodology remains a common limitation of both school

improvement and school effectiveness paradigms.

Criticisms of the school effectiveness research paradigm centre around probiems

of ‘reductionism’ (Burgess, 1980; Wrigley, 2004; Angus, 1993; Grace, 1995; White

and Barber, 1997; Slee and Weiner; 1998; Morely and Rassool, 1999), ‘causality’
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(Barber and Dann, 1996; Reynolds,1991; Reynolds et al., 1996; Wilmott, 1999, 6)
and ‘unproven correlation’ (Davies, 1997: 33). Invariably, a linear process of ‘cause
and effect is assumed’ despite the fact that educational change is more complex.
Consequently, there is an urgent need to develop more sophisticated
understandings of causality (Durrant and Holden, 2005; see aiso Cordingly et al.,
2003). It is virtually impossible to isolate the effects of one intervention from others
when many changes are occurring simultaneously and ‘each is progressed through
the interlinking activity of many different protagonists’ (Gronn, 2003).
Consequently, there is an urgent need to “examine the agendas and processes of
school change” (Durrant, 2006). Coe and Fitzgibbon (1998) conclude that “fishing
for correlations” between school effectiveness factors and characteristics of
schools, “neither indicate causal relations between variables nor explain the

mechanisms behind these relationships” (Sandoval-Hernandez, 2008: 34).

The multitude of factors found in the plethora of school effectiveness research
studies were assembled into the ‘11 key characteristics’ (Sammons et al., 1995) on
the basis of professional judgement rather than statistical objectivity (Wrigley,
2004). Such reviews “do not state the statistical significance nor the size of the
effects of the various factors in terms of association with adjusted achievement
results...” (Scheerens, 1998: 1110-1113). This 1995 study, upon which the current
OFSTED inspection framework is based, also highlights a further dilemma for
school effectiveness and school improvement researchers. Such studies cannot be
justified as positivist because they seek to generalise from an analysis of a large
number of small-scale, largely interpretive, studies. However, they are criticised

from an anti-positivist standpoint.

Only recently have a number of school improvement researchers (Harris and
Chapman, 2002, 2004; Potter et al., 2002; Muijis et al., 2004; West et al., 2005;
Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003) turned their attentions to schools in difficult and
challenging circumstances but as yet there has not been an in-depth analysis of

'factors' that can be statistically claimed to be correlated to school improvement in
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such contexts. Indeed, many of the recent studies have replicated the School
Effectiveness route of producing lists of improvement characteristics, based on
reviews of other studies (Muijis et al., 2004) in a manner similar to the study by

Sammons et al. (1995).

Arguments in favour of using non-positivist approaches are almost invariably a
direct consequence of the limitations of positivism and are linked to school

improvement traditions that emerged with the ‘teacher as researcher movement'.

“‘Researchers in the school improvement paradigm have tended to operate
at the level of practitioner rather than at the level of the school with a
qualitative and naturalistic orientated evaluation of the enterprise being

preferred to quantitative measurement” (Stoll, 1996).

Thus approaches to date have focused on individuals or groups of teachers, school
processes and have been concerned exclusively with change, being more
concerned with the journey of school improvement than its destination (Reynolds et
al., 1993). Within the school improvement field there is very little evidence about
‘context specificity’ Teddlie and Reynolds, 2000). Constructivist approaches lend
themselves to research in this area and many have argued for longer-term case
studies using ethnographic methods (Muijis et al., 2004). However, there is also a
need to identify ‘universals’ (Potter et al., 2002) of what works in schools facing
challenging circumstances in order to avoid other schools in similar contexts

having to reinvent the wheel (Muijis et al., 2004).

Another recurring criticism of interpretive and pragmatic school researchers is their
tendency to suggest that all school improvement elements are equally important
and only recently have some researchers articulated the need for “quantitative
research that tests the strength of all the elements and links this to a differential

contextual model...” (Muijis et al., 2004).
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Consequently, School Effectiveness and School Improvement literature both
highlight the urgent need to test the various strengths and mix of school
improvement components and to concentrate on developing and testing theories
and models, which are contextual (Muijis et al., 2004: 171), as well as identifying
‘universals’ (Potter et al., 2002) of what works in schools facing challenging
circumstances. Whilst there is a need to understand the complexity of a particular

context there is sometimes an inability to ‘generalise’ to other situations.

Researchers concur that there is a lack of theory in both paradigms (Teddlie and
Reynolds, 2001; Sandoval-Henandez, 2008; Slee et al., 1998). There is
acknowledgement in some school effectiveness studies, that make use of social
theories, such as those developed by Bourdieu (1977), Bernstein (1971) and
Bouden, 1974), to justify the inclusion of context variables (Cervini, 2003b;
Fernandez, 2003a, 2003b; Taylor, Muller and Vinjevoid, 2003) but “they are rather
scant and do not use these theories to explain in depth the relationships between
the independent variables and school outcomes” (Sandeval-Hernadez, 2008: 36).
It is only through explanations furnished by the best theories available that we will
be able to understand how schools might improve in any given context (Lauder and

Brown, 2007).

Some researchers voice the argument that School Effectiveness research must
raise the level of abstraction from mere empiricism to a more conceptual level
(Wyatt, 1996). Sandeval-Hernandez (2008: 39) argues for the construction of
explanatory theories that explain “detected phenomena by abductively inferring the
existence of underlying causal mechanisms”. Statistical techniques such as factor
analysis (Haig, 2005b) and multilevel structural equation models (Goldstein and
McDonald, 1988) are recommended as they allow the identification of latent

variables that underlie patterns of correlations.
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The Lack of student voice

The issue of how schools engage with their context is further compounded by the
relative neglect of children’s views in educational research (Lloyd-Smith and Tarr,
2002), particularly in England where the ‘market driven’ education system regards
parents rather than students as the consumers (ibid). However, the Children’s Act
(1989), the Education Act (1993) and the Code of Practice (1994a) support the

‘ethical imperative’ that children must have a basic right to be heard.

Concern has been expressed about the needs and rights of marginalised groups
amid renewed calls to listen to accounts of their experience in a system designed
for others (Tisdall and Dawson, 1994; Lioyd-Smith and Davies, 1995; Galloway et
al.,, 1998). It is now recognised that researching student perspectives is a potent
way of challenging assumptions made about marginalised groups in education, in
the way that feminist and anti-racist research has revealed levels of discrimination
and subtle social processes embedded in educational policies and practices
(Troyna and Hatcher, 1992; Woods and Hamersley, 1993; Dawtry et al., 1995).
This is particularly the case in an especially challenging school comprising large

numbers of children representing multiple marginalised groups.

Ruddock, Chaplain and Wallace (1996) stress the importance of listening to and
acting upon students views about learning and teaching and the school as a whole.
In the context of inclusion, Ainscow (1999) makes a similar plea. “It is the pupils
who provide the purpose and focus for the educational offer in the school”
(MacGiichrist et al., 2004: 28). Additionally, Alderson (2003: 2) argues that: “Adults
powerfully influence schools and yet the overwhelming majority of people within
schools are the students”. Moreover, “Although students are seldom recognised as
formal members of school improvement teams, all school improvement relies
mainly on their work and behaviors” (ibid.: 6). Consequently, “Just as women’s
views are largely missing from history, children’s views are almost wholly absent”

(ibid.: 8) from school improvement texts.
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School effectiveness factors (Sammons et al., 1995) tend to be concerned with the
actions of teachers, although sometimes account is taken of the ‘inferred
experience’ of pupils, but seldom are pupils seen as ‘analysts of schooling and
monitors of its appropriateness’ (Lloyd-Smith and Tarr, 2002). However, Ruddock
et al. (1996) argue that pupil's views are fundamentally important in developing
school improvement strategies since they are “capable of producing analytical and
constructive observations and react responsibly to the task of identifying factors
which impede (and thereby contribute) to their learning” (Lloyd-Smith and Tarr,

2002: 60).

MacBeath (2004a: 19) argues that: “It is always time to remind ourselves of what
schools are for and what they might become”. When considering the impact of
educational interventions Durrant (2006) also raises the question of ownership and
who sets the criteria for deciding whether an initiative is successful or not and who
carries out the evaluation and for whom. Ruddock et al (1996) conclude that when

creating the conditions for learning, secondary schools:

‘do not adequately take account of the social maturity of young people,
nor of the tensions and pressures they feel as they struggle to reconcile
the demands of their social and personal lives with the development of

their identity as learners” (Ruddock et al., 1996: 1).

The implication here is that improvement strategies that focus on teachers’
perceptions of schooling and on the assumptions they make about their students’
experiences will be flawed. Consequently, not listening to students perceptions
may lead to school improvers getting it wrong (Lloyd-Smith and Tarr, 2002).
Evidence of effective change in schools derived directly from research involving

pupils and this is reported in Vulliamy and Webb (1991).

Davie and Galloway (1996) highlight another practical benefit of giving students a

say in their education. They argue that the process:
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‘provides a desirable model of cooperative working that helps to give a
sense of ownership over what goes on in school, adding also that it is
effective because children who have been involved in decision making will
find it harder to complain later about what goes on”( Lloyd-Smith and Tarr,

2002: 61).

Lloyd-Smith and Tarr (2002) argue that from a sociological perspective, the
principle justification for listening to student's views is epistemological. They
contend that the reality experienced by students in educational settings cannot be

fully comprehended by inference and assumption, since:

The meanings they attach to their experiences are not necessarily the
meanings that teacher's or parents would ascribe; the subcultures that
children inhabit in classrooms and schools are not always visible or

accessible to adults (Lloyd-Smith and Tarr, 2002: 61).

Moreover, sociological research provides opportunities to challenge the meanings
and models embedded in dominant theory by questioning social assumptions and
beliefs and critically analysing formal discourses about social phenomena. It is
therefore argued that: “In the context of schooling, researching the experience of

children provides an effective vehicle for these objectives” (Lloyd-Smith and Tarr,

2002: 61).

However, researching students’ views is not without difficulty. Historically, a lack of
confidence in methodological tools may have acted as a deterrent to research
focusing on children perceptions and interpretations of the world. Despite the
‘persuasive rhetoric’ about the need to listen to students, there are powerful social
and cultural tendencies to keep them in their place. Studies by Keys and
Fernandez (1993) and Wade and Moore (1993) indicate reluctance among

teachers to consult their students. Furthermore, the “Question remains as to why
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adults in many cultures have kept children isolated and why they have been
reluctant or unable to regard children’s knowledge and understanding worthy of
respectful consideration” (Lloyd-Smith and Tarr, 2002: 62). Consequently,
researching students’ perspectives is a significantly underdeveloped area (Lewis
and Linsey, 2000) and often neglected in methodology texts (Breakwell, 1990;
Robson, 1993), with treatment of questionnaires being particularly scant. The
challenges to obtaining students’ views are therefore considerable (Lewis and
Linsey, 2000) but must be addressed and developed as an aspect of innovative

research practice (Burgess, 1995).

MacGilchrist et al. (2004) place student’s rights and responsibilities at the heart of
an effective school but the existing literature demonstrates that in the field of
school effectiveness there is an almost complete absence of reference to student
voice. Effectiveness is curently measured via OFSTED criteria and examination
results but student perceptions of the impact of the educational offer are no less
valuable — just significantly less well researched and used. However, MacGilchrist
et al.,, 2004: 46) conclude that: “There is a growing recognition that students’
perceptions about themselves as learners have a key role to play in school

improvement ...”. In order to fully understand the context researchers have got to
see it through the eyes of different people, most notably of those for whom the
system is designed. A methodological approach involving the extensive research of
children perceptions is a central aspect of this research study because it facilitates

a richer understanding of context and the processes of change based on more

holistic measures of effectiveness.

2.6 Summary

Whilst there are no 'quick fixes' (Stoll and Myers, 1998), there is an emerging and
convergent evidence base (Chapman and Harris, 2004; Harris and Chapman,
2002; Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003; Muijis et al., 2004, Potter et al., 2002; West
et al., 2005) to suggest that there are certain strategies that have consistently been

demonstrated to be associated with improving schools in difficult and challenging
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urban contexts. The literature suggests that contributory school improvement
factors can be catalogued within three broad themes: strong purposeful whole
school leadership; a focus on teaching and learning in the classroom and the
personal development of individuals in the organisation to create a positive culture

and ethos.

However, despite the growing consensus around what makes a difference in
especially challenging urban schools (Muijis et al., 2004; Potter et al., 2002)
empirical research into school improvement in these contexts remains limited.
Moreover, there are currently no theoretical models that bring existing research
findings into a single coherent school improvement model and only scant
explanations of the nature of the complex and dynamic interrelationships between

school improvement factors identified in the literature.

Three limitations have been identified in the literature and these are woven
throughout this thesis. Firstly, there is an urgent need to conduct quantitative
research into the relative strength and mix of the various school improvement
components (Muijis et al., 2004) in order to develop appropriate theories and
models. Secondly, there is a need for long-term case studies using ethnographic
methods and traditional interviews that seek to understand further the role of
context in school improvement. Thirdly, despite the fact that a key purpose of
schools is to serve children their voice is notably absent from school improvement
and school effectiveness texts. These limitations will be addressed ‘head on’ in this
thesis, as part of a unique methodological positioning, in order to achieve a more

thorough understanding of what works in schools which do succeed against the

odds.

This study then, aims to make a contribution to the school improvement and school
effectiveness debate through attempting to address the lack of a conceptual school
improvement model that is robust enough to meet the needs of headteachers of

schools in challenging contexts. At the heart of the methodological approach will be
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an attempt to address the lack of student voice in existing research and to use

appropriate theories to analyse how challenging schools engage with their context.
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3 RESEARCH METHODS

A POSTPOSITIVIST APPROACH TO THE PROBLEM

This chapter sets out to answer the central research question: What are the
contributory factors that cause rapid improvement in an ‘especially challenging’

urban school?

In order to consider the framework for the research design (Cresswell, 2003;
Crotty, 1998) it is necessary to consider how the three elements of inquiry
(alternative knowledge claims, strategies and methods) are conceptualised and
combined to inform different approaches to research (quantitative, qualitative,
mixed methods), which can then be translated into processes in the design of
research (questions, theoretical perspectives, data collection and analysis). This

chapter therefore provides an account of how the research was structured and the

research methods employed.

3.1 The Research Paradigm

This study was conducted within a ‘postpositivist’ paradigm (Phillips and Burbules,

2000; Demetrion, 2003) that employs a mixture of positivist and interpretive
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methods involving multiple perspectives and triangulation. It refers to thinking that
is beyond positivism and challenges the traditional notion of the absolute truth of
knowledge by recognising that “‘we cannot be positive about our claims of
knowledge when studying the behaviour and actions of humans” (Creswell, 2003).
It admits that human beings cannot perfectly understand reality, whereas with
rigorous data collection and analysis, researchers can approach the truth (Oka and
Shaw, 2000). Postpositivism reflects a deterministic philosophy in which causes
probably determine effects and is reductionist, seeking to reduce ideas into a small
discrete set of ideas to test. Postpositivist knowledge is based on careful
observation and the measurement of reality using numerical measures and
involves the development, testing, verification and refinement of theories that
govern the world (Cresswell, 2003). Postpositivists therefore rely on the scientific
method. Phillips and Burbules (2000) summarise the key assumptions of this

position:

e Knowledge is conjectural and absolute truth can never be found;

e Research is the process of making claims and then refining or abandoning
them in favour of other claims more strongly warranted,

e Data, evidence and rational considerations shape knowledge;

e Research seeks to develop relevant true statements that can serve to
explain the situation that is of concern or that describes the causal
relationships of interest;

e Being objective is an essential aspect of competent inquiry.

Additionally, the postpositivist assumption is based on two presuppositions

(Demetrion, 2003):

e Inferential reasoning leading to hypothesis construction and theory
formation needs to be carefully linked to the empirical evidence;
e Methodological rigour leads to as accurate as possible analysis of the

relationship between cause and effect.
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Some argue that postpositivism covers a range of positions so wide that it scarcely
earns the name of a paradigm (Oka and Shaw, 2000). It is widely influential within
qualitative research and covers positions as different as grounded theory (Glaser
and Strauss, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1998), Herbert Blumer's brand of symbolic
interactionism (Blumer, 1969), recent developments under the heading of scientific
realism, and the detailed ways of analysing qualitative data devised by Miles and

Huberman (1994).

In the final analysis, there appears little difference between the mixed methods
approach emanating from pragmatic knowledge claims and the multiple
perspectives and triangulation approaches of postpositivism. However, when
considering the research question, it is important to be honest about the intention

to:

e Generalise and develop a theory and model of school improvement in a
limited number of specific contexts;

e Statistically identify correlates of improvement through reducing the
variables in the field;

e |dentify the relative strengths of the elements within a contextual model.

In adopting a postpositive stance therefore, | will be guided by the postpositivist
view of critical realism that there is a reality that we should try and get right, whilst
at the same time being critical of our ability to get it perfectly right. There is an
intention to minimise potential ‘reductionist’ criticisms through the exploitation of
the postpositivist view of research that contends: there is a similarity between
common sense and science, there is a natural selection model of knowing and the

use of multiple perspectives and triangulation. In particular:

e Given the extreme nature of the problems at the beginning, and

throughout, the school improvement programme and the dramatic
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improvement within a short period of time, it is easier to justify statistical
causality in this context;

e The adoption of a postpositive stance based on quantitative approaches
minimises criticisms of validity and reliability as a participant researcher;

e The focus on a quantitative analysis of ‘student perceptions’ of school

improvement avoids criticisms of professional subjectivity.

When choosing a paradigm within which to conduct research, some argue that to
be consistent researchers must choose one paradigm (Lincoln, 1990) since there
is a ‘real but imperfect link’ between paradigm and method (Oka and Shawe,
2000). However, it is also argued that such purist attitudes are not appropriate to

qualitative research, which requires greater flexibility (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994: 2).

The criticism of mixed methods research as being “positivism dressed in drag”
(Giddings, 2006), albeit in its more moderate postpositive form, exemplifies a major
strength of this study in that it brings common sense to positivist data and analysis

using the professional interpretation of a headteacher-researcher.

3.2 Multiple Theoretical Perspectives

The proposed study is located within what Potter et al. (2002) describe as the
“paradigm of ‘third wave’ principles and practices that have become axiomatic in
the (school improvement) field’ and has recently come to prominence as a direct
result of the limited achievement of improvement programmes and reforms
(Reynolds et al., 1993). This involves the adoption of a mixed methodological
orientation, in which quantitative and qualitative data are used, within an

organisationally tight improvement programme implementation.

Multilevel Modelling in School Improvement Theory

In recent years, school effectiveness studies demonstrated that influences on

student achievement are multilevel in nature (Teddlie and Reynolds, 2000).
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Following work by Goldstein (1987) and Creemers (1997), Creemers and
Kyriakides (2008: 76) propose a dynamic model of school effectiveness that
incorporates multiple effectiveness factors at each of four distinct levels: context,
school classroom and student. This model “assumes that factors at the school and
context level have both direct and indirect effects on student achievement since
they are able not only to influence student achievement directly but also to
influence teaching and learning situations” (ibid.. 76-77). This integrated mode! of
educational effectiveness has three defining characteristics: it is multilevel in
nature, gives more emphasis to classroom-level factors and especially to the
behaviour of teachers in promoting learning, and is based on the assumption that
higher levels within the model are expected to provide conditions for the lower

levels.

Several models for school effectiveness (Creemers, 1994; Scheerens; 1992; Slater
and Teddlie, 1992; Stringfield and Slavin, 1992 have been developed with the idea
of distinguishing between levels in the education process. However, the dynamic

aspect of Creemers and Kyriakides (2008) model assumes:

i. that the impact of school and context level factors have to be defined and
measured differently from classroom level factors;
ii. that the relationship of some effectiveness factors to student achievement
may not necessarily be linear;
ii. the need to carefully examine the relationship between various
effectiveness factors operating at the same level,
iv. that five dimensions (frequency, focus, stage, quality and differentiation)

are used to define effectiveness factors.

Some researchers argue that the classroom level is more significant than school or
context levels (Hextall and Mahoney, 1998; Kyriakides et al., 2000; Yair, 1997) and
consequently defining factors at classroom level is a “prerequisite for defining the

school and the system factors” (Creemers and Kyriakides, 2008: 78). However, the
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essence of the multilevel approach is that it is the combination of levels that
induces results (Creemers, 1997: 116) and so factors at higher levels are important

to creating the conditions for effectiveness at lower levels.

The multilevel approach employed by Creemers and Kyriakides (2008) to produce
an ‘effectiveness’ model was adapted and used in this study to develop an
‘improvement’ model that incorporates statistically derived school improvement
factors. The multilevel modelling theory was tested deductively through the
collection and analysis of largely quantitative data from students who have

experienced the improvement from within.

Social Class Perspectives

The continued existence of a strong negative correlation between school
achievement and most measures of social disadvantage (Harris and Chapman,
2002; Chapman and Harris, 2004; Muijis et al., 2004, Potter et al., 2002) provides
us with one of the great remaining challenges in education: ‘to break the link
between social circumstance and achievement’. Aithough gender and ethnicity are
important, it is the notion of multiple-disadvantage and the link with social
circumstance that binds student characteristics in a complex and synergistic way.

Therefore a class advocacy position is adopted.

The school improvement process used in this study has been underpinned by
‘emancipatory’ leadership or leadership for ‘social justice’ and this has been
identified as an important attribute for successful headteachers in especially
challenging urban schools (Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003). Furthermore, school
effectiveness researchers (Teddlie and Reynolds, 2000) have largely neglected the
rich studies relating to the effectiveness of strategies for minority ethnic and
bilingual pupils (Cummins, 2000: 247; August and Hakuta, 1997) and in particular
the outcomes of the relative importance of class, race and gender in England
(Gilborn & Mirza, 2000). Consequently, there are compelling arguments for framing
the study within a Marxist perspective (Althussar, 1971; Marx, 1839; Swift, 1965).
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Implicit in this perspective is a serious questioning of the effectiveness of the
school improvement and school effectiveness paradigms and the manner in which
they particularly affect schools facing the greatest social challenges (Wrigley,

2006).

Theoretical Perspectives on school improvement in Disadvantaged Areas

Muijis et al. (2004) identify three theoretical perspectives that can heip to make

sense of school improvement in schools in disadvantaged areas:

e Contingency theory is based on the premise that what makes an
organisation effective is dependent on a variety of situational factors that
can be both internal and external to the organisation (Creemers,

Scheerens and Reynolds, 2000);

e The compensatory model (Chrispeels, 1992; Teddlie, Stringfield and
Reynolds, 2000) states that because of problems faced by pupils in
disadvantaged areas, the school needs to compensate for the lack of
resources in students homes and that staff in such schools need to work

harder to get the necessary results;

e The hypothesis of addititivity states that after controlling for student
background factors, schools in low socioeconomic areas still do worse than
those in middle and high socioeconomic status (SES) contexts (Reynolds
and Teddlie, 2000). Hence, such schools are more likely to be ineffective

and therefore reinforce social disadvantage.

These theoretical perspectives are not mutually incompatible and each can throw a

different light on issues of effectiveness and improvement in disadvantaged areas.
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A Multiple Theoretical Perspective within a single Framework

This study deductively develops and tests a theoretical multilevel model whilst
using a class and social status perspective to guide the study. However, there is
limited information about procedures involved in using a theoretical perspective to
study class and social status (Cresswell, 2003). Consequently, a research
framework that brings together the three perspectives guiding the study was

necessary.

A transformational-emancipatory paradigm (Mertens, 2003) was used to
incorporate the social class perspective as part of a distinct form of mixed methods
research. This paradigm emphasises the role that values play in studying
potentially marginalised groups (Cresswell, PlanoClark, and Hanson, 2003), such

as students from disadvantaged backgrounds. This transformative theory is:

‘... an umbrella term for research that is emancipatory, anti-discriminatory,
participative, Freirian, feminist, racial/ethnic, for individuals with disabilities,

and for all marginalised groups” (Cresswell, 2003: 138).

Although the emphasis in this study is on quantitative approaches, this theoretical
perspective involves integration of the transformative-emancipatory methodology
detailed by Mertens (2003) into all phases of the research process as shown in

Figure 3.1.

In discussing Mertens theory, Creswell (2003) highlights the ‘importance of
studying issues of discrimination and oppression and of recognising diversity
amongst study participants’. This approach also addresses the need to treat
individual participants with respect through gathering and communicating data
collection and through reporting results that lead to changes in the institution and

the relationships.

77



Transformative-Emancipatory Questions for Mixed Methods Researchers
Throughout the Research Process

Defining the Problem and Searching the Literature

* Did you deliberately search the literature for concerns of diverse groups and issues of
discrimination and oppression?
e Did the problem definition arise from the community of concern?

e  Did your mixed methods approach from spending quality time with these communities?

Identifying the Research Design

* Does your research design deny treatment to any groups and respect ethical
considerations of participants?

Identifying Data sources and Selecting Participants

* Are the participants of groups associated with discrimination and oppression?

*  Are the participants appropriately labelled?

* Ols there a recognition of diversity within the target population?

*  What can be done to improve the inclusiveness of the sample to increase the probability

that traditionally marginalised groups are adequately and accurately represented?
Identifying or Constructing Data Collection Instruments and Method's

* Wil the data collection process and outcomes benefit the community being studied?
e  Will the research finding be credible to that community?
e  Will communication with that community be effective?

»  Will the data collection open up avenues for participation in the social change process?
Analysing, Interpreting and Reporting and Using Results

e Wil the results raise new hypotheses?

e  Will the research examine subgroups (i.e. multilevel analyses) to analyse differential
impact on diverse groups?

e  Will the results help understand and elucidate power relationships?

o Wil the results facilitate social change?

SOURCE: Cresswell (2003). Adapted with permission from Mertens (2003), “Mixed Methods
and the Politics of Human Research : The Transformative-Emancipatory Perspective”, in A.
Tashakkori & C. Teddlie (Eds.), Handbook of Mixed Methods in the Social and Behavioural

Sciences.

Figure 3.1: Transformative-Emancipatory Theoretical Research Framework
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3.3 Research Design

Aithough this is essentially a quantitative study, a mixed methods approach was
chosen because Factor Analysis is the major data analysis technique used. The
findings from factor analysis have to be carefully interpreted to avoid objections on
the basis that ‘no more is taken out than is put in’. Therefore qualitative data is

used to aid the interpretation of quantitative data analysis within a single study.

In order to achieve an understandable research design from potentially complex
data and analyses, four criteria (Cresswell, 2003) were used to select an
appropriate mixed methods strategy: the implementation sequence (sequential or
concurrent); the priority given to quantitative and qualitative approaches; the phase
in the research in which the integration of approaches will occur and the theoretical

perspective or framework that will guide the study.

A visual model of the research study, which uses notation adapted by Cresswell
(2003) from Morse (1991) and Tashkkori and Teddlie (1998), is shown in Figure
3.2. In this model a “—" indicates a sequential and a “+” indicates a concurrent
form of data collection, with capitalisation used to indicate an emphasis on the
quantitative or qualitative data and analysis. Specific data collection, analysis and

interpretive procedures are included to aid understanding.

Phase 1: A Sequential Transformative Design (September 2004 - July 2006

|

qual > QUAN
‘ Data Collection -» Data Analysis — Data Collection —» Data Analysis —» Iinterpretation
Initial Principle Conceptual
| &z':ifr?:;fe Emergen: Themes Questionnaire Component Model
! Documentary Analysis
’ Evidence
+
Literature
Vislon: Breaking the link between social circumstance and Achievement

Theoretical Perspectives: Transfomative Emancipatory Research Framework (Mertens, 2003)
Contingency, Compensatory and Additivity theories (Muijis et al, 2004)
Conceptual Framework: Multilevel modelling (Creemers,1997)

|

Figure 3.2: A Mixed Methods Research Design within a Transformative-Emancipatory
Theoretical Framework
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Phase 2: A Concurrent Nested Transformative Design (July 2006 - October 2008)

QUAN
Data Coilection —> Data is —> Interpretation & Is
Confirmative Questionnaire Principle Axis Factoring Conceptual Multilevel
+ Model
Multiple regression
+
Multivariate Anatysis of Variance
qual
Data Coilection ——» Data Analyslis
Open Ended Extraction of
Questionnaire Emergent
+ Themes
Focus Group
Interviews
Vision: Breaking the link between social circumstance and Achievement
Theoretical Perspectives: Transformative Emancipatory Research Framework (Mertens, 2003)
Contingency, Compensatory and Additivity theories (Muijis et al, 2004)
Conceptual Framework: Multilevel modelling (Creemers, 1997)

Figure 3.2: A Mixed Methods Research Design within a Transformative-Emancipatory
Theoretical Framework

In the first phase, a sequential transformative strategy was employed. This design
best serves the class advocacy perspective being used to frame the study. By
using two data collection and analysis stages students were given a voice that
enabled a better understanding of the school improvement process to be
developed. Furthermore, students benefitted directly from the study at each stage
as the findings were used to bring about subsequent further change and
improvement in the school improvement strategy. An analysis of student
perspectives in this phase of the study heavily influenced the second phase of the
research design. This approach was commensurate with the transformational-
emancipatory leadership style being used in the school and demonstrated to
students that that their views were being listened to and acted upon. An open-
ended questionnaire administered with students was analysed to help develop a
detailed ‘initial student perceptions of school improvement’ questionnaire. The data
from this survey was then analysed using Principle Components Analysis to reduce
the number of school improvement variables to develop a conceptual rapid school

improvement model. This model was then used to guide the work of the school

over the next two years.
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In the second phase, the concurrent transformative design was nested so that the
diverse range of participants in the study (parents, teachers and students) were
given a voice in the change process (Cresswell, 2003) that was primarily being
studied quantitatively. The integration of data took place during the interpretation
and analysis parts of the study. This is particularly important since the qualitative
data was vital to the effective interpretation of the findings from Principle

Components Analysis and Principle Axis Factoring.

The reduced numbers of variables from the first phase of the study were reviewed
and used directly to form a confirmatory school improvement questionnaire. The
quantitative data gathered was then subjected to a multivariate statistical analysis
in order to test and further refine the multilevel rapid school improvement model.
The refined conceptual model is advanced politically as an agenda for policy

reform.

3.4 Context

The case study school “operates in an especially challenging urban context”
(OFSTED, 2005) and was identified by the DfES as a London Challenge ‘key to
success’ school. At the beginning of the timeframe within which the study was
conducted the school was judged by OFSTED (2004) as being in need of special
measures, failed to meet the new Labour Governments ‘floor examination targets’
and had lost the support of the local community. The study focuses on the period
between September 2004 and October 2008, during which it improved rapidly

against the odds. The study was conducted in two distinct phases:

Phase I: From September 2004 to July 2006
The school improvement process brought significant progress on
student standards and consequently the school was removed from

special measures in November 2005. The critical school
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improvement path in this period was analysed, enabling an initial

conceptual model of the process to be constructed.

Phase Il: From July 2006 to October 2008
Having come out of special measures and significantly raised
standards, the school was subjected to closure proposals and
political threats from the Local Council. During this period the
school improvement model was robustly tested in the most difficult
of circumstances and with the school under maximum stress. The
effects of these threats and the continued implementation of the
school improvement strategy was analysed in detail and the

conceptual school improvement model modified as a result.

This longitudinal case study is therefore bounded by a four year time frame and by
a purposive population of all students that were present throughout the
improvement programme (Cresswell, 1998). The school serves a significantly
disadvantaged urban student population. Such a case study can be seen as an
example of a general picture (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2003) within similar
contexts and can depict both the cause and effect of situations or occurrences as

they unfold.

3.5 Sample

The student sample

In phase 1, all students in years 8 to 11 who had been in the school throughout its
period in ‘special measures’ were eligible for involvement in the study. This
provided a sample size of 302, which represented the full diversity of the student
population in terms of gender, ethnicity and social circumstance (as measured by

entitlement to free school meals).
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In phase 2, only year 11 students were involved, having been at the school during
the full transformational journey from being placed in special measures to being
judged by OFSTED as ‘good with outstanding features’ and being rated as the
second most improved school nationally. Of these students eligible, almost all of
those present during the conduct of the questionnaires took part. The final group of
104 students was therefore highly representative, accounting for 104/129 (81%) of

the eligible student population.

Of greater importance in the context of the statistical analyses used in the research
was the notion of sample size and this will be explored in respect of the three

procedures that were used extensively in the study.

Sample size for Factor Analysis

Sample size is crucial to an effective research design that involves factor analysis
but there is little consensus amongst researchers on this issue (Pallant, 2005:175).
It is essential for algebraic reasons that there are more respondents than variables
(Kline, 2004). Beyond this, authors have recommended an absolute sample size of
200 (Guildford, 1956) or even 300 (Tabachnick and Fiddle, 2001). However, it is
argued (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2001) that a smaller sample (e.g. 150 cases) is
sufficient if solutions have several high loading marker variables above 0.8. In data
with a clear factor structure samples of 100 are deemed sufficient (Kline, 2004).
Other experts in the field recommend that the ratio of subjects to variables is of
greater concern, with recommendations ranging between 2:1 and 20:1. Arrindel
and van der Ende (1995) claim that the ratio of subjects to factors shouid be at
least 20:1. However, this is not particularly useful since it is not known in advance

how many factors will emerge.

The specific implications of sample size will be further dealt with as each aspect of
the analysis develops but it is clear that the sample sizes, N=302 for the initial

questionnaire containing 90 variables, and N=104 for the confirmatory
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questionnaire containing 21 variables, are well in excess of values recommended

by most experts in the field.

Sample size for Multiple Regression

For a reliable multiple regression the ratio of participants to independent variables
has to be substantial. “The required sample size depends on a number of issues,
including desired power, alpha level, number of predictors, and expected effect

sizes” (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2001).

For testing the multiple correlation, the simplest rule is N250+8m (where m is the
number of independent variables) and for testing individual predictors N2104+m
(Tabachnick and Fidell, 2001). These rules assume a medium size relationship
between the independent and dependent variables, a=.05 and p=.20. Alternatively,
Garson (2008) suggests there should be 5 cases for each independent variable.
However, in the context of this study it is important to ascertain whether results can
be generalised to other samples in the same context. Soper (2008) provides a
useful sample size calculator for multiple regression, which allows p-values, effect
size and desired statistical power level to be specified. Similarly, Green (1991)
offers the following, more complex rule of thumb that takes into account effect size:
N>=(8/f*)+(m-1), where f* = .01, .15 and .35 for small medium and large effects,
respectively and m=number of independent variables (IV's). For more precisely
estimated effect sizes, Tabachnick and Fidell (2001) note that = R2/(1-R2), where
R? is the expected squared multiple correlation. The implications and validity of
samples sizes will be discussed within each specific analysis where mulitiple

regression is used.

Sample Size for Multiple Analysis of Variance (MANOVA)

MANOVA requires a minimum recommended sample size of 20 observations per
cell in all cases and/or the number of samples in each cell should exceed the

number of dependent variables.
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3.6 Data Gathering Instruments

Initial Questionnaire

The questionnaire conducted in phase | was developed using a two-stage process
over a six-month period between July and December 2005. The first stage
involved the administration and analysis of an open-ended pilot questionnaire that
was completed by students, staff and parents (n=600) in July 2005. Four

fundamental questions were posed:

* Do you think your school has improved since September 20047 If so, what
have the improvements been?

* What do you think has helped to bring about this improvement?

* What are the main strengths of the school now?

e  What further improvements are needed?

These questions emerge from the school improvement literature and the
requirements of the School Self-Evaluation Form required under the new

inspection framework (OFSTED, 2005).

During the second stage, the outcomes of the open-ended questionnaire were
collated and the emergent themes then extracted. This analysis was
simultaneously informed by the review of literature presented in Chapter 2 and
external documentary evidence about the school. The aim of this process was to
comprehensively isolate the emergent themes and items that necessitated

inclusion in the final questionnaire.

In order to produce a comprehensive initial research instrument, all of the possible
improvement variables were then collated in a table and coded according to their
source (L=literature, P=parents, S=students, T=teachers, R=Ofsted reports and

other monitoring documents). The variables were then grouped into similar
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categories (e.g. aspects connected with teaching and learning) and very similar
variables were then amalgamated and given greater clarity by simplifying the
wording. To avoid question order influence the variables were then de-grouped
prior to presenting them as questions to the respondents. This process resulted in
the development of a ninety-item questionnaire and participants were asked to rate
the contribution to improvement of each of the 90 variables using a seven-point

semantic differential scale (Osgood et al., 1957).

Confirmatory Questionnaire

Following a review of the components and sub-components of school improvement
extracted using Principal Components Analysis during phase 1 of the study and
experience gleaned during phase I, a confirmatory student perceptions

questionnaire was developed in four parts:

e Student perceived measure of improvement
Students were asked to rate the overall improvement at the school since
they joined in year 7 (the year in which the school went into special

measures) on a scale of 1 to 10, with10 being the highest.

e Personal Details of the respondent
Specific data about the student’s gender (male or female), ethnicity (White,
mixed race, Asian or Asian British, Black or Black British, Chinese or other)

and their entitlement, or otherwise, to free school meals was requested.

e Factors that have contributed to improvement
Students were asked to rate 21 contributory factors of school improvement,
based on those derived from the initial student’'s perceptions questionnaire,
completed at the end of phase |, using a 7-point semantic differential scale.
These variables were reduced from the original 90 variables and hence
were based largely on what students themselves had actually indicated

made a difference in phase 1 of the study. Consequently only wording and
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emphasis was changed. The only notable exception was the inclusion of a
variable indicating how the school had dealt with external threats such as

the closure proposal, being in special measures and heavy press attention.

e Open-ended questions
Students were given the option to respond to two open-ended questions. In
addition to the 21 variables specified, what other factors did they think
might have helped the school to change and what the school could do to

improve further?

A significant amount of time and effort went into getting the 21 variables right. This
involved a further review of literature, Ofsted reports on the schools progress and
an evaluation of other school improvement questionnaires such as those provided

by Ofsted.

Focus group interviews

Three separate focus group interviews (teachers, students and parents) of 6
participants were conducted concurrently with the administration of the
confirmatory questionnaire during phase Il of the study. Participants were selected
to form a stratified random sample to reflect, gender, ethnicity, ability and/or status
of the wider stakeholder population. In order to avoid issues of bias, coercion and
to support anonymity as a researcher, ‘Zing' facilitation software was used to
conduct the interviews. A template containing all of the questions was pre-instalied
on the system and participants completed their responses anonymously using a
keyboard. The system allows more detailed and searching questions to be asked
as the interviews develop. At the end of each section of the interview, the system
allows for the group to agree the common themes that have emerged from their

individual responses.
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3.7 Data Analysis

The quantitative data was subject to three distinct types of multivariate statistical
analysis: Factor Analysis; Multiple Regression and Multivariate Analysis of
Variance. For conciseness only an overview of these procedures in included here

but a complete explanation can be gained from Tabachnick and Fidell (2001).

Factor Analysis

School improvement in challenging contexts is a difficult and complex process and
this is reflected in the large number variables in both student questionnaires.
Factor analysis was chosen as the primary data reduction technique since it allows
the simplification of a matrix of correlations between many variables by identifying
the most important latent variables, or factors. A factor is a construct, which is a
condensed statement of the relationship between a set of variables (Royce, 1963).
Exploratory factor analysis is ideal in this study since the data is complex and it is
uncertain what the most important variables in the field are. The research
undertaken for the Plowden Report on Primary Education (HMSO, 1967) used
factor analysis as part of an elegant solution to identify the factors determining
educational progress and became an outstanding example of the genre (Kline,

2004).

There are four steps to carrying out a factor analysis: assessing the suitability of

the correlation matrix; factor extraction; factor rotation and factor interpretation.

i. Assessing the suitability of the data

In order for factor analysis to work effectively there needs to be some
interrelationship between variables. For this reason Tabachnick and Fidell (2001)
recommend an inspection of the correlation matrix for evidence of coefficicients
greater than 0.3. If “few correlations above this level are found, then factor analysis

may not be appropriate” (Pallant, 2005: 174). However, values above 0.9 could
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imply a problem because of singularity in the data. The determinant of the

correlation matrix should be greater than 0.00001.

Bartletts test of sphericity (Bartlett, 1954) should be significant (p<.05) since it tests
the null hypothesis that the original correlation matrix is an identity matrix. The
Kaiser-Meyer-Oklin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy (Kaiser, 1970, 1974)
ranges from 0 to 1, with 0.6 suggested as the minimum value for a good factor
analysis. Furthermore, KMO values between 0.7 and 0.8 are good, values between

0.8 and 0.9 are great and values above 0.9 are superb (Hutcheson and Soifroniou,

1999: 224-225).

ii. Factor Extraction

There are two methods of extracting factors. Principle Components Analysis (PCA)
is used where the purpose is data reduction by seeking the set of factors that
account for all the common and unique variance in a set of variables. Common
factor analysis or Principle Axis Factoring is preferred when the research purpose
is detecting data structure or causal modeling, and seeks the least number of

factors which can account for the common variance in a set of variables.

There are three methods for deciding how many factors best describe the

underlying relationship amongst variables:

e Kaisers criterion requires that only factors with eigenvalues of 1.0 or more
are retained for further investigation;

e Cattel's (1966) scree test involves plotting each of the eigenvalues of the
factors and then retaining all factors above the break in the plot, where the
shape changes direction and becomes horizontal. These factors contribute
most of the explanation of variance in the data set. However, Kaisers
Criterion and Cattels scree test tend to overestimate the number of
components to retain (Hubbard and Allen, 1987; Pallant, 2005; Zwick and

Velicer, 1986);
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e Parralel Analysis (Choi, Fuqua and Griffin, 2001; Horn, 1965; Stober,
1998) involves comparing the size of the eigenvalues with those obtained
from a randomly generated data set of the same size. Only those
eigenvalues that exceed the corresponding values from the data set are

retained (Pallant, 2005; Marley Watkins, 2000).

iii. Factor Rotation

To assist in the process of interpretation, factors are rotated. This does not change
the underlying solution but merely presents the pattern of loadings in a more
readily interpretable manner. There are two main techniques: orthogonal and
oblique. Orthogonal (varimax) is used when the factors are theoretically
independent, whereas oblique (direct oblimin) rotation is used when the factors are

related to each other as in real world situations (Garson, 2008:18).

iv. Interpretation

Following rotation, it is necessary to look at the content of the questions (variables)
that load highly (>0.3) onto the same factor in order to identify common themes. in
the case of more than one factor there are two possibilities: either the
guestionnaire failed to measure what it set out to but did measure some related
constructs, or, the derived constructs are sub-factors of the original questionnaire
content. Communality, h?, measures the percentage of variance in a given variable
explained by all the factors jointly and “may be interpreted as the reliability of the

indicator” (Garson, 2008: 7). Uniqueness of a variable is 1-h?,

Multiple Regression

In phase lI, multiple regression was used to account for (predict) the variance in
students’ overall measure of school improvement (dependent variable) based on a
linear combination of student perceptions of the impact of a number of contributory

school improvement (independent) variables. More specifically, multiple regression
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was used to establish if a set of independent school improvement variables
explains a proportion of the variance in student perceptions of overall improvement
(dependent variable) at a significant level (through a significance test of R?) and
establish the relative predictive importance of the independent variables (by

comparing beta weights).

The multiple regression equation takes the form y = byxq + box, + ... + bx, + C,
where vy is the estimated dependent and c is the constant (that includes the error
term). Curvilinear and interaction effects can be explored by adding power cross-
product terms as independent variables respectively. The model shown above is
known as a main effects model, since no interaction effects are considered. The
regression coefficients (b’'s), represent the amount the dependent variable y
changes when the corresponding independent changes by 1 unit and other
independents are held constant. t-tests are used to assess the significance of
individual b coefficients, testing the null hypothesis that the regression coefficient is
zero. It is common (Garson, 2008) to drop all variables from the regression
equation that are not significant at the p=.05 level. The standardized b coefficients
(beta weights) represent the average amount the dependent variable increases
when the independent increases one standard deviation and the other independent
variables are held constant. The ratio of the beta weights indicates the relative
importance of the independent school improvement variables. Providing the
confidence intervals for the b’s do not contain 0, it can be assumed with 95%

confidence that the regression coefficients are significantly different from O.

The coefficient of multiple determination (or multiple correlation) R? is the
percentage of the variance in overall school improvement (dependent variable)
explained collectively by the (independent) contributory school improvement
variables. The F test is used to test the significance of R?. If prob (F) < .05 then the
model is considered significantly better than would be expected by chance and we
reject the null hypothesis of no linear relationship of school improvement (y) to the

independent school improvement variables. Adjusted R? is used when there is a
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large number of independents when it is possible that R? becomes artificially high
simply because some independents’ chance variations ‘explain’ small parts of the
variance in the dependent. Gujarati (2006: 229) recommends, ‘it is good practice to
find the adjusted R? value because it explicitly takes into account the number of
variables included in the model”. Adjusted R? = 1-((1-R*)(n-1/n-k-1)), where n is the

sample size and, k is the number of independents in the model.

Multiple regression is based on a number of assumptions: linearity of relationships;
homoscedasticity (the same level of relationships throughout the range of the
independent variable); interval or near interval data; absence of outliers; data

whose range is not truncated and that the model being tested is correctly specified.

When specifying the model omission of relevant variables and the inclusion of
causally irrelevant variables can both substantially affect the size of the b and B
coefficients. Regression analysis is a linear procedure. However, whilst departures
from linearity will not substantially affect the interpretation of regression output, R?
will underestimate the importance of the variables in the non-linear relationship.
Multiple regression assumes multivariate normality and normally distributed
residual error. In the case of skewed distributions, transforms can be applied to

force all variables to a normal distribution.

Multicollinearity refers to excessive correlation of the predictor variables. When
correlation is excessive (r>.9) standard errors of the b and B coefficients become
large making it difficult or impossible to assess the relative importance of the
predictor variables. Tolerance (1-R2) and its reciprocal variance—inflation factor
(VIF) are tests for multicollinearity, with a VIF >0.4 indicating a multicolinearity
problem. The Durban-Watson statistic tests the assumption of independent

observations. A value in the range 1.5 to 2.5 indicates this assumption is met.

For the homoscedasticity assumption to be met, observations should be spread

about the regression line for the entire x-axis on a plot of the dependent (x-axis)
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against standardized predicted values (y axis). Outliers are a form of violation of
homoscedasticity and can affect regression coefficients substantially (Garson,
2008: 18). The leverage statistic (h) identifies cases which influence regression
coefficients more than others. Cases with h < .2 are not a problem. Outliers may be
a problem if the maximum Mahalabobis distance, h x (n-1), exceeds the critical chi-
squared value, with degrees of freedom equal to the number of predictors and
alpha = .001. Cook’s distance (D) measures the effect of deleting a given
observation. Fox (1991: 34) suggests that observations with D > 4/(n-k-1), where n
is the number of cases and k is the number of independents, may have an unusual
influence, whilst others (Garson, 2008: 19) suggests that D > 1 provides a strong

indication of an outlier problem.

MANOVA

In phase Il MANOVA is employed to assess the differences in student responses
(multiple dependent variables) simultaneously based on gender, ethnicity and
social disadvantage (as defined by entitlement to free school meals) acting as
independent categorical variables. MANOVA therefore provides information on the
nature and predictive power of gender, ethnicity and FSM as independent
measures and is used to assess whether an overall difference exists between
groups. The Wilkes Lambda multivariate test was used to simultaneously test each
factor effect (gender, ethnicity and FSM), and the interaction between them, on the
dependent groups (student responses). The significance of an F test shows if the
effect is significant. Eta squared provides a measure of the proportion of the total
variability in the dependent variable accounted for by the variation in the
independent variable. The covariance serves as a control. If any effects are found

to be significant then tests of between subject effects are considered.

Three key assumptions underpin MANOVA: independent observations; equality of
variance/covariance matrices and multivariate normal distribution. Box’s M tests
the assumption that for each cell in the factor design matrix the covariance is

similar. This assumption is violated if M is significant (<.05). Bartlett's test of
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sphericity tests the null hypothesis that the residual covariance matrix is
proportional to an identity matrix. If the Levene test is significant (<.05) then the
homogeneity of variances assumption is met. It should be noted that “Levene’s test
is robust in the face of departures from normality” and that “failure to meet the
assumption of homogeneity of variances is not fatal to ANOVA which is relatively
robust” (Garson, 2008: 5). If the F test indicates there is an effect on the dependent
variable, then Post Hoc tests (Bonferroni and Tukey) are used to determine which
group means differ significantly from others and hence help to specify the exact

nature of the overall effect.

3.8 Representing the Data

The findings from the extensive multivariate analysis of quantitative data in the
study are presented largely in tables together with appropriate and relevant
interpretation and assumption narratives in line with the exemplar guidance

provided by Tabachnick and Fidell (2001) and Pallant (2005).

The responses to the open—ended questionnaires and focus group interviews are
summarised according to the emergent themes and again provided in tabular form
for ease of interpretation, particularly when bringing both quantitative and
qualitative data together. The full transcripts of the focus group interviews are

provided in an Appendices B, C and D.

The outcomes of the analysis and discussion in each phase of the research design
are presented as a single visual multilevel conceptual model to help the reader
gain a full understanding of the issues and to convey the complexity and

coherence of the interrelationships amongst the ‘reduced ‘latent variables (factors).

3.9 Ethical Issues

This research was conducted rigorously within the guidance laid down by the

Ethical Standards Research Council (ESRC) and gained full approval from the
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University of Greenwich Research Ethics Committee. Given the sensitivity of
researching children and the central role this aspect plays in the thesis, the
successful application submitted to the Research Ethics Committee is provided in
Appendix E. Within the professional context, permission was sought from the

appropriate authority, the governing body.

Main Ethical Issues

The reliance within this study on collecting research data mainly from children, all
of whom were under 18 years of age, led to two main ethical issues being

considered paramount:

Confidentiality and Privacy
It was vitally important that all respondents were able to express their
views freely and in confidence, whilst ensuring that students, in particular,

did not confer with each other over their responses.

Reliability and Coercion

At an early stage the potential conflict between my professional role and
the conduct of the research was acknowledged. In particular it was
recognised that my professional status, as a headteacher, might affect the
perception of participants as to their freedom to choose not to participate

and also possibly bias their responses.

In order to address these potential concerns, an external consultant, skilled in
seeking the views of students and other stakeholders, was engaged to conduct the
questionnaires and focus interviews. The consultant and | have many years
experience of working with young people and we both have ‘list 99’ clearance and

enhanced CRB checks conducted on a regular basis.
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Questionnaires

The completion of the large scale questionnaires of students’ perceptions were
conducted in groups of approximately 30 in the school lecture theatre; providing
ample space for participants to be well spaced and hence guarantee privacy and

anonymity of responses.

Since the questionnaire was carefully explained and conducted by an external
consultant, anonymity was guaranteed and issues of coercion by the researcher

were negated. No names were specified on the questionnaires.

A positive decision was taken not to use postal questionnaires. Previous
experience of working with children shows that reliability is more likely to be
assured if the questionnaire is carefully explained to groups in an environment
where the independence and privacy of responses can be guaranteed.
Furthermore, experience in the school shows that response rates from students,
parents and teachers to written requests is very poor. Since a sample in excess of
100 is required for the multivariate analysis of data to be meaningful, | could not

risk a low response rate.

Focus Group Interviews

The focus group interviews were again conducted by the same external consultant.
They took place in the school conference room which provides ample room to

allow privacy for the small sample sizes used in this study.

‘Zing’ facilitation software was used to structure the interviews, with a pre-prepared
question template. Participants were able to respond anonymously by using a key
board but group agreement on common themes was recorded at the end of each
question. This system allows more detailed and searching questions to be asked
as the interviews progress. Once the interviews were complete, the responses

were simply exported to a Microsoft Word document and stored securely for further

96



processing. This enabled an accurate confidential electronic transcript to be

obtained immediately.

A participant information sheet was made available to all who took part in the study
and all were informed of their option not to take part. Written consent was sought
from all participants in the focus group interviews, including additional parental
consent for student respondents. Due to the need to keep questionnaire responses
anonymous, no written consent was sought for participation in the questionnaires
and no names were written on completed questionnaires. All participants had

adequate understanding in the use of English.

3.10 Summary

This chapter has concentrated on the development of a ‘unique’ research
methodology that is appropriate for the complex context in which the study took
place and that responds to the limitations identified in existing literature. These
limitations include the lack of: student voice; quantitative attempts to identify the
size and mix of school improvement factors and theoretical approaches that enable
researchers to understand the context more fully. The choice to work within a
transformational-emancipatory paradigm as defined by Mertens (2003) was based
on the need to incorporate the social class perspective as part of a distinct form of
mixed methods research. This methodology is also significant because the
approach mirrors the school improvement process adopted in the case study

school.

The ethics of research using children’s perspectives were considered in detail and
appropriate solutions to mitigate concerns were incorporated into the research
design. The longitudinal nature of the research dictates that the number of students
in the sample reduces considerably over the four years of the study and
consequently the effect of sample size is considered in detail. The two

questionnaires used in the study have been carefully considered and accompanied
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by a brief explanation of the multivariate statistical methods used - principle
components analysis, factor analysis, multiple regression and multivariate analysis
of variance. In conclusion, the research was conducted with a post positivist

paradigm which reflects a deterministic philosophy.
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4 PHASE | RESULTS, ANALYSIS & DISCUSSION

THE JOURNEY OUT OF SPECIAL MEASURES

This chapter will consider the possible causes of the improvement that took place
in phase | of the study, between September 2004 and February 2006. The chapter
is organised under five subheadings: the research question and a description of
the sample; a Principle Components Analysis (PCA) of student’s responses to the
90-item exploratory questionnaire; the interpretation of the PCA analysis and an
analysis and discussion of the findings in the light of the literature, triangulated with

external inspection judgments and personal insight.

4.1 Introduction

In the spring term 2006, subsequent to the school being removed from special
measures, the initial student perceptions questionnaire was conducted. This

seven-point semantic differential research instrument had been developed

following:

e An analysis of an open-ended questionnaire of student, parent and staff

perceptions of what had led to improvement in the school;
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e A review of the research literature related to school improvement in
especially challenging schools;
e Documentary evidence from OFSTED inspection reports on the school’s

progress (OFSTED, 2004; OFSTED, 2005).

The purpose of this 90-variable questionnaire was to attempt to answer the

research question:

What do students perceive to be the contributory factors implicit in

the rapid improvement of an especially challenging urban school?

The aim was to seek and then analyse the perceptions of students, who had lived
through the school improvement experience, as to what they considered were the
most important factors that had impacted on improvement, leading to the school
being removed from special measures. A large sample of 302 students in years 8
to 11 completed the initial questionnaire. The explicit intention was to reduce the
90 school improvement variables contained in the questionnaire by identifying the

underlying ‘factors’, or latent variables.

4.2 Principle Components Analysis of Student Perceptions

The responses to the ninety-item questionnaire were analysed using SPSS version
16, with Principal Components Analysis (PCA) as the extraction method and
Varimax with Kaiser Normalisation as the rotation method to identify the underiying

components of the student’s perceptions of the rapid school improvement process.

Prior to performing PCA, the suitability of the data for factor analysis was
assessed. The sample size (n=302), the ratio of subjects to variables (3.36:1) and
the ratio of subjects to factors (10:1) are all above values recommended by experts
in the field (Arrindel and van der Ende, 1995; Guildford, 1956; Kline, 2004; Pallant,

2005; Tabachnick and Fidell, 2001).
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Inspection of the correlation matrix revealed the presence of a number of
coefficients of 0.3 and above. The Kaiser-Meyer-Oklin measure of sampling
adequacy of 0.929 significantly exceeded the recommended value of 0.6 (Kaiser,
1970, 1974). Bartlett's (1954) Test of Sphericity (x*=13916.071, df=4005, p=.000)
reached significance at both the p=0.05 and p=0.01 levels, Taken together these

tests supported the factorability of the correlation matrix.

The 90 variables in the initial student perceptions questionnaire were subjected to
PCA using SPSS. Kaiser's Criterion, revealed the presence of twenty-two
components with eigenvalues exceeding 1, explaining a total of 66.45% of the
variance. An inspection of Cattel's (1966) screeplot revealed possible breaks after
the third, fifth and eighth components providing an argument for retaining three,
five or eight components for further investigation. However, the large number of
eigenvalues makes the plot difficult to interpret. Parallel Analysis (Marley Watkins,
2000) showed only 3 components with an eigenvalue exceeding the corresponding
criterion values for a randomly generated (100 repetitions) data matrix of the same
size (90 variables x 302 participants). The extraction of 3 components was
therefore a robust conclusion to draw from this analysis and these components

were retained for further analysis.

To aid the interpretation of the three components in this analysis the most
commonly used Varimax rotation was performed. This “... attempts to minimize the
number of variables that have high loadings on each factor” (Pallant, 2005:176).
The rotated solution (Table 4.1) was readily comprehensible in the context of

existing literature on school improvement in especially challenging urban contexts.

4.3 Interpretation of the Principle Components Analysis

Close inspection of the three extracted components in this analysis enables them
to be interpreted and developed within a conceptual multilevel model framework
similar to that defined by Goldstein (1987), Creemers (1997) and Creemers and

Kyriakides (2006). This involves distinguishing between the context, whole school,
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Table 4.1: Varimax-rotated factor loading matrix for principal component analysis
calculated for items measuring student participants (N=302) perceptions of the

contributory factors of school improvement.

Extracted Components
Ci: A focus on learning & teaching
C.: Purposeful whole school leadership

Analysis

Component loadings

Qn. Cs: Changing the culture of the school N Mean D Cs C. C

S1 There are stricter rules and stricter staff 302 5.51 1.152 .087 220 .489
The headteacher provides strong,

S2 purposeful, positive & effective leadership 302 5.70 1.081 058 407 373

S3 Getting rid of teachers who don't care 299 6.03 1.375 .030 .002 .255
Improved communication with parents,

S4 including ringing and writing home 299 4.13 1.542 013 437 232
Insistence on students looking smart and

S5 wearing uniform 301 4.64 1.657 -.041 .540 224

S6 Staff that stay longer in the school 299 5.12 1.614 -.074 .303 .269
There is a determined, strong and

S7 purposeful Leadership Team 296 5.26 1.234 .086 .301 .535
The school is cleaner and brighter with no

S8 litter or graffii 299 5.49 1.364 -.025 321 404

S9 fttr‘]’g;”ts are encouraged to respect 4, 561 1281 058 146  .540
The headteacher provides clear direction

S10 for the work of the school 299 5.56 1.178 .156 406 423
Bullying is taken seriously and dealt with

S11 effectively 301 5.83 1.468 2211 -.054 .548
Parent-teacher meetings are more

S$12 informative 299 5.00 1.401 112 .343 .339
There has been a significant reduction in

S13 racist comments 299 5.34 1.627 201 162 494
Students now have a more positive

S14 attitude to school 296 5.36 1.300 .328 192 .466

s15 The school listens to students views and 299 4.95 1.747 549 -017 445
acts on them

s16 'he way people talk to each other has o, 496 1366  .346 229  .493
improved

S$17  Whole staff working together as a team 300 5.39 3.038 .136 .087 .188

s1g |nere are clear, fim and consistent  ,gq 505 1271 221 411 425
discipline procedures

S19 The headteacher is high profile and walks 298 5.34 1.462 100 513 288
the school

S20 The worst behaved students have been 297 558 1615 435 074 351
removed from the school

S21  The quality of teaching has improved 300 5.59 1.330 512 A77 .390

so2 There are clear behaviour management — ,g5 519 1179 308 472  .386
policies
There are hard working staff committed to

5§23 the school and school improvement 301 5.37 1.299 -390 289 353

S24 Teachers ‘expect’ all students to achieve 301 5.68 1.392 318 .251 .300

S25 Students [anq parents] receive regular 298 5.16 1.628 333 363 164
reports on their progress

S26 Problems that arise are dealt with by 296 5.05 1.493 444 322 215
teachers

gp7 Attendance and punctuality is taken 4, 550 1406 170 530 134
seriously and followed up
The headteacher is committed to high

S28 standards and academic achievement 300 5.66 1.206 367 459 348
There is higher quality display work 1 44

S29 around the school 301 4.73 .612 107 5 116

S30 Teachers now manage behaviour well 295 4.95 1.404 .550 109 294

S31 The recruitment of good new staff who 298 5.56 1.335 433 323 322

want to teach children
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Table 3: (Continued)

Extracted Components
Cy: A focus on learning & teaching

Component loadings

C2: Purposeful whole school leadership Analysis

Qn. Cs: Changing the culture of the school N Mean SD 1 2 3
Insistence on a calmer atmosphere

832 around the school 298 5.11 1.335 .328 .333 341

S33  Students want the school to improve 299 5.86 1.302 373 295 .369

s34 leachers showing students how to 49 493 1493  .400 376 077
behave
Good support is offered to students with

S35 difficulties 296 5.44 1.359 427 .251 .154
Being in Special Measures and OFSTED

S36 telling us what to do to improve 292 5.34 1.596 .233 .450 .202
Students feel more comfortable in the

837 school and it is a ‘safe’ place to study 299 5.53 1.362 .507 257 379
A clear and innovative management

S38 structure is in place 295 4.99 1.267 344 377 .320
There are better relationships amongst

839 students 299 5.22 1.317 .321 .328 332
In lessons teachers explain carefully to

S40 students what they are to do 300 5.25 1.537 .603 .072 .240
Daily assemblies provide a more

S41 organised start to the day 300 4.22 2.016 125 571 -.044
The new Leadership Team is working well

S42 as a team 301 5.05 1.451 .249 .61 .095
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