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Introduction

My overall presentation will be based on a case study of my school where we have been implementing the Excellence Model since 1995. and indeed we are still travelling on our journey of continuous improvement. Our only reason for deciding to use the model was to ensure that our students would get the best possible education.  I will tell you about our experience of  using it as a means of continuously improving School Effectiveness in St. Mary’s. I am not going to describe to you how we are addressing each of the criteria of the model. Rather, I will try to capture for you the essence of the model as it operates in our school. 

Everyone of you present here today, is interested, like myself, in bringing about improvement in your organisation, whether it is small or large, public or private. I am very conscious that many of you have just as successful or much more successful schools/educational establishments/organizations than my own. I certainly do not need to tell you that the most effective way of bringing about any improvement is working through  people

Even though we are a school, the  Excellence Model is just as applicable to us as it is to any other organisation, public or private. There is competition, based on perceived differences between schools so we have therefore to compete for our market share of customers. As well as our customers  demanding a higher and higher quality of service,  we are also  required to run our schools in as cost effective a way as possible. In a school just as in any other organization, we must deliver the highest quality of service and we strive to do this by investing in  our most important resource, our people. Investing in People means for us in St. Mary’s not only investing in our staff but also in our customers, i.e. our students, parents and community. I feel that this is particularly important for us, as we are a public sector organisation. Our customers are therefore also involved in the process of developing the school. We realized in 1991 that the central focus of a Total Quality approach is on the commitment and motivation of people achieved through relevant training, good communication and genuine consultation-all features of any effective organisation and indeed of any school.

I hope therefore that there will be something of use, which you can take away from my presentation today.

I also hope that you will find what I am going to say to you as very practical. Much of what I will be talking to you about appears to us in St. Mary’s as just common sense.

Outline

The outline of my presentation is as follows

· The background of the school

· Starting the quality journey

· The development of a quality culture to our school through use of the                           Excellence Model.

· Problems and challenges

· Benefits of using the Excellence  Model to improve our school 

· The future
 background of school

In order for you to understand the context in which we operate, I will firstly describe the background to the school.

St. Mary’s is a large all girls’ secondary school of almost 1000 students in the age range 11-18 years. The school is situated in the Creggan/Bogside area of Londonderry - an area which has been at the heart of the troubles of the last 30 years. It is also one of the most deprived areas in Europe with very high unemployment levels.   As another measure of deprivation, two thirds of the pupils are entitled to free school meals. Also, the vast majority of them  are the lower 65% of the ability range.

Despite these many difficulties, we are determined to make our school a success. We must above all, address the issue of social inclusiveness for our students. Being “good” is not good enough for us. We want to make our school not only the best in Ireland or the United Kingdom-we are aiming for world class status!

Every thing that we do in St. Mary’s  is geared towards doing the best for our students(in terms of the Excellence model, our most important customers), in order to raise their standards of achievement and to prepare them as fully as possible to make the most of their lives. 

Education  is our core business and in terms of the Excellence model, our most critical process is the quality of Teaching and Learning. We are only interested in the model in so far as it helps us achieve an excellent education for our students.

 School improvement programme

In order to achieve this high quality, we embarked on a School Improvement Programme in 1992 based on the concept of total quality. ( I had been seconded to Northern Ireland Electricity as a senior manager for the previous year and had worked in the area of TQM and was therefore excited about bringing the concept back to my school).  Total Quality  has a natural place in the school system. We have been using quality models to improve our school since 1992. The first was the Charter Mark, which is an award fro excellence in the delivery of public services. Since 1995, we have using the Investors in People Standard and also the Excellence Model. 

Rationale for our school ijmprovement programme

  At Senior Management level, we drew up a rationale for our programme which  includes : 

· A common aim and set of values

· Development of a customer mentality(customer focus, service culture, openness, customer involvement) 

· Continuous improvement (planning, monitoring , reviewing, evaluating)

· Teamwork

· Effective communication

· Staff training and development

The introduction of  a  quality culture

One of our first tasks as senior management was to identify our customers. We defined our most important customers as the  pupils  and their parents, the community and ourselves, the staff, both teaching and non-teaching.

Like many schools in our country, we have lengthy pages of school aims and objectives which are not too well known to many of us! After much discussion with Senior Management and staff, we decided on one overall aim of “EXCELLENCE”. The meaning of this aim was discussed fully with pupils, all staff, teachers and parents, and a ceremony was held in the school to launch it to the community. The aim is displayed prominently  in pictorial form around the school and on the school flag and stationary. We have recently reviewed our aim and decided to keep it in its present form.

Partnership with industry

In order to help in the implementation of our School Improvement Programme, we formed a partnership with a local industry, Desmonds, clothing manufacturers for Marks & Spencer. They had already embarked on a quality programme and therefore agreed to act as consultants and trainers to us in Total Quality at no financial cost  to ourselves. One of the first aspects of their involvement was to help us raise awareness of the TQM philosophy and to guide us in self-assessment. Their Quality manager talked initially to the Senior Management Team, the Board of Governors and eventually to the whole staff. (I had spent several months talking to staff on an individual basis as preparation for their meeting with the industrial manager).

The local industry helped us to carry out a large scale self-assessment. Questionnaires were administered to students, parents and staff. The senior management team felt that the returns from the teaching staff were too cautious-they did not get to the heart of the problem. The staff agreed to be interviewed instead by managers from the local industry. Four managers interviewed every staff member for 1-2 hours each. They analysed the results and presented me with a diagnostic analysis outlining our strengths and quality improvement opportunities.

Top of the list for improvement was my leadership style, followed by communication and staff training and development. The local industry fed back the results to senior management at a weekend conference and then to the whole staff in small groups.

I  addressed my leadership style with the whole staff who set me targets 

for improvement. It was most important that I, above all, as leader should be prepared to improve my work practice if I expected my colleagues to do so.  Desmonds carried out a similar survey in 1997. You will be glad to hear that I have improved!

We have recently developed a new system for assessing the effectiveness of the 5 members of the  Senior Management Team including myself,  which has been very enthusiastically accepted by all the staff.  22 staff – mostly junior, have volunteered to meet with senior managers and help them identify their areas for improvement as leaders. 5 or 6 of these staff members are assigned to each senior team member. In for example, my case, they  look at my strengths as a leader using a proforma of leadership competencies and they identify ways in which I can improve. They also set me targets for improvement. My performance is monitored and reviewed by them each school term.

An important aspect of self –assessment involves senior staff meeting regularly with non-teaching staff, including the caretaker and cleaners in order to identify areas for improvement. 

Involving our people in school improvement

Crucial to School Improvement Programme is the involvement of everyone in decision-making. Even the most junior staff members have an opportunity to be involved in this process. As head of the school, I never cease to be amazed at the  excellent ideas which people have for improvement. I see direct evidence of this when every school term a junior member of staff sits on the senior management team and shares in the rotation of the chair . Whenever the senior management team is away on training, all staff are given an opportunity to volunteer to look after the school in our absence. A  junior staff member has always done this. Positions in the school which were previously held by senior staff have been passed down the line to others. e.g. the school budget, staff training and development and the school time-table. My role is becoming more and more that of facilitator. Many staff feel so confident in dealing with major issues that they sometimes advise me not to interfere as they can handle the particular issue themselves!.

Staff have a very important role in determining the results which we want to achieve, in planning and developing different approaches, in systematically implementing them and in assessment and review.  For example, all staff assess and review the examination performance for the previous school year and  determine the results required for the coming school year. They set performance targets based on the previous performance and benchmarks from other similar schools. All staff are involved in the annual process review. It is the staff who draw up the Action Plan for the coming year - not senior management, and it is the staff who revise the School Development Plan. 

The radar approach

We use the Radar approach which is an integral part of the Excellence Model

We try to measure everything we are doing through using the perception measures and performance indicators as set out in the criteria for people and customer satisfaction as set out  for the Excellence Model. As well as carrying out people surveys within the school, we also  carry out annual surveys of customers , i.e. students and parents, and our suppliers i.e. feeder primary schools, local employers, higher education. We measure our impact on the community  through annual  Community Impact surveys.

The needs which have been highlighted through interviews, questionnaires etc. are prioritised and addressed through School Improvement Groups who identify solutions and feed them back to the whole staff. These School Improvement  Groups are made up of a cross section of staff, pupils and parents.  Several excellent ideas have been implemented in the school as a result of this system. The groups are often led by a junior member of staff.

One of the groups addressed the identified problem of communication. As a result of the strategies they presented, communication is no longer a cause for concern. Among the strategies was the introduction of a weekly staff information session and a monthly staff bulletin. The involvement of all staff in decision-making  as I mentioned earlier, has greatly improved communication in the school. In our most recent staff survey in March of last year 94% of staff indicated satisfaction .  

Staff satisfaction surveys are carried on a two-yearly basis.

SLIDE 12 : Involving our customers in continuous improvement

In order to make our School Improvement Programme as effective as possible, we feel that it is crucial for us to involve our most important customers, the students and their parents in the process of improvement Students have their own suggestion box which is based in the front hall of the school. (Staff also have their own suggestion box which Is based in the staff-room). 

These are opened every 2 weeks,the suggestions are discussed, prioritised,  implemented,monitored and reviewed. The pupils also have their own  council which meets weekly. 
Members of the council are elected by the pupils themselves, one from each of the seven  year groups. They are a very influential group in bringing about changes in the school. They carry out regular surveys e.g. on the quality of Teaching and Learning, school uniform  and the curriculum. They also bring the suggestions from the student suggestion box to their meetings. They draw up action plans each term , implement the improvements and monitor and review them. Among the recent changes which they have introduced are  the publication of a Charter of Rights and Responsibilities for students, the introduction of Saturday School , the introduction of breakfasts and the introduction of a new Summer school uniform. The members of the Student Council report back every month to the School Assembly. 

The Student Council has recently reviewed the performance of the Senior Management Team. They want the SMT to be more visible around the school and to rotate duties. They also want the student body to be better informed about the SMT . They have taken turns at sitting in on SMT meetings.

Partnerships with parents and community

Parents are very much involved in the process of continuous improvement also. It is very important for us to make parents feel welcome in the school by creating a non-threatening environment. They must feel ownership of the school and become part of the process of improvement. We involve parents in the following ways:

· Parents take examinations themselves

· They work alongside teachers in classrooms(we train them for this).

· They give talks to pupils

· They are consulted with regard to policy and practice in the school

· They carry out  parent satisfaction surveys themselves(an example of customers surveying customers)

· They are involved in various clubs and societies in the school

· They organise social evenings for parents and community

· They raise funds for the school

The PTA has an annual action plan which members implement , monitor and review.

One of our most successful events which we hold annually is a “Take your Parent to School”day.

We also use strategies to involve our suppliers, the main suppliers being the primary schools from which we receive our pupils at 11 years. Such strategies include curriculum related programmes and access to our Saturday School. We also send bi-annual reports to the primary  schools on the progress of their former pupils. 

We  hold  “Back to School”days for local employers to help them understand education nowadays. We train local employers to act as mentors to pupils whom we send out to industry once a week as part of a vocational course. We encourage the local community to use the school building as much as possible-after all, it belongs to them. I would like to ensure that the school building is in use seven days and seven nights per week. Hopefully that will soon be the case.! We have recently sent a document to our suppliers setting out our responsibilities to them, It has been very well received . It will be reviewed annually.

The Higher Education Liaison Programme

A major innovation which we introduced  in 1992 to raise standards of achievement is our Higher Education Liaison Programme (HELP).  The programme was devised and therefore owned by the school and now 10 years on, it is the school. The basis of the HELP Programme is a partnership with students, parents, the community including local business and higher education all working together to ensure that as many of our students as possible continue to college/university after they leave our school.  The programme is made up of a series of interventions. One such intervention is the active involvement of parents and students which I have already talked about. Another intervention involves a very special partnership with the University of Ulster .We hold an annual Summer School on the university campus each year and pupils graduate from it.

Other interventions include e.g. Study weekends, Easter Study Week, individual tuition and for this, each student has her individual action plan which is regularly monitored and reviewed, self- esteem classes, assertiveness training , a homework club, Saturday School etc.

Parents and students  contract into the HELP Programme. The HELP Programme is monitored and reviewed by Professor Peter Daws, formerly Dean of the Faculty of Education at the University of Ulster. 

A very important aspect of the HELP Programme is the partnerships which we have with our feeder primary schools e.g. Literacy and Numeracy.
As part of our partnerships with the community , we have a very special partnership with the University of Ulster . We hold an annual Summer Schjool on the university campus each year and pupils graduate from it.

Training and development

This was one of the areas identified by staff for improvement in Desmonds survey of 1991.It is also a very important aspect of people satisfaction. We developed our training programme initially through the Investors in People Model. Every staff member has a line manager and an individual training plan which is linked to the needs of the school outlined in the School Development and yearly Action Plan.  Our most important process is  Teaching and Learning and we have therefore  introduced a major innovation into our training programme to address this. This training programme involves a major link-up with the local university who are training our teachers as mentors and in the techniques of reflective practice. Teachers volunteer to study the one-year part-time course. They receive a university qualification at the end of it. It is a wonderful way of getting teachers to look afresh at how they are teaching and the learning experiences which they are giving to the pupils. Training is monitored and reviewed every month by Senior Management and at individual level by line managers.  The  overall training programme is evaluated twice yearly and adjustments made where necessary. Our latest development in training is a middle leadership training programme. A group of 5 volunteers will be assigned to a middle leader for a half-day per week and will also undertake a course in Middle Leadership at the university of Ulster. This is a unique programme for a school. 

Problems and challenges

Our School Improvement Programme was launched during a period of major upheaval in the Education System in Northern Ireland which included the introduction of a statutory curriculum. Because of the escalating rapidity of change taking place, we did not feel that we should wait for a “right” time as we would never get started!. We recognized that change would always be with us. Nor could we use the adverse social conditions of the area as an excuse for not improving our school. We could have said that we did not have the financial resources. However, many of the changes which we have introduced do not cost anything.

Not all staff share the enthusiasm for the School Improvement Programme. This is of course typical of all organisations . However the critical mass of our staff are enthusiastic and committed to continuous improvement. Prior to the launch of the programme, non-teaching staff were not involved or consulted about ways of improving the school. It is only in the last 3-4 years that they have started to play an active role in the improvement process.. We now feel that because of their considerable expertise, that it would have been better to have included them from the start.

In the early days of the programme we did not have a systematic approach to self-assessment nor to planning, monitoring and reviewing our practices. We did not know the meaning of the word “evaluation”! 

In carrying out our surveys in the early days of the programme, we tended to ask many questions which had little or no relevance for us. We now ask the people being surveyed to suggest areas which they would like to see included in the survey.

Often the list of ideas and possibilities for improvement has been almost overwhelming. We have experienced considerable pressure in trying to address as many of these as possible. 

Schools in the United Kingdom tend by their very nature to be hierarchical organizations. Although we have attempted to reduce the hierarchy, it is extremely difficult for us .

In target setting, we initially did not set realistic performance targets 

Nor did we make use of benchmarking. We do use benchmarking now but it can be difficult for us in some areas because we are the only school in Ireland that is using the Excellence model to such an extent.

Approaching the end of each school term can be a very sensitive time in which morale tends to ebb. These are crisis points which we have not always been aware of in implementing change. As a staff, it is important to celebrate our achievements –we have not always done so. We have recently introduced a policy on staff recognition. Lastly, we are very conscious of the fact that there is a high failure rate in quality programmes. The greatest and indeed the most difficult challenge for us at the present time is therefore to keep up the momentum.

The benefits of using the model 

· It provides us with a systematic means of improving our school

· In carrying out our self-assessment, the model helps us to ensure that we cover every possible aspect of our school

· We can benchmark with other organizations

· It helps us to continually improve our practices

· 7 subject departments are now using the model at departmental level

 Innovation 

One of the great benefits of using the model  is that it has helped us release the potential of all our people which has led to a   “buzz” around the school. People are excited about what they are doing. This in turn has led to a climate of innovation. Innovation is so important for any organisation because it creates a sense of challenge and excitement.

At a general level, improvements in the school to date have been very encouraging. These include:

· High levels of staff motivation

· High staff morale

· The majority of staff committed to continuous improvement

· Steady improvement in key results

· Increasing parental and community involvement

Other measurable outcomes include improvement in e.g. examination performance and pupil enrolment.Since we started the School Improvement Programme in 1991, we gave gained to date, 21 regional, national and international awards, most of them “firsts” for a school. These achievements are a great source of pride, not only for ourselves, but also for our community.

Finally………

As a school, we are deeply committed to providing the  best quality of service to our customers. Through using the Excellence Model, a climate has been created which reflects team-work, continuous improvement and innovation as fundamental to our quality of service.  We will continue to strive for a constant string of improvements, small as well as large which will lead to significant gains for our customers over a number of years. We must be prepared to try out even more ideas – take more risks. To take risks is both exciting and enjoyable.

As we raise pupils’ expectations of good service, they in turn will expect an even higher standard of, so we cannot stand still, even for a moment. Our pupils and their parents are no longer passive onlookers in our striving for quality so we must extend their involvement further in the process of improvement. 
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