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1 The topic: common themes, different processes and outcomes

QUALITY

Introduction

Our inquiry into issues affecting quality in schools and school leadership looked at a range of factors: the preparation and training of potential headteachers, national standards, the selection and appointment process, the availability of high quality continuing professional development for teachers and support staff, the management tools available to headteachers in order to monitor the quality of teaching and to deal with unsatisfactory teacher performance, formal performance management processes, and other sources of professional support, such as classroom assistants, coaching, mentoring and networking.

Preparation

We established that, in order to become a headteacher in the Czech Republic, there is no formal requirement for attendance at a training programme and that no such course is in operation at a national level.  Equally there seems to be no consistently organised support for newly appointed or experienced headteachers. There seems to be some support offered to headteachers but not on a nationally organised level.  Support and attendance at courses is not obligatory and participation relies on the interest of the headteacher and local authorities.  The headteachers who take part in informal networks seem to derive much benefit from that. The UK seems to be the only country with a mandatory leadership qualification (the National Professional Qualification for Headteachers) which is necessary before a teacher can apply to become a headteacher.

Appointment Process

In the Czech Republic, appointment as a headteacher is organised by local authorities and to be eligible candidates need to have a University degree but not necessarily any management qualifications.  There does not seem to be any involvement of a school board of governors in the appointment process.

It seems that the UK has a well-developed system, with national standards, a development programme and a mandatory qualification in school leadership required.  This has been developed over the past seven years for leaders of primary (first cycle) and secondary (second cycle) schools.  Finland also has a well-developed system for every level of school leader and this is contained within both the University system and the National Board of Education..  

Colleagues in Germany reminded us that they work in several counties and that each county is autonomous.  Some of the counties seem to be developing headteacher development programmes but without any national standards as yet.  In Italy a method is being developed to prepare candidates for the post of headteacher and this is a regional selection and responsibility, but within national guidelines.  

Latvian headteachers usually need to have five years of pedagogical education at University level before they take part in the competition, which is organised by the local authorities. This resolution must be coordinated with the Minister   Following that, they have to pass certification, after taking up a post as headteacher.  There is not yet any national training system for headteachers but twice a year the Minister organises a conference for headteachers to consider priorities in education.  District councils organise monthly seminars, or study visits, or lectures for headteachers.  

Our Irish colleague reported that there is no mandatory qualification to become a headteacher in Ireland but in practice almost every headteacher has a postgraduate qualification in education management.  There is no legislative support but there is support through headteachers networks (e.g. Irish Primary Principals Network).  In Austria it is necessary for headteacher candidates must have an education as a teacher (as in every country) and must have the Pragmatisierung.  The influence of political parties is very strong in the appointment process but the regional councils are beginning to develop headteacher assessment centres.  Headteachers are required to attend management seminars and may also participate in network activities.  

In France there is a national competition examination which is open to employees who have achieved at least the level of a Bachelor’s degree.  The national competition is most widely taken by teachers although it can be taken by other professionals such as accountants or finance managers.  Once successful a candidate is assigned to a school by the Ministry of Education as deputy headteacher for at least three years before being appointed as a headteacher.  This seems to be unique. (There is very little difference in status between headteachers and deputy headteachers which seems to be unusual as compared with practice across the continent.)

In Flanders, head teachers are appointed by the governing bodies.  The Flemish law does not impose any other conditions than those that also apply to teachers.  Community education, one of the educational networks, provides a headteacher development programme, which candidates have to complete successfully.

Management tools

In the Czech Republic the monitoring of quality seems to vary from school to school.  In the examples we have seen during the study visit programme the practice reported to us varied from mainly teachers leading the monitoring process to a representative group of teachers, local authority nominees, and parents.  Practice across the rest of Europe also varies, from governing bodies with statutory responsibilities monitoring everything, to other examples, where monitoring is conducted at a regional level by educational authorities with less detailed prescription.  Some countries have self-review processes as an integral part of the monitoring system.

In order to support the leadership role of the headteacher, a range of management tools is available in various countries.  In the Czech Republic headteachers seem to be able to monitor the quality of teaching and address unsatisfactory performance and, in extreme cases, dismiss teachers.  This seems to be quite general.  However, in France classroom observation is not something that headteachers do, because of the strength of union objections.  As a result, the headteacher finds it virtually impossible to address examples of unsatisfactory performance or poor teaching.  Similarly in Italy, a headteacher can identify poor performance but does not have the legal power to dismiss teachers.  Strong unions in Finland, Germany, Austria, Latvia (except in those schools in which headteachers haven’t signed the bilateral agreements with their unions) and Ireland also prevent the dismissal of teachers.  In Flanders, headteachers can advise governing bodies to dismiss teachers for disciplinary reasons.  In community education it is also possible to dismiss teachers on grounds of unsatisfactory performance.  In the UK the position is that a teacher can be dismissed for unsatisfactory performance if he or she fails to improve after two school terms of subject related and general pedagogic support.

In most countries headteachers are able to deploy their budgetary resources to address the priorities of the school.  Where headteachers do not have this power, it makes it more difficult to take the school forward and to raise standards.

The appointment of teachers is within the power of headteachers in UK and Latvia.  In Flanders, most governing bodies give their headteachers carte blanche to appoint teachers. In other countries, while the headteacher’s view is very influential, the appointment of teachers is the responsibility of local school boards and local authorities.  Headteachers in the Czech Republic seem to be able to select teachers to suit their schools.  In France the headteacher has no say in the selection of individual teachers. The Ministry or regional authorities appoint individual teachers to schools, sometimes at short notice.

In terms of discipline and standards of pupil performance, the headteacher is ultimately accountable in all countries. For example, the headteacher in Latvia is responsible for drawing up and ensuring the observation of the school regulations. In some countries headteachers can exclude pupils but this then has to be considered by a board.  In other countries a board conducts this function.

Countries with statutory or local job descriptions for teachers and headteachers enable schools to address the performance of these professionals.

In the Czech Republic we heard that there is movement towards evaluation of teachers by a range of means including a survey of students’ opinions.  This happens in other countries too (except France), but not on a systematic or national scale.  In the UK there is an annual performance management review of headteachers, conducted by external assessors appointed by national authorities (e.g. Welsh Assembly; National College for School Leadership).  They look at public data, attendance levels, exclusions, deployment of resources, and they look especially at the annual School Development Plan.  Other countries also embrace elements of this process but it is not always statutory. There is a system in all countries for teachers to appeal against possible injustice committed by the headteacher. 

We note that in some systems the headteachers and deputy headteachers have a teaching commitment and this affects their ability to focus totally on aspects of leadership and management.  In the schools we saw this week the headteachers did teach at least part of the week.  Colleagues from France and Italy reported that they do not teach at all, and it is rare in Wales. Headteachers in Latvia have to decide themselves to teach or not to teach - but not more than 12 lessons per a week.

Support

Teachers’ workload and working conditions can affect recruitment, retention and the ability consistently to give a quality performance. From 2003 to 2006, Wales and England are remodelling their school workforce (with legislation to ensure that changes are made, regardless of union views) to address this, and a huge expansion of support staff (50,000) is under way. This high level of school support staff is not mirrored anywhere else at present. The support staff (administration, technicians, classroom assistants, specialist instructors) have clear job descriptions, and their role is greatly expanded by recent legislation. Whilst the Czech Republic’s new education act (January 2005) defined the role and function of the teaching assistant, perhaps to focus eventually on supporting pupils with special educational needs, in England and Wales the assistants (not qualified teachers, but with advanced or specialist expertise) will actually teach. Although the teaching assistant’s functions are defined in Latvia legislation, insufficient financial resources don’t allow schools the opportunity to introduce such staff.  It is creditable that Roma assistants are being appointed in some Czech Republic schools, but they will not take on such a lead role in the class.

In some countries (Czech Republic and Finland for example), all teachers must have at least a master’s degree, which must contribute to a higher calibre school workforce – although the Czech Republic is currently reviewing this requirement. 

Continuing Professional Development for new and experienced teachers and headteachers

Continuing professional development is becoming a requirement for increased pay and career progression in some countries. This is to ensure that teachers keep updating their skills and knowledge in a fast-changing world, so that they can do a high quality job in the classroom, relevant to the needs of today’s (and tomorrow’s) society. Continuing professional development activities are now the subject of inspection in England and Wales, with the impact of such activities being the main focus. This rarely happens elsewhere, or, if it does, it makes little difference to the quality of the delivery. Often the quality of providers is very low, which makes teachers reluctant to attend, especially when providers are seen as “escapees” from the classroom!

The group noted the disparity that exists, when some countries allow all reasonable continuing professional development activities to take place in school time, free to the teachers; whereas others insist on the activities taking place in holidays and with a financial contribution from the teacher. Often, schools are closed to pupils to allow the staff to plan and prepare their courses for the coming year – though this is not the same as a programme to develop the knowledge and pedagogic skills of the teacher (using ICT, for example). Continuing professional development is either conducted in-house, or with local advisers, or with national or international consultants. A blend of all approaches seems to be most effective.

In some cases, teachers are reluctant to attend development activities. This slows down their progression as effective professionals, but headteachers frequently lack the legislative authority to insist on continuing professional development involvement for all. In the worst cases, teachers simply believe that, having qualified, they have nothing more to learn, and continue in the same way as they were taught themselves – a generation earlier! Low pay and a low incentive to attend continuing professional development activities also affect attendance. An incentive in Finland is that, at upper secondary level, teachers’ jobs are affected by student curricular choices, so this encourages them to want to be very effective teachers.

The group agreed that we should not neglect the rich resource we have in the staff of our schools. These people can be an excellent source of innovation and good practice, but we need mechanisms (such as video-recording an effective classroom teacher and sharing it with all staff) to ensure that all our schools become learning organisations, learning first of all from our own staff.

In some countries, such as France and Italy, the headteacher is almost powerless to improve the standard of teaching, because the legislative framework within which he works does not give the authority to conduct classroom observations and insist on improvements, if required. Students are not well served by such a system. With powerful unions fighting for the interests of the teacher, who is there to fight for the interests of the child? 

In other countries, a well-established framework of performance management enables classroom observation to be performed as a normal part of school life, assisting the teacher to identify his development priorities.

Peer mentoring and coaching occurs in some countries, but is not in the culture of others. Where it is well planned, it is a powerful method of raising the standard of teaching and sharing good practice to best effect.

This diversity of practice would not matter so much if there were a minimum quality of teaching which every pupil and student could expect, with some common ideas but still respecting cultural differences. However, there is no such quality standard across the EU at present.

LEADERSHIP

Introduction

For this topic, we considered the development and articulation of a school vision shared by all; the support available to newly appointed headteachers (induction) and experienced headteachers; and the management structure (especially whether the leadership role of middle managers had been developed).

Vision

During our visit, we looked at three reportedly successful schools, each with a clear vision which started with the headteachers and was shared by all the staff, as far as we know.  This may be because there is a new-found freedom to articulate the direction of the school and this freedom is appreciated by these headteachers.  The vision enables all involved in the school to focus on common aims and objectives.  This is not universal practice among the countries represented at this study week.

In the three schools we visited the headteachers claimed to work with their staff in a collaborative mode with the staff working as efficient teams - for example, in subject departments.  In general, colleagues from the countries represented here have positive experiences of team building where it is not restricted to senior management.  Team building requires a commitment of time and teacher availability varies across the countries. To foster team building, we heard an example of one school where members of staff were encouraged to participate in international and national conferences, to represent the ethos of the school, and then to disseminate the outcomes with all staff.  The Dalton School had the clearest educational visions because it was following the principles and educational philosophy of the Dalton Schools worldwide. The fact that this approach had been developed and refined over the past 80 years enabled the school to develop its teaching programmes and pedagogic styles in order to ensure that pupils learned to become independent learners, with some control over their study programme. It was interesting to see how the headteacher succeeded in creating an individual school approach, while at the same time following both the Dalton philosophy and Czech national curriculum requirements.

Preparation for leadership and the continuing professional development of new and experienced headteachers

In the Czech Republic there appear to be a non-compulsory development programme in school leadership, depending on the commitment of the local authority.  It also depends on the individual principal or aspiring principal as to whether he or she takes advantage of programmes which exist.  There are moves towards establishing a compulsory programme linked to salary levels.  Practice varies across the countries represented here, from one level (UK) where there is a statutory requirement to complete a qualification based on national standards where candidates must make a financial contribution, to the other situation of free optional programmes determined locally.  Once appointed, headteachers in some cases have access to ongoing support and development programmes, which they can access either voluntarily or they are obligatory.

In Brno the principal of the Dalton School is a member of a pedagogic network of 131 principals which provides a great deal of support, such as six-monthly conferences which provides a form of coaching and mentoring.  In the UK there is a formal system of mentoring underpinned by a training grant of £2500 available to headteachers in their first two years of headship.  Other countries such as Finland and France have such programmes available but not supported financially.  Mentoring benefits both the mentor as well as the headteacher being supported.

In the Czech Republic, the nature of headship has changed since the revolution.  We understand that 80% of headships changed at the time of the revolution.  Education law now provides the authority for the headteacher to lead and manage schools.  This is replicated throughout the countries represented here.

The group noted the clear link between quality leadership and a leadership development programme. These are not universally available to aspiring, new or experienced heads, but the group agreed that they would make a significant positive impact on the quality of the work of school leaders. In fact, the leadership programmes have been suspended in the Czech Republic, and providers have to reapply for accreditation. We also noted that leadership programmes are often concerned with managerial rather than leadership issues – on law and finance, rather than the development and articulation of a vision and the organic issues, focused on human interpersonal relationships. Usually, the one is required by the authorities, whilst the other is often developed from within the organisation. In the Czech Republic, the leadership programme now involves elements of both.

The UK is the only country with a National College of School Leadership, whose role is to develop relevant programmes for leadership at all levels required by schools, including middle management (heads of subject departments and pastoral leaders, for example) and based on national standards. This is led by headteachers rather than by administrators, managers, advisers or university researchers. As such, the delivery of its programmes has more credibility with other headteachers. The leadership programmes of the Czech Republic also include staff from areas such as schools, and not just from universities. A major theme of the leadership programmes is to develop the concept of “the reflective practitioner”, with school leaders reviewing their own work. Thus, schools become learning organisations for all, not just the pupils and students. Such an approach might help headteachers and their staff who may be suffering from “innovation overload”, feeling overwhelmed by all the changes taking place, as they can learn how to control the school agenda. 

France has been developing in recent years an Ecole Supérieure de l’Education Nationale (ESEN) whose role is to set up programmes for inspectors and headteachers.

The middle management role – “Leading from the Middle”

The schools we visited had subject departments but it was not clear whether they were led by middle managers.  The UK and Bremen (Germany) have highly developed middle managers, such as heads of department and pastoral leaders (such as heads of year groups), with line management responsibility for the quality of teaching and pupil standards.  These people are appointed by the headteacher and are awarded extra salary for the extra responsibility.  This is not the case in most other countries represented here.  We noted that all teachers in the UK (kindergarten, primary and secondary) are paid on a common pay scale, as are the headteachers.  We further noted that salary levels differed in some countries dependent on the level of qualifications.

Not only is there no universal culture of middle management in schools, but also the concept of “distributed leadership” (where decision-making can take place at all levels in the organisation) has not been developed widely. In England and Wales it is a government-backed approach to delegation (again, part of the Remodelling agenda). In other countries, it is often the case that headteachers are allowed to allocate additional work to teachers, but not additional responsibility. This sharing of power and leadership enables the headteacher to focus more on teaching and learning, but the headteacher needs to be self-confident, and trusting in the professionalism of his/her staff, to allow this to develop. The concept of “leading from the middle” empowers a wider range of teachers to prepare for senior management roles, and so it builds up the capacity in the system to produce headteachers of the future. Schools tend to become more dynamic places when there is leadership being exercised at all levels, rather than relying on one person, or a small elite group, to take the school forward.

AUTONOMY

The Czech headteachers whom we have met have been entrusted with a great deal of autonomy over the management of the school within a framework of national guidelines.  They have taken advantage of this situation to shape the school according to how they perceive their vision in order to meet the needs of the students.  These are particularly confident individuals with a clear educational agenda for their individual institutions, and have been able to take their staff with them. The only restrictions we could identify in our brief visit were caused by budgetary constraints and national fiscal and educational priorities.  

The third school we visited had taken the Czech national curriculum and shaped it to create a distinctive educational experience for their pupils.  The curriculum demonstrates an active learning style rather than a teacher-directed content knowledge-based and directed curriculum.

We have not heard from headteachers about the specifics of their preparation for headship in terms of autonomy but would expect the programme to include educational development, financial and premises management, curriculum organisation and delivery and personnel issues, such as introducing change, maintaining high standards of work and improving motivation. The Czech Republic is now engaged in solving the dilemma of preparing and supporting headteachers as they use their autonomy, in terms of sharing out the tasks of organisation, administration and pedagogy. It seems often the case that a headteacher is fully committed with the first two, leaving pedagogy delegated to deputies/vice-principles. This is a typically case in Latvia. This position needs to be recovered, putting the Headteacher firmly in charge of teaching and learning.

It was noted that, in all countries, autonomy should be accompanied by careful monitoring to prevent abuses of trust from taking place.

Overall, the group felt that Czech Republic headteachers have used their autonomy effectively, following years of central direction. The country is producing headteachers who are inspiring, creative and innovative. The Republic wants all schools working well, and the pragmatic approach is to focus on what can be done to improve, rather than just to fret about problems. The Czech, Latvian and UK headteachers seemed to have the greatest autonomy or freedom to direct their schools, in terms of approaches to appointing staff, increasing and decreasing teachers’ hours (and pay), delivering the curriculum, to deploying the resources (financial and human) and to ensuring the quality of teaching (and this includes addressing the issue of under-performing teachers). In Austria, Italy and France, because of the lack of support given to headteachers from the legal framework, and the power of teacher unions to block improvement initiatives by the headteacher, headteachers seem to have the most constraints and the least autonomy. Headteachers in these countries are thus in an invidious position: they are accountable for the standards in the school, but yet they are not given the power to make the changes necessary to improve the quality of teaching and learning.

2 The programme and the organization

The draft programme and the background materials were sent to all the group members in good time in order to enable them to reflect upon them and prepare themselves for the visit. There was a reasonable balance in the types of activities proposed, relating to both professional and more broadly cultural interests. There was also variety in the schools and organizations visited (including a “basic school”, two secondary schools and a Higher Vocational Institute, the premises of a comprehensive leisure centre for children and adults and the Department of Educational Science of the Faculty of Arts of Masaryk University), fostering the analysis of the issues from different angles and perspectives. Most sites selected were in the city, allowing for the best use of time.  All schools visited are considered to be successful schools.

From the beginning the organizers were happy to allow the participants to suggest variations to the programme to suit the needs of the group, and also in relation to extra time to meet and work. Participants wished to make presentations to give an idea of their personal perspectives of the issues within their own countries.  In every school or organization visited, preparations had been made and the group was expected and warmly welcomed. The organizing team showed care and interest and was generous in dedicating time to the group during the whole week: in the planned activities, the extra meetings and the evening moments of social exchange.

Our primary school colleague would have preferred to have more time to discuss issues with Czech colleagues responsible for the 5-11 year-old pupils and we would have liked even more time to discuss initiatives taking place in all our various countries, especially those arising from the individual presentations. Relating to this, the symposium on the final day, involving the whole group with some colleague headteachers from Brno, was very much appreciated, as all the main issues that came to the fore during the week could be discussed at some length.
3 The European dimension: European dynamics

In the group there were participants from eleven different countries, including the host country: Czech Republic, Austria, Belgium, England, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, and Wales. Not only was there an interesting mix of countries representing widely varying geographical contexts of the EU (Northern, Western, Eastern and Central Europe), but the group members also came from an array of professional backgrounds: headteachers formed the largest group, supported by three colleagues from Ministries of Education, a local authority adviser/consultant head, and a regional director of a national leadership organization.
The group agreed that meetings like this are essential if we are to get a shared understanding of what we mean by quality, and how we are to improve the standards in our schools. We can demonstrate our solidarity by agreeing on the necessity for new ideas and approaches to leadership and management. We can share good practice, with concrete examples from our schools, so our views are rooted in reality. Opportunities to travel abroad are available through EU and national funding bodies, and this is invaluable in speeding up the pace of the dissemination of new ideas.

The group wanted to emphasis that, when we have been criticising our school systems, it is because we all want to have the best schools in the world. We are all striving for excellence, and we recognise that there are many ways to get good results, but more communication is needed to fully understand how other systems operate successfully – or not. The cultural differences are sometimes clearly expressed, as in France’s need to build the state, based on the motto of the revolution, and this is respected. However, we felt that in any country, selective education does not help equality of provision and equality of opportunity.

Our host summed up the success of this Arion international event by speaking of the kindness, respect and enthusiasm for education which was evident in all members of the group as they pursued their objectives throughout a busy week.

The group wish to record its warm gratitude to the organiser, Dr Milan Pol, his associates and the headteachers, who did so much to make the visit so successful.
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