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From within- to between- and beyond- school improvement: A case
of rethinking roles and relationships?

Christopher Chapman,
University of Glasgow

A note on school improvement

It has become widely accepted that school improvement research, policy and practice is associat-
ed with making schools ‘better places’ for students, teachers and the wider community (Reynolds
et al., 1996). More specifically, Hopkins and colleagues (1994) argued that school improvement is
concerned with enhancing student outcomes by focussing on the teaching and learning process,
and by nurturing the conditions necessary to promote positive school cultures. This involves
building the capacity to manage change effectively by developing a critical perspective rather
than “blindly accepting the edicts of centralized policies” (p. 3). In this sense the school improve-
ment movement has tended to adopt a bottom up perspective to educational change, although
during its evolution this has become less prevalent as it has moved from the margins to the main-
stream, engaged more directly with policy and policy makers and attempted to scale up its ef-
forts. Historically, with some notable exceptions most school improvement research has occurred
in mature systems although the appetite for school improvement in some new and emerging

contexts is high. For a comprehensive review of the field see Hopkins et al. (2014).

School improvement is both technically and socially complex; the literature and experience tells

us that improvement efforts that neglect the social dimensions of the change tend to be limited
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in their lifespan and success. Put simply, effective school improvement is underpinned by a
focus on evidence-based approaches and the generation of positive and sustainable rela-
tionships. Unsurprisingly, as the more recent improvement efforts have focused on moving
to scale, the nature of the local and global relationships required to generate improvement
has become even more demanding. This situation requires ever more sophisticated ap-
proaches to networking and collaboration and it is no coincidence that many of the East
Asian systems placed near the top of international comparisons have a long tradition of
collaborative approaches to teaching and continuing professional development (CPD) or
McKinsey (2007) identified learning networks, collaborative planning and cross-school CPD

as key features of the very best systems.

In this monograph | argue that we need to develop a holistic rather than a linear ‘phased’
perspective on the development of the field, and that this requires deeper understanding
not only about school level improvement processes but also about effective approaches to
school-to-school collaboration. Furthermore, perhaps most importantly, we need to deter-
mine the most effective approaches to link schools into other public services and agencies.
We need to shift the emphasis from within- school, to between- school and beyond- school
improvement if we are to optimize improvement efforts in educational systems. This shift in
emphasis is complicated by the challenge of working across organizational, geographical
and professional boundaries and also by the fact that as we move from within- to between-
and beyond- school improvement the knowledge base associated with effective improve-
ment strategies becomes less secure. Put simply, we can be more confident about what

needs to be done within schools, but become less so as we move to between- school,
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and even less so as we move into the territory of beyond- school improvement. Therefore,

the focus of future research and experimentation should be on the successful structures

and process associated with between- and beyond- school improvement.

In the following sections | offer a summary of within, between and beyond school improve-

ment and argue that a new research agenda is required alongside the rethinking of roles

and responsibilities within education systems if we are optimize educational improvement

efforts.

Within-school improvement

Much has been written about within- school improvement and the messages from
the literature are very consistent. Effective within- school improvement involves:
developing teaching and learning and leadership

development of high expectations and strong cultural norms

application of appropriate accountability and self-review mechanisms

relentless use of data to identify organisational strengths and weaknesses and in-
form decision-making

combining short-term tactical responses to change the ‘here and now' with lon-
ger-term strategic responses that attend to medium and longer-term capacity build-
ing, all matched to context

attention to detail to achieve consistent application of school policies

unrelenting investment in individuals’ personal and professional development
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. protection from inappropriate local and national policy initiatives by filtration and

adaptation or rejection of external interventions.

Our understanding of the relative importance of each of these areas is becoming ever more
fine-grained. As examples, Hattie's (2009) international review of teaching and learning
identified classroom practices that had significant effect sizes on student outcomes; and
Day and colleagues’ (2011) work into successful leadership presents increasingly detailed
insights into the nature of effective leadership as their programme of research progresses.
A key challenge for within school improvement is to develop the systems and processes
that will optimise the quality of learning experiences of students while minimizing within

school variations.

In order to contextualise within- school improvement the model outlined below draws on

the conventional school improvement literature and empirical evidence from research into
schools facing challenging circumstances to highlight the different cultures, leadership and
improvement approaches and importance of matching improvement approaches to within-

school contexts that have been routinely used across different education systems.

The vertical axis indicates a continuum from an individualized teacher culture to a collabo-
rative teacher culture (Hargreaves, 1994). The horizontal axis offers a continuum between
non-autonomous professional relationships and autonomous professional relationships.
These relationships can present as either positive or negative depending on the context.

They may involve professional isolation (Type A school) or high levels of regulation within
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a highly centralized framework involving strong formal levels of individual accountability

(Type B schools).

Figure 1: A model for within school improvement

Professional Relationships

Autonomous/decentralised Non-autonomous/centralised
TYPED TYPEC
Collikicratii High Capacity School Medium Capacity School
TEACHER TEAM
LEADERSHIP LEADERSHIP
Teacher
Culture
TYPE A TYPEB
Stuck School Low Capacity School
Individualised
FAILED HEROIC/ HEROIC
LAISSEZ FAIRE LEADERSHIP
LEADERSHIP
(Chapman, 2004)

TYPE A: The stuck school and associated strategies

These schools tend to exist in a state of educational crisis. Relationships within these
schools are often fractured and teachers survive through individual strength or existence
within small cliques. In general professional relationships can be identified as autonomous
and teacher culture as individualized. The overall knowledge and skills base within these

organizations are insufficient and teachers often have few CPD opportunities. The struc-
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tures in place to support the schools tend to be inefficient and ineffective. Variations in
working practices are usually significant with inconsistent adherence to policies. There

is little or no systematic use of data to inform teaching and learning. Leadership in these
schools usually falls into one of two categories: laissez faire, where there is an absence of
any structured approach; or failed heroic, where the leadership team has attempted to gen-

erate improvement through a top down autocratic approach to change and failed.

Within this type of school external intervention or approaches to improvement are unlikely
to succeed unless the underlying structural and cultural problems are addressed. The main
focus for attention has to be on securing higher degrees of trust and confidence among
staff. The imposition of an externally imposed and tightly prescribed programme of im-
provement is unlikely to succeed unless relationships among staff improve. Without atten-
tion to the emotional climate within the school, research would suggest that the potential
for change and development will be significantly reduced (Harris, 2002). As these schools
are locked in a downward spiral it is likely that they will require intensive re-structuring and

investment to halt the decline.

TYPE B: The low capacity school and associated strategies

These schools tend to operate within a climate of high levels of formal accountability (in-
ternal and external). Professional relationships within these schools are non-autonomous

with most teachers working under a prescriptive remit from the senior team. The teacher
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culture is usually individualised and the knowledge and skill base low. Although the need
for increased levels of CPD has been recognized, this is not achieved due to the external
pressures that the organization faces. Teacher CPD is piecemeal and targeted on particular
individuals in an attempt to ensure a minimum standard of practice. The senior team will
have put new structures in place. High levels of monitoring pervade all areas of school life

in an attempt to minimize variations in practice.

In many cases the Principal will have only recently been appointed to the school; in others
there may be an interim management team in place or a long-serving Principal who has
had to change his or her own leadership style over a short space of time. Schools in this
category are aware of their problems and will show some willingness to escape from them,
but their efforts will often be unfocussed or poorly supported. The key to commencing the
capacity-building process in such schools is to move the focus from maintenance to devel-
opment by identifying a group of staff to lead staff development and change. This remit for
this ‘school improvement group’ will be to ensure that change is manageable and focused
directly on teaching and learning. Schools in this category need to begin to develop their

own confidence and expertise rather than becoming reliant on external interventions.

TYPE C: The medium capacity school and associated strategies

These schools have experienced rising examination results and have engaged in the school

improvement process for some time. Professional relationships in these schools tend to be
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non-autonomous but the senior team will have delegated many leadership responsibilities
to middle managers. Teacher culture is becoming more collaborative, with teachers requ-
larly working together within departments and sometimes across departments and phases.
Professional development needs of individuals are starting to be met and CPD opportunities
are increasing within the school. Data are considered to be important by middle managers

and are used regularly within departments to inform decision-making.

These schools tend to have well-established links with the community and local further
education sector. The senior team in these schools has recognized the transition from one
growth stage to another and is keen to distribute leadership to middle managers, whilst en-
suring that the mechanisms are in place to ensure accountability. These schools are already
building internal capacity and need to be provided with opportunities to extend and expand
their teaching repertoires. Here carefully selected and targeted external programmes of
support and development are helpful. However, it is important that the school selects the
precise mix of programmes and they match the developmental focus that the school is fol-

lowing.

TYPE D: The high capacity school and associated strategies
These schools are leading the way and have built the internal capacity for change. The teach-

er culture in these schools is collaborative, with teachers regularly working with each other

throughout the school, and also with teachers from other schools. Few formal
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monitoring/accountability systems are required as there are high levels in informal account-
ability between teachers who work from a position of trust and mutual respect. As a result
professional relationships within the school tend to be fully autonomous with teachers

being given significant responsibility for day-to-day and strategic decision-making. Pupils,
parents and the wider community are also involved with many aspects of school life. CPD is
viewed as the key to school improvement and individuals are encouraged to explore their
own interests and needs in addition to those specifically outlined in the school development
plan. These schools have developed strong networks with other educational organisations
and the wider community. The senior team distributes leadership and provides opportunities

for all to develop their leadership skills within the school.

High capacity schools have the internal conditions in place to improve and to secure higher
levels of pupil attainment. The main challenge for these schools will be sustaining improve-
ment over time. The evidence suggests that schools frequently fail to sustain improvement
in the long term because of external and internal factors such as staff turnover, pupil mo-
bility, changes in employment patterns, and that the resulting effect on staff morale can be
detrimental. Very few responses to school underperformance have focused on engaging
long term strategies such as distributing leadership and succession planning, retaining and
building high quality teachers, and creating a strong and long lasting partnership with par-
ents. These would seem to be the important strategies for a school that has already built the

internal capacity for change.

The ideal types presented within this model are relatively crude, however, as previously
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mentioned they not only summarise different cultures, leadership and improvement ap-
proaches, they also illustrate one of the most important factors associated with within-
school improvement: the importance of matching improvement strategies to individual
needs of the school. The school improvement literature pays considerable attention to the
concept of context specificity, and its relationship with school improvement. As Hopkins,

(2001, p. 159) notes:

authentic school improvement strategies need to pay attention to context, [the ar-
gument is] that a wider range of improvement options should be made available to

schools and more intelligence used in linking improvement strategy to school need.

However, context specificity remains a major, perhaps the key challenge to developing so-

phisticated within- school improvement approaches.

Between- school Improvement

Let us now turn to the evidence relating to between- school improvement. This includes the

literature associated with school-to-school collaboration.

Possibly the strongest evidential basis that school-to-school collaboration impacts upon
pupil achievement is provided by Bell and colleagues (2005) systematic review of schools

networks from 1995 - 2005. This review reviewed 119 studies, taking a broad definition of
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what constituted a network, then focused in on 19 international studies. These were catego-
rized as having high to low levels of impact. The authors concluded that in terms of measur-
able outcomes on pupil achievement, more effective networks had more specific and nar-
rower aims and targeted their efforts on particular groups of pupils. It was acknowledged,
however, that this finding could have arisen at least partially because it is much easier to
measure the impact on smaller groups of pupils. Despite this reservation, it seems clear that
networks can contribute to successful project outcomes A significant proportion of success-
ful projects were focused on groups of pupils with specific needs or who required a level and
kind of support that it was difficult for certain schools in isolation to offer, such as the most
socially excluded or underachieving students. The review highlights how in some cases it
would have been difficult to see achieve positive outcomes without a network. Part of the
success was due to the ability of networks of schools to mobilize a wider range of resources

and expertise than would be accessible to a single school.

Unsurprisingly then, the most significant benefits were in those areas, and also in dealing
with the issues that, to paraphrase Mandell (1999), ‘individual schools find difficult to do on

their own.’

Probably because of the emphasis on professional learning communities that permeates
much of the North American literature it is within accounts of national initiatives such as the
Annenberg Challenge, (Reyes and Phillips 2002), district-based initiatives such as the British
Columbia Network of Performance Based Schools and professional networks such as the

National Writing Project that we can find some of the richest descriptions of how networks
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impact on teachers knowledge, beliefs and classroom practices. Indeed as far back as 1996
Liebermann and Grolnick (1996) argued in their study of US educational reform that the
school networks were attempting shift professional learning “away from prescription to-

wards challenging involvement and problem solving” (p. 9)

Between- school improvement is fertile ground for developing practitioner innovation and
inquiry into their own practices and, just as importantly, the practice of others in the net-
work. For example, the Bay Area Schools Reform Collaborative in the US has over the last
ten years been supporting ‘cycles of inquiry’ amongst its networks of 87 Leadership Schools

(CRC, 2002).

The evidence that certain forms of school-to-school collaboration can substantially improve
practitioner’'s engagement within their own professional development is spread across

the research on networks, from the evaluation of the Network Learning Programme in the
UK (Sammons et al, 2007) to the National Writing Project in the US (Lieberman and Wood,
2004). Working with others in a network has also been shown to provide greater opportu-
nities for self and collective reflection on practice (Deloitte and Touche, 2000) and tends to
increase engagement with more challenging and interactive forms of professional learning

(Lieberman and Grolnick, 1996).

Our own research has offered some insight into the potential of between- school improve-

ment. Performance federations of schools in England significantly outperform their non-fed-

erated counterparts, although there is a two to four year lag time (Chapman and Muijs, 2013;
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Chapman, 2014). This research suggests that formalised between- school improvement in-

volving combined governance arrangements is worthy of further exploration.

There is also other emerging evidence relating to the potential for coordinated between
school- improvement. The City Challenge initiative in England has also used structured
school-to-school collaboration to enhance student outcomes in the challenging urban set-
tings of London (Brighouse, 2013) and Greater Manchester (Ainscow, 2012). The principles
underpinning many of the above efforts have quided the inception and development of the
School Improvement Partnership Programme (SIPP) in Scotland and other similar attempts

to build capacity within systems.

In the United States there are a growing number of charter schools coordinated by Char-
ter Management Organisations (CMOs) that coordinate school improvement efforts using
strong 'improvement methodology' designed specifically for the group. This phenomenon
has been replicated within England. For example the ARK chain of academies have been
heavily influenced by the approaches of Knowledge is Power (KIP), and others in the US,
designing chain-wide approaches to whole-school improvement such as self-review and
monitoring mechanisms and pedagogical interventions including the ‘Maths Mastery' pro-
gramme. The impact of these approaches remain unclear although early analysis suggests
significant variation between academy chains in the extent to which decision—-making is
centralised and their performance, with more centrailsed decision-making being associated

with higher levels of performance (Muijs and Chapman, 2013).
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Beyond- School Improvement

The third and final element of the argument is the need to develop a secure knowledge base
and range of approaches to secure beyond- school improvement. Critics of the field have
long argued that schools make a difference: Let's be realistic (Thrupp, 1999), and even school
effectiveness researchers have acknowledged the limited contribution that schools make to

educational outcomes:

Even if we found all the factors that make schools more or less effective we would
still not be able to affect more than 30 percent of the variance in pupils’ outcomes. It
has therefore, become increasingly clear that a narrow focus on the school as an insti-
tution will not be sufficient to enable work on more equitable educational outcomes
to progress... Interventions will need to impact more directly on pupils’ environment
and life chances.

(Muijs, 2010)

So while schools can and do make a difference to the outcomes and life chances of children
(and it is worthy of mention that they matter most for children from the most disadvantaged
backgrounds), individual schools cannot compensate for factors beyond their control, either
individually or working in partnership with each other. Therefore, a more coordinated ap-
proach is required that involves schools working individually and with each other to promot-
ing equitable and effective learning experiences for children; and working with other ser-

vices, agencies and the community to create a positive environment in which children
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can flourish. This will involve working to promote economic development and opportunities
and to improve housing and transport arrangements for young people. It also means that
schools will need to work with health and social care services and the child and family to
support the conditions that promote positive health and wellbeing within a conducive envi-

ronment for personal and social development.

Such a coordinated holistic approach to educational and social development can be seen

in elements of the Harlem Children’s Zone (see http://www.hcz.org.home) where a pipeline
of support is put in place from early childhood educational programmes to college pro-
grammes, combined with family, social service and health programmes, all underpinned by
community-building programmes. The Zone has two tracks: around 1,200 children attend the
Promise Academy Charter School, and the Zone also supports children who attend public
schools within the Zone, or who live in the Zone but go to school outside the area. There are

5 underpinning principles:

. Doubly holistic: cradle to career support across all contexts in which children learn

and develop

. Area-based design

. Thorough analysis of area characteristics

. Diverse range of partners and resources

. Autonomous localized governance and funding
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The Harlem Children’s Zone reports some impressive results and it would seem there is
potential in developing similar doubly holistic approaches to underpin within- and between-
school improvement efforts and there are some attempts underway to apply the Children's
Zone principles in other systems (Dyson, Kerr and Wellings, 2013) However, in many con-
texts this will require a fundamental rethinking of roles and responsibilities within education
systems. Some will be well versed in this type of working and have the flexibility to become
early adopters, while others will find that deeper structural and cultural challenges will need
to be tackled if within-, between- and beyond school improvement is to become reality
rather than aspiration. It would seem the perennial issue of implementation is likely to be an

important factor associated with the success or failure of developing such approaches.

Commentary

Traditionally, we have focused on within- school improvement. This has delivered some
returns: at worst - tactically ratcheting up test scores at the expense of capacity building,
and at best - increasing schools' capacity to manage change for the longer term. In addition,
improving the learning level is crucial and within- school approaches rightfully have a place
within an improvement agenda. However, it is becoming clearer the pursuit of within- school

approaches alone will generate lower and lower returns for the energy invested.

Richer rewards will be gained from building collective capacity between schools through

school-to-school collaboration. As this paper has demonstrated there is emerging evi-
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dence from a range of school-based networks to suggest that collaborative inquiry-driven
approaches, underpinned by the intelligent use of performance and contextual data, can

improve learning outcomes for students.

However, stretching the focus from within- to between- school improvement will strengthen
the collective capacity for better outcomes, but it is no panacea. We need to develop ap-
proaches to beyond- school improvement. There are a few interesting examples of this type
of working in some systems and it would seem there are lessons to be learned from the
work of the Harlem Children’s Zone in the United States: this project offers some promising

ideas that have translated into positive outcomes on the ground.

The complexity of stretching from within- to between- and beyond- school improvement is
difficult and complex, requiring a fundamental rethinking of roles and relationships within
the system. Continuing as we have done in the past will only lead to a failure of implemen-
tation and continue to replicate educational inequity. In order for all this to become reality, a
significant cultural shift in how we construct our professional identity and perceive our posi-
tion within the education system is needed. We will have to rethink not only with whom we
work, but also how and where we work. This will involve the blurring of institutional bound-
aries. Frankly, it will no longer be acceptable to hide in your classroom, school, town hall or

university office replicating practices of the past.

In my view, the key priorities for supporting the cultural shift required to optimise education-

al improvement can be distilled into three areas:
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A renewed focus on professional development. This is the key to constructing a new
genre of education professional- Linking initial pre- and in-service education in a
way that challenges assumptions about traditional roles and responsibilities to have
a profound effect on how new and established education professionals view them-
selves, understand their work, and perhaps most importantly challenge established

cultural norms within the system.

A commitment to ownership over what ‘works and why". This galvanises and reinforc-
es the appetite for change- Investing in a range of evidence-based localised experi-
ments, monitoring their impact and using findings to inform refinements to promote
models of practice that are locally owned, tailored to specific contexts and more

likely to meet the needs of all students.

A dedication to joined-up public service provision: This is a pre-requisite for optimiz-
ing educational outcomes for all students- Mobilising elements of public services to
provide a coordinated framework for within-, between- and beyond- school improve-
ment to have the effect of challenging inequity that the educational system cannot

deal with in isolation.
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