Priority #3:  Strengthening School Planning and Reporting Essential Practices and Considerations

By Stephen Jaddock

Manitoba Education, Training and Youth (METY) published in August of 2002 its Manitoba K-S4 Education Agenda for Student Success, 2002-2006.  As the report states, it “provides a set of priorities for education in Manitoba.  It is the basis for communicating actions to be taken to improve the province’s education system” (Manitoba Education, Training and Youth, 2002).  The purpose of this paper will be to examine the essential practices and considerations that will be needed to properly implement priority #3 of the agenda, namely, strengthening school planning and reporting.  This priority will also be examined with respect to my current position as principal in a Manitoba elementary school in the public school system.   Integral to understanding what can be involved in school planning and reporting, a conceptual model of school planning and reporting will be provided and explained with reference to the type of leadership style(s) that would be necessary to realize its implementation.

The foundational statement for priority #3, strengthening school planning and reporting, is as follows:  “Schools are most successful when they have meaningful clearly stated goals and a process for monitoring and reporting on the progress being made towards the achievement of these goals.  Teachers, students, families, and communities must participate in this process if it is to be successful” (Manitoba Education, Training and Youth, 2002 bold and underline added).   A conceptual model that can be used to understand what is involved is as follows:
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The diagram will be explained in detail as we work through the various stages of school planning and reporting.  To overview briefly, the inner square starts with the process of school planning with the development of outcomes and the strategies to reach them.   The process then continues in the direction of the arrows to program implementation and data collection.  The cycle then continues to the actual assessment of the collected data and then proceeds to the stage of program/practice intervention and reporting based on the collected data.  Once this has occurred, one finds them self at the beginning again where a new or revised outcome can be developed and the process can continue once again.  It must be noted that the whole process needs to be simultaneously characterized by striving towards short term results, using effective teamwork, viewing the school as a ‘learning community’, and by celebrating, recognizing, reinforcing, and rewarding effort and successes.  

Like it or not, the reality for all schools in Manitoba to be involved in effective and meaningful school planning is with us.  Manitoba Education, Training and Youth has mandated that school plans must be submitted each year and that the outcomes must be related to the six outcomes from the Manitoba K-S4 Agenda for Student Success.  In the past, in many schools, these plans would have been drawn up by the school principal and sent to the division office with little or no input from teachers and certainly no input from students or parents.  These days are hopefully now gone forever with the Department’s mandate that in order to be successful a school must involve teachers, students, families, and communities in school planning.  Also, in the past, once the plans were submitted there was often little or no reference to them throughout the school year.  Essentially they did not exist.  Now, a regular review of how one’s school is progressing towards meeting their goals needs to occur and a public report is required at the end of the school year to let all stakeholders know how the school did in meeting their goals.  This alone is a marked change from what existed earlier, and has, in my view, provided the impetus in pushing schools towards greater accountability and achievement. 

Foundational questions and considerations will now be examined for each of the stages in the inner square portion of the diagram beginning with the school plan in which the outcomes and strategies are developed.  Here, one must consider what makes a good plan.   Prevailing views state that a good plan is one in which not too many goals are undertaken.   Usually schools will not consider any more than three or four major goal areas.  METY provides a template for school plans that includes an area to cross-reference the school goals with the Department’s six priorities.  There is also room for cross-referencing one’s school division’s plans with individual school goals.  This is helpful in that it reminds one that planning is more successful when it is congruent with departmental and divisional priorities rather than all levels being disjointed.  One can readily appreciate that financial and other resources could be accessed more easily when their use is channeled towards a collective outcome.  The outcomes that are developed for the school plan should focus on improved student learning.  Unlike the plans of the past, current plans must consider the ‘clients’ of education, the students themselves.  Outcomes that do not focus on the students will not work at improving student learning and will be detrimental to school effectiveness.  As stated in priority three, success will come when all stakeholders are invited to participate in school planning.  The principal must foster and cultivate an environment in which ideas and suggestions from others are valued and sought.  In my own experience with school planning I have tried a few different things to cultivate parental involvement.  One year, the parent partnership council was asked to develop a non-academic school goal that could be implemented.  More recently, when the school was developing the school plan, representatives from the parent partnership council were invited to attend and provide input.  This was an invitation that they accepted and they were able to feel that they had a part in the development of the outcomes.  Also invited to attend were the president and vice president of the school’s student council.  This was an excellent opportunity for them to understand how schools operate and also to provide a student voice to the outcomes.  The challenge that lies ahead, though, is how to involve the greater school community that lies outside of direct student/parent linkages.  I believe that by continuing to advertise what we are doing in our school in a variety of ways including the use of the school sign, newsletters, and the Internet, this goal will be accomplished and could lead to a community representative being present when school goals are developed.  When developing the school goals, one needs to be cognizant of the fact that they are not independent of previous year’s plans and indeed of the past year’s plan.  These need to be considered and discussed prior to developing any new outcomes.  When the outcomes have been developed, the various strategies that need to be put in place to realize the outcomes must be indicated in the plan.  These can range from introducing a new program, to financial commitments, to professional development considerations, and specific activities to address the outcome.

  It is here that I would like to talk about some of the ‘circle’ simultaneous inputs.  One of these inputs is that a focus should be on short-term results (Schmoker, 1999).  By focusing on short-term results, stakeholders will see that accomplishing the outcomes is doable and they will experience success more quickly.  Because the plans are reviewed on a yearly basis, you want to make sure that the outcomes can be attained within that timeframe.  That is not to say that we shouldn’t prepare or think of what things might look like more than a year down the road, but the focus cannot be too distant as success will not occur quickly and a feeling of disenchantment can quickly set in.  Another simultaneous input is that of effective teamwork (Schmoker, 1999).  Members of the school staff need to be validated as valuable contributors to the planning process.  If this is not cultivated in your leadership style, participation in school planning will be one of coercion rather than genuine interest in student achievement.  Staff must be united around the outcomes and the way in which they are developed is of paramount importance.  In our school, we brainstorm about outcomes after considering past plans and then use consensus to priorize the outcomes.  Those outcomes given the highest priority make it into the school plan.  All those present have an equal opportunity to cast their votes for the student outcomes they see as most important.  Their thoughts are valued, and when all is completed, they can buy into the priorities that all stakeholders have given.  Throughout the year, teamwork and collaboration must continue to be the method that is used to evaluate and make progress on the stated outcomes.  Whenever possible, it should be the method used whereby staff makes decisions regarding their professional work in the school.  

The second step in the four-step school planning process, as presented in my model, is that of plan implementation and data collection.  Here is where words are translated into action.  This is where the actual school plan can begin to take shape and progress can be monitored.  An action plan needs to be developed in which it is explicitly stated who is responsible for an action, where it will take place, how it will take place, and when it will occur.  Additional questions that must be answered in this phase are:  What is the data to be collected?  How is the data going to be used?  Who is going to see the data?  When will the data be collected and who is responsible for collecting the data?  There must be implicit in the formation of the action plan opportunities to come together and regularly monitor the progress on the specific outcomes.  It is fortunate in our division that we have what are termed ‘early closure days’ in which school staffs meet together to discuss their progress on the school plans.  We have four such days spread over the whole year where staff meets from 2:30PM to 4:30PM.  This gives us the luxury of treating school planning as a through the year process rather than a ‘one shot deal’ on a full day which is inadequate for meeting the requirements of school planning.  By its very nature, school planning must be critically reviewed many times during the school year and input given for review and implementation.   This reflection must be ongoing and consideration given to how well each of the four ‘circle’ items are being integrated into the planning process.  During the early closure days these discussions can occur and monitoring of progress can take place.  In reality, however, I have found that the time frame of two hours may just not be sufficient enough to complete a desired task.   On some occasions, we have agreed to meet outside of the early closure days with all of the stakeholders invited in order to make specific progress.  If the principal is willing to bring in some pizza for supper, the meeting is quite well received and well attended.  A leadership style that can allow for this type of collegiality and learning environment needs to be cultivated and used with the staff.  This brings me to another of the circle simultaneous inputs, which is that of the school as a learning community.  Recent literature in educational administration has given rise to the term of ‘learning communities’ in schools.  Its meaning can be taken to be the cultivation of a school environment that allows for collegial sharing of information centered upon student achievement (Fullan, 2001).  Here staff is intent upon gathering the required data, assessing it, and making the required changes in programs and practices.  It is a general shift to a workplace as a ‘center of inquiry’ rather than that of an information dispensary (Sergiovanni, 2000).  In our school we have much to do to allow this to occur.  One of the ways in which it could be furthered is to have prep time allocated to specific teachers at certain times to allow them to meet and discuss student achievement on a regular basis.  It could also be furthered by bringing to the staff’s attention current relevant research in education that has a bearing on the issues and outcomes that our stakeholders desire and inviting discussion and debate on the topics.  This does not happen overnight, however.  This inquiry focus could be encouraged by having the principal and others in the school pass on interesting books, articles, clippings so that all could read and consider in order to debate and discuss.  Changing the prevailing culture of a school to a collaborative and learning community requires a leader to set up the forums for discussion, the nudging of staff members towards inquiry and learning within the prevailing system of busy teachers, little collaborative time, and poor knowledge of teachers about the professional literature regarding their craft.  As a school leader I will commit to continue to expose my staff to relevant literature and lead discussions on educational issues.  An idea would be to introduce a specific issue at the outset of staff meetings.

As we continue to progress along with the planning model, we come to the stage of assessment of data.  If we are collecting data, we need to assess it in order to determine what it is telling us.  Foundational questions here surround the issue of who will meet to interpret, compile, and discuss the data.  It must be noted that the data collected will be used to inform pedagogical practice and will lead to an examination of whether or not the outcomes were met.  In our school, the staff that collects the data meets with those who are directly impacted with the meaning of the data.  A summative report is developed in some instances to make sense of relevant information so that all staff may be informed of the results.  Once this has occurred, we can move to the next stage in the model, which is program/practice intervention and reporting.

As we use data to inform practice we need to answer the questions of what needs to be changed, if anything.  If a practice or program needs changing, one must consider and discuss how it will be changed.  The communication to stakeholders regarding this change needs to occur and then refinement of the program and practice can occur.  Some examples include the desire to start a new school-wide program, having early years math teachers meet to discuss a plan for improving instruction on proven weaknesses, and to continue with a program that has proven effective.  Once these decisions have been made, they can be summarized and published in the school’s report to the public.  A decision must be made as to when and how the public report is made.  In our division, we have developed a template and all schools follow it.  The outcomes are published along with a statement as to what extent they were met.  This was sent out to our school community in June of this year.  Once completed, the process can begin again by involving all stakeholders in developing a new/revised set of outcomes based on the previous plan.  An important simultaneous component throughout is that of celebrating, recognizing, reinforcing, and rewarding a school’s progress towards student outcomes (Schmoker, 1999).  Individual teachers, teams, committees, and students themselves need to receive accolades surrounding their successes.  This goes hand in hand with the goal of having short-term results.  When this occurs, a success can be measured and celebrated early on in the process.  Once this happens, team spirit is bolstered and continued ‘buy in’ is cultivated for the remainder of the process.  As principal, I must work to ensure that this occurs and pay attention to the hard work that staff is doing towards ensuring that students meet the outcomes.  This is an area that I would like to expand during the next school year with a focus on various methods of acknowledging the fine effort by staff.  

The model of school planning that I have developed and presented in my paper is not based on any one particular educational administration model.  It draws on many of the postmodern ideas currently being discussed which focus on the four circle items.  The works of Fullan, Sergiovanni, and Schmoker have loomed large in my considerations about what is relevant and important in the school organization to help with the realization of priority #3.  Integral to this is the formation of a learning community with a collaborative culture.  As well, part of this is the development of teacher leaders and capacity building for all staff.  The view that teachers are actors themselves rather being acted upon would be relevant here.  Their critical consciousness is very important.  The principal as leader has an enormous responsibility in cultivating the atmosphere for such an environment.  Please remember that it does not happen immediately but is forged over time.  As such, I would say that the model reflects a critical postmodern approach, with the criticism aspect being less severe.  With this in mind, I will continue to find my way in the educational world and help others walk along with me.  
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