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FOREWORD

The Successful Secondary Schools Study is designed to identify practices in 12 schools in
three Canadian provinces that contribute to high student achievement outcomes for students
characterized by low socio-economic status.  It has long been believed that the quality of a
school’s outcomes, effectiveness, or success has been largely determined by the overall qual-
ity of its primary input--the students themselves. This study is based on the premise that
schools themselves can and do add significant value to students’ educational experiences.

This monograph is designed to provide a synopsis of the literature and research dealing with
successful and effective schools, school improvement, and the effects of socio-economic sta-
tus on overall student learning. It is hoped that this body of information can inform Canadian
school practice in tackling the challenge of adding value to the learning of all students. While
the particular focus is on practices in high-achieving high schools with low socio-economic
status students, the literature informs improvement efforts in all schools, irrespective of the
nature of their students.

How schools deal with at-risk low socio-economic student populations deserves a height-
ened focus given the most recent statistics released by the Canadian Council on Social
Development showing that from 1991-95, the number of people living in poverty in Canada’s
metropolitan areas grew by 34%, nearly five times the 7% increase in population over the
same period.  Today’s schools need to find new ways of meeting students’ needs to break this
cycle of poverty.

The Society for the Advancement of Excellence in Education (SAEE) and the author of this
literature review ascribe to the views expressed by Edmonds, Stoll and Fink.  The former
states, " I require that an effective school bring the children of the poor to those minimal mas-
teries of basic schools skills that now describe minimally the successful pupil performance for
the children of the middle class."  The latter authors assert, "Essentially, an underlying belief
of the school effectiveness movement is that all children can learn."  

Students will benefit the most as schools grow in their knowledge of what makes the differ-
ence in adding value to students’ educational experiences.  The Manitoba School Improvement
Project evaluation grounds us in this mission: "Although all [schools] were engaged in school
improvement activities, the focus on student learning was marginal for over half of them and
they were not able to show much evidence of increases in learning.  Whatever else, learning
can not be overlooked or taken for granted.  It is the major purpose of schooling." 

This monograph is the first of a series of reports associated with this study that will assist
schools in making this difference.

Terry Wendel Ph.D., 
Principal Investigator
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CHAPTER 1.  ORIENTATION TO THE  
SUCCESSFUL SECONDARY SCHOOLS STUDY

"It is almost never clear whether a school characteristic affects student
achievement or vice versa."  (Jencks, 1972)

Introduction
In the belief that school characteristics and practices affect student achievement, the Society

for Advancement of Excellence in Education (SAEE), with funding from the Max Bell
Foundation, is conducting a study to determine what practices in secondary schools result in
high student achievement for low socio-economic status (SES) students.  Study findings are
expected to provide guidance to Canadian educators and policy makers in developing and
implementing practices that have a positive effect upon students.3 The study also recognizes
that student characteristics have an effect on student outcomes but school practices exist that
ameliorate the former and enhance the latter.

This two-year study of 12 public secondary school sites in low socio-economic urban areas
in British Columbia, Alberta, and Quebec is designed to identify school practices that con-
tribute to unexpectedly high learning outcomes in comparison with other schools.  The result-
ing report will be broadly disseminated to educators and Ministries of Education across
Canada.  

Significance of the Study
Educational theory has traditionally held that the chief factors controlling student attainment

are physiological and social-cultural.  However, a growing body of current international
research on school effectiveness (Kovaks, 1998; Stoll, 1998; Reynolds, 1996; Sammons,
1997), suggests that the school institution itself may account for at least 25% of the variance in
student performance.  A report on school improvement from Australia (1998) holds that school
practice and policy can influence 50% of the differences in student learning outcomes (p. 12).

In Canada, increasing attention is now being paid to school performance indicators both for
the purposes of accountability and using results to make improvements to education.  These
data are being gathered, analyzed, and published in some provinces, but are not usually cor-
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related with demographic data.  The Canadian education community still largely rejects the
preparation and publication of school profiles on standardized indicators.  The prevailing view
is that the performance of schools in low socio-economic areas simply cannot be compared
with schools in upper middle class neighbourhoods because academic performance is inher-
ently related to family income and socio-cultural factors.

Little research in this area has been conducted in Canada.  However, the Fraser Institute, in
its report cards on secondary schools in British Columbia (1998, 1999, 2000) and Alberta
(1999, 2000), noted that a number of schools located in areas with "disadvantaged popula-
tions" outperformed other similar schools and many schools with higher SES pupil intake.
This points to differences in practices at the individual schools that affect student outcomes.  

This study is to identify these practices and, if possible, draw conclusions about their impli-
cations for the system at large.  While this type of study is new in the Canadian context, sim-
ilar analysis is being done in other countries, including the United Kingdom, Australia, New
Zealand, and the United States.

Canadian research studies into secondary school success include the Exemplary Schools
Project (Gaskell et al., 1995), the Manitoba School Improvement Project (Earl & Lee, 1998),
and the Halton, Ontario Effective Schools Project 1989-95 (Stoll and Fink,
1996).  Gaskell’s research, the largest national study of its kind, examined
21 Canadian secondary schools nominated by their communities as having
a "particularly successful learning environment for students."  No criteria
for defining a successful school or external indicators of achievement were
specified in the selection process, and the "research project did not have the
data to link school observations, policies, or programs to academic out-
comes within or across schools" (p. 257).  Indeed, the identification of the
sites was primarily reputational; thus, perceptions of quality rather than
actual indicators of quality heavily influenced site selection.  

The current Manitoba School Improvement Project involving 22 sec-
ondary schools coaches and monitors progress over time on self-directed goals in volunteer
schools.  It draws some tentative conclusions about processes and patterns that account for
these outcomes. 

The well-documented Halton Project (Stoll and Fink, 1996) was a district-wide initiative to
encourage school effectiveness on the use of some indicators and a school-developed gap-analy-
sis and improvement plan.  Its guiding task force "rejected research which defined an effective
school as one which raised student test scores on traditional standardized tests" (p. 16).

None of these large Canadian studies specifically examined practices in low SES schools
selected because they have demonstrated higher than expected student performance on stan-
dardized measures of achievement.  This is an understudied area in Canadian education wor-
thy of careful research.  
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The research underway may also contribute to a national secondary school improvement ini-
tiative now in the formative stages.  Shape the Future, spearheaded by the Canadian Education
Association and the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education of the University of Toronto and
funded by the Gordon Foundation, is "a nationwide effort to encourage and support the creation
of successful secondary schools for the future of young Canadians.  The goal is to work with
partners across the country to find what is successful and share the results--to learn from each
other collaboratively ."4 This study  has strong potential for furthering such collaboration.

Objectives
The study focuses on student achievement and the organizational, social, instructional, cul-

tural, and other factors that are present in the schools that contribute to high student achieve-
ment for students from low socio-economic backgrounds.

There are five study objectives:

1. To determine school practices that contribute to high student achievement.
2. To acquire and describe baseline data and longitudinal data on the value-added or

success factors within the schools.
3. To compare the practices in the high achieving low socio-economic schools to those

in the low achieving low socio-economic schools to determine what key similarities
and differences are present.

4. To determine and provide insights about school practices and processes that can
inform practices in other Canadian high schools having similar student populations.

5. To provide key findings that will inform decisions made by educational leaders about
school improvement.

Methods and Design
Twelve urban schools in British Columbia, Alberta and Quebec are being examined.  Nine

schools (three in each province) are highly successful low SES secondary schools.  Three

additional schools (one in each province) with socio-economic characteristics similar to the

others, but which are not performing at the same levels as the others, are included as well.

This study sample allows researchers to determine if the practices commonly identified in

high-performing low SES schools are indeed unique from those in other schools.5

The study employs a combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches.  Expertise in

research design and statistical analysis has been employed at the "front end" of the study to

identify the schools that are most appropriate for the study.  Rigorous attention has been paid

to this aspect of design to ensure validity of the findings that flow from the examination of
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school practices.  A set of objective criteria that addresses school performance over a number

of years has been used.  These indicators included:

• Achievement on provincial exams  

• Graduation rates  

• Participation rates in writing examinations in various courses  

• Number of courses taken in which provincial examinations are written  

• Comparison of school marks to provincial marks 

These data are readily available in standardized formats that allow for comparison of dis-
trict and provincial averages.  While recognizably narrow and insufficient criteria on which to
evaluate school success, they are the most universally accepted basic indicators of the achieve-
ment and progress of a school’s students.  Provincial achievement data, linked to the postal
codes of the students attending the schools, have been obtained from each of the Ministries
though provisions of Freedom of Information legislation.  

These data sets were correlated to Statistics Canada data by postal code based on the results
of the 1996 census.  These data included:

• Combined family income

• Education of parent one (male)

• Education of parent two (female) or, if a single parent household, the education level  and
gender of the respondent

• Visible minority and aboriginal status

• Percentage of respondents who speak/do not speak either official language

• Percentage of respondents who speak neither official language at home 

Thus, initial school site selection was statistical in nature.  Regression analysis, correlation
calculations (using the Pearson Product Moment Correlation), and factor analysis (using the
R-squared calculation) were the primary analytical techniques in this stage.  Sites identified
by the researchers were verified though consultation with the school jurisdictions and their
respective administrators.  The jurisdictions provided additional data that served to inform the
final selection/identification process.  These additional data included:

• Student transiency and mobility 

• Satisfaction data from parents, students, and teachers

• Student attendance

• Summary reports on student discipline

• Student achievement data from feeder schools

• Student involvement in community activities

• Contextual information that may have a bearing on the viability of involving any site in
the study (i.e., principal change, staff changes, new program implementation)  
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Once the schools were selected, the research became qualitative in nature.  Skilled and expe-
rienced educational practitioners highly familiar with the successful schools literature have
begun to examine the 12 schools to identify significant practices that affect student outcomes.
In-depth case studies, cross-analyzed for comparisons and common elements, will be devel-
oped as part of the research.

Data gathering processes will include:  

•  An extensive literature review to identify characteristics of effective schools, characteris-
tics of and areas common to school improvement efforts, and the linkages between and
among school effectiveness and school improvement; 

• Secondary data gathering (i.e., review of existing records and documents at the schools,
from the provincial departments of education and school jurisdictions, and Statistics
Canada);

• Primary data gathering (i.e., interviews and focus groups with key individuals and stake
holder groups, surveys where there is no existing or current satisfaction data available
over an entire school-year cycle, and classroom observations).  

Data analysis processes include establishing performance indicators or measures, examin-
ing student achievement records, using thematic analytical techniques for qualitative data
obtained through interviews and focus groups; and appropriate statistical analysis for quanti-
tative data.  

Consistent with the first phase of the study, this report undertakes a review and synthesis of
the literature and focuses on:

• Socio-economic status as a predictor of educational success and attainment;  

• Performance indicators and measures of school success and effectiveness in general and
in secondary schools in particular;

• Practices that facilitate student success in schools in general and in secondary schools in
particular; and  

• Recent school improvement initiatives in Canada and elsewhere that build on the school
effectiveness literature and that lead to enhanced student achievement.

Key Questions to Guide the Research
A number of key questions were used to guide the inquiry process.  These included:

1. How much does socio-economic status affect student achievement in schools?

2. What is a comprehensive set of success indicators for secondary schools, encom-
passing outcomes, processes and practices, and inputs?

3. Which of these indicators are practicable in terms of data gathering and relevant to
the outcomes of the study?  Do benchmarks exist for those indicators?
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4. Using the indicators selected for this study, what benchmarks emerge from the
research?  How do the success indicators in the school effectiveness literature
relate to school improvement efforts?

5. What key practices emerge in successful secondary schools that serve students from
low socio-economic backgrounds?  How do these practices relate to those that
emerge from the school effectiveness and school improvement literature?

6. What findings can be used to inform policy makers?

Key Assumptions Made in the Study
This study is premised on the belief that schools can and do make a difference in student

learning.  Literature and studies on school effects, particularly the material that has examined
directly the process and resources that shape students’ experiences in schools, show that
school effects are very evident.6 Accordingly, the following assumptions guide the research:

1. Studies on the effects of socio-economic status on student achievement indicate that near-
ly half the differences in achievement can be attributed to socio-economic status.  The
remaining differences can be attributed to a variety of school and classroom effects.  In
general, low socio-economic status is associated with students being at-risk.  Schools need
to develop effective strategies to address achievement with at-risk students.

2. Schools can and do make a difference in the achievement of their students.

3. Student achievement includes standardized achievement results and a range of other indi-
cators.  While schools add value in other areas such as social and emotional growth, citi-
zenship, motivation, self-esteem, these are more difficult to measure.  Thus, while test
results may be limiting, they do provide one of the best quantitative measures of student
success.

4. School effects vary from school to school.  

5. Schools have an ethical, moral, and legal obligation to ensure student success for all stu-
dents irrespective of their socio-economic backgrounds.  

6. Teachers are a key factor in determining overall school and student success.  School
improvement entails building staff capacity to improve student learning and success.

7. Efforts at school improvement cannot ignore the contexts in which schools operate.
However, practices can be developed to assist teachers in dealing with the circumstances.  

The view that students' academic attainment is determined chiefly by their socio-economic
status has been challenged by numerous studies.  It is now known that some schools produce
stronger gains than others in the overall achievement of disadvantaged students. This study
expands upon the limited knowledge base about the practices in these successful schools.
Accordingly, it has been informed by the following literature
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CHAPTER 2.  SOCIO-ECONOMIC STATUS 
AND STUDENT ACHIEVEMENT

What is it that some schools do that cause students to learn and achieve
better than in other schools?

Socio-economic status has long been viewed as the single largest predictor of educational
success.  In an historical view of school effectiveness, Stoll and Fink7 and Kovacs8 note that
the school effectiveness movement began in response to the traditional and long standing
views that student learning, or more importantly, the lack of student learning, was explained
by circumstances beyond the schools’ control.  These explanations, regarded in a cause-effect
relationship, were psychological and/or socio-cultural in nature.  This theory is tested by the
following question:  Are there schools in which the student population is predominately of a
lower socio-economic status and in which student learning is as good as or better than in
schools with similar or higher socio-economic status students?  

Socio-Economic Status and Its Relationship to Educational Attainment
There is a long tradition of research that questions the effects that schools have on the

achievements of students.  School environments have been described alternatively as struc-
tures of resources, roles, expectations and values.  Yet, links between these structures and stu-
dents’ attainments have eluded many educational researchers.9 Early research, and much of
what continues today, tended to increase skepticism about the degree to which schools can
affect overall student achievement.  Two types of studies contributed significantly to the skep-
ticism about school effects:  1) input-output research; and 2) analyses of institutional systems.
Of these two, the former had the most pronounced effect upon the relationship between what
happens in schools and student achievement.

Perhaps the earliest and best-known input-output study was the Coleman Report, released
in the United States in 1968.  When the report was released, educators and the public at large
were shocked at its primary conclusion.  In short, Coleman said that educational attainment
and achievement were based on socio-cultural, hereditary, and socio-economic factors over
which schools had little or no control.10 While the study was designed to examine the distri-
bution of educational resources and the effects this distribution had on student outcomes, its
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most pronounced effect was to convey the idea to parents, students, educators, and legislators
that schools do not make a difference.  Consequently, as Woodhall notes, "The Coleman
Report . . . attracted fierce controversy, particularly with regard to its negative conclusions
about the effects of school inputs on levels of performance."11

The prevailing view, therefore, as Bossert comments after a close review of the Coleman
Report, was that "school characteristics account for an extremely small proportion in student
achievement once the social composition of students is statistically controlled."12 After a
review of studies focusing on the relationship of school inputs to school outputs, Bossert
makes specific reference to the limited variability in the nature of the inputs in schools across
the United States.  Like the Coleman Report, the subsequent studies report that

. . . the physical facilities, level of expenditure, curriculum, and other quantifiable characteris-
tics did not vary substantially among schools, nor did they affect students’ performance on
standardized achievement tests.  The overall estimate of a "school effect" was small.  Only
about 10% of the variance in children’s standardized test scores was attributed to the "unique"
contribution of schools.  The one factor that seemed to make a difference in children’s aggre-
gate test scores was the social composition of the student body.  In schools where children
from affluent homes were educated, all students benefited academically.13

Bossert notes that the primary criticism of input-output studies is that "they do not consid-
er how students actually use resources that are available in the school."14 To address this defi-
ciency, researchers began to focus in three areas dealing with school resources and structures:
1) time allocations; 2) tracking structures; and 3) classroom effects.

Research in Time Allocations
Students can only benefit from school resources if they are present, either physically or

through some other medium, to access those resources.  As Wiley notes, "If schooling has an
influence on any child, it does so on a day-to-day basis when he [sic] is present and subject to
that influence, and cannot influence him [sic] when he [sic] is not there."15 In an attempt to
disprove some of the major conclusions of the Coleman Report, Wiley re-analyzed data direct-
ly included in the Report.  He found that background characteristics, especially those dealing
with social class, were strongly associated with school attendance.  Most importantly, as
Bossert notes, "[Wiley] questioned whether the amount of variance attributed to family back-
ground in Coleman’s analysis was actually shared variance with attendance."16

Wiley found that there were some significant school effects that were directly related to
attendance.  For example, increasing the school day by 10% from an average of five hours
could "produce a 14% increase in reading and mathematics performance and a 27% increase
in reading comprehension."17 This correlation does not necessarily substantiate the belief that
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more schooling is better; it does however, show that a proximal measure of students’ exposure
to school resources--their attendance--is related to overall school effects.  Another study con-
ducted by Heyns18 sought to examine the importance of school time on student learning.
Bossert comments: 

An analysis of student achievement gains during the school year and during summer sug-
gests that schooling diminishes the effect of family background on learning.  The achieve-
ment gap between black and white children and between low- and high-income children
widens disproportionately during the months when school is not in session.  Children who
attend summer programs or who use the library learn more rapidly than do those who are
not involved in these programs.  The effect was true for all children and all types of mea-
sured cognitive skills but it was especially strong for relatively disadvantaged students.19

Heyns’ work is particularly instructive.  He concludes:  "While schooling does not equalize
the influence of status differences among students, it does have a significant independent
effect on cognitive growth."20 Both Wiley’s and Heyns’ studies point clearly to the belief that
schools can and do make a difference in student learning.  Unfortunately, neither of the stud-
ies identified the nature of the instructional activities and/or the resources that really make a
difference in student learning.  

It must be remembered that these early studies took place well in advance of the research on
school effectiveness and school improvement that began in the 1980s and 1990s respectively.
Their contribution, however, cannot be understated as they represent early attempts to dis-
prove the central thesis in the Coleman Report. 

Tracking Studies
Tracking studies also are directly related to the prevailing views of the effects of socio-eco-

nomic status and family background on course taking patterns and the nature of the courses
themselves.  Studies in the late 1970s (Rosenbaum, 1975, 1976; Metz, 1978, and others) took
the view that within-school structures affected students’ learning opportunities.  In a high
school setting, this was of particular importance given the variety of subjects that can be taken
to lead to high school completion.  However, high school completion does not necessarily
equate to similarities in course difficulty, standing, and credentials.  In this light, as Bossert
points out, "At the high school level, the focus has been on tracking because of perceived cur-
ricular differences among tracks and the relationship between track placement and future edu-
cational attainment." 21

In a review of Rosenbaum’s and Metz’ work, Bossert notes that early tracking studies were
limited in that they ignored the structural aspects of the tracking system and the social com-
position of the student body in tracked high schools.  As Bossert points out, "Because track
placement is highly correlated with students’ social class, the separate effects of class and
track cannot be disentangled."22 In a high school that had a fairly homogeneous student pop-

Creating Equity and Quality  PAGE 9
A Literature Review of School Effectiveness and Improvement

18. See B. Heyns (1978):  Summer Learning and Effects on Schooling.
19. See Steven T. Bossert (1987): School Effects. In N.J. Boyan (Ed.):  The Handbook of Research on Educational Administration, p. 344. 
20. Ibid, p. 344.
21. Ibid, p. 345.
22. Ibid, p. 345.



ulation, Rosenbaum found that the effect of track placement on student learning gains could
account for 5% of the variance in IQ gains of the students and the effect of track on IQ change
was independent of initial IQ.

The key to understanding the relationship of tracking to student achievement rests in the
notion that students in different tracks have widely varying socialization experiences.  As
Bossert notes, "There is evidence that students receive considerably different learning experi-
ences in different tracks.  For example, Metz (1978) found that students in upper, college-
preparatory tracks were given more opportunities for self-directed learning."23

The relationship between socio-economic status and socio-cultural backgrounds can be seen
in the tracking studies.  Years before the work of Rosenbaum and Metz, Jencks conducted a
study to examine school effects and the relationship of socio-cultural and socio-economic fac-
tors on those effects.  In a pessimistic view, Jencks comments:

Our research suggests that the characteristics of a school’s output depend largely on
a single input, namely the characteristics of the entering children.  Everything else--
the school budget, its policies, the characteristics of the teachers--is either secondary
or completely irrelevant.24

Jencks also noted that the differences among schools accounted for a small proportion of the
variance in students’ achievements, especially when family background was controlled.  In his
view, social composition of the schools was the most important school-level factor related to
student achievement on standardized achievement tests.  However, and this is very important,
Jencks found that causal ordering among the various factors was questionable.  In his view, "It
is almost never clear whether a school characteristic affects student achievement or whether
student achievement affects school characteristics."25

In this context, Jencks notes that greater differences in children’s achievement scores
occurred within rather than between schools.  Consequently, Jencks suggests that it was more
important to observe how the same school treats different children.  Bossert, in a review of
Jencks’ work, notes, "The source of the inequality may not lie in the allocation processes that
distribute resources to schools but in the ways schools put those resources to use."26 It is in
this context that the third type of studies, those dealing with classroom effects, needs to be
considered.

Classroom Effects
As Bossert comments, "When input-output designs examine the proximal environments

where pupils actually are taught, where pupils actually are exposed to instruction, resources
that appear to have little effect at the school level actually can be shown to be important deter-
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minants of learning."27 An early study in Philadelphia in 1975 (Summers and Wolfe28 ) point-
ed the direction for studies on school effectiveness that began in the 1980s.

For the first time, research began to focus on those things that happen in a classroom and
the effects of these activities on student learning. The 1975 study pointed out, as Bossert
states, ". . . that differences in class size, school size, teacher experience, and attendance had
significant effects on low-income and racial minority students."29 The researchers found that
class size, overall, did not affect student achievement but for students who were achieving
below grade level, classes larger than 28 students had a negative effect on student perfor-
mance.  In addition, Bossert notes that the research found that

… teacher experience had different effects on high- and low-achieving children.  High-
achieving pupils performed best with more experienced teachers but low achievers did
best with new, relatively inexperienced teachers.  Junior high school math teachers with
three to nine years of experience produced the highest math achievements whereas math
teachers with more than 10 years’ experience had a negative effect on learning math.30

The most significant outcome of the early classroom effects studies was the formation of the
basis for more detailed studies on classroom effects in the 1980s.  In addition, the Coleman
Report findings were being disproved.  Education research now could focus on aspects of in-
school and in-classroom activities that had positive effects on student learning irrespective of
the nature of the students in the schools and classrooms.  The input-output studies that formed
the basis of a counter-revolution to the Coleman Report need to be viewed in both a positive and
a cautious sense, particularly in relation to school effects on students of low socio-economic sta-
tus.  However, there were and still remain limitations on the utility of such a research approach.

Limitations of the Input-Output Studies
The early input-output studies on school effects dealt with the school as the focus of the

research.  Obviously, this focus had significant limitations, particularly because, as Bossert
notes, " . . . a particular set of assumptions underlies most of the studies of school organiza-
tion."31 This set of assumptions, characterized as the "radical individualist"32 model of school-
ing, holds that the "effects that formal education has on students are primarily a function of
students’ individual goals, levels of motivation, and inherent aptitudes."33 As a consequence,
attention was focused on the social and intellectual dimensions and, as Bossert notes,
"Especially on how students who differ along these dimensions varyingly utilize school
resources."34

Creating Equity and Quality  PAGE 11
A Literature Review of School Effectiveness and Improvement

27. See Steven T. Bossert (1987):  School Effects.  In N.J. Boyan (Ed.):  The Handbook of Research on Educational Administration, p. 345
28. See A.A. Summers and B.L. Wolfe (1975):  Equality of Educational Opportunity Quantified:  A Production Function Approach.
29. See Steven T. Bossert (1987): School Effects.  In N.J. Boyan (Ed.):  The Handbook of Research on Educational Administration, p. 345.
30. Ibid, p. 345.
31. Ibid, p. 343.
32. Ibid, p. 343.
33. Ibid, p. 343.
34. Ibid, p. 343.



Spady35 conducted an analysis of input-output studies in 1973.  It was apparent in this analy-
sis that there are limitations to these types of studies:

• The studies rarely controlled for students’ prior achievements.

• At any point in time, a student’s performance is shaped by current resource allocations, by
past allocations, and by past achievements.

• The effect of family background in student performance is likely to be over-inflated due
to the joint variance shared by socio-economic status, student motivation, and instruc-
tional experience.  

• Resources measured in input-output studies may not be the ones that really make a dif-
ference in student achievement or may not be measured at the level of student use.

In summary, both Spady and Bossert argue that studies must be able to document the influ-
ence of school processes on student achievement.  Bossert offers good advice for researchers
in input-output studies:  "The organizational outcomes of schools lie not simply in the way
resources are allocated but in the mechanisms that specify students’ access to and participa-
tion in different types of learning activities."   In this regard, it is important to note that schools
themselves can structure students’ perceptions of, access to, and participation in learning
activities.36

While socio-economic status and family background are key factors in any input-output
analysis of school effects, it is evident from the literature that Coleman’s hypothesis--schools
do not make a difference in student achievement--is not consistent with the reality of the enter-
prise.  Too, it is clear that socio-economic status interacts with other variables--student moti-
vation and instructional practices in particular--in affecting overall student achievement.  The
magnitude of the interaction and what schools can do about student motivation and instruc-
tional processes are two key points that need to be explored.  Also, as Bossert points out, it is
necessary to look at how schools distribute resources rather than the magnitude of resources
in relation to overall student achievement.  

Inequalities, Schooling, and the Alpha Co-Efficient
Reports by Coleman and Jencks on the inequalities of family background and education

conclude that differences in quality or type of schooling make little difference in student
achievement.  In their view, achievement is directly related to the quality of one primary input-
-the student.  In other words, the innate ability of students and their socio-economic status
largely determine educational achievement and consequent educational attainment.  Rutter’s37

work in England in 1979 emerges as a catalyst to further studies on school effectiveness and
to a diminution of this view that schools do not make a difference in student achievement.

Rutter found that there were significant differences at Grade 9 between 10 secondary
schools on a variety of outcomes including written examinations, delinquency rates, and
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behavior at school even when holding constant the ability of the students entering each school.
Most importantly, Rutter identified school characteristics that were viewed as influential in
having a positive or negative effect on student achievement.  These include "size and age of
school, academic emphasis in the instruction, differences between teachers, and especially the
overall climate of the school and student-teacher relationships."38

Pelligrino and Varnhagen view socio-economic status as "a poorly defined variable, some of
its components being more relevant to child IQ than others."39 In particular, the educational
level of parents correlates more highly than does family income.  Cowley and Easton, in their
examination of the relationship between socio-economic status and student achievement in
British Columbia schools confirm this assertion although their findings more clearly relate to
overall student achievement than to student IQ:  

Taking into account all of the socio-economic variables simultaneously [to establish
correlates with student achievement], we identified one characteristic that was signif-
icantly associated with the overall [school rating]:  The average number of years of
education of the most educated parent in a two-parent family (or of the lone parent in
single-parent family).  When a school had more highly educated parents, the overall
rating at the school was likely to be higher.40

The role that genetic and environmental factors play in determining cognitive ability and
intelligence and in subsequent earnings of individuals has been explored beginning as early as
1869.  Fägerlind41 discusses the two points of view and notes that with respect to genetics, abil-
ity and intelligence are almost entirely inherited, constant over time, and are inherently
unequal across individuals.  The second, and opposing view, holds that intelligence and abil-
ity are primarily determined by environment, change over time, and are potentially equal
among individuals.  There is little doubt of the interaction between these two factors in deter-
mining ability, the consequent educational success of the individuals, and the consequent suc-
cess in securing higher future earnings.  In light of the findings that link parents’ education
levels to overall student achievement rather than to income, this concept deserves close atten-
tion if schools are viewed as the agency to enhance opportunity and success in later life.

School effectiveness is viewed as enhancing or adding value to the overall achievement lev-
els of the students.  By enhancing school effectiveness, rates of return (in an economic sense)
are increased for both the individual and society as a whole.  What schools may fail to realize
is the degree to which the achievement levels of students are used as a screening function by
employers, universities, and society as a whole to determine where individuals fit in the queue
for jobs, further training, and socio-economic status.  
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Much research has been conducted to determine the relationship between educational attain-
ment and income, two of the primary measures of socio-economic status.  This relationship,
termed the Alpha Co-efficient42, holds that between 66% and 80% of an individual’s future
earnings can be directly attributed to the education attained by the individual.  In recognition
of this phenomenon, schools have a higher duty to facilitate the educational attainment of their
students.  If schools continue to argue that socio-economic factors impede student achieve-
ment and use this as an excuse for low student achievement, the schools themselves become
agents of continuing inequality in society.  Low achievement translates into "screening out"
students from further education and better jobs.  In effect, and from a purely economic point
of view, the schools themselves perpetuate the low socio-economic status of students and
simultaneously use it to excuse lower degrees of student success.

A more productive course will be to consider actions schools may take to make a difference
to these students.  Schonert-Reichl, in an insightful paper on children and youth at-risk, notes,
"Over the last century, educators have defined the problem of low achievement among at-risk
students in two ways:  Students who perform poorly in school are seen as being responsible
for their own poor achievement; and students who perform poorly in school do so because of
inadequacies in their familial backgrounds."43 Maintaining this point of view narrows the
effectiveness of prevention and intervention efforts."44 Schonert-Reichl argues that schools
must undertake key actions to ensure success of students, particularly those who are at-risk
because of socio-economic, personal, and psychological factors.

At-Risk Students
Schonert-Reichl, in an excellent review of the literature in at-risk children in Canada, notes

some key statistics that have a bearing on educational opportunity and success of students:

In Canada, there are growing numbers of children with risk factors that compromise
both their present and future adjustment.  According to recent statistics reported in
the Report of the Pan-Canadian Education Indicators Program 1999, in 1996,
approximately one child in five 15 years of age and younger was living in a low-
income household and thus considered to face greater educational difficulties than
those children living in high-level income households.  With regard to school com-
pletion, an estimated 30% of the 15 - 20 year olds do not complete secondary
school.  Finally, epidemiological estimations of prevalence of mental health prob-
lems indicate that approximately 20% of children and youth are at risk and require
support and assistance.45

The statistics are shocking and, of more importance, are reflected in the daily life in the
schools across the country.  While the meanings of at-risk children vary from medicine to edu-
cation, in the educational context the term has been used "interchangeably with poverty.
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Moreover, the risk was seen as being primarily located within the individual or family, rather
than the society or culture."46 As evidenced by Schonert-Reichel’s earlier comment, educators
have bought into this view, especially in regard to explaining student achievement among this
population of students.   

While it is extremely difficult for educators to deal with the antecedents of at-risk student
behaviors, it is possible to design interventions that address the "failure of students to learn
effectively in school,"47 a universally accepted outcome for at-risk students.  In her review of
emergent themes in the risk literature, Schonert-Reichl notes a range of risk factors for chil-
dren from the individual level to the socio-cultural level.  These include:

• Individual factors 

• Family factors

• Peer factors

• School factors

• Social/community support

• Social-cultural factors48

A cursory review of these factors would lead one to conclude that the school alone cannot
solve issues associated with them although many fall within the school’s purview.  However,
Schonert-Reichel suggests the adoption of an ecological approach, wherein the student is seen
as part of a broad complex of interconnected systems, can provide direction to the school as
it attempts to address the problems faced by at-risk students.  Schonert-Reichel recommends
an integrated approach. "Because risk factors are multi-level and systemic, interventions that
approach risk from a single-issue perspective, for example, poor reading ability… may be
ineffective."49

To be effective, interventions need to be designed so that they take into account multiple lev-
els of functioning in, for example, the family, the school, and the peer group.  In addition, as
Schonert-Reichl notes, "It is important not only to intervene at multiple levels simultaneous-
ly, but to design interventions that focus on factors that lead to problematic functioning along
strengths within the child and his or her social milieu."50 In this context, Schonert-Reichl pro-
vides some excellent advice for schools in reducing risk for students.

In Schonert-Reichl’s view, the school provides a critical but often overlooked sphere of influ-
ence on risk; however, as she points out, little research attention has been given to identifying
the school factors that may serve to mediate the relation between risk exposure and outcomes:
"Throughout the literature, it is recognized that a child’s and adolescent’s functioning in school
is inextricably linked with his or her sense of belonging and connection to the school environ-
ment and his or her relationships with peers and teachers within it."51 In this regard, she cites
two key studies that provide additional insight into the importance of this phenomenon.
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The first research finding stems from Roser, Midgely, and Urdan.52 In a study examining the
association of early adolescents’ perceptions of the school environment and their psychologi-
cal and behavioral function, the authors conclude that ". . . school environments that are per-
ceived as supportive, caring, and as emphasizing individual effort and improvement are relat-
ed to a more adaptive pattern of cognition, affect, and behavior than are school environments
that are perceived as less supportive and emphasizing relative ability and competition."53

In the second research finding, the degree to which students perceive positive and strong
connections to school has strong implications for how the school operates and to long-term
student plans (e.g., graduation, attending post-secondary institutions, attaching to the work
force).  A study in British Columbia by McCreary54 examined the health status and psycho-
logical well being of more than 25,000 adolescents in Grades 7-12.  The study identifies that
adolescents having a high level of "school connectedness" were more likely to report lower
levels of truancy and plans for post-secondary education than those adolescents identified as
having low levels of "school connectedness."  

McCreary’s work and that of Roser et al clearly identify a strategy to minimize the condi-
tions of at-risk students:  develop a caring, supportive atmosphere that focuses on the students
and they will learn more, better, and develop positive feelings about self and others.  The
importance of this finding, a finding that may seem obvious and trite, cannot be overstated.  It
recurs frequently as a theme within the literature on school effectiveness and is a key area
within the school improvement literature and practice, both of which are explored later in this
review.  While schools cannot deal with the antecedents of at-risk students, they can provide
an environment in which the students feel secure, can build and maintain relationships with
adults and other peers, and achieve to a far greater extent than an environment that does not
demonstrate these characteristics.  Where problems are too large to be solved by the schools
alone, the needs of at-risk students may be addressed through an integrated service delivery
context.

While Schonert-Reichl provides excellent advice in this regard, there remains the need to
establish a link between school interventions, school effectiveness/success, and enhanced stu-
dent achievement.  New research in school effectiveness provides guidance in this dimension.

Stoll and Kovacs55 both note that the school effectiveness movement began in response to
the traditional and long-standing views that student learning, or more importantly, the lack of
student learning, was explained by circumstances beyond the schools’ control.  These expla-
nations, regarded in a cause-effect relationship, were psychological and/or socio-cultural in
nature.  In the former, it is felt that student achievement is determined by genetic and/or psy-
cho-affective variants.  Kovacs notes, "The genetic explanation is the longest standing expla-
nation of failure at school.  This relates school achievement to cognitive factors, which it
claims are inherited but are also affected by the child’s early environment.  The development
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of IQ tests has stimulated renewed debate in recent years, following various attempts to restate
a cause-effect link of inheritance and social behavior."56

Socio-cultural explanations claim that the root of educational failure or lack of student
achievement lies in the cultural disadvantage of specific social groups.  Adherents of this phi-
losophy argue that since schools do not respond to the special needs of these groups, they pro-
duce social inequality; thus, schools themselves help to increase the initial disadvantages of
these particular students.  As Kovacs notes, "These explanations, which developed in opposi-
tion to the psychological theories, correspondingly gave rise to a policy approach for address-
ing the social factors associated with failure and school compensatory programs."57

The view that schools could make a difference in the lives and the achievement levels of
their students was neither widespread nor broadly accepted.  In response, as Stoll and Fink
note, "A wide range of research efforts focused on separating the impact of family background
from that of the school, and ascertaining whether some of the schools were more effective than
others and, if so, what factors contributed to the positive effects."58 By centering on the school,
researchers could look at what happens inside the institution in terms of relationships, teacher
interaction with students, leadership, processes, allocation and use of resources, and organi-
zational arrangements to find out if these affect student learning and, if so, in what ways.
Ultimately, as Stoll and Fink state, "School effectiveness research seeks to describe what an
effective school looks like."59

Edmonds, an early writer in the school effectiveness area, added the concept of equity to
quality outcomes:  "I require that an effective school bring the children of the poor to those
minimal masteries of basic schools skills that now describe minimally successful pupil per-
formance for the children of the middle-class."60 As Stoll and Fink comment, "Essentially, an
underlying belief of the school effectiveness movement is that all children can learn."61

Kovacs, while underscoring the importance of this belief, starkly points out that this goal has
yet to be achieved:

There is a great difference--in all OECD education systems--between the level
attained by the weakest 25% of students and the level attained by the strongest 25%
of students in the same grade.  Generally, the difference is equivalent to more than two
years of schooling irrespective of the subject considered; and in some countries, it
amounts to as much as five years of schooling [italics in the original].62

A series of reports developed by the Fraser Institute provide evidence that secondary schools
can be successful even though low SES characterizes their student populations.  
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Successful Secondary Schools and Socio-Economic Status
The Fraser Institute, an agency for public policy analysis, prepares and releases report cards

on schools in British Columbia and Alberta.  In these reports, secondary schools are ranked
according to a variety of student outcomes.  Among these factors are overall student achieve-
ment as determined by government examinations, course completions, course failures, gradu-
ation rates, and so on.  The initial reports were criticized for the ratings awarded to schools
and for not considering socio-economic status of the students.  As the B.C. Teachers’
Federation noted, "Poverty is among the strongest predictors of student performance yet [the
report by the Fraser Institute]63 ignores the socio-economic status of communities."64

In the newest report65 on the status of secondary schools in British Columbia, the Fraser
Institute went considerable distance in addressing this concern.  As the report states,
"Educators can and should take into account the abilities, interests, and backgrounds of their
students when they design their lesson plans and deliver the curriculum.  By doing so, they
can overcome the disadvantages that their students may have."66

By developing a comprehensive socio-economic status indicator and including it as a vari-
able in the regression analysis, researchers were able to identify a number of critical home
characteristics that were felt to have an effect, either positively or negatively, on overall stu-
dent achievement.  Not all of the findings need to be reported here; however, one key finding
has a direct bearing on the thrust of the study and on interpreting the effects of SES on over-
all student achievement.  As the report notes:

The measure of the effect of the socio-economic background of a school’s student body
is presented with two important notes of caution.  First, only about one-third of the vari-
ation between schools in the overall rating is associated with socio-economic factors.
Second, the statistical measures used describe past relationships between socio-eco-
nomic characteristics and a measure of school effectiveness.  It should not be inferred
that these relationships will or should remain static.  The more effectively the school
enables all of its students to succeed, the weaker will be the relationship between home
characteristics of its students and their academic success.  Thus, this socio-economic
indicator should not be used as an excuse or rationale for poor school performance.
Rather, it should be used simply as an estimate of the extent to which the school has
reduced the influence of family characteristics on student success.  The effective school
will produce good results regardless of the family background of its students.67

By taking into account the socio-economic status of schools’ students, the authors note that
this "enables us to identify schools that are successful in spite of adverse conditions faced by
students at home.  Similarly, it identifies schools where students with a relatively positive
home situation appear not to be reaching their presumed potential."68
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Cowley and Easton substantiate the research of others that schools can and do make a dif-
ference in the success of students by adding value to what students bring to the schools.  In
their discussion of the limitations of socio-economic status on overall student achievement,
these authors comment, "Clearly, many other factors--including good teaching, counseling,
and school administration--contribute to the effectiveness of schools."69 Further exploration
of the literature substantiates this contention and shows how far the educational community
has moved from the belief that schools are only as good as their primary input--the students.

Summary of the Effects of Socio-Economic Status on Student
Achievement

The research shows that socio-economic status can and does have a significant effect upon
overall student achievement. However, the focus on socio-economic status as an excuse for
low student achievement does not stand the test of scrutiny.  If schools can account for up to
50% of the variance, it is critical to undertake practices that address the needs of the at-risk
students most often characterized as from low socio-economic backgrounds.  

Schonert-Reichel’s views should give pause to educators who excuse low achievement of
their students because of the students’ backgrounds or, who on the other hand, take credit for
achievement when achievement levels are high.

The importance of a caring environment to which students from low socio-economic back-
grounds can feel connected and the role of teachers in creating and maintaining this environ-
ment cannot be overstated.  Rutter’s (1979) findings about overall school climate and student-
teacher relationships being important correlates in student achievement (and accounting for
differences in student achievement between schools and within schools) lends strong credence
to this argument.  Processes that work within schools need to be determined to inform prac-
tice in all schools.  

It is difficult for the schools to deal with the antecedents or causes of at-risk students; how-
ever, it is possible to develop interventions through collaborative efforts with other agencies
to ameliorate the effects.  Further, and given the importance of educational achievement and
attainment in determining future socio-economic status, it becomes imperative for schools to
address the needs of at-risk students else the school itself becomes a contributor to lower
socio-economic status of its student population.  The Alpha Co-Efficient should be a sufficient
reminder to schools in this regard.

Sanders’ work explored later in this review provides much "food for thought" in addressing
the learning needs of low socio-economic status students and, for that matter, the learning
needs of all students.  The effects of teaching on student achievement are significant and long
lasting, both in a positive and a negative sense.  

The material on school effectiveness provides additional guidance to schools as they seek to
provide their students with the best education possible.  This research is not meant to be con-
strued as prescriptive.  Rather, in its entirety, the material is designed to inform school
improvement by providing areas upon which the school can focus and strategies that can be
adopted to address deficiencies.  By doing so, schools will go considerable distance in ame-
liorating the effects of socio-economic status on student achievement and success and their
consequent educational attainment.
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CHAPTER 3.  AN HISTORICAL VIEW OF
SCHOOL EFFECTIVENESS

"An effective school is one in which pupils progress further than might be
expected from consideration of its intake."  (Mortimore, 1991)

School effectiveness research tends to fall into four categories:  

1. Research conducted in the 1960s and early 1970s that took the stance that schools made
little difference in the overall achievement of their students.  The quality of the input--the
students themselves--was viewed as determining the quality of the outcomes.  The
Coleman Report (1968) and the work of Jencks (1971) best exemplify this tradition.  This
view was questioned beginning in the mid-1970s and shown up for its limitations starting
with the work of Rutter in 1979.

2. Research conducted in the 1980s and early to mid-1990s that focused on student achieve-
ment defined in a relatively narrow sense as academic outcomes.

3. Research conducted in the early 1990s that stresses broader educational outcomes and the
relationship to those outcomes of less easily measured school/classroom effects. 

4. Recent research on the measurement of value-added student achievement.

The latter have profound significance for school actions to address learning and achievement
for all students.  However, an appreciation for the present status of effectiveness and improve-
ment research can only occur within a broader understanding of the early research.

OECD’s Conceptual Map for Measuring the Quality of Schools 
The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) is involved in the

development of indicators at the national level to compare the different aspects of education
among countries.  The OECD defines education indicators as "statistics that are useful for
planning, management, and policy-making."70 In its view, such indicators must be simple,
global, lean, and defined at a high level of aggregation.  Traditionally, indicators typically
focus on outcomes and often neglect the importance of process indicators.  On the other hand,
educators have typically measured the success of the education system by the magnitude of
the inputs (e.g., spending per student, pupil/teacher ratio).

In the belief that there is room for new education indicators, OECD suggests the adoption
of indicators which consider the functioning of schools on their outputs.  Such process indi-
cators brings the use of the indicators to the level of the school and district office. 
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In its project on International Indicators of Education Systems (INES), the OECD developed
what Scheerens calls "an ideal set of indicators that can be used as a conceptual map rather
than a model in linking context, inputs, processes, and outcomes."71 The indicators identified
in Figure 172 are based on the INES project from 1988-1991 on which consensus was reached
on their applicability.

The conceptual map is unique in that it places emphasis on processes and inputs and the
influence of both on educational outcomes.  While the map provides practitioners with a focus
on measuring results in key areas (e.g., student achievement, graduation rates, participation
rates, course completions, enrolment in post-secondary institutions after graduation, and par-
ent and student satisfaction), it also provides areas in which practitioners can look for the
"why" of the results.  It is the "why"  that is especially germane to the focus of this inquiry.  

As discussed, the literature on socio-economic status and educational achievement indicates
that approximately 50% of the differences in student achievement can be attributed to socio-
economic status.  Other areas, most notably in-school processes and teaching, also contribute
but in smaller degrees.  While it is known that inputs can have a positive effect on student
achievement, the nature of these inputs needs to be determined.  The OECD map assists in
highlighting the key areas in which our research can be directed. 

Creating Equity and Quality  PAGE 21
A Literature Review of School Effectiveness and Improvement

71. See Jaap Scheerens (1995):  Internationally Comparable Indicators of Educational Programmes and Processes:  Identification,
Measurement, and Interpretation. In Measuring the Quality of Schools, p. 20.
72. Ibid, p. 20.



Scheerens’ Models of School Effectiveness
In the OECD’s conceptual map, Scheerens73 links key input and process variables to educa-

tional outcomes.  To complement the map, he suggests process indicators that are useful in
understanding what happens at the system and school levels and over which each can exercise
a degree of control through policy, decision-making, and budget allocations.  These include:

1. Teacher-pupil ratio (system level)

2. Between school variations in teaching staff (system level)

3. Percentage of the labour force in education (system level)

4. Hours of instruction per student (school level)

5. Time on task (school)

6. Topic coverage (school)

7. School leadership (school)

8. Staff cooperation (school)

9. Differential and integrated learning (school)

10. Success oriented ethos among students (school)

11. Locus of decision-making and school autonomy (system)

12. Modes of decision-making (system) 73

Scheerens notes, "Indicator sets are basically meant to serve as calculating models to pre-
pare or justify certain policy changes.  Ideally, sets of indicators must then be built on an exist-
ing knowledge base of causal relationships between the contexts, inputs, processes, and out-
puts of the system under consideration."75 Despite a general view that the causal relationships
among these key areas are empirically based, this is not the case.  In an analysis of the
research, Scheerens examined a series of educational process variables and outcomes at the
school and class levels to determine if there was an empirical, causal relationship.76

Those process variables having an empirical research confirmation include structured teach-
ing77 and effective learning time.78 Process variables having a reasonable empirical basis
include opportunity to learn, pressure to achieve, high expectations, physical/material school
characteristics (viewed as having a marginal difference) and parental involvement. Process
variables having a doubtful empirical confirmation include pedagogical leadership, assess-
ment, school climate, organizational/structural preconditions and descriptive context charac-
teristics.  Process variables having a hypothetical relationship to outcomes include staff
recruitment and external stimuli to make schools effective.
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This may be contrary to what educators believe as important in the educational process.  As
Scheerens notes, "Not only are the relationships among these process variables and output in
terms of student achievement not consistently supported by research, there may also be uncer-
tainty on the direction of causality."79 In addition, the process indicators, in Scheerens’ view,
fit into a view of school effectiveness that he terms the "rational goal model"80 in which effi-
ciency and effectiveness are the primary criteria.  

This model has limitations in that it does not specify which educational objectives are most
relevant, particularly since educational objectives other than skill and knowledge acquisition
are seen to be important.  These would include, for example, "social, emotional, and moral
development . . . [that] may require somewhat different teaching approaches and different
school organizational arrangements than the process variables that have been shown to matter
in the traditional school effectiveness models."81

Other models of school effectiveness include:

• The human relations model that uses staff cohesion and morale to enhance the desired end
of human resource development.

• The internal process model that uses management, information, and communication to
achieve the desired end of stability and control.

• The open systems model that uses flexibility and readiness as the means to achieved the
desired ends of growth and resource acquisition.

In Scheerens’ view, each of the models has a role to play in determining overall school effec-
tiveness.  Together, they provide an enhanced view of the process variables that affect educa-
tional outcomes.  The key differences among the models relate to flexibility and control and
the degree to which they focus on internal and external requirements and circumstances.  All,
however, contribute to outputs, outcomes, and overall educational quality.  

A review of the summary indicators associated with each of the models shows that there are
commonalities that need to be considered regardless of the orientation to school effectiveness.
These include:  leadership, coordination among the staff members, continuity and integration
of curricula and evaluation procedures for staff and students.  The degree of emphasis placed
on each can vary depending upon one’s orientation.  However, in Scheerens’ view, 

the current set of indicators covers these common features of school functioning rea-
sonably well [although] the exception is evaluation.  Analysis of the multiple organi-
zational effectiveness criteria (performance feedback, capacity for self-evaluation and
organizational learning, monitoring of students’ progress, and management informa-
tion systems) shows that there is a compelling argument for the specification of a sum-
mary indicator relating to the evaluative potential of schools.82
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Scheerens did not provide this summary indicator.  Given the emphasis being placed on
accountability and measurement of results in today’s educational environment (see for exam-
ple, the SCANS Report in the U.S.; Employability Skills released by the Conference Board of
Canada; Alberta Education’s Accountability in Education Policy), there will be a strong ten-
dency to focus on the rational-goal model.  However, neglecting aspects from the other mod-
els would be shortsighted and non-representative of what occurs in the daily life in schools.
Other literature supports this contention.

The Exemplary Canadian Secondary Schools Study
A national research study funded by Human Resources Development Canada 83 (HRDC) and

administered by the Canadian Education Association from 1993-95 sought to determine the
key elements of successful secondary schools in Canada.  Schools participating in the study
were nominated, based on reputation, by a variety of individuals and organizations.  Initially,
the study was to focus on strategies that high schools had developed to reduce the drop-out
rate; a number of schools had received special funding to implement programs that addressed
this phenomenon but many implemented programs without the advantage of extra funds.
While every school was exemplary in some practices, the schools were not the best 21 schools
in Canada.84

Key study findings, in summary form, include:

• There is no single model or prototype of a successful secondary school.  Successful
schools run the gamut in terms of size, organizational structure, communities served, pri-
orities, and approaches.

• All schools are experiencing some degree of tension between the social and academic
goals, between meeting the needs of individual students and providing for a sense of com-
munity, and between social accountability and professional autonomy.

• Motivated and competent teachers are the single, most essential element of successful
schools.

• Success is a fragile quality; getting and keeping it are precarious endeavours.  Success
depends on many factors and is acquired only with care and difficulty.  It is sustained with
constant vigilance and can be easily and rapidly compromised by poor decisions or by
changing circumstances that are beyond the control of the school.

• Almost all of the schools studied are conventional in terms of physical facilities, organi-
zation structure, curriculum, student groupings, and the activities of teachers and students.

• The communities that schools serve have little influence in the academic core.  Greater
influence is exerted in peripheral subjects, shared values, and social goals.

• Most schools have little systematic information on the nature and extent of their success
and few indicators of institutional performance.85
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Haughey86 developed a summary report on the Exemplary Secondary Schools study,
expanding upon some of the findings it generated.  These key points are found in Figure 2.  A
cursory review of Figure 2 shows: 

• The preponderance of findings in the teacher category point to the fact that teachers make
the difference in these successful schools.  Their approach to the students, their emphasis
on instruction, their relationships with their students--the list is very substantial--point to
the importance of the human relations model in determining any school’s effectiveness.
The number of success characteristics that apply to the school culture area supports this
view.  

• There are internal consistencies in these schools that address expectations, rules, decision-
making, and a focus on doing what really matters that are directly applicable to the inter-
nal processes model.  

• While results are important and schools celebrate them, the degree to which the schools
analyze results to make improvements does not lend itself well to the rational goal model.  

• There are numerous characteristics that relate directly to the open systems model that
emphasizes parent and community involvement, adapting to external conditions in the
school environment, and collegiality.

In essence, the findings represent all four models that are used to determine overall school
effectiveness.  Selecting those characteristics that matter most is the most difficult task in this
process.

The study also points out that success is situational--different schools find different ways to
react to and address the needs of their students and their communities.  In this context, it is
important to note that principles are tempered by a degree of pragmatism--deciding what is to
be done within the context of the schools’ operations. 
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Sergiovanni’s Views of School Effectiveness and Success
Sergiovanni (1991, 1995)87 conducted an extensive analysis of the literature in school effec-

tiveness and chose to distinguish effectiveness from success.  In his view, "Effectiveness has
both common and technical meanings.  It is commonly understood to mean the ability to pro-
duce a desired effect [although] technically speaking within educational circles, [it] has taken
on specific and special meaning.  An effective school is understood to be a school whose stu-
dents achieve well in basic skills as measured by achievement tests." 88

In this context, management, teaching, and leadership typically found in the effectiveness
literature are linked to this "limited view of effectiveness but not to the higher order and more
qualitative intellectual and academic views of effectiveness." 89 In a more comprehensive
sense, the term "successful school" is used to indicate what society expects of its schools.
Sergiovanni asks, "Should we expect more from our schools than the satisfaction of knowing
that they are performing up ‘to the standard’ and that students are competent performers as
measured by such typical indicators as test scores?" 90 Much like Scheerens who identified
social, emotional, and moral dimensions of schooling, Sergiovanni advocates that "what is
needed is that our young become cultured and educated citizens, able to participate fully in
our economic and social society, not just trained workers with limited potential for such par-
ticipation." 91

The uni-dimensional view of effectiveness based on academic outcomes is limited, and
much of the early literature in this area neglected the relationship of what happens in school
to the achievement of other less tangible but desirable outcomes.  Other dimensions of effec-
tiveness need to be considered to give an overall indication of success.  A comprehensive com-
parison of views of school effectiveness and success follows Sergiovanni’s views.

Again like Scheerens, Sergiovanni suggests that there are three approaches that can be used
to determine success of schools.  These include:  1) the goal attainment approach; 2) the
process approach; and 3) the environmental response approach.

The goal attainment approach is based on the premise that a good school is one that
achieves its purposes and goals.  In this sense, the approach is concerned more with student
outcomes than with means or processes.  In Sergiovanni’s view, 

… despite the logic and importance of this approach in measuring school success, its via-
bility is threatened unless it meets the following conditions:  Schools must indeed
have goals [and they] must be identified and defined with enough precision so that
they are readily understood by teachers and others, these goals must be few enough
to be manageable; a reasonable amount of agreement as to goals must exist; and it
must be possible to measure progress toward these goals.92
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While Sergiovanni advocates that schools must have goals that "legitimize the school’s exis-
tence as a competent organization in the eyes of important groups,"93 there needs to be aware-
ness that goal ownership, decisions about the short or long-term nature of the goals, their rel-
evance, measurability, and the degree to which they complement or conflict with each other
can make the use of this model somewhat difficult. Sergiovanni advocates the goal attainment
model be used in conjunction with the other approaches to acquire a broader view of school
success.  However, and because leadership is tied to the articulation of a vision and specific
goals within that vision, the goal attainment model will continue to be used.  

The process approach is premised on the belief that there is a link between school charac-
teristics and student outcomes.  Student outcomes refers to "cognitive, affective, and psy-
chomotor gains that students make as a result of schooling." 94 School characteristics define
the process and methods that teachers and principals use to enhance student outcomes. They
include such variables as:

• High morale

• Improved school-community relationships

• Efficient teaching

• Improved supervisor and evaluation systems

• Increased loyalty and commitment of teachers to the work of the school

• Improved school discipline

• Better leadership

• Better decision-making95

Citing research (Austin, 1979; Rutter, 1979; Sergiovanni and Starratt, 1983), Sergiovanni
notes that principal leadership processes and an overarching climate of success are the key
aspects of this approach. Aspects in principal leadership that have been identified with
enhanced student achievement include involvement in classroom instructional programs and
teaching, providing a strong emphasis on goals and purposes, and taking an active, indeed con-
trolling role in the functioning of the school especially in areas of curriculum and teaching.96

The "climate of success" is composed of norms and values that define appropriate behav-
iour for teachers and students.  As Sergiovanni notes, "These schools were characterized by a
consistency of belief, commitment, and acceptance of these norms.  Leadership and climate in
these schools became processes and means that enhance student outcomes."97 In Sergiovanni’s
view, "The process approach makes sense only when school characteristics are in turn linked
to school outcomes [italics in the original];"98 in other words, separating ends from means can-
not occur.  Combining process and goal attainment approaches gives a broader picture of
school success and the link between what the principal does and improved student outcomes.
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The environmental response approach is premised on the belief that effective schools
need to communicate in convincing fashion their viability and effectiveness to their school
communities and to others.  Schools that cannot establish their legitimacy, in Sergiovanni’s
view, "are not effective."99 Hence, this approach deals with perceptions about how good a
school is because of what it does and what it achieves.

What attributes contribute to the impression of legitimacy?  At the very least, schools must
have stated purposes, appear thoughtful and rational, give the impression of order and control,
have sensible structures and procedures, provide for accountability and appear certain in their
actions.100

Like the other two approaches, this should not be the sole approach adopted when deter-
mining overall school success.  When integrated with the others, it provides for a more com-
prehensive view of outcomes achieved, how those outcomes have been achieved, and the per-
ceptions others have of the overall success of schools.  

Newer Research Findings on Effective Schools
Research conducted in the late 1980s and early 1990s101 provided a more comprehensive

view of school effectiveness supporting student academic and cognitive outcomes.
Sergiovanni’s synthesis of these expanded characteristics is as follows:

1. Effective schools are student centred.  In this context, they:

• Serve all students.

• Create support networks to support students.

• Involve students in school affairs.

• Respect and celebrate ethnic and cultural diversity.

• Have student welfare as their first priority.

• Use a variety of methods to provide close, personal attention to students.

• Student needs take first priority.

• An atmosphere of cooperation and trust is created through a high level of interaction  
between students and teachers.

2. Effective schools offer academically rich programs.  In this sense:

• Student development and a well-rounded academic program are the primary goals.

• Higher order cognitive objectives are addressed in addition to lower-order objectives.

• Options are used to provide an enriched program.

• There is in-depth coverage of content.

• Co-curricular programs are provided to students.

• Student progress is monitored and students receive feedback on their learning.

3. Effective schools provide instruction that promotes student learning.  In this sense:

• There is a normative structure that supports instruction.
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• Programs are designed to ensure academic success and head off academic problems.

• Teachers and administrators believe that all students can learn and take steps to ensure 
that students do learn.

• Teachers and administrators believe that they can make a difference in students’ learning.

• Teachers communicate expectations to students, provide focussed and organized 

instructional sessions, adapt instruction to student needs, correct student misconceptions,  
and use a variety of teaching strategies to facilitate learning.

• The schools set high standards, closely and regularly monitor performance, and             
recognize effort and reward success.

4. Effective schools have a positive school climate.  In this sense:

• A stated mission, goals, values, and standards of performance create the organizational 
personality.

• There is a sense of order, purpose, and direction that is enhanced by consistency of the 
teachers.

• Students are praised and rewarded for their efforts.

• The environment is work-centred.

• There are high optimism and expectations for student learning.

• Teachers and principals create a learning environment that is open, friendly, and 

culturally inviting.

• Encouragement is provided to students and staff take a positive approach to discipline.

• Administrators model the beliefs and behaviors that they say are important.

5. Effective schools foster collegial interaction.  In this sense: 

• Professional working environments are created for teachers to facilitate how they do 
their work.

• Teachers participate in decisions that affect their work, have reasonable autonomy to 
carry out their work, and share a sense of purpose and community.

• Teachers are recognized for their work and are treated with respect and dignity by 

others in the workplace.

• Teachers work together collaboratively to carry out instruction, plan curriculum, and 
redefine teaching practices.

6. Effective schools have extensive staff development.  In this sense, they:

• Use the teacher evaluation process to improve teachers’ skills.

• Offer practical in-service and on-the-job training tailored to meet the needs of 

individual staff members.

• Place training as part of the collaborative teaching environment.

• Encourage teachers and administrators to reflect on their practices.

7.  Effective schools practice shared leadership.

• Principal leadership features direction-setting, maintaining direction, and facilitating the  
work of teachers and communicating well.
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• Principals know their staff and delegate authority well.

• Principals involve others in decision-making and this involvement begins with members 
of the school community developing the goals, values, and mission of the school.

• Those affected by decisions are involved in making them.

8. Effective schools foster creative problem-solving.  In this context:

• Staff members do not accept defeat or settle for mediocrity.

• Problems are viewed as challenges for which solutions are found and implemented.

• Staff members demonstrate commitment, creativity, persistence, and professionalism.

• Resources such as time, facilities, staff expertise, and volunteers are used to maximum 
advantage to facilitate teaching and learning.

9. Effective schools involve parents and the community.  In this context:

• The school and community have a partnership linkage.

• A variety of methods is found to communicate and work with parents and community.

• Parents and the community are involved in teaching and learning activities at the school, 
are involved in the decision-making process, and serve as advocates of and for the school.

• The schools teach students that they have a responsible part to play in society and that 
their contributions are valued and needed. 102

Lessons Learned
Sergiovanni’s list of effectiveness criteria is "helpful [but] not readily translated into specif-

ic prescriptions for management and leadership practice.  What needs to be done to increase
effectiveness and how one does it are situationally specific."103 Using the list of attributes as a
checklist to determine how effective a school is, or in what areas it is ineffective, would be
inappropriate and a misuse of the findings.  Perhaps the best use to which these can be put is
in the development of a series of indicators that provide assistance in making decisions about
how to improve schools.   

Sergiovanni’s analysis ties directly to the findings of the successful secondary schools
research conducted by HRDC and has a strong similarity to Scheerens’ process indicators.
Their insights point to the need to examine the relationship of processes, inputs, and contex-
tual variables to student outcomes.

This does not mean that Scheerens’ rational goal model and Sergiovanni’s goal-attainment
approach are not important.  Rather, these models need to be regarded as important in defin-
ing outcomes.  However, since the ends cannot be separated from the means by which they
are to be achieved, there is a need to adopt a comprehensive view of indicators from each of
the models when determining and describing school effectiveness.  While it is not possible to
address all indicators for any one school nor is it desirable to do so given the situational imper-
atives faced by individual schools, the literature identifies common indicators that need to be
applied to any school as critical to their on-going organization and operations.  In keeping with
the models suggested by Scheerens and Sergiovanni, the indicators can be grouped for ease of
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presentation.  While there is no claim that these indicators represent the best way to determine
school effectiveness, they do provide sufficient information to get a "big picture" view of a
school according to key indicators.  

Limitations of the Traditional View of School Effectiveness
There are four primary limitations to the early views on school effectiveness:

Focus on cognitive achievement. Stoll and Fink, like Sergiovanni and Scheerens, com-
ment that the traditional views of school effectiveness have "become associated with a narrow,
back to the basics orientation."104 This limited view, despite its ready applicability to data
gathering through standardized test scores and use of achievement trend data has been criti-
cized because it paid attention only to a fraction of children's skills and abilities.  Researchers
such as Cuban (1983), Brophy and Good (1986), and Angus (1993) have made this point.
Consequently, other areas of school effectiveness have been added, such as student atten-
dance, behavior, delinquency, attitudes, self-concept, and attainment.  Stoll and Fink argue
that it is imperative for broader dimensions of effectiveness be considered:  

It is essential that the diversity of children's abilities and talents is recognized not only
in the curriculum on offer, but its associated assessments.  This also must apply to
choices of outcome measures made by school effectiveness researchers.  Furthermore,
the world of work now looks for young people who demonstrate flexibility, creativi-
ty, and problem solving skills, and who are able to cooperate in the workplace--not
only those who can spell and count, important as such skills may be.105

Thus, researchers are encouraged to use a broad range of measures.  The first task in their
development is to identify the range of outcomes pupils are expected to achieve.

School level organizational focus. A second limitation in the research arises from the
emphasis placed on school level organizational variables to the detriment of examining what
happens in classrooms.  As Stoll and Fink point out, "Inclusion of classroom level process data
is particularly important given that analyses demonstrate most of the variation among schools
is due to classroom variation.  [However], the dilemma for researchers is to know on which
elements of classroom practice to focus attention."106 This advice should not be construed to
mean that the school as a whole no longer deserves focus in research or in practice.  Rather,
the focus must be on both variables.

District level effects on schools. Stoll and Fink make a strong case for addressing district
level initiatives or the lack of them in any studies and in practice:  "Rosenholz (1989) argues
the impossibility of fully grasping the nature of schools if the larger environment in which
they are embedded is not analyzed.  She finds a tendency for ‘moving schools’ to be located
in ‘moving districts’ and ‘stuck schools’ to be located in ‘stuck districts.’"107 District practices
affect school practices.  As Stoll and Fink note, these practices include "clear academic focus
and goals, curriculum alignment, analysis of disaggregated test data, staff development that
addresses identified needs, and leadership training for principals."108
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A lack of focus on curriculum.  Stoll and Fink note that criticism can be and has been
levied against effectiveness research findings because of their lack of focus on curriculum.
Notwithstanding this criticism, the authors believe that because "specific classroom practices
and materials may come and go, . . . teacher involvement, high expectations, forms of leader-
ship, monitoring of progress, praise and recognition, are constants . . . [that] provide a frame-
work within which the more changing elements of schooling can operate."109 They view these
elements as the "foundation for school growth and are fundamental to further reform.  They
are the roots that enable the branches to grow or their life support system."110

Characteristics of Effective Schools
Consistent with Stoll and Fink’s earlier advice about broadening the characteristics of effec-

tiveness, a summary is provided of key effectiveness factors (developed by Sammons et al.,
1995) that represent the best thinking that has emerged from research studies in North America
and Britain.  Research has traditionally been based on elementary schools because it was
believed these schools had the greatest long-term effect on student learning.  Thus, there is
some question about the applicability of the factors to secondary schools.  However, the pri-
mary schools research shows that "effective primary schools may help to raise pupils’ achieve-
ment by raising their sense of self-efficacy.  What is clear from this research is that it is too
late to leave it until secondary school to ‘get it right.’" 111 These characteristics include:

1. Professional leadership which is firm and purposeful, with a participatory approach

2. Shared vision and goals, unity of purpose, consistency of practice, collegiality and col-
laboration

3. An orderly learning environment  and an attractive working environment

4. Concentration on teaching and learning, maximizing learning time, academic emphasis
and a focus on achievement

5. High expectations providing intellectual challenge, well communicated

6. Positive reinforcement, fair discipline and feedback

7. Monitoring pupil performance and evaluating school performance

8. Pupil rights and responsibilities, self-esteem building and control of work

9. Purposeful teaching, including efficient organization, clarity of purpose, structured
lessons, and adaptive practice

10. A learning organization, school-based staff development

11. Home-school partnership and parental involvement 112
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Additional Considerations on School Effectiveness
In an extensive review of the literature on effectiveness and school improvement,

Creemers113, provides additional insights for our review.  In particular, Creemers focuses on
the importance of the classroom and teaching variables in school effectiveness.

This "second generation of school effectiveness studies,"114 identifies the characteristics of
effective schools in Britain that stress the importance of classroom and teaching activities on
student learning.115 In addition to the findings of the importance of the role of the principal
and the assistant principal, Creemer’s research highlights:

• The involvement of teachers in curriculum planning and developing their own curriculum
guidelines.  In addition, teacher involvement in making decisions about which classes they
would teach and how money would be spent were important.

• Consistency among teachers.  Continuity of staffing had positive effects but students did
better when the approach to teaching was consistent.

• Structured lessons.  Students did better when their school day was structured.  In effective
schools, teachers organized student work, ensuring there was plenty for them to do but
allowed them freedom within the structure.  Negative effects were noted when students
were given unlimited responsibility for a long list of tasks.

• Intellectually challenging teaching.  Student progress was greatest when teachers were
stimulating and enthusiastic, when teachers used higher order questioning and statements,
and when students were asked to use powers of problem-solving.

• Work-centered environment.  This is characterized by a high level of student time on task,
students enjoying their work, and demonstrating an eagerness to begin new tasks.  Noise-
levels were low, and movement around the classroom was minimal and work related.

• Limited focus in sessions.  Students did better when teachers focussed on one or two sub-
ject areas within the same classroom activity.

• Maximum communication between the teacher and the students.  The more communica-
tion students had with their teacher about the content of their work, the better the students
did.  Most teachers spent time dealing with individual students.  This practice was seen to
be less effective than teachers using opportunities to talk to the whole class.

• Record-keeping.  The value of record keeping was seen to be important not only for the
principal but also for the teacher as it was used in planning and other assessment activities.

• Parental involvement.  Schools that had an informal open-door policy, encouraging par-
ents to get involved in students’ work at home or helping at school, were seen to be more
effective than the alternative.

• Positive climate.  Effective schools had a positive ethos and a more pleasant atmosphere.116
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Effective and ineffective schools. Longitudinal research in the Louisiana School
Effectiveness Project by Teddlie and Stringfield from 1980 to 1992 examined both the school
and the classroom levels to determine characteristics of effectiveness.  Findings in this
research were similar to those emerging in Britain. A summary of these characteristics is pro-
vided in Figure 3. In comparison to ineffective schools, effective schools:

• Had higher time on task

• Presented new material

• Used independent practice for students

• Possessed and communicated high expectations

• Used positive reinforcement

• Had small numbers of interruptions during class periods

• Had firm discipline and a friendly ambience

• Displayed student work

• The physical state and the appearance of the classroom were positive 117
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Characteristics of unusually effective schools. Creemers also highlights the work of
Levine and Lazotte that "confirms the five factor model" of school effectiveness:

• High instructional leadership

• High expectations of student achievement

• An emphasis on basic skills

• A safe and orderly environment

• Frequent evaluation of pupil progress 118

Levine’s and Lazotte’s119 work, a summary of which is provided in Figure 4, highlights the
instructional area, an area that heretofore had not been addressed in the emphasis placed on the
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school as a whole and leadership by the school principal.  Still, however, the work retains a
focus on the school culture as a whole and on what the authors term "outstanding leadership."  

Creemers’ Comprehensive Model of School Effectiveness
Creemers provides a "comprehensive model of educational effectiveness"120 in which he

connects attributes of effectiveness at the student, classroom, school, and context levels.  The
model attempts to make sense of the diverse correlates from a plethora of studies in this area.  

In Creemers’ view, a model that takes into account these different levels "serves to explain
the previous research parsimoniously, . . . maps a series of avenues for future research which
may serve to alert policymakers that investment in the field could be rewarding, [and] pro-
vides a useful road map.  [It also addresses] the need for a model to generate both a more the-
oretical orientation and a secure foundation for research."121 The model would seek to explain
differences in student learning results by "specifying the relationships between the compo-
nents in the model and student outcomes."122

Creemers’ model builds on the research that identifies strong correlates to student learning
and outcomes in each of these levels.  In relation to student learning, Creemers states that "the
learning rate is considered as a function of five elements:  aptitude, ability to understand
instruction, perseverance, opportunity, and quality of instruction."  The research base for this
model rests with the work of Stringfield and Slavin (1992), Scheerens (1992), Creemers
(1991), and Carroll (1963).  

At the classroom level, factors can be determined that are related to student learning.  As
Creemers states, "Stringfield and Slavin (1992) summarize these factors as QAIT:  Quality,
Appropriateness, Incentives, and Time for instruction."123 At the school level, Stringfield and
Slavin have identified five important factors:

1. Meaningful and universally understood goals

2. Attention to daily academic functioning

3. Coordination among programs and between schools and parents over time

4. Removal of unsuccessful teachers from the school and the development of all staff

5. Organization of the school to support universal student learning 124

Unfortunately the factors are very broad and do not lend themselves well to showing spe-
cific relationship activities that can serve to link the different levels.  In this regard, Creemers
has identified the key criteria of consistency, cohesion, constancy, and control to link what
happens in classrooms, classrooms to other classrooms, and classrooms to the school.  Basic
variables at the student level (in addition to the obvious ones of aptitude and motivation) are
time spent on learning, the opportunity students need to meet their goals, and quality of teach-
ing.  The classroom provides both the time and the opportunity for learning to take place.  At
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the school and system levels, variables related to time, opportunity, and the quality of teach-
ing are conditions for instructional effectiveness.  

Creemers applies these to the different levels thusly:

1.  System:  Consistency, constancy, and control.

• Quality:  Policy focusing on effectiveness, indicator systems, policy on evaluation,
national testing, training and support system, funding based on outcomes

• Time:  National guidelines for time schedules, supervision of time schedules

• Opportunity:  National guidelines for curriculum

2.  School:  Consistency, cohesion, constancy, and control

• Quality/educational:  Rules and agreements about classroom instruction, evaluation
policy, and evaluation systems

• Quality/organizational:  Policy on intervision, supervision, professionalization, and
school culture including effectiveness

• Time:  Time schedules, rules and arrangements about time use, and an orderly and
quiet atmosphere

• Opportunity:  School curriculum, consensus about mission, rules, and agreements
about how to implement the school curriculum

3.  Classroom: Consistency

• Quality of instructional curriculum:  Explicitness and ordering of goals and content,
structure and clarity of content, advance organizers, evaluation, feedback, corrective
instruction

• Grouping procedures:  Mastery learning, ability grouping, cooperative learning, highly
dependent on differentiated material, evaluation, feedback, and corrective instruction

• Teacher behavior:  Management/orderly and quiet atmosphere, homework, high
expectations, clear goal setting (restricted set of goals, emphasis on basic skills,
emphasis in cognitive learning and transfer), structuring of the content (ordering of
goals and content, advance organizers, prior knowledge), clarity of presentation,
questioning, immediate exercise, evaluation, feedback, corrective instruction

4.  Student:  

• Time for learning and opportunity to learn

• Time on task and opportunities used

• Motivation

• Aptitudes and social background

• Achievement of basic skills, higher order skills, and meta-cognitive skills 125

These key concepts serve to synchronize the different levels and to clarify the ways in which
each influences the others and affects student learning. 
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School Failure or Ineffectiveness
Both Kovacs and Stoll and Fink explore the concept of school failure or school ineffective-

ness.  Kovacs views the manifestations of school failure in economic and social terms (i.e.,
poor or inappropriate outcomes for students).  In relation to the former, she notes that the two
important manifestations of school failure are "early school leaving and the fact that a signif-
icant proportion of students finish compulsory education without having acquired the neces-
sary skills to enter the labor market."126 Consequently, students are marginalized, unemployed,
or work in low-income jobs.  As Kovacs notes, the school needs to address these issues by
focusing on some key areas, most notably enhancing the motivation of students, and the man-
ner in which institutional requirements are communicated to students:

Amongst those who drop out of school, approximately twice as many cite reasons over
which they had no control (institutional pressures, economic need, and family reasons) as
those who say they left out of personal choice (boredom, lack of interest in education, desire
to take up employment.  Further, a characteristic likely to be common to all early school
leavers is poor motivation to formal education.  Indifference or resistance to education is an
economic liability at a time when the labor market increasingly requires a continual updating
of skills and competencies of the labor force.127

In addition Kovacs notes that schools do not provide students with the literacy and numer-
acy skills they need to be productive, contributing members of the societies in which they live:

Data from the IALS [International Adult Literacy Survey] show that the reading and
numeracy skills young people actually need in order to solve the problems with which
they are confronted in their every day lives or at the work place correspond to the
level expected from people having completed upper secondary education.  Yet, in vir-
tually all countries surveyed, there is a significant proportion of people with upper
secondary qualifications whose reading skills are below this level.  This calls into
question the real value of the qualifications obtained.128

Stoll and Fink adopt a different approach in their analysis of failing or ineffective schools
by focusing on key processes that are deficient.  They caution readers that ineffective schools
cannot be improved simply by taking steps to use the effectiveness attributes.  In their view,
"It is insufficient, therefore, to describe the characteristics of effective schools and assume that
ineffective schools posses the mirror opposite of these factors."129 Schools may be classified
on a continuum from "moving or learning enriched [to] stuck or learning impoverished."130

Characteristics of "stuck" or "learning impoverished" schools, based on research conducted
by Mortimore (1986) focus on both the school and classroom factors negatively related to
overall pupil progress, achievement, and social development.  Class size and split grades were
thought to contribute to these areas: "There was some indication that larger class sizes and
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mixed age classes (split grades) were associated with ineffectiveness.  These factors may not
be solely responsible for a school’s difficulties, but may put extra constraints in the school."131

Two other studies conducted by Teddlie and Springfield (1993) and Reynolds (1995) also
informed Stoll’s and Fink’s choice of characteristics of ineffective schools. In summary form,
these characteristics include:

1. Lack of vision.  Schools were thought to have a maintenance mentality and teachers held
little attachment to anything or anybody.  School staffs were not knowledgeable about the
change process, their context, or their schools’ overall cultures.

2. Unfocused leadership. Stuck schools are characterized as routine, having a numbing
sameness, unaided by principals who "mostly assumed the posture of a burrowing ani-
mal."  Teachers complained about a string of broken promises causing loss of faith and
even despair.  Principals had lower academic expectations than did their teachers, devot-
ed more energy to other aspects of student development than academic skills, and their
actions had little effect.

3. Dysfunctional staff relationships.  Staff relationships were characterized as irrational,
reactive, fractured, listless, self-reliant, and resistant to asking advice.  Staff development
policies were not coherent and choices of in-service were random and indiscriminate.
Staff experienced distress because of:

• excessive control; 

• a striving to be right in all things and a consequent fear of failure; 

• blame; 

• denial of the basic freedoms (feelings, perceptions, wants, thoughts, and imaginings); 

• no-talk rule where issues are never discussed; 

• myth-making by which the real situations are masked; 

• non-completion because problems are never resolved; and 

• unreliability manifested by a lack of trust.

4. Ineffective classroom practices.  These are characterized by:

• inconsistent approaches to the curriculum and teaching with generally lower expec-
tations for students of lower SES; 

• an emphasis on supervising and communicating about routines; 

• low levels of pupil interaction with the teacher engaged in housekeeping activities,
pupils being left alone, and low levels of pupil involvement in the work; 

• pupil perceptions of their teachers as people who did not care, praise, provide help,
or consider learning as important; and

• frequent use of criticism and negative feedback. 132
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Worse still, teachers in low SES schools reported "less satisfaction with teaching, a lack of
teacher ownership for their ability to influence student outcomes, and greater teacher absence
and desire to work in another school."133 In short, the pervasiveness of ineffectiveness has a
profoundly negative effect on those working within the school and more importantly upon
those whom the school is to serve--the students.  Improving these schools and holding them
accountable for their actions are essential.  The degree to which schools do or do not facilitate
student progress, provide value-added interventions to their students, and achieve results has
assumed great attention in the accountability movement.

School Effects on Student Achievement
Three points of view, differing only in degree, point to the importance of centering on the

school rather than on genetic, psychological, or socio-cultural factors of the students to
explain effectiveness.  The first, advanced in the Victorian Accountability Framework for
Education holds that:  

• About 10% of the differences in student learning can be attributed to differences between
schools.

• About 40% of the difference in student learning is due to differences in effectiveness
between programs, classrooms, and year levels within schools.

• About 50% of the differences in student learning is due to factors external to schools such
as social disadvantage, non-English speaking background, and family income. 134

The second view, advanced by Kovacs is essentially the same save for the degree to which
the school can address fundamental differences in the students it receives:  

A review of the literature suggests that school factors account for, at most, some
25% of the variance in student performance.  Although this is still significant in pol-
icy terms, it does put the effort to change schools into perspective.  School-based
explanations have given rise to three types of measures for addressing failure:
Integration of assessment into the teaching process; differentiated learning; and
school improvement. 135

The third view, advanced by Stoll and Fink, holds that:

… most studies have identified that between eight and 14% of the total variance in
pupils’ achievement is attributable to the school.  This does not sound like very much
but it may turn out to be the crucial difference between success and failure.136

Notwithstanding the degree to which schools themselves can account for differences in stu-
dent achievement, the research clearly shows that schools have a moral and professional oblig-
ation to make improvements to the overall quality of education offered to their students.  In
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this way, the focus of school effectiveness shifts from an emphasis on school outcomes to stu-
dent progress.  Stoll and Fink emphasize this point:  "Mortimore (1991) [states]:  'An effec-
tive school is one in which pupils progress further than might be expected from consideration
of its intake.'"137 Most importantly, this advice points to what the authors call the "value-
added" by the school to overall student progress.  

Value-Added Achievement
In Stoll and Fink’s view, value-added "describes the boost given by the school to pupils’

achievement over and above what they bring in terms of prior attainment and background fac-
tors."138 Where pupils achieve more than what has been expected, determined through an
assessment on multiple factors, value-added has been demonstrated.  By using the "value-
added" concept, the differences among students can be accounted for and the equity compo-
nent of effectiveness broadened.

Stoll and Fink believe that a school is effective if it:

• Promotes progress for all [italics in the original] of its pupils beyond what would be
expected given consideration of initial attainment and background factors;

• Ensures that each pupil achieves the highest standards possible;

• Enhances all aspects of pupil achievement and development; and

• Continues to improve from year to year. 139

Sammons et al have140 expanded knowledge of the value-added concept with research in
England in one of the largest studies of school effects since Rutter's Fifteen Thousand Hours.
Sammons and colleagues analyzed national exam results for over 17,000 students and 94 sec-
ondary schools over three years.  The researchers focused on the relative progress of students
with similar characteristics in different schools to make "like with like" comparisons.  Schools
selected for further study were identified with statistical significance as being academically
ineffective (having broadly negative effects on student progress), academically effective (hav-
ing broadly positive effects on student progress) and having mixed effectiveness.  In a further
research phase, detailed case studies of six schools (two in each category) and 30 subject
departments probed the reasons for these variances in school performance.  

In Sammons’ view, value-added needs to focus on student progress over time.  School effec-
tiveness is determined by "separating the school’s contributions from that which relates to
intake by controlling for prior attainment and other background factors."141 Information thus
obtained shows whether students in any particular school made more or less progress than
similar students at other schools.  In Sammons’ view, this information is far more valuable
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than conventional school rankings based on academic scores or on academic scores in combi-
nation with other performance measures data:

We believe strongly that the proper criterion for measuring school effectiveness is
their impact on students' educational outcomes, and that measures of academic
progress are important indicators.  Schools are thus held accountable for what they are
designed to influence--students’ progress--which can be seen as the fundamental pre-
existing inequalities in education.  They should not be held responsible for all the pre-
existing inequalities in society. 142

New research conducted in Tennessee expands upon Sammons’ concept of value-added
measurement of learning for all students, irrespective of their socio-economic status.  In addi-
tion, the research points to the critical importance of teaching in overall student achievement.

Pipho143 reviews the work undertaken in Tennessee that attempts to determine how much
value schools add to the educational achievement of their students.  Known as the Tennessee
Value-Added Assessment System (TVAAS), it is designed to collect a series of data on indi-
vidual student achievement using norm-referenced tests to establish a profile of past and pre-
dicted academic growth.  Pipho draws extensively on the work conducted by William Sanders
at the University of Tennessee in advocating for a new method of measurement that can be
used to facilitate the academic growth of students.

Traditionally, state and provincial governments have administered student achievement
tests.  Most often, as Pipho notes, "The use of these data has been restricted to placing an indi-
vidual student somewhere along the distribution of the general population of students or to
compare simple mean scores between districts and schools."144 This has been criticized for
being "fraught with unfair misinterpretation because of severe socio-economic biases [that]
affect these rather simplistic views of the data."145 In the comprehensive system adopted by the
TVAAS, statistical calculations based on multivariate, longitudinal designs, can be used to
provide "direct measures of the educational influences on student academic progress free of
the undesirable socio-economic confoundings." 146

In examining longitudinal achievement of students, Sanders, as cited by Pipho, outlined
some major findings that account for the difference in the degree to which schools demon-
strated the value-added component in student achievement:

• The single largest factor affecting academic growth of student populations is differences
in effectiveness of individual classroom teachers.

• The effects of class size and the degrees of heterogeneity of prior achievement within a
classroom are but two factors whose impact on student academic gain pales in compari-
son with the differences in teacher effectiveness.
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• Research findings from the TVAAS--recently confirmed by other research efforts--sug-
gest that teacher effects are cumulative and additive, with little evidence of later compen-
satory gain.

• The latent effects of teachers--both positive and negative--can be measured for at least
three years after students have left the classroom, regardless of the effectiveness of the
subsequent teachers.

• Lower-achieving students are the first to benefit as teacher effectiveness improves.  With
many exceptions, higher-achieving students do not have the opportunity to demonstrate
academic growth at the same rate as lower-achieving students.  

• More variability in teacher effectiveness exists in the higher elementary grades than in the
lower elementary grades.  As the grade level increases, teacher variability increases, and
for math, the increase continues into high school.

• In the aggregate, principals have very little impact on the academic growth of their school
population.  Teachers are functioning as independent entities with little evidence of a com-
munity effect.

• When populations of students change buildings, there is a measurable drop in academic
growth for the first year in the new building.  This is true regardless of the grade level.147

Sanders’ analysis of the effects of teaching on student academic growth is instructive.  It
identifies that "individual teachers are the most important factor in student academic
growth."148 Pipho comments further:  "Teachers probably always assumed this when assess-
ment scores went up, but they looked to socio-economic excuses when scores did not go up."149

Sanders found that "variations in teacher effectiveness are often greater within a single build-
ing than across buildings within a school district."150 This is especially important in schools
with a low SES student population where the differences in teacher effectiveness become
more pronounced.  As Stoll and Fink note, "Teachers in low SES schools in Teddlie’s and
Stringfield’s (1993) study, in particular, reported less satisfaction with teaching; a lack of own-
ership for their ability to influence student outcomes; and greater teacher absence and desire
to work in another school."151

A major benefit of the value-added analysis approach would accrue to principals who, with
new data at their disposal, could demonstrate enhanced leadership in dealing with overall
teacher performance and growth.  

One Canadian province has taken steps in this direction.  Recently, Alberta Learning has
provided longitudinal student achievement data to school jurisdictions and schools that show
predicted student achievement over a three-year period on the provincial achievement tests.
Essentially, student achievement data from tests administered at the end of grade three are
used to predict student achievement three years later in grade six.  Similar analyses are pro-
vided for grade six and grade nine performance. Thus, Alberta's reporting system partially
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meets two of Sanders’ major requirements for determining a value-added score for schools:
1) Test scores are available for students each year, although these scores are available only at
grades three, six, and nine; and 2) the test instruments provide a linear scale with appropriate
standard errors of measurement, have appropriate stretch, and are highly correlated with cur-
ricular objectives.   

Comprehensive analysis of these data will enable schools and school districts to examine
present student achievement in light of predicted performance to assess the degree to which
the schools have added value to student learning.  Although not as comprehensive as the
TVVAS, particularly in relation to providing performance information on individual class-
rooms, the material provided to school districts and schools can be used in school improve-
ment initiatives.  

Alberta schools may utilize the new data to enhance their participation in the Alberta
Initiative for School Improvement.  Equipped with information that serves as a reasonable pre-
dictor of student success, schools that are below predicted values can initiate projects to
increase student achievement.  And given Sanders’ conclusions about the overall importance
of teaching in student achievement and the variations in teacher effectiveness in individual
schools, principals have a powerful tool to begin to work with teachers to improve perfor-
mance.

Lessons Learned from the New Research
The new research is informative in that it highlights the notions of value-added and equity

of opportunity for all students within school effectiveness or school success.  It also is useful
in that it notes school failure is not a mirror opposite of school effectiveness.  Specific char-
acteristics of school failure highlight a lack of vision, unfocused leadership, ineffective class-
room practices, and dysfunctional staff relationships.  By working in these areas, it is felt that
schools can make progress in overall student achievement and learning.

The new research material adds key items to that summarized by Sergiovanni.  These
include context, district level support, and inputs to the effectiveness findings.  These are crit-
ically important if schools are to improve.  In addition, school success has been defined broad-
ly to reflect overall student progress--in fact, success is defined by the degree to which the
schools progress in this area.

The literature notes that schools have a moral, professional, and societal obligation to
enhance opportunity for students.  Parents, taxpayers, and society expect that schools will be
accountable for the results they achieve.  Notwithstanding some differences that emerged in
the literature about what parents feel are the most important areas, parents want to know how
the school is doing in overall student achievement, how money is spent, and how qualified the
teachers are to teach in particular areas.  Research also highlights the importance of overall
satisfaction of the client--the parents and the students--with educational services.
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Stoll’s work in identifying the 11 areas of school effectiveness builds directly on those iden-
tified by other authors.  What is needed is for schools to tackle the areas over which they have
the most control--climate, culture, vision, leadership, classroom practices, and so on--to build
on and add to what the students bring to the schools by way of natural ability, talent, and expe-
riences.  

Creemers’ model provides valuable insight into an infrequently studied area of school effec-
tiveness--the classroom and its linkages to the school, to the context in which the school oper-
ates, and to the students themselves.  By stressing the criterion of consistency in quality of
instruction and curriculum, grouping procedures, and teacher behaviors in relation to mission,
climate, culture, policy, philosophy, evaluation, and feedback, student outcomes can be
enhanced.  Creemers’ work recognizes that students bring to schools specific aptitudes and
social background that have an effect upon their achievement.  These are variables that affect
student motivation, time on task, and the degree to which opportunities for learning that are
offered to students are used most effectively by the students themselves.  However, his model
recognizes, in a manner consistent with the literature, that schools can and do make a differ-
ence in student achievement.

Sammons’ work is extremely important in creating awareness of the primary area for which
schools need to be held accountable--student progress.  She and her colleagues point out that
schools are not accountable nor can they compensate for the ills of society, many of which are
made manifest in the students attending the schools.  However, it is reasonable to expect that
the schools will add to the education of all students, irrespective of the students’ varying back-
grounds and socio-economic status.  Judgements about schools’ effectiveness need to take into
account differences of intake so that comparisons are only made between schools receiving
similar kinds of students.  Doing so does not provide an excuse for low expectations held by
staff for student achievement.  Rather, it focuses attention on measuring how much difference
the schools have made to their students.  

Lastly, the work of Sanders highlights the critical importance of teachers in making the dif-
ference in student learning.  The long term effects of poor teaching and, conversely, good
teaching, are marked and significant and are able to be measured for at least three years after
the students leave the classroom.  His primary conclusion, "The single largest factor affecting
academic growth of student populations is the differences in effectiveness of individual class-
room teachers," provides guidance for improvement efforts in the schools.
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CHAPTER 4.  LINKING SCHOOL 
EFFECTIVENESS AND SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT

"[A school is successful] if it promotes progress for all of its pupils beyond
what would be expected given consideration of initial attainment and back-

ground factors."   (Stoll & Fink, 1996)

The school effectiveness literature holds promise for informing school improvement efforts.
Stoll notes that the question, "How do we know that what we are doing makes a difference to
pupils?" is the fundamental issue in school effectiveness.  For school improvement, the fun-
damental question is, "What can we do better to make a bigger difference in the achievement
of our pupils?"  

It is possible and appropriate to apply the lessons learned from school effectiveness to
efforts to improve schools.  A number of key principles to guide improvement efforts and two
projects, one international and one national, provide direction in this regard.

Effectiveness Principles to Guide Improvement Efforts
The literature and practice have gone considerable distance from the mid-1960s when

Coleman (1968) suggested that schools had very limited effects on what students took with
them from school.  Jacka (1999) notes that the legacy of the effective schools research is four
indispensable principles that "may not be ignored without producing disastrous consequences
for tomorrow’s youth."152 These include:

1. All students can learn under appropriate conditions.

2. School effectiveness depends on the equitable distribution of learning outcomes across the
whole student population.

3. Effective schools take responsibility for students’ learning outcomes, rather than blaming
students and their environments.

4. The more consistent teaching and learning processes are within the school, the more effec-
tive it will be.

The first principle, almost a radical departure from the view that educational success is
based on school wealth and the wealth of students and their families, is critical to believing
that schools can and do make a difference to their students.  Earlier in this review, effective-
ness was defined as the degree to which schools add value to the achievement of the students-
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-building on the knowledge, skills, and attitudes the students bring with them to the school.
Gaskell takes this concept one step further by stating that exemplary schools are known by
"the measure of success particular schools have displayed in meeting the overall needs of their
students."153 Closely related to exemplary schools is the concept of goodness wherein the
goodness of a school is determined as a measure of the extent to which schools meet social as
well as academic goals. Stoll and Fink offer an excellent rationale in this regard:  "Not only
are schools in the business of developing good learners, they are in the business of good peo-
ple."154 Consequently, schools need to model the belief that "people, places, politics, practices,
and programs in schools must communicate to pupils that they are able, responsible, and
worthwhile."155

School effectiveness is concerned with the issue of determining if the actions within a
school are making a difference to students.  School improvement, on the other hand, is con-
cerned with deciding which actions need to be taken to address areas in which weaknesses
have been noted and which, consequently, have a negative effect on student achievement.  In
addition, school improvement is concerned with building on strengths to enhance student
achievement. 

The school effectiveness literature is instructive but should not be viewed as prescriptive.
After reviewing Rutter’s work, Stoll and Fink comment, "The combination of all the charac-
teristics of effectiveness in their study into an overall concept of ethos was more powerful than
the impact of any individual characteristic."156 Authors caution against adopting the list of
effectiveness criteria with a view that once implemented, schools will be effective.  A sim-
plistic notion such as this would be detrimental to any improvement efforts, as the focus
becomes too broad. The military axiom of concentration of forces serves better in any
improvement effort; it is far more valuable to focus on a limited number of key goals and
devote efforts to their achievement.157

School improvement needs to address the value-added component that schools bring to the
education of their students.  Simply defined, value-added refers to the extra learning provid-
ed by the schools to the prior learning which their students bring, resulting in positive gains
in achievement.  Only when schools add value can they be considered as contributing direct-
ly to student achievement.  In this regard, Goldstein suggests using a form of statistical analy-
sis that adjusts for the intake characteristics of students and gives the value-added component
of the school’s contribution to student achievement.   

The value-added concept is of critical importance in considering school effectiveness and
school improvement in light of Stoll and Fink’s earlier comments about students learning in
spite of or despite school interventions.  Without the value-added component, schools with
higher achievement are viewed more positively and receive commendation for their effort.
For these schools, an appropriate observation would be, "If we are doing this well, why should
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we try to do better?"  On the other hand, those schools with lower scores are deemed to be less
effective and may receive criticism.  A likely observation in these schools may be, "With what
we have to work with, what do you expect?" The more fundamental question schools need to
ask is:  "Does this school add value to the education of students such that they are advantaged
or does this school detract from student learning such that the students are disadvantaged?"

Heightened Demands for Accountability in School Effects
Notwithstanding the belief that school context needs to be considered actively in any

improvement effort, parents, public, and governments expect that students will achieve at high
levels.  This has been and continues to be addressed through accountability initiatives in
Canada, Australia, Great Britain, and the United States.  However, accountability is more than
answering for the execution of one’s responsibilities--it also requires that schools use all the
information at their disposal to make improvements to the education offered to their students.
It is in this area that the linkage between the effectiveness research and school improvement
can be seen most clearly.

The research on school effectiveness and its corollary, failure or ineffectiveness places
heavy emphasis on outcomes and the processes necessary for those outcomes to be achieved.
A prevailing view in the literature was that if schools knew the key areas of effectiveness,
appropriate diagnostic or measurement activities would provide an indication of strengths and
areas needing improvement.  In this fashion, and much like Barth suggests in his book,
Changing Schools from Within, the staff members would develop plans to begin the process
of school improvement.

However, as Bradley notes, "Terminology and movements such as excellence, reform, or
improvement [italics in the original] have been dependent upon arbitrary measures such as
norm-referenced test scores, attendance percentages, dropout rates, or similar methods that are
controversial."158 Bradley suggests that client judgement needs to be added to the list of indi-
cators in determining effectiveness, success, or overall quality.  In his view, measuring the
views of clients increases the degree of control the schools and school systems have over qual-
ity and quality improvement efforts.  Bradley makes a strong point about the need to deter-
mine and address the perceptions of the clients:  "In enterprises that depend upon public sup-
port for their existence, perception is truth.  In education, it is not just that the public must be
supportive from a programmatic point of view, but it must also be supportive financially."159

In short, Bradley argues that a much stronger system of education accountability is needed
to provide assurance and reassurance to the public that the schools are meeting societal and
economic demands.  As he states, ". . . the new economic world order of increased competi-
tion has naturally increased the accountability demands on the schools.  This accountability is
taking shape in the form of technical improvements, parent choice, and other reforms that
have, as a basic premise, improved quality."160 Quality, as Bradley states," is determined by the
client [and] is accomplished by continually meeting and exceeding client needs and expecta-
tions at a price they are willing to pay."161
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The Victorian Department of Education in Australia made effective use of this principle in
the development and implementation of its accountability framework for education.

The Australian Movement to School Accountability 
The State of Victoria, Australia, began to focus on accountability as a method of improving

overall school performance.  The substance and outcomes of this initiative which began in
1993 are valuable to practitioners.

The Victorian Department of Education implemented an accountability framework with
three basic components:  

1. A "Schools of the Future" direction in which schools have direct control over their bud-
gets and the capacity to select and manage their own staff.

2. A "Curriculum and Standards Framework" wherein the broad curricula and standards of
achievement for students at various year levels have been explicitly identified.

3. A "Quality Assurance" direction in which schools develop a specific charter with the state
government, produce an annual report, and participate in a formal review every three
years.  This aspect of the initiative "enables schools to plan for, monitor, report on, and
systematically review their success in improving performance and, in particular, raising
standards of student learning."162

In this context, schools are expected to manage for results, explicitly identify current levels
of performance, and to develop achievable and manageable improvement plans.  Ultimately,
the accountability framework is designed "to assist schools in having information needed to
link resources to performance targets, manage with a high level of participation, and report on
and be accountable for performance."163

The accountability framework operates on five principles:

1. Client focus wherein schools are encouraged to focus on meeting the needs of their major
clients, the students and the parents.  This is to be accomplished by a strong focus on the
core purposes of schooling that are defined as high and improving standards of achieve-
ment for each student.

2. A performance orientation wherein accountability is seen as a process for strategic and
continuous improvement rather than an exercise in compliance.

3. Ownership and transparency wherein accountability, outcomes, and the targets for
improvement are known and owned by the schools and the Department of Education.

4. Integration of the accountability mechanisms into the regular planning, policy, and oper-
ational activities of the schools and the Department of Education.
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5. Commonality wherein all schools use the same framework and performance indicators to
enable the schools to monitor their operations and to identify procedures and processes
that need improvement.164 However, "performance indicators do not tell the whole story of
a school, its life, and its culture but they do flash warning lights when things are not work-
ing and, as often as not, they indicate where to start looking for what is going wrong,"165

Selection of indicators. In a companion document, the Victorian Department of
Education166 outlined a rationale for the selection of indicators that it uses in the school
accountability initiative.  The report notes, 

...during the past 15-20 years, school effectiveness researchers have identified the
characteristics of effective schools.  While the results of research in different countries
have varied in emphasis, there appears now to be general agreement on about five of
these characteristics:

1. The quality of school leadership, with particular emphasis on leadership in the quali-
ty of instruction and the setting of academic goals;

2. A pervasive and broadly understood instructional focus, often interpreted to mean con-
sistency of teaching approaches across the school;

3. An orderly and safe climate conducive to teaching and learning;

4. High expectations of achievement for all students and a pervasive belief that all stu-
dents can learn; and

5. Consistent and regular use of student achievement measures as measures of effective-
ness of teaching programs.

Levine and Lazotte (1990) first generated the above list in the USA.  The British experience,
particularly in the work of David Reynolds and his colleagues, has added parental involve-
ment in the learning achievements of their children to that list.167

In this sense, effective schools must be effective organizations in which students can suc-
ceed.  Thus, there is an expectation that "effective organizations in any field will lead, have
committed staff displaying high levels of morale and goal congruence, are focused on the
needs of their key clients and stakeholders, and regularly and routinely measure their perfor-
mance for the purpose of improvement."168

Balancing autonomy and responsibility for outcomes. One of the fundamental principles
adopted by the Victorian Department of Education relates to balancing the need for autonomy
in self-managing schools and the need to ensure appropriate learning experiences and well-
designed and well-delivered teaching programs for all students.  The report, Building High
Performance Schools:  An Approach to School Improvement,169 notes that the imposition of
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external priorities on the curriculum causes some schools to feel constrained in their ability to
balance student learning across all eight of the Key Learning Areas (i.e., curricular program-
ming).  This may well lead to forcing students to take content because of requirements and not
because they are able to master that content with previously acquired knowledge, skills, and
attitudes.  As such, schools can be excused from enhancing student learning by following the
requirements.  However, the Victorian Department of Education has recognized and addressed
this possibility.  

The research findings on the relationship of school effects and student achievement, demon-

strate that policy and practice, both within the purview of the schools and the system, can have

a profound effect upon reducing differences in student achievement.  This message has been

given to the Victorian schools as they attempt to make necessary improvements.  In the imple-

mentation of an early literacy initiative, for example, focus was put on a number of research

findings from the school effectiveness indicators:

• Commitment by the whole school to a central set of beliefs and understandings about the

importance of literacy and about the approaches to literacy adopted by the school.

• Effective leadership and coordination of teaching programs so that there is a common

approach to teaching literacy in the schools.

• Effective links between the school, home, and community.

• High expectations and explicit targets for literacy achievement for each student.

• Quality classroom programs conducted by professional teams of teachers, consistent with

the approach to literacy teaching adopted by the school.

• School and class organization specifically designed to support literacy learning, including

grouping children according to their ability from time to time within a mixed ability class-

room.

• Comprehensive monitoring and assessment of progress.

• Intervention and special assistance for those students who are in danger of falling behind.170

However, schools need to focus on those areas that make the biggest differences in student

learning.  Through the use of extensive international research, the Victorian Department of

Education constructed a set of indicators that reflected a balanced scorecard approach.  These

indicators point to specific school effects (e.g., results or outcomes) rather than to an overall

statement of effectiveness.  
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Indicators of school effects used by the Victorian Department of Education.  Indicators
have been developed in five key areas, all of which have an effect upon overall student
achievement (student achievement has been included as a separate indicator but needs to be
considered in light of the others):

1. Curriculum:

• Time allocations to each of eight key learning areas

• Parent satisfaction with the academic rigor in the school’s curriculum

• Course participation

2. Environment:

• Accidents 

• Parent satisfaction with the quality of teaching in the school, the overall manage-
ment of the school

• Student attendance 

• Student opinion on the "Teachers and Teaching Scale" using a random and repre-
sentative sample of students

3. Accountability:

• Exit and destination data for students leaving school; proportion of students begin-
ning at Year 7 who complete Year 12

• Parent satisfaction with the quality of the school’s reporting of student progress,
overall school performance, the school’s responsiveness to parents as its clients

• Enrolment 

4. Management:

• Staff satisfaction with morale, progress towards goals and priorities established in
the school’s charter, quality of work life, leadership support, and professional inter-
action

• Staff participation in professional development

• Staff attendance

• Implementation of statutory, policy, and other requirements

5. Resources: 

• Statement of annual financial results

• Total receipts and expenditure 171

PAGE 54 Creating Equity and Quality
A Literature Review of School Effectiveness and Improvement

171 The Victorian Department of Education (December 1998):  Improving School Efficiency:  Student and School Evaluation, pp. 15-16.
Available at http://www.sofweb.vic.edu.au/ofreview



In the area of student achievement, the Victorian Department of Education has identified the
following key indicators: 

• Teachers’ assessment of progress in English and mathematics using the standards
outlined in the Curriculum and Standards Framework

• Average scores (all studies Victorian Certificate of Education)

• Average scores in English and Mathematics (Victorian Certificate of Education)

• Parent opinion of reasonable [student] progress against the standards set for schools
(i.e., special education)172

Schools are expected to measure and report the results of the measures each year in their
Annual Education Reports.  Results are expected to be used to set priorities and performance
targets.  To the maximum extent possible, performance trends are to be used to provide par-
ents and the public with a sense of overall improvement in the school in relation to targets that
have been identified.

Preliminary effects of the accountability framework. Implementing the accountability
framework has provided the opportunity to determine some initial effects.  A review of the
three reports documenting the accountability framework in the state of Victoria has identified
the following key lessons:

• There has been a shift from provision-oriented goals to goals directed towards
improved outcomes.

• Schools are willing to set higher expectations and specific targets.

• Monitoring and assessment are important in providing a detailed, systematic, and
on-going profile of the progress of all students.  Words such as "evidence-based",
data-driven", and "value-added" now characterize professional conversations on
school effects.

• There has been a shift in emphasis from multiple and broadly defined priorities to
fewer, more clearly defined outcome-based priorities.  Those areas receiving the
most attention are literacy, numeracy, and information technology.

• Improvement requires a whole school approach with attention to classroom teaching
programs, professional development opportunities for teachers, effective school and
class organization, appropriate intervention and special assistance strategies, strong
home/school/community links, and strong leadership and effective management.

• Beliefs and understandings about student learning and a supportive and healthy
school culture and climate are central to any improvement efforts.  

• Schools are beginning to identify their improvement needs and strategies through
analysis of performance in the accountability framework.
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• Standards in education are generally used to refer to the level of difficulty and chal-
lenge for students in the school curriculum and the skills and knowledge gained by
the students as a result of their experience at school.

• High standards are thought to mean that young people are expected to study cours-
es that challenge them and increase and extend their skills and knowledge.

• High standards also mean that young people graduating from schools have high lev-
els of skills and knowledge, are able to function as fully participating members of
society, and are well prepared for further study or work.  

• Evaluation reviews have focussed on organizational competence in the areas of cur-
riculum provision, the school environment, management, and resourcing.  

• Tackling the trailing edge in student achievement through targeted intervention
strategies to improve student learning is essential to achieving higher standards for
all students. 

Overall, two fundamental questions guided the accountability framework:  

1. Has this program made things better? 

2. Does what we do in this school improve learning achievement of our students? 173

Summary of the Victorian Indicators Research
The Victorian Accountability Framework reflects a strong research base in that it draws

heavily on effective schools findings.  Most importantly, the framework focuses on using
results to make improvement to education.  In this regard, schools are expected to report
results annually to parents and, by so doing, develop plans and strategies that focus on those
areas needing improvement.  Unlike US approaches that provide for major sanctions against
schools that do not measure up, the Victorian Accountability Framework places heavy empha-
sis on schools proceeding to make improvements because of a professional, moral, and social
responsibility.  The Victorian model also integrates both evaluation and accountability; the
former undertaken through a review every three years and the latter through measuring and
reporting on an annual basis followed by strategic planning activities.  

Perhaps the best summary of the framework appears in the report in which it is
described: 

The Victorian accountability framework is both integrated and comprehensive [using]
innovative techniques such as staff and parent surveys as well as more common per-
formance indicators such as test results.  [As well], in its focus on the whole school,
it recognizes a key finding of international research into school effectiveness--that
effective schools take comprehensive and integrated approaches to improvements in
performance.174
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The Manitoba School Improvement Program (MSIP)
The ethos of caring and the importance of quality instruction remain the hallmarks of school

effectiveness.  These two characteristics were and remain the focus of a major Canadian
school improvement initiative, the Manitoba School Improvement Program.

Established in 1991, MSIP Inc. is "an independent, non-profit, non-governmental organiza-
tion dedicated to supporting youth through the improvement of public secondary schools in
Manitoba."175 Sponsored by the Walter and Douglas Gordon Foundation, the goal of the pro-
ject is to "improve the learning experiences and outcomes of secondary school students, par-
ticularly those at risk, by building schools’ capacities to engage students actively in their learn-
ing."176 It is the focus on at-risk students that establishes the connection between SES and stu-
dent learning.

Twenty-two schools are participating in the improvement project.  Support from MSIP Inc.
includes financial incentives, the establishment of a network to provide schools with advice and
assistance in their projects, and evaluation to determine the degree of success experienced by
the schools participating in the project.  In the same vein as the literature on the Alpha Co-effi-
cient mentioned earlier in this review, MSIP holds the view that "school performance is one of
the best predictors of adolescent and adult success."177 Hence, there is an obligation for schools
to deliver the best possible services so that students can achieve their maximum potential.

Simultaneously, MSIP holds expectations for the participant schools and prime amongst
these is that schools will "focus on all students and their learning."178 This expectation is inher-
ent in any school improvement process; more importantly, it is this belief that all students can
learn and succeed that is at the heart of teaching and learning and that serves as the philo-
sophical underpinning of the existence of schools.

In the evaluation report on the MSIP, it is noted that secondary schools can change but the
process is not an easy one. "School improvement is a complex human process [and] . . . many
forces for inertia are inherent in secondary school organization and culture.  People in the
school--and in the school’s community--must have a ‘can-do’ attitude.  Then, school improve-
ment requires a new set of skills."179 Does the school improvement process work?  The evalu-
ation report cites the views of Dr. Michael Fullan, Dean of Education at the Ontario Institute
of Studies in Education, on this matter:  "At the secondary school level, I know of no other
strategy which has taken 20 or more schools and shown this level of success--even more
quickly than we thought possible--and in a cost-efficient way."180

Fullan181 comments that there is little known about how schools can begin the school
improvement process.  The literature is replete with material on effective schools; translating
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this material into school improvement efforts, however, remains a difficult and daunting task
at the school level. Fullan notes that schools get better results when they:

• Develop a professional learning community among themselves and others

• Develop a regular process that focuses on who their students are and how well they
are learning

• Use what has been determined to change how they relate to and teach students182

Key assumptions about school improvement. Using principles that emerge from litera-
ture on effective schools and that are borne out in practice, Fullan identifies some key assump-
tions183 that need to be considered in any school improvement process.  These include:

1. Motivation for improvement must come from within rather than from being imposed from
without.  In this context, schools and school systems are advised to "start small, think big."

2. Schools committing to school improvement require both pressure (internal and external)
and support.

3. School improvement projects must be unique to each school and reflect ". . . personal
attention to each school, its people, timing, and context--a non-bureaucratic approach."184

4. Government initiatives are necessary in school reform but they are not necessarily suffi-
cient to sustain any reform movement.  The continued support for school improvement
must come from within and be complemented rather than directed by outside influence.

5. Change in schools is a difficult process; getting people to articulate issues and agree to a
plan or course of action to address them is particularly difficult for professional educators.
Pressures for enhanced accountability, higher standards for student achievement, and
involvement of parents and the community in the school, for example, create stress for
teachers.  Compound these stresses with the plan for improvement and teachers could feel
overwhelmed.

6. A focus on learning for all students is essential and underpins all actions to be taken.

7. Plans once made may need to be changed.  Neither change nor improvement is a linear
process.  Tracking results achieved is necessary to determine things that work and things
that do not.  Schools need to learn from their efforts, reward success, reflect on what did
not work, and make adjustments to continue the improvement process.

8. Schools need to remain energized and committed to the improvement process.

9. Schools engaging in improvement need to be involved with others engaging in the same
process.  Fullan provides excellent advice in this regard:  "School change will not survive
if it is only the work of lonely innovators."185
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Earl and Lee’s evaluation of the MSIP provides valuable information about areas that have
the most profound effect upon school improvement and the manner in which school improve-
ment can be measured.  Perhaps the most pronounced effect of the improvement process in
Manitoba is reflected in Fullan’s summary statements in his preface to the evaluation report:

This program shows that with resources, commitment, and careful strategy, teachers
can find new ways to work together to help kids learn. It offers a way of turning things
around.  In focusing on the importance of what you do with kids, you can create some-
thing that becomes a lifeline of activity for a school.  Targeted resources and attention
can go a long way [in facilitating school improvement].  The nature of these resources-
-some additional money, access to assistance, networking among peers, and the oppor-
tunity to participate in a publicly recognized project to help students make a difference
in their lives--was crucial . . . in unleashing positive energy for change.186

While Fullan’s compliments are deserved, they may be overly generous given the degree of
improvement experienced by the 22 schools. The evaluation shows some schools improved
substantially, some remained the same, and others fell back. However, the project highlights
what can be done when those in schools set out to make improvements to facilitate higher stu-
dent achievement.

Changing the conditions of learning as the focus of improvement efforts. Consistent
with the literature on school change and school effectiveness, the MSIP evaluators focused on
the areas that dealt with "changing the situation and conditions for learning in the school rather
than identifying the student as the problem."187 The focus of the MSIP is building internal
capacity for change.  Hence, funding is provided for extensive professional development of
the teachers, shared planning time, release time, and professional resources rather than for the
purchase of capital equipment.  The project also recognizes the advantages of district involve-
ment in the improvement projects and has also focused on "student voice"188 or the direct
involvement of students in the decision-making processes that affect their learning environ-
ment and their opportunities to learn.  From its inception, MSIP sought to "effect whole school
change so that the schools would be better places for all students, including and especially,
students at-risk, to succeed and flourish."189 In this sense, interventions needed to focus on
capacity-building so that the improvement could be sustained over time.  

Measuring the success of school improvement programs. Measuring the outcomes of
any school improvement process is difficult.  Earl and Lee note that achievement measures are
a necessary component of measuring the outcomes but they are a small part of determining the
effectiveness of any of the projects.  In this regard, the authors draw on the writings of
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Creemers (1998) who enumerated the issues inherent in measuring the effects of any educa-
tional change.  These include:

• Developing a range of outcome measures of school effects in social and affective
areas

• Focusing and refining the measurement of student learning

• Conceptualizing and measuring the school improvement process

• Identifying and measuring factors that contribute to effectiveness

• Developing measures for describing changes that schools make in order to improve

• Conceptualizing and measuring school culture

• Developing qualitative research methodologies to provide in-depth analysis of
school change 190

While the aim of the MSIP was and remains the improvement of learning for students at-
risk, one would reasonably assume that student achievement would be a key measure of the
success of the improvements.  Earl and Lee specifically note that "there are no obvious accept-
ed indicators of student outcomes in multi-dimensional school improvement programs."191

The effective schools literature suggests that determining effectiveness solely on academic
achievement measured through test scores is inappropriate.  In this regard, Stoll and Fink state,
"School effectiveness research seeks to describe what an effective school looks like.
[However], school effectiveness is not just defined as quality in outcomes."192 The same
authors note that it is possible for students to have high achievement in a school in spite of the
school.  Other students’ progress and achievement can improve over time but may not be opti-
mized.  Earl and Lee attribute the difference to the students’ starting points:

The first kind of school is high performing not because of the school but because of
the quality of the learning that students bring to it.  In the second, the schools’ success
with less advantaged students does not show in the raw achievement results because
the students are starting from a low base of prior learning.193

Earl and Lee, in a review of the value-added concept, note that coming up with a compos-
ite value for this area requires considerable data.  At a minimum, the authors note that this
requires annual test scores for students; testing instruments that provide a linear scale with
appropriate standard errors of measurement, have appropriate stretch, and are highly correlat-
ed with curricular objectives; and background characteristics of students.194

In the evaluation model for the MSIP, multiple measures of student learning were used when
available, data from the project itself, and extensive qualitative data from the teachers were
gathered through a variety of methodologies including questionnaires, interviews, and focus
groups.  For schools that did not have senior high school populations, graduation rates and
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credits earned could not be used.  As a proxy, students’ work was reviewed to determine stu-
dent progress. Where target groups were small in relation to the total school population, com-
prehensive achievement data were not always available.

A school improvement index. The MSIP evaluators used traditional measures and meth-
ods to gather information on school improvement.  These included graduation rates, student
marks, and credits obtained.  Interviews, questionnaires, and focus groups also were used to
gather data.  From the data collected, the evaluators developed an improvement index that
consists of four major areas: student learning, student engagement, school improvement
processes, and project success based on individual school goals.

Student learning. The evaluation report notes that the first area, student learning, "is at the
heart of school improvement [and] requires intentional and sustained emphasis."195 Also, the
report comments that in addition to academic performance student learning "includes a broad
range of knowledge, skills, and attitudes and is best measured through multiple sources that
represent genuine student performance."196

Student engagement. This area comprises students’ relationship with their learning envi-
ronment and to their own learning.  Earl and Lee note that ". . . student engagement is active
involvement, commitment, and concentrated attention (in contrast to superficial participation),
apathy, or lack of interest.  [It also is characterized] as participation in and identification with
the life of the school."197 Using this definition, the degree of student engagement can be ". . .
inferred from a student’s participation in academic work, interest in school, care in complet-
ing work, motivation to succeed, attitudes toward school, sense of membership in the school,
and [the] student’s perception of authenticity of real-world connection of their work."198

Criteria used to assess improvement in students’ relationship to their environment include
school atmosphere and climate, participation in school activities, voice in school direction and
decision-making, positive changes in the school, relationships with teachers, and students’
overall rating of their school.199 Aspects of students’ relationship to their own learning include
motivation to learn, confidence in their ability to succeed, relevance of and interest in the
courses and curriculum, and increased responsibility for learning.200

School improvement processes. This third area refers to the actions that the school must
take to promote positive change.  Earl and Lee note that "school improvement is not a given
nor is it static.  It is a complex, dynamic, and challenging process of finding ways to promote
success for all students and accomplish educational goals more effectively."201 Stoll and Fink
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outlined 11 key attributes of school effectiveness that formed the basis of the work undertak-
en in the MSIP.  These are explored in this review but need to be reiterated:

• Climate setting

• Vision

• Joint planning

• Leadership

• Involvement and empowerment

• Partnership

• Mentoring and evaluation.

• Problem-solving and problem-seeking

• Staff development and resource assistance

• Adapting management structures

• Creativity in relation to external mandates 202

The MSIP evaluators also added criteria established by Newman and Wehlage: 

• Focus on student learning

• Authentic pedagogy

• School organizational capacity

• External support 203

The schools involved in the MSIP were asked to pay careful attention to these criteria in
developing their plans.  However, it is important to note that Earl and Lee caution that "these
school-related factors are not fixed but that they represent the way that change can occur in
schools.  They are not solutions in themselves, but are actions and processes that schools
undertake as strategies for change, usually associated with teacher and/or organizational
changes."204 Overall, MSIP schools were asked to concentrate on 10 key areas of improve-
ment:

• Focus on student learning, curriculum, and instruction

• Involvement of teachers, parents, and the community

• Broad leadership

• Redesign of time and structure

• Coherence and integration among the school initiatives

• Relationship with the school district

• Connections outside the school

• Shared goals and values

• On-going inquiry and reflection

• Increased capacity for change205
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The key aspects in this improvement process were a strong focus on student learning,
engagement of the school community, connection to the world outside the school, use of ongo-
ing inquiry and reflection, coherence and integration among school goals and initiatives and
building internal capacity for change.206

It is interesting to note that the characteristics of the school improvement process advocat-
ed by Earl and Lee have been used successfully in a major initiative for school improvement
in El Paso, Texas.  Started in 1993, the El Paso project channeled efforts towards:

1. The use of standards in seven key subjects defining what graduating students should know
and be able to do

2. Assessment aligned with standards

3. The development of a collaborative process that involves the schools and the system 

4. Data collected at key points to determine progress made

5. Policy development that encourages renewal and school improvement

6. Accountability

7. Involvement of parents and community in designing and sustaining changes

8. A mechanism for providing support and assistance, especially professional development
for schools that focuses on teachers, principals, and other site administrators207

While each of these areas is germane to the evaluation criteria used in the MSIP, Navarro
and Natalicio note that the improvement process is

. . . centered on the core of schooling:  the relationship between teacher and student;
the ways in which knowledge is constructed in classrooms, the ways in which teach-
ers and students interact with one another around knowledge, problem-solving, and
learning; and the expectations teachers and students have for themselves and for one
another.  The program helps build the organizational capacity of schools to provide
high quality education to each child.208

Rating school improvement efforts.  The work of Earl and Lee in documenting the suc-
cess of the schools participating in the MSIP is instructive for it provides a valuable method
of determining the outcomes achieved in both a quantitative and qualitative manner.  Stoll and
Fink, whose work contributed heavily to the conceptual framework used in the MSIP evalua-
tion, provide an excellent typology for schools as they attempt to improve their overall effec-
tiveness and success in the teaching and learning process.  Schools may be classified on a con-
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tinuum from "moving or learning enriched [to] stuck or learning impoverished."209 Earl and
Lee provide an excellent description of this typology:

• Moving schools are effective at adding value to their students’ learning and they are work-
ing to respond to the changing context and to keep developing. They have the will and the
skill to get where they are headed.

• Cruising schools are perceived as effective; students are doing well but the schools are not
necessarily adding value to their already advantaged students and may be doing them a
disservice by not preparing them for a changing world.

• Strolling schools are involved in school improvement, but at an inadequate rate.  They
often have ill-defined and conflicting aims that inhibit improvement efforts.

• Struggling schools are ineffective and know it.  They are working to change and try any-
thing that might make a difference.  They have the will and need to develop the skill.

• Sinking schools are not only ineffective but are not prepared or able to change.210

A complete description of the methodology used in quantifying the overall degree of school
improvement can be found within the comprehensive evaluation framework of the MSIP.  The
numerical ratings were used to categorize the schools according to the typology devised by
Stoll and Fink.  

MSIP Evaluation Findings 
A four-point scale was used to rate progress in each of the four areas identified earlier; thus,

a perfect score would be 16.  Of the 22 schools involved in the project, seven schools had a
composite score of 11 or above; 10 schools had a composite score of between eight and 10;
four schools had a composite score of less than eight; and sufficient data was not available for
one school.

Using the Stoll and Fink typology,

• seven schools (six senior and one middle) were classified as moving;

• two schools (senior) were cruising schools characterized as largely "traditional schools
with formal approaches where the status quo was maintained and where teachers operat-
ed relatively independently from one another.  They had positive reputations and were
perceived to be effective schools because their students do well."211

• two or three of the schools could be classified as sinking.

• 10 or 11 of the schools are classified as strolling.  As Earl and Lee note, "[These] are under-
taking some actions for school improvement but at an inadequate rate to cope with the pace
of change.  They often have ill-defined or somewhat conflicting aims that inhibit their
efforts.  [They] could be on the verge of movement to active school improvement."212
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Lessons Learned from the MSIP
The MSIP evaluation provides some valuable insights into the school improvement process

and conditions under which it can succeed.  Most importantly, the evaluation points to the phe-
nomenon that the drive to improve and to offer students the best possible education needs to
come from within.  Schools that take the time, devote the energy, have the vision, and reflect
upon what they do and how well they are doing it have the greatest chances for success.  There
are significant lessons that can be applied.

Urgency.  Most successful MSIP schools experienced an event or a series of related events
that caused staff members to realize they need to make changes and make them quickly.  Earl
and Lee term this an "epiphany," best described as a recognition that the ways that things were
done are no longer good enough or no longer apply to the situation.  "When staff recognize
that their view of the work is at odds with the compelling evidence, they experience a sense
of dissonance."213 The dissonance was most pronounced in those schools that have "[a] large
high-risk student population or ones where the demography or background of the students dif-
fered from the teachers’ experience of students."214 Most importantly, teachers recognize that
something must be done differently to meet the needs of their students.

Energy and agency. Urgency results in forces being mobilized to do something.  In the
successful schools, "teachers experienced a sense of having control and knowing what they
were doing, an overarching sense of professional identity, influence, and pride in their
efforts."215 With the feelings of energy and success, successful MSIP schools found the ways
and means to make the changes.  The most powerful means by which teachers effected change
was through professional development and training.  As Earl and Lee note, ". . . the teachers
experienced a growth in several different areas.  They increased their knowledge and their
skills, changed their dispositions and established positive views about themselves and their
role in changing education."216

Supports. Change requires support for teachers and schools.  Support can take many forms
including financial, moral, technical, evaluation, and professional.  Earl and Lee note, "There
was no clear relationship between the amount of funding or the amount for support and suc-
cess.  The MSIP experience suggests that it is not just quantity, or even quality, of support, that
matters, but access to the right type of intervention at the right time."217 The lesson learned
from this is obvious: those providing the supports need to stay in close and constant touch with
the schools to ensure the right supports are provided at the right time.  Also, those in the
schools need to feel secure enough to request the supports in a proactive manner.  Supports,
however, cannot be provided adequately or thoroughly unless and until a common sense of
direction has been established and individual and group needs identified, especially in the pro-
fessional development area.

Leadership. Consistent with the theme of capacity-building, leadership in successful MSIP
schools was shared.  Early in the projects …almost every school opted to use some portion of
its funding to release a staff member to serve as the project coordinator in the school.  The
coordinator played an invaluable role in initiating and facilitating the development of the pro-
ject.  In the successful MSIP schools, the coordinator’s role has become one of getting every
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thing in place, trouble-shooting, and inspiring and supporting others.218

School principals were facilitators, typically encouraging others to take on the direction of the
project.  Administrators were viewed as necessary but not sufficient to ensure project success in the
schools.  On the other hand, as Earl and Lee comment, "There also was indication that administra-
tors could thwart school improvement through neglect, lack of support, or sabotage."219

Students also were involved in leadership roles and demonstrated enhanced responsibility in their
own learning, motivation to succeed, and relationships with others.  

Reflection and inquiry. Reflection and inquiry were essential components in the successful
MSIP schools.  In these processes, schools began to analyze and use data to focus efforts for
improvement.  Successful schools "saw data as an invaluable tool or compass for planning their
progress, charting their journey, and deciding about the resources they required.  It helped them
modify their course, rather than pointing them on an already established path."220

A caring environment. Perhaps the highest compliment given to staff in the successful MSIP
schools was expressed by a student:  "She does it because she cares so much about the students--
and the students who aren’t here yet, she cares about them too."221 This is of particular importance
given that many of the schools had high populations of at-risk students.  Earl and Lee sum up the
importance of caring:

No matter what the project, staff in the successful schools shared a deep and pervasive car-
ing for their students as individuals and the students knew it.  Caring is one of the most
ephemeral and difficult educational concepts to describe.  It is not just soppy affection for
young people.  In the successful MSIP schools, it was concerned, consistent, and relentless
attention to students.  Teachers in successful MSIP schools established relationships with
their students that made them feel safe and valued.  They established lines of communica-
tion, particularly in relation to effective learning and teaching.  And, they went out of their
way for their students’ sake.222

A focus on learning. The successful schools articulated and modeled a belief that all students
could succeed.  As Earl and Lee note, "Although [all schools] were engaged in school improvement
activities, the focus on student learning was marginal for over half of them and they were not able
to show much evidence of increases in learning.  Whatever else, learning can not be overlooked or
taken for granted.  It is the major purpose of schooling."223

The lessons learned from MSIP pertaining to the essential internal conditions for school improve-
ment were echoed in a recent study in Washington State. An examination of 40 schools serving
similar student populations identified differences between schools whose students had improved
significantly on state 1997-99 assessments and those schools showing little gains. The findings
concluded, "Whether a school improved depended upon what the adults in the school did."224
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CHAPTER 5.  CONCLUSION

"Evidence shows that schools can and will improve if they gear up to strive for
increasingly better results by examining and refining the processes that most
directly contribute to designated results."  (Schmoker, 1996)

This literature review attempts to provide a focus for schools as they move towards enhanc-
ing student learning for all students. What can be learned from the research and the literature
about school effects and student achievement?  Three key aspects will be restated:

1. Socio-economic status plays an important role in student achievement and outcomes.
However, schools can make a difference and the largest difference stems from quality
teachers offering quality instruction in a caring environment.

2. School effectiveness has been defined as the degree to which schools add value to the
educational achievements of its students.

3. School improvement is neither a simple nor an easy process.  However, committed teach-
ers, focusing on student learning, make the difference in school improvement efforts.
They must be supported and encouraged in the process.

Socio-Economic Status and Student Success
Without doubt, socio-economic status affects the degree to which students can achieve in

their school program.  Numerous writers have identified that SES alone can account for one-
third to one-half of the differences in student achievement in a school.  However, ascribing to
the views of early writers such as Coleman and Jencks that the background of the students is
the only aspect influencing outcomes negates the very reason schools exist.  Worse, it contin-
ues to deny a large segment of students the opportunity to succeed, grow, and be caring and
contributing members of society.  That schools do make a difference in student learning has
emerged strongly in the research.  When schools use socio-economic factors as an excuse for
low achievement, schools themselves become agents of continued inequality in society.  

What works to address social inequality and its effect on student achievement?  Studies have
shown that supportive, caring school environments that also emphasize individual effort and
improvement facilitate adaptive patterns of cognition, affect, and behaviour.  Students connect
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to the school in a caring and supportive atmosphere that focuses on students.  If schools con-
tinue to use SES as an excuse for low student achievement, perhaps knowledge of the Alpha
Co-efficient could spur improvement efforts.  Students whose learning and achievement are
not addressed in school are bound to live the lives from which they come; the screening effects
of schooling play too important a role in determining students’ futures.

Perhaps no finding has as a great an impact on student learning as that of Sanders’ research.
Adding value to student learning stems from effective teaching.  As Pipho noted, "The single
largest factor affecting academic growth of student populations is differences in effectiveness
of individual classroom teachers."  Efforts must be directed to enhancing teacher effectiveness
if student learning is to be enhanced.  

School Effectiveness
Perhaps no stronger statement can be made about school effectiveness than that made by

Stoll and Fink.  In their view, a school is effective if it:

• Promotes progress for all of its pupils beyond what would be expected given considera-
tion of initial attainment and background factors;

• Ensures that each pupil achieves the highest standards possible;

• Enhances all aspects of pupil achievement and development; and

• Continues to improve from year to year.

Schools have access to greater information than in the past about attributes of effectiveness,
performance indicators and measures, and processes by which the schools can focus on spe-
cific areas in need of improvement.  As the MSIP showed, however, the success of any
improvement exercise is dependent upon the collective will of teachers within a school and
the leadership of individuals who are committed to making a greater difference in the success
of their students.  Only when teachers take greater responsibility for modeling effective prac-
tices will we realize high performance for all students.  Value-added and enhanced equity in
learning will occur only through the work of committed teachers. 

The findings of the Exemplary Secondary Schools in Canada study conducted by Jane
Gaskell and HRDC point clearly to the importance of individual teachers and their contribu-
tions to a team effort in determining overall school success.  As Haughey noted in her sum-
mary, the preponderance of findings in the teacher category suggests that teachers make the
difference in successful schools and underscores the importance of the human relations model
in determining any school’s effectiveness.
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School Improvement
Consistent with Stoll and Fink’s definition of school effectiveness, Jacka offers four indis-

pensable principles that need to be adopted in any school improvement exercise:

1. All students can learn under appropriate conditions.

2. School effectiveness depends on the equitable distribution of learning outcomes across the
whole student population.

3. Effective schools take responsibility for students’ learning outcomes, rather than blaming
students and their environments.

4. The more consistent teaching and learning processes are within the school, the more effec-
tive it will be.

Jacka advises that ignoring these principles will have disastrous consequences for tomor-
row’s youth.  

Little more need be said about school improvement save its primary emphasis must be to
increase learning for all students.  We return to the words of Earl and Lee in the Forewordto
conclude this review, for they summarize best what schools, education, teaching, and learning
are all about:  "Whatever else, learning cannot be overlooked or taken for granted.  It is the
major purpose of schooling." 
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