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ABSTRACT

This article presents the case studies of 5 ellective school improvement (ESI) programmes
developed in Spain, These case studies try to find those factors which foster or impede the
implementation of these programmes, undertining the relevance of context to understand what
is really happening in schools. The article offers a description of the characteristics of the
Spanish education system which affect the way these ESI programmes are carricd out and
developed, the description of the 5 programmes analysed, and lessons learned from them.

INTRODUCTION

One of the biggest advances in research on school effectiveness and school
improvement in recent years, is that the context is now taken into
consideration, reflected in the development of multilevel models and their
application in school effectiveness research (Goldstein, 1987, 1997). Every-
thing external to schoo! is usually considercd context. But this description
might be too general, as it includes a heterogeneous group of aspects: concrete
actions by external agents, momentary policies decided by school adminis-
trators, and characteristics of the education system itself.

Policies such as the existence of national guidelines or a national system of
testing usually appear in the different models proposed by school effectiveness
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ement researchers. But it is more dillicult o find in the
{ the educational system where the school is located,
out more international research is understood

and school improv
literature characteristics ©

i e need for carrying ‘ |
gll:ylsotl}:]s 2000), it is also evident thal research carried out up il now,

Anglo-Saxon countrics, has not been entirely satisfactory
1999). It is clear that the characteristics ol the educational
and appear in models of improvement

generally centred on
(Morley & Rassool, . '
system should be given special altention
and effectivencess.
Nowadays, when
practical movement such as
especially important Lo learn fro1

we are witnessing the appearance of a new theoretical-
Elfective School Improvement (ESI), it is
n experience and to starl working with the
pational context from the beginning. This was c?llc pf the iwdcus hphipd 1‘hc
investigation “Capacity for Change and Adi}plulmnl in lhc. (asu ol I;‘:iljcclwe
School Improvement.” Research teams [rom clgl?l LIIHCIL‘HI Ll!l()pei}n
countries have taken part in this project, all carrying oul !lcl(l work in
schools. One of the conclusions reached by all the teams is the lmpm'l.unce of
the context of the education system in the successiul implementation and
development of effective school improvcmcnl"prugrumnps.

In this arlicle, we will describe the Spanish cducation system that has
influenced the development of ESI programmes ‘(Mllﬁ()‘;’:-RC]MSU et al,, 2090).
The five Spanish case studies carricd oul in this international f'cscarch p,l‘()jfr.ct
are then outlined, all of which have been aimed at developing an f:flcclwe
school improvement (ESI) programme. Finally, lessons learned from the
analysis of the five programmes arc presented.

CONTEXT; CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SPANISH VI:EDUC/\TION
SYSTEM AFFECTING ESI PROGRAMMEIS

To locate the programmes and their interpretation in context, five differen-
tiating characteristics of the Spanish education system are hi g_hl_lghlccl, as they
have an impact on the development of BSI programmes (CIDL, 2000):

« The new autonomy of schools. Spanish public schools are starting (o h.uve
some autonomy in the management of financial, material, and pccls\g(‘)gicﬂl
resources. This means that schools progressively have more discretion to
manage their own change. For example, in relation to geonomic aulm}omy.
schools can manage their own budget. They also have relative curricular
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autonomy. However, there is almost no autonony in teachers’ recruitment
and organisation, because this task is the responsibility of the regional
education authorities, While great change has taken place in the last few
years, moving from a uniform education system to one characterised by
increasing autonomy, this autonomy has not been completely exercised by
most teachers and schools.

The culture of equity, rather than competition, among schools, Spain has

traditionally prioritised equality rather than diversity in its education

system, with two consequences. On the one hand, educational authorities, to
avoid favouring some schools over others, have not fostered improvement
processes. On the other hand, a noncompetitive culture among schools in

Spain has been generated, with co-operation between schools prevailing

over competition.

The special kind of school leadership in Spain. Research on school elfec-

tiveness and improvement has stressed the importance of school leadership.

Spain and Portugal have a very particular kind of leadership. The Principal

is one of the school’s teachers, elected by the School Council for a 4-year

period. This has both advantages and disadvantages. He/she is a leader in the
school who can easily mobilise his/her colleagues, but the Principal is also
one of the teachers who may not always have the necessary power to

develop change processes (Murillo, Batrio, & Pérez-Albo, 1999),

o The importance of parental involvement. Greal importance is given by the
Spanish education system to the educational community’s participation in
management. Besides different participatory bodies at state, regional, and
local levels, the most important collegiate board responsible for school
management (the School Council) is composed of representatives of
teachers, parents and, in secondary education, students. The Principal’s
election (for a 4-year period) and dismissal is in their hands.

o Lack of an effective and improvement culture in the school comnunity.
There is a tradition of teacher mobility. Teachers in public schools aftain a
permanent position after some years of temporary posting. The length of
this provisionai situation varies in different Autonomous Communities, and
is longer in secondary education. Therefore, in some schools most of the
teaching staff exist in an unstable situation, hincdering the implementation
and institutionalisation of improvement initiatives,

The objectives of this study are to understand the factors that foster
and impede the development of successful effective school improvement
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ogrammes, and to analyse the way these programmes are developed in
glogi;l A cqs:e study was catried out oi the in-depth analysis of prototypical

ain, A €2 : - ‘ol the characteristi
e)lt)periences representing successful examples, in which the characteristics of

an ESI programme had been previously established.

DEFRINING SPANISH ESI PROGRAMMES

One of the keys to guarantec the validi!y of it.s cnnclusit\mi; 'is tlle.aiclequate
selection of the programines. The starling pmul. was the thl'mft‘lll.(‘m of a'n
operative definition of what an el i’ecli\'fe schno‘l 1mpmvc‘1minlt|131‘0g amme is
in the Spanish context, and what are its defining Chi\l"dh‘lcflhlll:h.. ‘We 'would
define effective school improvement pmgrmnn.ws as hyhl(’:l“l‘lt‘ll!b, |3IL11111Iec},
and lasting process of change school-lmsed.. in O.l"(ll.:l' 1o 11}.l110vc conerete
educational aims in a more effective way b){ lt!clllll'ylng:. rclm'mu.lalmg., and
optimising basic school elements z}n(l. l!}cu‘ |nlcrf‘clatmm‘. [\./'[0!(30\"0[, the
majority of the educational community 18 nwolvc&l‘m' the pt ng,} lum,m} |

From this definition, we have extracted the defining criteria of BSI pro-
gramumes:

1. It is a planmed change. It comprises the I’()Ilt.)wing phases: vision, i.denli-
fication of needs or previous diagnosis, planning, dcyclt?pmm‘ll and imple-
menting, monitoting and evaluation, and insl‘iluli.onal :s‘;ulmn‘ ol the changes.‘

2. Tt is a long-term action, not a short-period c['l'orl: il‘wrc.lorc, we c.ann.ol
consider ESI programmes that have a fixed lengih in time or no continuity
(for example, 1 or 2 months, a school year), o

3. The process of change occurs ina systemic way: that is, it alfects the whole
school, ‘ o

4. The impulse, development, and co-ordination come lmn.l l!]t‘. slchool itself.

5 It is oriented towards educational objeclives: that is, it 18 ml‘ncd at the
improvement of academic resulls (acquisition and 'cmuml 0‘1' basnc. and
higher instrumental skills, and melacognilive skills), socivemotional
development and satisfaction of stakeholders. . o

6. 1t is implemented by identifying, reformulating, restructuring, and oplimis-
ing the input, process, and the outpul of the school’s clements as well as
their interrelations. .

7. Different actions are undertaken to modify both teaching-learning pre-
cesses and organisational and relational ones.
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8. The majority of the teachers are actively involved in the programme.
9. The involvement of students, parents, and other members of the edu-
caticnal community is an aim.

METHODOLOGY

To select the programmes, databases on Spanish educational innovations and
other innovations were examined. Experiences included in specialised
literature were also explored, and experts on this subject were consulted,
This search highlighted a great number of innovations developed in Spain, but
scarcity of effective school improvement programmes.

After a preselection of ESI programmes aiming to have a representative
sample, five cases were selected according to the following three criteria: both
primary and secondary schools should be included, as well as private and
public ones; finally, they should be located in different environments and
geographic areas. The final sample consists of five effective school improve-
ment programmes carried out in the following schools: Secondary Education
School Rosa Chacel, Tkastola Ander Deuna, Rural Grouped School Teruel [,
Primary Education School N" Sefiora de la Vega, and Educational Centre
Padre Piquer. The schools’ characteristics are summarised in Table 1.

The case studies have been guided by the BESI evaluation model (Hoeben,
1999). The basic elements of this model are:

« student outcomes, giving the effectiveness criteria on success or failure of
the programme;
« improvement results, constituting the improvement criteria;

Table I. Sample Characteristics.

School Ownership Educational Fnvironment Autonomous
level Cotmmunily

LE.S. Rosa Chacel Public Secondary Semi-Urban Madrid

Ander Deuna Private Primary and Semi-Urban Basque
Ikastola Sccondary Country

C.R.A. Ternel I Public Primary Rural Aragdn

CP.N"Sciiorade la  Public Primary Rural La Rioja
Yega

C.E. Padre Piquer Private Secondary Urbar Madrid
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. the pupils’ position, understood as their culu.u'al, living, and learning

environment, motivation and curriculum adaptation;

self-regulative classroom curriculum, in terms of planning u.nd‘ development

of teaching and learning, evalnation, feedback and reinforcement on

students’ learning; . .

self-regulative improvement cycle, referring to planning m‘ul ‘devel()pment

of educational contents and evaluation, I’eedba'lck and reinforcement on

learning achievement to support classroom curriculun; .

« school organisation, the way in which the school comx?lumty and the s.chool
elements fit together to make the fundamental task of the school easter;

« parental involvement; o .

learning organisation, referring both to the organisation of sellf-rcgulatwe

learning and the development of human resources that stimulate the

achievement of intermediate oulcomes; and

» the position of external change agents,

Previous studies have shown institutional climate and leadership style as crucial
for Spanish schools. So, data on these two elements have been collected as they
are considered to have a maximum impact on the development and suceess of the
ESI programimes.

A range of techniques and instruments have been used to collect relevant
data on these elements, including: analysis of documents writien by every
school on the improvement programme and the school’s pedagogical
organisation, as well as different external evaluations already carried out; a
semistructured interview with the school management team on different
aspects relating to school organisation, the programme being carried out and
its assessment of the core aspects of ils success; a questionnaire on leadership
style to the school principal (Bass & Avolio, 1995); a questionnaire lo'the
teachers on the programme’s development and their assessment; a guestion-
naire on institutional climate and leadership style to the teachers, elaborated
from the questionnaire on leadership style to the school principal; and a
semistructured interview with a school teacher in every school Lo make some
comments on the questionnaires and to ask for a general assessment of the ESI
programme. All these instruments gave an holistic view of what is happening
in these schools.

In February 1999, a first contact visit was made to every school, 1o collect
documentation on the school and its effective school improvement pro-
gramme. During May and June 1999, a second visit was made. Ten days
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before that visit questionnaires to the management team and the teachers were
sent by mail. During the visit, interviews took place and the questionnaires
were completed. Bach school report presented below was also validated by the
people responsible in each school.

ESI PROGRAMMES DESCRIPTION

Learning Improvement of Students in the First Cycle of Compulsory
Secondary Education. Secondary Education School Rosa Chacel
(Colmenar Vieje, Madrid)

What happens when the number of students in a school increases from 400 to
900 at the beginning of the school year? Moreover, what if many of the new
students have problems in basic skills? It may be that the school falls into a
deep chaos. Alternatively, it may be able to react and start on an improvement
process (Instituto de Educacion Secundaria [IES] Rosa Chacel, 1997; MEC,
1998). This is what happened in the Secondary Education School Rosa Chacel
in the school year 1996/97.

The school is located in a 30,000-inhabitant village near Madrid and its
pupils’ sociocultural background is medium to low. As a consequence of the
reform’s reorganisation of schools, the school took in 1st, 2nd and 3rd years of
the Compulsory Secondary Education, enrolling 350 new 12- and 13-year-old
pupils. In addition to the problems caused by incorporating so many pupils
and new teachers and by the need to enlarge the school’s facilities, many
students had not achieved goals of previous educational levels, and the basic
skills of some were at a level lower than expected for students at the end of
primary education.

Nevertheless, the extent of the problem was not really noticed until 1 month
after the beginning of the school year, when the initial diagnosis was con-
cluded. This initial diagnosis was focused on curricular compelence, in-
dividual working habits, and the acquisition of instrumental techniques, as
well as on students’ learning progress, It showed a large number of pupils
whose development would indicate not only difficulties in achieving the goals
of Compulsory Secondary Education, but also that they were in danger of
abandoning the school system too early. Improvement areas were identified
and prioritised, based on results of the initial evaluation. It was decided to
focus on the first cycle of Compulsory Secondary Education learning-teaching
process, and the school prepared a detailed plan for that year’s change process.
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The ESIT programme’s effecliveness g(?al was o 1_19111 mm?'t sludcpts develop
their general aptitudes as much as posm‘blc. Spccmc.ally. it was mlen‘ded to
adapt teaching to first-cycle pupils, especially those .Wlll.l pcrs‘lslcnt conlinuous
school failure. To reach the main improvcmcnt.ohjccll'v‘c of lht? programme,
it was proposed: (o improve the work of u?achmg slnli.. e::'pccmlly where il
concerned planning and co-ordination; 10 1.mpl.'uvc pu_plls usscssmcfm pro-
cesses; and to optimise the school’s organisation Lo IMprove learning and
teaching processes. Actions taken to 1'euch. l.lmsc guulsl may be groupedlas;
organisational, curricular, and teachers’ raining slrategics. Al:l’lt)l‘lg organisa-
tional measures taken, the following are highhghlc‘d: a) reducing the number
of pupils per class, as well as a new grouping CI‘ilCl"lil, Lo adapt the curriculum
to their needs; b) establishing support sessions in foreign langunge and basic
skills areas; ¢) developing the co-ordination process was started between the
school and connected primary schools; and d) reinforcing departments more
directly related to basic skills learning, providing them with extra time for
co-ordination, preparation of specilic materials 1o develop their work, and
for individualised student atlention.

Curricular measures included: revising the syllubus Tor some pupils;
developing more practical content; and gradual planning and teaching of
certain methodologies — flexible grouping, projects, and debates. To improve
the teaching processes, a range of teacher development nctivities were also
carried out,

Special interest has been given (0 internal and external monitoring and
evaluation activities, In addition to diagnosis and initial evaluation, moni-
toring assessments were carried out during the improvement process, as well
a5 a final evaluation in which the initial evaluation tests used were repealed,
As a result of the external evaluation, the Ministry guve the school an awatd
in recognition of the quality of the plan developed.

Among the results generated by the improvement process, we can
distinguish those related to the school, the classrooms, and the students, In
terms of the school results, the most powerful one is closer co-ordination
achieved between teachers, the management team, and the guidiance
department, reflected both in working documents and in concrele action
proposals. Teachers’ meetings are Now viewed as more usclul, and school
timetables have been reorganised. A new concept of teaching and learning is
seen in their daily work. Moreover, the school has also reached a high level of
teaching awareness on the need to examine aspects of the teaching process
more deeply, Lo achieve common standards.
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Concerning classroom results, teachers know the idea of “‘re-thinking”
their methodology has not been generalised throughout the school. This is
because there is some reluctance towards change, even though many teachers
consider it necessaty to modify what and how to teach. The idea of dividing
some classrooms into two groups for certain subjects produced positive results
for all groups involved: from these results we draw the conclusion that the
pattern applied to the priority groups had a high level of effectiveness. In those
groups where the intervention was smaller and limited to some pupils, the
results had lesser effects.

Finally, regarding pupils’ results, there was a significant advance in the
acquisition of capacities, curricular competence level (more than 60% of the
pupils of the special group showed considerable improvement), classroom
atmosphere, individual working habits, together with a decrease in the second
Compulsory Secondary Education — Educacién Secundaria Obligatoria
(ESO) - year group conflicts. This demonstrates greater tendency to concentrate
on the task and increased acquisition of collective social rules.

At present, and as a result of such a process, Rosa Chacel School is
considered a school that has been able to cater for the different needs of its
students in an appropriate way. The work achieved with students who have a
background of school failure has prevented them from abandoning the school
system, as well as helping them reinforce their self-esteem, Also notable is the
effort made to achieve a special kind of school, less rigid, more open to less
bureaucratic cultures, with a co-ordinated way of work and, what is more
important, exhibiting an attitude of continuous improvement.

Effectiveness School Improvement Programme in Mathematics.
Ikastola Ander Deuna (Sopelana, Basque country)

At the beginning of the 1990s, Tkastola? Ander Deuna’s teachers were worried
about the pupils’ attainment in mathematics and the number of students who
did not complete secondary education. The teachers considered the need to
modify the way in which they were working. In several meetings, they
explicitly talked about this issue and the lack of commeon criteria when using
textbooks at different cycles and levels. In addition, they were faced with the
Spanish Educational System (LOGSE) reforms. Due to these circumstances,

2An Ikastola is a grant-aided private school in the Basque Country (Spain), in which pupils are
taught in the Basque Language.
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in 1991 the school became involved in an impmvc.menl programme for
imathematics teaching. This programme was aimed at primary sud compulsory
secondary education students. The management tczm? z‘m(l mathematics
teachers decided to embark on a change process to oplimise the quality of
teaching, materials and pupils’ results. This began by searching resources for
teacher development, and an external counsellor was asked to help.

The main goal of this programme was 10 improve every student’s atlain-
ment in mathematics. Improvement goals included: Lo train the teaching staff
in a way of leaching and learning mathematics; Lo r_cini'orcu the inter- and
intracycles co-ordination processes; {0 improve leachmg‘ methodology using
the agreed teaching materials and activities; and to foster an evaluation
culture. To reach these goals, a series of strategics were cstablished relating to
the curriculum, the school organisation, and teacher development,

Curricular actions included: establishing common minimum goals and
contents, changing curricular organisation; modilying teaching  materinls:
changing teaching methodology; and designing support strategics in advance
for each pupil and for groups of pupils.

The improvement programme has introduced  various  organisational
changes. First, a sysiem was sct up reinforcing the co-ordination among the
mathematics teachers inter and intra cycles. Then each classroom was divided
into two groups to reduce the teacher-pupil ratio und pay more attention to
each pupil, Finally, new and different periods of time were established to pay
attention to and support those students with higher difliculties.

A teacher development programme was designed according to specific
programme needs, To do this, the teachers of the school and the counsellor
worked together throughout the programme and their training mainly took
place at school during working hours.

Although it was planned to evaluate the project, this arose naturally
throughout the improvement process. Byaluation of malerials, (he new
methodology, and students’ results became common and daily practice al
school. Using different matertals from those previously used meant a tight
control process on their use in every classroom was necessary. The teachers
monitored the way in which the students used the malerials, through o
previously agreed key indicators system. In many cases, tests were elaborated
during the process to evaluate pupils’ achievement alter using a specific
material.

A systematic internal evaluation of processes and results of students’
learning arose out of this, Common rules and lools were established for
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monitoring and for all teachers to be able to access, review, and analyse this
information during cycle team meetings. Teachers periodically filled in a
register form about each pupil, pointing out his/her achievement level on
particular indicators related to learning goals. Information provided by this
evaluation was used to decide on support strategies, best ways to use textbooks
and materials, and to inform parents.

The teaching task has also been evaluated. At the end of each academic
year, the head of studies surveyed all the teachers, gathering information on
different issues, to know whether plans have been complied with, if new
difficulties have arisen, to evaluate the co-ordination processes, to know what
actions should have been necessary so as to improve their work, and to
propose suggestions for possible changes.

Although the school did not initially consider external evaluation of the
improvement programme, the Federation of Tkastolas offered to evaluate this
programme and the students’ achievement in English and Basque Language.
This organisation develops a yearly evaluation of pupils from different schools at
the end of primary education. Information is gathered about different
dimensions of their achievement, using it to make a report that is returned
to the school. This report shows each student’s results and each clagsroom’s
results compared with the other groups. The overall results of the school are
also compared with those of the other schools of the Federation. The school’s
results are also compared with those from previous years. Results obtained
in both evaluations show that, as a whole, the school average is higher than that
of the Federation of Ikastolas. This is attained in aspects such as statistics,
number, mental arithmetic, and problem-solving. Nevertheless, such positive
results have not been obtained in geometry, and results are negative in
mathematical logic.

According to the school principal, it has been possible to adjust the training
and professional development by setling up a system of attending and
responding to teachers’ needs. The school has also optimised its evaluation
processes at different levels and has appreciably improved co-ordination
processes at all levels.

Teachers state that it has been possible to improve considerably students’
achievement, except in two respects: it has not improved as much as desired in
all dimensions of mathematics, and not every group of students have moved
forward equally. These circumstances have led to reflection about the reasons
for the general improvement in some dimensions and not in the others:
analysis process, decision-making, and improvement.
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Teachers think that an important improvemient of C‘(?-«Ol‘dinzuion has begy
achieved, partly fostered by conlinuily of teaching stafl, Cnmm.on criteria of
action have been established, guarantecing coherence and continuily among
different educational levels. Dynamic systems have also been set up to gather
and share information as a basis for appropriate decision making. In genera),
teachers feel quite satisfied with the progranune and with the running of
the school. They consider that the school as an organisation has feamy
considerably as a consequence of this experience, adapting itself w the
changes introduced and addressing needs ol the students, the parents, and the
community.

The Reading and Writing Process in the Rural School and the Growth
of Interest for Reading. Rura! Grouped School Teruel |

(Perales del Alfambra, Teruel)

Ifitis difficult to improve a school’s qualily in ordinary conditions, it is casy fo
imagine how problems increase when ciassrooms are separated by severl
kilometres and each of them enrols pupils o very diflerent ages, This
happened in the Rural Grouped School Teruel | (C.R.A. Teruel 1, 1997, MEC,
1998),

The Rural Grouped School Teruel 1 is u public primary education
school, made up by nine isolated rural unitary schools that decided in 1988
to join and work together. These schools are located in different villages at
an average distance of 40 kilometres [rom the region’s capital. Their
population, of a middle-low socioeconomic level, are farmers and callle
farmers (ovine). In each upit a maximum of 25 students is distributed in oneor
two classrooms. This geographic dispersion highly limits collaboration
possibilities of teachers, because they can only meet onee o week in the
teachers’ assembly. In these meetings, important deficits in reading and
writing and the need to find a solution for those problems were underlined, so
the management team decided o submit an 1S1 project lo the teachers'
assembly.

This ESI project focuses on the improvement ol comprehensive readling
skills and on optimising (eachers’ collaboration, After analysis ol initial pupi
reading levels and problems, teachers began adapling reading material and
elaborating new activitics and resources. Also reading sessions and severil
other reading were planned and the school’s timetables reorganised., The
basic aim of the effective reading programme is that, by the end of primar
education, pupils reach satisfactory reading levels, reading faster, under-
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standing better what they read, and finding reading more pleasant. To reach
these aims, improvement goals have been proposed: to increase the number of
library books and improve the way the library is managed, to optimise use of
materials and improve management of the bibliographical resources, to
enhance teachers collaboration; and to give the reading programme a Cross-
curricular orientation.

An effective reading programme was designed and carried out, Lo reinforce
and complement what the rural school cannot cover in the first stages of
education. All the teachers and all the units constituting the Rural Grouped
School were involved in the project. Another Rural Grouped School was also
involved as a control group.

Regarding curricular aspects of the improvement design, the developed
reading programme included the following characteristics: the content was
structured around a reading book and complementary workbook; teachers
adapted these materials adjusting them for each level. Reading was organised
in five weekly sessions of 20/30 min with a fixed sequence. Beginning with
silent reading, vocabulary activities were added in the second session; after
this, exercises related to comprehension, visual ability, and memory were
included in the third and fourth sessions; finally, the sequence ended with
some work on complete texts. Moreover, every reading session focused on:
attention and space ability, vocabulary, visual memary, space education, and
comprehension.

Organisational measures complemented the instructional programme.
The cross-curricular character of the programme meant reorganising both
teachers’ and pupils’ timetables. Additionally, management of the school’s
bibliographic resources was improved: the bibliographic collection was
increased, a catalogue of the list of titles available was elaborated and the
bibliographic resources were reorganised, so that it could be possible to
control students’ use of the materials.

Finally, some teachers attended a seminar on effective reading so that
they could advise the rest of the staff, and The Centre for Teachers and
Resources advised the school on the legal aspects of the “Annual Plans of
Improvement.”

This programme paid special attention to monitoring and evaluation, with
people responsible for the programme carrying out an initial diagnosis of the
level of each pupil, as well as continuous monitoring of progress achieved and
a final evaluation at the end of the school year, to determine the extent of
achievement of goals.
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The effective reading programme has Dl’ml“CCii t’r‘}"'y‘l“f]-\‘il‘i\’e tesuits,
Reading is now 2 consensual goal agrc‘tlzd by T.hc. w‘hn.lg lLd-L..hu\h‘ 'u.sscmbly anfj
has becotne a priority, both because of its pe! (‘:OWLLE impor \ltmu, :1.11(1 becaug it
has been proved that reading is more cll'.cclnfc Lhun‘ ()lhi‘ul l?’l)(‘,‘h 0}‘ learning,
Teachers are now more committed to thlc unpmvc‘nmnl (.)-I 'lht, pl oi;}:unnlm and
to the quality of teaching. This cmm‘mlmcnl hu‘h ) lm‘hl.ll\"?, -nfpuluusmon ol
sense of belonging (o the school and is overcoming the limitations caused by

ispersi [ { asses.

dls'%g;ill?:r: gll’h;il’%:;:'ent clagsrooms have nmif:cd that team work is a produe-
tive and satisfactory way of working, confirmed hy‘ l]lll?“ (‘un.cume's of the
reading programine. Collaboration among teachers nl| L|llllC'ICI1{ subjects and
classrooms has been improved, and this impmvcn‘lcm ls a stimulus 1? keep on
working this way, and influcnces the general running, of the school. '}hcrefore,
formal collaboration between form eachers has now been eslablished as 2
hlgg;li;l lc?l‘l It:lye %?gil notable resulis is that the dil'ibrcnl'unils: have more reading
books. This Facilitales teachers’ work, prnyidcs pupils ’wuh i wndc-mn.ge of
reading texts, and fosters interest in reading. In the first cyele of ]:rnmury
education, the average of effeclive reading has mc’rcuscd more tI}im 509 {rom
the initial evaluation to the final one (with ‘19% lmpnlwcmcnl in lht:7 cgnlrol
group). In the second cycle the difference s even wulm"(ﬁ() vs, 3% in lhe
control group). A smaller increase has oceurred in the third c'yclc, nllhoug.h
there have also been positive results. [0 general, students have u.nprovcd 1heir
reading level and their interest for rcflding has been clearly Imclrcused. As
important data, the average number of books read by the pup.lls ina slchoul
year has risen [rom two 10 seven, and there has also been an increase in the
number of books pupils take home.

Open Reading Groups. Primary Education School Nuestra Seiiora

de 1a Vega (Haro, La Rioja) _ ‘
One of the most common problems found in sehools is the inappropriate
development of reading skills, particularly because ol the influence (hal
mastery in reading and writing has for later fearning. The teacher’s ussemblljf
of the school Nuestra Sefiora de la Vega, nware of the importance of l!us
learning process, started to develop a programmc called Open Rearﬁhng
Groups (C.P. Nuestra Sefiora de la Vega, 1997 MIC, 1998). Nuestra S(fllfl[fl
de 1a Vega is a primary education public school focated in Haro (La Rioj)
a village of around 9,000 inhabitants in winter but 30,000 in summer, The
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school enrols 411 students from five villages, of a medium-low socioeconomic
background, with families mainly working in agriculture and wine-producing
activities.

Teaching staff of the school had continuously observed that many of the
students’ difficulties were based on inadequate reading and writing. The poor
command of these sirategies and, in general, of the techniques to receive and
transmit information is not only a restraint for school development but also
conditions later learning. It was felt that itis in the first grades in which the basic
reading level is achieved, and where positive or negative atlitudes towards
reading are developed. That is why it was seen as essential to intervene in these
levels to prevent later school failure. The management team, the school’s
counsellor and every teacher were involved in the programme, supported by
nonteaching staff and by many parents. Involvement of students in the reading
sessions was also a core aspect of the programme’s development.

This improvement programme was based on a range of previous reading,
creativity, and logical skills innovation experiences in the school. Previous
experiences were viewed as unsuccessful because of the lack of an adequate
organisation and structure.

A formal evaluation of needs was carried out. Problems of expression and,
above all, comprehension, were found, as well as limited interest in reading
and difficulties of some students from ethnic and social minority groups with
reading and writing, The reading level of the students was asscssed with a test
measuring their reading speed. Once these results were analysed, five reading
levels were established, to which the students were assigned.

The global goal of the improvement programme was to improve students’
reading skills and their comprehension and expression abilities. Specifically, it
was intended: (o motivate students and develop their interest in reading; to
succeed in helping pupils make the most of their possibilities of reading speed,
reading comprehension, and memorisation of what they have read; to improve
the underprivileged pupils’ self-esteem and their attitude towards learning, to
reach a level of attainment that they would never have been able to achieve in
their previous class groups.

Different strategies have been carried out to achieve the proposed goals.
The most significant change has taken place in the curriculum, A programme
of reading instruction has been developed: in every session, most of the time is
used reading the corresponding text, and these texts differ depending on the
different reading levels of each group. Thus, the teacher is the initial model,
reading the text aloud, then students read it in the same way until an
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appropriate level is reached: it can "‘lsf‘_ be lu\(llslltu\ltllzll\lr:l:\:lc:tﬁs r([)lf] iugn'kn;)wn
words are explained and comprchenmpn qu.L..s ‘u_m:: i :1: & ,l hit 137‘((?ne
orally and in writing. The las.t step 18 C(‘Jl.lC‘Ll'mL? Ll‘llfh lmt“kdm 'm.nurollmg
spelling: but students are not given lh(? cort qt.l dl"l??\."u'. n‘uh‘.}‘ s are indicated
and students read the text again and find the correct dl\.f.\rt'u‘h.. -

These curricular measures arc tinked L.n m‘gumsul'mn lul hl} ategios, Su}dcms are
distributed in flexible groups accorn‘lmg Lo 1hct‘r lcuth‘ng lcv?‘l. .mvolvmg
modification of space and restructuring @uchcrs i‘lllld §u-|t!c‘nlf .“m‘fl“bl,es'
Teacher development activities are also c:arncd.nul. A 52\111111. a su lu. '0}1 1e.admg
is organised in the schoo! in collaboration with }hc Centre fol ‘Ibd'(.hel.‘; and
Resources. The teaching stafl also a\?tclnds meetings at lh(‘.‘: laeg,lll‘lwlg.of (e
programme, where the met]mdulogyils introdueed, npprn!n iate H.]hl‘l uclpns o
carry out the reading sessions are given, and approaches and procedures are
dgi;:'::éramme monitoring and evaluut_inn were '.zu'!'iud oul al school by the
co-ordinators of the programme and in every 1l‘cutlmg proup by the teacher
responsible for it Periodic evuluulmlnl sessions - were !u:ld to 1Tnal¥sc
problems appearing during each ;ul:uvnly‘ :mdl rlcudju.slmg the reading
groups. The Pedagogical Co-ordinating Commission :}lsn.cvulunled the
programme in its meetings. The formal evaluation ol the 1|np.mvcmcnl gzoa.ls
was carried out in the final evaluation, and also on cqnunugzus basis in
both the teachers’ assembly and specific co-ordination sesstons, Liach lc.achcr
was in charge of his/her classroom monitoring; he/she hml' En ASKCSS hlsl?!er
pupils’ attainments and base group changes on these. The Im.;peclqmw
Service of the Ministry of Education carried out o global evaluation of !he
results achieved and followed up the reading sessions clfusuly, ubscrvm'g
activities developed in every classroom and meeting with the school’s
teaching staff. o

Results show that pupils’ reading has been improved, and that the projeciss
now embedded as a common aclivily, Improvement processes have also been
implemented almost as intended. ‘ o

High expectalions were emphasised in the sehool rom 1th hcgn.mmg' of the
programme. Teachers’ teamwork increased, and (he rclnlmmfhlp with the
education inspector developed. The Open Reading CGroupy experience has alsa
fostered parents” involvement and their perceplion of (he school as @
educational community. As a consequence of the improvement pro‘granmlc
and its activitics, there has been a change of attitude in the schoul..l‘rom nol
taking parents into account 1o considering them very important. This bas bed
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parents to a deeper feeling of belonging to school. It has also helped them
become more involved in reading sessions and other school activities.

The classroom is one of the areas undergoing most change. The number
of students per group has been reduced and flexible groups have been formed
for the reading sessions, enhancing student interaction and motivation. The
school’s timetable has been reorganised and teaching takes place in a range of
areas, involving both teaching and nonteaching staff. It has also been observed
that the increase in reading comprehension has brought about a much more
orderly atmosphere in the classroom,

Students’ reading speed and comprehension have increased more than
expected al the beginning of the programme, affecting the performance in
other subjects, Moreover, a positive attitude towards reading sessions has been
developed and maintained, but at different levels depending on the different
groups.

The New Compulsory Secondary Education Teachings and Attention

to Diversity in the Educational Centre Padre Piquer (Madrid)
Implementing new educational programmes is always a challenge for schools,
as they have to adapt to new structures while defining the curriculum accord-
ing to their pupils’ and context’s unique characteristics. This is even more
complex in the case of schools such as Padre Piquer, with a very hetero-
geneous population and a Jarge number of pupils with special needs. This
improvement programme, focused at the compulsory secondary education
level, is an example of how a school has used deep reform of the education
system to optimise its own processes and outcomes (C.F. Padre Piquer, 1992,
1998).

The Educational Centre Padre Piquer is a grant-aided private school in
Madrid, owned by the Foundation Caja Madrid®, and managed by the Society
of Jesus. Most of its pupils come from disadvantaged social classes; this
feature, together with the size of the school (up to 1,100 pupils), defines its
educational focus and teaching strategies. Currently, around 30 private
companies are collaborating with the school, influencing the teaching through
promotion of the students’ contact with the working world, Because it

is a private school, it can also determine some of its management and
co-ordination bodies,

3 . g . . . .
Caja Madrid is a saving bank which also carries out social work,
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o Piguer took part in the Experimental  Reform of - Secondary

Pﬂdlfi 4 " the school year 1983/84. From the school year 1992/93 op,

Ec.lucfat.u.)n_‘ N ;ub.,.mumd by the new Compulsory Secondary Education,
i I ated sisation of the curriculum and  introduction of
changes in the school’s organisation and nu‘mugcmcnt.‘/\‘l mc‘ same lin‘m,
different initiatives wetre carried oul mrt:': .lcr for sludcnt:‘s‘\ fl‘l:\fc‘l'.\‘lly i}ﬂ(l wide
range of needs, and to reduce dropouts. l‘hIS pmgrm‘m}\c hn%s.la\u)i]vc:glcncg of
different improvemcnt Su-utegics, as the lmplcmeilldlu_m ol l 1|u I}L:W.C( llcquon
system, as sel up in the Organic Act on ll.u‘: (u:ncl‘u.I ()‘I gd‘nlsut!nn of the
Education System (LOGSE), meels (he specific conditions of the sehool and
ltsggz:;/ﬁiof the pupils of Padre Piquer come [rom cthnic. .minm'ili‘c.s and
disadvantaged social classes, and the schuu! cnrtl)ls students In:'m 23' different
nationalities. There i a high pereentage ol pupils (around .35 A;? wn‘h | 01:2
years learning delay, These condilin}ls gcncn:ulc_n clmllcljgm% sl..lumnlon with
consequences for the school’s educutional guulcl‘uws and its pi fority improve-
ment areas. To cater for fhe spccilic.nccds ol lh'u pupils and luclueve the
school’s purposes, the stafl stress |sig1'nl‘|czml andd discovery learning and pay
particular attention 10 pupils’ motivation. o |

The three main goals of this ESI programme were: (o ]1L‘lhmlil|.lhc cducal!on
to cater for students’ diversily; Lo give all students a C()lll]ll’C‘llL‘,IlSlVG cducation
focused on development ol the person us a whole; and llnr all students to
continue studying after having finished compuisory education.

To reach these objectives, intermediate in'lpmvgn.wnl gonly were prolposed:
to promote parents’ involvement in school aetivilies; (o chm-\g.c curticulom
organisation; to gel the mosl of teachers’ time and wu_rk by training all .\fchgol
staff as educators; and to optimise the school’s nmlcrm} rcsn.qrcc's. Ac!‘u‘ewng
these purposes meant selling up a range ol strateples i.IHCCllllg dl'l‘fercm
spheres of the educational process, Concerning (the curriculum, cmnrlmlar
adaptations were developed, especially in instumental areas. New oplional
subjects wete also created, such as social skills workshaops und a workshop o

which necessitated reorga

*The Experimental Reform of Secondary liducation was a pilot in_iliulivc nnlSccondary
Education developed in order 10 start a bigger reform of the structure of the edueation syqlm:t
Its main objective was to ook for n new organisation medel for this cducational .lcvcl in mtcr'(:
overcome the early differentiation in branches of the secondry cduut'mmn. the socm‘
devaluation of Vocational Training studics, and the excessive neademicism ol the Bacealauredts
(the general branch of the upper scecondary education),
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reinforce basic capacities, Remediation and support activities and new
curricular adaptations were also carried out for students who could not reach
the proposed goals; and, as an extreme measure for those students in a higher
risk situation, the curriculum was modified, developing |- and 2-year diversi-
fication programmes.

There were also changes in the organisational structure, such as modifying
student grouping criteria, to establish homogencous groups according to
different variables; and changes in criteria for selecting and allocating
teaching staff, to give more specialised attention to students with greater need.
In addition, the number of groups in every year was increased, and new
laboratories, workshops were created to teach the new subjects and new
co-ordination bodies were created.

Evaluation of pupils and the educational process was considered one of the
essential elements of the curriculum, and an important reference point for
making decisions concerning educational intervention and process improve-
ment. The ESI programme was periodically evaluated by the teaching staff
and also by external agents. The most significant result has been that the
percentage of the pupils achieving the Secondary Education Certificate has
increased to slightly higher than the national average. For the academic year
1997/98, 77% of the students achieved this certificate. The main success,
however, is the “added value™ to students, more than the absolute academic
SUCCess.

Tn general, the intended improvement goals have been achieved through
curriculum re-organisation, curricular adaptations, changes to grouping
strategies, creation of new optional subjects, successful implementation of a
Spanish Language programme for foreign students, optimal use of material
resources, and improved parental involvement. Teachers’ use of working
hours has been optimised by training. 1t is slill necessary, however, 1o devote
more time to nonteaching staff’s training and involvement, especially
administrative and services staff,

Improved classroom outcomes appear particularly to be due (o the open
attitude of teaching staff to innovation and new ways of working. ‘The teachers
accepted their pupils’ baseline results and were conscious that this meant
classroom changes, including a new teaching methodology. They, therefore,
carried out diverse strategies to individualise education and address student
diversity.

Perhaps the most evident and important student result is their recognition of
university as a logical next step for them on leaving school. Until recently,



406 FJAVIER MURILLO
80% of students finishing compulsory gducation went on Lo vocationg]
y ';in \;vhile the remaining 20% left the education system. Now, 80% choose
:tlmfoll%)’w the Baccalaureale and the 20% that previously abandoned the
0 [4 LA L 3y

system, now opl for vocational training.

LESSONS LEARNED

A characteristic defining the EST programinies mmlyscal. in Spnin is their
heterogeneity. In the sample sclcclinp. a hl'(.)'fl'tl I'CpI'L‘SUI‘Ilill‘IOll ol pmgrﬂmme.s
was pursued, selecling all schools lmm. different ck‘i.ucnlumul‘ levels, publie
and private ownership, and vm-inuls environments. Since the .\.ludy.h‘as b?cn
completed, those differences have inereased, rclmn}g also l.n goals, hllﬂlgglg?g,
or the way in which EST processes were |:un hy lhc.n‘ leaders, Because of .ihls,
they help us understand the key factors mvulvcal in .lhc duvclupmcpl (I)F ESI
programines. Foliowing Hoeben's (1999) f:vu!ummn (ramework, we introduee
what we have learned from the casc studies into 10 Tessons,

1, The key factor for the development and succeess .nl' 15:91 programimes i:\
Spain appears (o be internal change agents, primarily the pnlncumls
leadership. Analysing the Spanish examples, wu‘conchulc ll'ml, in every
case, leadership is the most important ismu.: [|0|' 'dcvclupmg 1Ihc ESI
progranumes, and one of the most decisive in Ilh‘.I‘II\[)]CIllcnlﬂtlI()l“l and
success. Nevertheless, we have not identilicd specilic characteristics of
these leaders. Therefore, we tind authoritarian principals, exercising a
strong control on the school, but also pedagogical lcmlel's‘. who can })e
considered the real levers of the school (Pérez-Albo & Hlerndndez Rincon,
2000).

2 The famous sentence “school change depends on what teachers do and
think” (Fullan, 1982) is still true. Teachers ure (e ones developing
change, so their involvement is crucial for the suceess ol the programmes
and this has been verified in the Spanish case studies. "Teuchers' cohesiol
and co-ordination have also been key Lo the suceess of EST programmes,
and these (wo issucs are closely relaled to school climate, As we have
noted, however, a current characteristic ol the Spanish Fducation System
is lack of school autonomy in stail management, meaning (hat s_chools
have no decision power in teacher development and rcurtfllmfml.
In-service training is organised by specialised centres, without (aking 1nt¢
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account schools’ needs. Although schools can ask for specific training, it
is not very common practice, Nevertheless, in some of the ESI
programmes it i3 considered a core aspect, since ad hoc training has
been carried out. With respect to staff recruitment, teacher mobility
appears to be negative for ESI improvement processes. This is an endemic
problem of public schools, because, although teachers are civil servants,
the delay in awarding definitive posts makes it possible for 50% of a
school’s staff to change every year, This reduces their commitment to the
school’s educational goals and projects.

. The external change agents collaborating in the development of the

Spanish ESI programmes have varied considerably. The schools taking
part in the “Annual Plans of Improvement” call have been supported by
the Educational Inspectorate and centres for teachers’ training, while the
University has collaborated with the *“ikastola.”” Likewise, the involve-
ment of external agents in the programmes’ success has also varied. We
conclude that external agents are not a determinant issue for the success
of Spanish ESI programmes. This can be explained in the Spanish
education system, because there are no institutions in charge of support-
ing schools. Such a role is assigned to the Educational Inspectorate, even
though it is more focused on supervising than in assessing schools,

. The existence of an external stimulus or pressure to develop an

improvement process is an essential element in both the selected cases
and in other experiences previously analysed. Among the possible reasons
for this, it is necessary to point out the traditional lethargy of the Spanish
schools and teachers up to now, and also the thought of the educational
authorities that “all public schools are equal” as a guarantee of equity.
Due to this, the development of global experiences was not favoured.

. The importance of adeguate planning of the programme is another aspect

continuously appearing in the cases studied, supported by (eacher
opinion. A characteristic of the “Annual Plans of Improvement” call was
the requirement to make a diagnosis prior to the change action, selecting
the improvement areas, elaborating the project, carrying it out, evaluating,
and institutionalising it. This organisational requirement has been found to
be one of the keys of the success of the “Annual Plans of Improvement.”
According to the definition of ESI programmes, optimisation of
organisation and school structure have been considered improvement
objectives. Together with curricular strategies more related to classrooms,
school-level improvement has been carried out through this. To achieve
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this, both principals and teachers ilske(l have cm‘]slitl(?rcd'ﬂexibility. in
school organisation a core clemfam, in aspects such as grouping, changing
timetable and resources allocation. ' |

The idea of organisational J'eu;-nin,s:.ls not wulcsprcm_l in the Spanish
educational context. Therefore, lh(?re i5 N0 AWATCHIeNs .ol the school as
organism which learns; it is, therefore hard Lo see the mvglvcmenl of this
element in the EST programimes. chcrlhclc:?'s, we have l-mm_(l. that (hoge
schools with more previois innovation experiences umf d positive atfitude
towards developing new experiences, (e rri_'a‘e ones with nany imore pos-
sibilities of developing change processes, The five schools we analysed
are examples of this. . o

What is happening in the classroom has an r'mpu(‘f on pupils ac:hwvefuem,
According to data, in those programuies with a very h'll’ll.Cllll'Cd curticular
design, the achievement goals are More likely to be reached. Nevertheless,
(he degree to which these programmes favour the whole rtl‘uvclnpmcmofthc
student and the aclucationa! community is not as clear, These programimes
give priotity lo effectiveness over impmvc‘mcnl. I()n the eontrary, 1hqsc
programmes in which goals are more global, including the smfml (llmcnsmln
and where inflexible leaching processcs have not been designed, quanti-
tative evaluation is less adequate and student academic results are harderty
determine, but the global appraisal is more positive.

All the programmes studicd have intentionally scarched for parental

involvement in their development. However, this has been performed in
different ways in each case, For instance, in the C.P, |Nucslm S.cﬁora de !a
Vega, a stable group of mothers ook part in preparing 11111!03'15115 l.ISC(l i
the programme. In Rosa Chacel,  school with a large Prnpm'lmn of pupils
with learning dilficulties from a low socioeconomic background, the
commitment of parents with their children learing has been purswed
Where commitment has been achicved, the students have highly
improved. [t does nol, however, seem 1o have been n core issue for llu:
success of the programme, although, as mentioned before, the students
achievement has been improved with their parents’ support.

The programmes analysed have considered pupils as passive actors i
whom the programmes arc directed, In every case the importance of
pupils’ engagement with their own learning is acknowledged blul.
nevertheless, they are not scen as actors in implementing and developing
the programmes. From this point of view it can he concluded that, rather
than main characiers, they are-passive addressees of the prograiimes.
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CONCLUSIONS

The first conclusion of this case study is coherent with its starting principle:
the relevance of the context for the development of the ESI programmes. The
Spanish education system has a special culture of school change, which can
both foster and impede development and implementation of ESI programmes.

The impulse of many teachers to improve education is among the charac-
teristics that define change, clearly exemplified by the existence of strong
Pedagogic Renovation Movements. Moreover, the fact that the Spanish school
Jeadership model emphasises the principal as a natural leader at school, makes
it easier for him/her to mobilise the rest of the teachers. Implementation of
reform of the education system should also be underlined, because it means
challenge for schools. Among the elements that impede the change, the
following are stressed: limited use of school autenomy; lack of support by the
educational authorities; and that teachers do not always have a sense of
belonging or commitment to their schools. The absence of available local
literature on school effectiveness and school improvement and the few people
who read the existing literature also needs highlighting. As a whole, it can be
stated that in Spain there is a very defined tendency to immobilise, making it
difficult to find schools involved in change processes.

But Spain is not a special or isolated case: every education system has its
own characteristics, conditions, and history that define what is happening in
each school, As a consequence, if research on effectiveness, improvement, or
effective school improvement intends to be more useful and to propose
theories and models of universal validity, it must be more sensitive to
contextual contributions. Therefore, our most important conclusion is the need
to carry out more international research. Comparative studies are of great help
for the development of the educational sciences, and being acquainted to them
is a must for researchers.

Other than this, we reiterate that the most relevant ESI factors in the
Spanish case studies seem to be;: the planning of the improvement process and
the self-regulative improvement cycle; a school organisation thal facilitates
the school’s “core business™: principal leadership,; and teacher involvement,
collaboration, and development. The least relevant elements are external
agents and parental involvement, Those factors are coherent with the results
found in other research projects and can be considered the “tangible”
contribution of the case studies to the elaboration of an Effective School
Improvement model.



